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Abstract 

This paper considers the practice of drawing lines in the context of architectural design. The core 

argument is that drawing lines generates the conditions for creative thought. Moreover, this initial 

claim is discussed in the context of the creative process in architectural design, as lines play an 

indispensable role in the locus of creation. First, the so-called ñrepresentational paradigmò about 

hand drawing is critically discussed, leading to the exposition of a new philosophical account 

regarding drawing. This new position consists of three theses: (I) it regards the drawing surface as a 

topos or ñspace of drawingò; (II) it regards drawings as situated figurations; (III) and it regards lines 

as processes. Jointly, these three theses form the ñperformative paradigmò, casting each aspect of the 

drawing process in terms of an unfolding dynamic in which inhabitative imagination and aesthetic 

sensibility play decisive roles. Lastly, these conclusions are formalized in a design model. 
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1. Introduction  

The practice of hand drawing is ubiquitous throughout the design disciplines. It is taught around the 

world as one of the most straightforward techniques of developing ideas, exploring intuitions, 

prototyping solutions or communicating concepts (Note 1). Seemingly simple and straightforward, the 

dynamics of hand drawing seem easy to understand. That is, as long as one accepts that drawing is a 

form of mimetic (i.e. broadly imitative) visual representation, thereby considering it as a 

representational technique (Note 2). But to accept that viewpoint would be unnecessarily reductive, as 

it has been argued convincingly that hand drawing is not just a form of representation, but that it 

constitutes a form of thinking in its own right (Note 3). As such, it is an issue that has its home in the 
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realm of aesthetics. From Kantôs Third Critique onward, aesthetics has predominantly focused on the 

notion of the beautiful. However, if we recast it as what Hegel aptly called ñthe science of sensibilityò, 

we see that it encompasses not only the notion of beauty, but the dynamics that characterize artistic 

practices such as painting, sculpting or drawing in the broad sense. An inkling of this approach is 

already inherent in Kant, who approached reflection as a type of sensibility-in-practice (Note 4). 

Returning to drawing, the statement that drawing is a genuine form of thinking ï no matter how 

intuitively appealing ï presents us with paradoxes left and right. If drawing is indeed an autonomous 

form of thinking, how is it so? How does visual and gestural creation guide the process of (creative) 

thinking, or tap into aspects of that process that no other activity can reach? If aesthetics is concerned 

with the sensibility inherent in artistic practice, then it must provide an answer, model or tentative 

theory. 

To address this question, I take an indirect route and expand on a very simple claim: that hand drawing 

of lines is a form of generating conditions for creative thought.  

To constrain the focus of this paper, I limit the discussion to the drawing of lines in architectural design. 

Creating lines, as architectural theorist Marco Frascari argued, is itself a way of ñarchitectural thinkingò 

(Note 5). Although Iôll return to Frascariôs statement later on, Iôd like to extend his thesis to support an 

additional claim: not only constitutes the drawing of lines a form of thinking, but correspondingly, lines 

play indispensable roles in the emergence of the locus of creation. In the course of the argument, Iôll 

explain what this claim means. 

 

2. The Representational Paradigm: Three Basic Assumptions About Hand Drawing 

To set out the position I criticize, letôs introduce three assumptions about hand drawing and lines in 

architectural design that jointly constitute what I call the representational paradigm: 

1) The first assumption about drawing is that it occurs on a neutral plane. This idea can be traced 

back to Ancient Greek conceptions of the human mind. The mind was regarded as a tabula 

rasa, or empty plane that would be inscribed by impressions or marks (Note 6). Notice here 

the close analogy with the development of writing: the mind was conceived as a surface that 

would acquire its unique shape by external influence, just as the empty sheet of paper is 

marked with symbols or marks by an author.  

This assumption made it easy to lump drawing and writing together under the heading ñthe 

production of tracesò (Note 7). In doing so, the act of drawing was silently subsumed under 

writing (Note 8).  

Writing means permanence: a text can be read in the authorôs absence, as the marks have a 

lifespan that exceeds that of the human being. From the very first beginning of architectural 

drawing during the Renaissance, the material aspect of this permanence claimed center stage: 

first, a parchment had to be prepared, then a line had to be engraved into it, and this line had to 
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be filled with specially prepared ink (Note 9). Before the line could achieve its permanence, an 

entire sequence of material processes was required. 

2) The second assumption is that drawings are imitations or copies of an object or idea that they 

are supposed to faithfully represent. The idea that the arts are essentially imitative can already 

be found in Aristotleôs Poetics (Note 10). Aristotle notices that imitation is a form of learning, 

and that imitation offers delight or pleasure. We encounter a similar thought in the Platonic 

corpus of works, which states that the arts focus on imitation (mimesis) to achieve visual 

resemblance (Note 11). In some cases, this is true, as there are drawings that are meant to 

specify certain features. For instance, technical drawings must closely resemble the objects 

they depict to be useful at all (Note 12). 

Continuing from this assumption, it is but a small step to imagine that a drawing is always a 

visual representation of an absent object that functions as a stand-in. A drawing may be seen 

as a copy of an object. It may also be seen as a visual representation of it. The distinction 

between these two is that a drawing may indeed represent an object (as in still life painting), 

but that object need not be absent. In the case of designing, the object-to-be is at least partially 

absent, and so drawing fills in an imaginative rather than a representational gap. This 

assumption follows from the idea that drawing is imitative. The object that is depicted is 

absent, or does not even exist yet, but the drawing makes it present in a precise, descriptive 

and tangible manner (Note 13). This conception of drawing owes much to Leon Battista 

Albertiôs idea that drawing is the process of setting up a descriptive geometry (Note 14). That 

is, a precise, scale-drawn visual representation of an object that is to be built. Alberti codified 

drawing in such a way that it became a tool for transmitting ideas between designer and 

builder. Likewise, the drawing became a tool for ñintellectualizingò an idea (Note 15). By 

geometric representation, otherwise fuzzy ideas became stable objects of inquiry (Note 16). 

Not only do they acquire a kind of ñobjectivityò or representational stability, but likewise, they 

become amenable to a process of control and metric measurement. 

The line was in this type of drawing the mark of precision, through scale and metric precision 

corresponding to a future line or given measure in the real world. However, the lines from 

which the drawn object is constructed play a vastly different role in the process of creation. 

Their role in the drawing process is not reducible to merely faithfully representing an object. 

3) Third, drawing has been subsumed under writing as the production of a kind of script that 

serves a communicative purpose. This is not to say that drawings never serve to communicate 

information ï the technical drawing comes to mind. Instead, drawing is a noun ï it is not a 

synonym for illustrating or codifying completed, well-formed thoughts. The written text has 

often been held up as a pinnacle of expressive precision at the expense of the drawing. 

20th-century continental and analytic philosophy took quite some time to come to terms with 

forms of expression that were not syllogistic, propositional or text-based or that had no clear 
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signifier-signified structure (Note 17). The discussion of what constitutes images has 

developed only recently with image theory and media theory. It should be indicative that we 

have a philosophy of language, but no philosophy of drawing. Often, when we discuss 

language, we talk about written language, propositions or well-formed statements (Note 18). 

This has one important ramifi cation: lines are seen as passive traces or marks of a notation 

process that bears a close analogy to writing, although the line itself cannot be treated as a 

proposition or statement (Note 19). But as poststructuralism and hermeneutics have both 

shown, text and image alike are very much active (Note 20). Drawing has a dynamic of its 

own ï a regimen of operation that is not reducible to writing, although it is also notational 

(Note 21). 

Concluding, the representational paradigm rests on three assumptions: (1) drawing occurs on a neutral 

plane; (2) drawings are imitations/and or visual representations of an (absent) object; (3) drawing is a 

kind of script and therefore lines are passive traces. In the next section, I discuss an alternative to this 

account. 

 

3. Entering the Space of Drawing: The Performative Paradigm 

To rethink drawing in architectural design in a direction that diverges from the representational 

paradigm, I propose an alternative philosophical account for each of the three initial assumptions 

introduced in the previous section. In doing so, I provide numerous arguments to rethink basic aspects 

of the nature of drawing as utilized in architectural design (Note 22). More importantly, these 

arguments support my claim that drawing lines generates the conditions for creative thought. Put 

concisely, my claim is that drawing is inherently performative. As such, the account sketched here can 

be regarded as a performative paradigm. 

I discuss three countertheses against the representational paradigm (I): the drawing surface is not a 

neutral plane, but a topos; (II) hand drawings are situated figurations and not visual imitations; (III) 

lines are not passive traces, but active processes.  

3.1 From Neutral Surface to Inhabited Topos 

Consider the conception of a drawing surface as a neutral plane. What does it mean to draw a line, or 

to trace a figure on such a neutral plane? At first sight, it implies a form of notation on a medium for 

later retrieval. Although this answer is correct, it is also trivial. It tells us nothing about either the nature 

of the drawn line or the drawing surface. It is as applicable to any form of writing as to drawing. If we 

wish to know the nature of the drawn line, we have to move beyond functional explanations, and 

consider the effectiveness of drawing. 

A first hint of this effectiveness lies in the etymology of the verb ñdrawingò. To draw is to pull a sharp 

object across a surface, scratching the trajectory that it followed. The pulling activity is important, as it 

implies the exertion of force, something that we do not usually associate with drawing nowadays. 

However, history shows that the relation between the drawing instrument and the surface was 
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multi-dimensional. With modern drawing, the drawing instrument (pencil, marker) largely lost its 

material connection to the receptive surface. However, from classical antiquity up until the Renaissance, 

engravings and drawings were largely inseparable. To draw effectively, a parchment had to be prepared, 

inscribed and filled with specially prepared ink. If anything, the line lost in this type of procedure much 

of its spontaneity. As we can witness in the drawings of for instance Leonardo da Vinci, sketching 

remained possible alongside writing (Note 23). But still, even when the material link between line and 

surface is weakened, the line creates a new situation. Especially during a creative process, the relation 

between line and depiction grows more complex than one would suspect: 

I put down something on paper and then react to it. Once I make a line, it becomes a condition: 

does it look like what I thought? Does it make me want to draw another or shall I erase it? It 

encourages me to make decisions only I can make. It has instantly become something that 

already exists and it draws me into the world of its own need to be drawn (Note 24). 

In the quote above, Doug Fitch describes the line as a condition: it transforms the surface on which it is 

drawn. It directly demarcates it in left and right, up and down, in and out, and it may even suggest 

depth. Through the presence of the line, the surface acquires an orientation. Simultaneously, the line 

invites further exploration. Even before we consider the lineôs instrumental value as a vehicle of visual 

representation, we must consider it as an effective cause. The line transforms the surface ï it is not 

merely a passive trace on a passive canvas. Once the line is drawn on the surface, it engages in an 

interplay with it. The German term Bildakt (image act) emphasizes this dynamic character: a line is a 

visual act rather than a static representation (Note 25). The anthropologist Tim Ingold investigated line 

patterns that the South Indian KǾlam use to ward off demonic presences. These patterns, writes Ingold, 

are ñnot made on a surface, but they define it as a geometrical plane.ò (Note 26) However, in a form of 

artwork called kampi, even this clear distinction between line and surface becomes indistinct. The lines 

seem to dissolve the surface (Note 27). This simple example illustrates already something of the 

complex, dynamic relation between line and surface, or alternatively figure and ground. 
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Figure 1. This Sketch Is Expressive rather than Descriptive as Its Lining and Shading Suggests a 

Depth and Volume That Adds an Additional Dimension to the Surface. Author, 2018. 

 

Similarly, John Berger states that the paper ñbecomes what we can see through the lines drawn on it; 

yet it remains itself (Note 28).ò All this points to an effectiveness exerted by the drawn line. Drawing a 

line is not just an inconsequential act but causes various visuospatial effects that are not merely 

representational. Many of them have little to do with representation but are intended to create sufficient 

conditions for an idea to appear (Figure 1). In view of this, it makes sense to think of the line as an 

event rather than a symbol, mark or trace. 

Fitch mentioned the line as the creation of a condition. As image acts, lines actively create conditions 

that do not just happen to the surface, but that transform the surface into a space. We can quite literally 

wander in-between the lines in this imaginative space, and ñtake it in possessionò (Note 29). For good 

reason, Michael Polanyi spoke of ñindwellingò in an idea, regarding them as spatial rather than visual 

or conceptual entities. This inhabiting process allows for imaginative immersion. This is important as 

architecture is inherently spatial. The fact that drawing takes place on a flat surface or a digital screen 

does not change this. Paul Emmons took this thought a step further by coining the term ñinhabitative 

imaginationò (Note 30). Echoing theories from the Renaissance onwards, the idea is that drawing 

facilitates the process of mentally inhabiting the building or space that is being designed. As Le 

Corbusier put it: one must learn to ñstrollò with a pencil (Note 31). 

As Gaston Bachelard once remarked, all thinking is to some degree spatial (Note 32). We order our 

thoughts in up and down, inside and outside, above and below, before and behindé Thinking is 

inherently relational and architectonic in the sense that it turns towards systemic relations that have a 

certain spatial orientation. For this reason, Pallasmaa describes the ñarchitectural imageò as an 

organizing image (Note 33). With ñimageò he does not just mean a visual representation of a building 
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or a space, but the most basic categorical order that we use to think at all. This categorical order 

encompasses the distinctions between inside and outside, up and down, horizontality and verticality, 

static and dynamic, defined and undefined. These relationships are mapped out and staged while one 

draws. The line as a condition marks the beginning of a thinking-through-creation, utilizing the most 

basic spatial categories of thinking to inhabit and make sense of an idea (Note 34).  

The French writer Michel de Certeau has drawn attention to the anthropological and symbolic 

languages that are used in this process (Note 35). In the case of anthropological language, the drawing 

is approached as a space, and one can orient oneself in it. Descriptions like ñfollow the hallway and 

turn right at the end to enter the living roomò imply a form of perspective-taking that occurs while 

drawing. Likewise, in Donald Schºnôs seminal sociological study The Reflective Practitioner, this 

ñconversation with the situationò occurs continuously (Note 36). The fact that this situation is 

conducted through the embodied mind makes it a lived experience rather than dry theorizing. Recent 

findings have shown how important the relation to the first-person perspective is for architectural 

design. Drawing an idea from various perspectives involves perspective-taking, aided by embodied 

movements (Note 37). The process of inhabiting various perspectives brings an idea (or even a world) 

to life (Figure 2). 

 

 

Figure 1. Diff erent Perspectives and Human Figures Allow One to Imaginatively ñInhabitò a 

Drawing or Idea. Author 2018. 

 

Conversely, symbolic language stabilizes lived meanings. It uses a broadly standardized system to 

order the plurality of perspectives and notions. For instance, the architectural map is an abstract totality 

in which the viewpoint is changed from playful, perspectival exploration to systematic abstraction. The 

map represents a point of view and a level of abstraction that we do not encounter in everyday life.  
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But while drawing lines, one visually constructs literally a space that is explored and that becomes an 

active participant in the creative process. The surface is instrumental in achieving this: 

The architectôs drawing surface is not merely a neutral support awaiting the appearance of 

meaningful marks. Like soils on a site, drawing board materials impact the work. The drawing 

sheet is an active participant that is already propitious, or, as Chinese calligrapher Li Yang-ping 

wrote, excellent drawing paper is ógenerativeô (sheng-chih) in that even when unmarked, it is not 

empty because fine paper is óendowed with life like fertile soilô. Paperôs qualities can inspire the 

consideration of a particular siteôs qualities. (Note 38) 

Li Yang-ping draws attention to two aspects that deal with the materiality of the drawing surface. First, 

the very materiality of the surface is generative by itself.  

The analogy with soil points towards a process of cultivation or actively working with the substrate. 

Like Frascariôs notion of ñsedimentationò, the architectural idea requires a slow seeping-in and settling 

of its various aspects (Note 39).  

This growth process requires a physical locus, or ñspaceò in which ideas develop. Again, De Certeau 

has taken up this theme, describing the space of writing (and drawing) as un espace propre or ñproper 

spaceò (Note 40). The drawing surface provides such a proper, well-defined space. Not coincidentally, 

there is a direct link here to the idea of a designated, sacred space: 

Sacred space marks a break in homogeneity of undifferentiated space and provides a spatial 

orientation through which a world is founded. In the double operation of detaching and 

reframing, the ground re-appears as the site in its discontinuity. (Note 41) 

Like the architectural image that Pallasmaa alludes to, the drawing surface becomes a carefully 

differentiated site for thinking and world-building alike (Note 42). Demarcated as a space that differs 

from its surroundings, the drawing surface acquires its special character. Put differently, we may 

approach it as a generative habitat or cognitive ecosystem. It is a space in which the conditions for 

world-building, thinking-through-gestures and organized visual experience are nurtured and developed. 

Above all, it is a space in which ideas are powerfully condensed and concentrated, forcing them to 

assume a shape (Note 43).  

As discussed, from its very inception, drawing involved the material of its surface, but it was only with 

the rise of descriptive geometry that the surface as neutral plane or projective background appears. The 

focus shifts towards the precision of the contents that are depicted. In digital drawing, this conception 

of the background as neutral space is ubiquitous, as the practice of drawing takes place on an empty 

artboard or modelling space. However, as Peter Cook argues, the surface is anything but passive: 

Such [visual] indulgence allows the whole surface of the drawing to reach out to the observer, 

never letting one rest for a second, and somewhat in the manner of an illustrative cartoon feeds 

in many intriguing and diverting minutiae. (Note 44) 

The surface reaches out and invites one in, never resting but always suggesting something new and 

fascinating. We might see it like a space or habitat for thought, rather than a flat canvas. 
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Understanding the drawing surface as a generative habitat brings us to the second point that Li 

Yang-ping raises: the drawing surface truly is generative. Perhaps unwittingly, Yang-ping echoes 

classical Chinese thinking on painting. The idea is that the drawing surface is a space (topos) where 

aspects of ideas can be made to settle and to spring up (Note 45). Especially when sketches are allusive, 

incomplete, open and generally in a phase of exploration, this dynamic is at work.  

The notion resonates with the classical notion of a ñfigure-ground phenomenonò introduced by early 

Gestalt psychology (Note 46). However, in this case, we should interpret the analogy that the surface is 

a ñgroundò or a ñfertile soilò quite literally. The ground is not a static foundation against which a figure 

appears, but it is the condition of possibil ity for the figure to appear at all, to stand in a demarcated 

space and to become an object of inquiry. However, this object hovers in a strange realm that seems 

imaginal rather than real: 

It is the process of transforming the actual spatial datum, the canvas or paper surface, into a 

virtual space, creating the primary illusion of artistic vision. This first reorientation is so 

important that some painters who have become keenly and consciously aware of it tend to be 

satisfied with the mere creation of space, regardless of anything further to be created in its virtual 

dimensionsðlike Malevich, enamored of the magic squares that, after all, yield space and only 

space. (Note 47) 

Modern art discovered the space within the canvas and moved consequently away from drawing as a 

form of pictorial representation. Correspondingly, the artistic ï or designerly ï gaze is by definition a 

distortion or semblance. It introduces often viewpoints that do not exist in the real world, but that 

suggest a kind of spatiality or hidden order. The purely pictorial character of drawing is replaced by an 

explorative, suggestive hue or tone. 

Because the viewpoints are introduced on a canvas or drawing surface, that surface becomes the space 

of architectural thought and creation. Alberto Peréz-Goméz expands on the hidden complexity residing 

in this idea: the topos is a space in the world of lived experience and forms an integral part of our 

interaction with it (Note 48). However, as Peréz-Goméz argues, architectural creation required the 

inscription of marks (grapheíen ) into lived space (topos). In order for the inscription to be effective, the 

place itself must be respected und thoroughly understood. For classical architecture, this meant 

grasping it in all its complexity. So, the surface becomes a stand-in for the world outside, a place where 

the interaction between the new and the existing unfolds through architectural meaning. However, we 

would miss a crucial point if we thought that the inscription is just a passive trace. 

3.2 From Traces to Situated Figurations 

An idea that is being sketched out is situated within the topos of the drawing surface. We move now on 

from the surface of the drawing to the visual constellation that is realized on it. 

The second assumption of the representational paradigm is that drawings are imitations or copies of an 

(absent) object or idea that they are supposed to faithfully represent, but which is a misconception: 
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Architectural drawing is a unique locus of active thinking, itself the fertile wellspring of ideas, 

where a design emerges from within the effort of drawing. It is a common misconception that 

architectural design drawing merely documents something already fully determined in the mind. 

(Note 49) 

In many cases, although most strikingly visible in architectural drawing, the suggestion can be raised 

that hand drawing serves not a representational, but a navigational purpose. The literature on 

thinking-through-drawing is unambiguous in this regard: the architectural hand drawing serves as a 

means to explore rather than to illustrate (Note 50). 

Instead of being imitations or copies, drawings that emerge in the creative process are best understood 

as situated figurations.  

As philosopher Sybille Krämer has developed in detail, the very act of articulating an idea on a surface 

by visual means imbues it with a new, unique character. The drawing or figure is not just a copy of 

something that is absent, but acquires its own, unique presence that is synoptic and simultaneous rather 

than explanatory or analytic. The appearance of an idea as a figure opens it up towards our cognition 

and discursive capacities. Yet, the figure remains a figure, and is not amenable to reductive explanation 

(Note 51). There is always a representational surplus in it that cannot be grasped conceptually. 

Figurations are visual attempts to articulate various aspects of an idea that thereby becomes possible. 

This process of articulation is anything but linear or predictable, although there are exceptions to this 

rule. Importantly, the figuration appears gradually and visually through the articulation of lines.  

In everyday language, we casually say that we ñfigure things outò when we are struggling with a 

problem or a puzzle. When we forcefully make a rhetorical point, we use a ñfigure of speechò. The 

close etymological link between the figure, the puzzle, and rhetorical strategies tells us a lot about the 

aim of figuration. By articulating an idea through figurations, we forcibly draw it in the realm of visual 

and haptic perception. There is a close link between the concept of Anschauung (direct perception) and 

figuration. Direct perception requires visual figures as basis for reasoning. Yet, these figures invite as 

much questions as they answer. 

Still, it might seem paradoxical that an idea becomes only possible by articulating its various aspects. 

However, in his third Critique, Immanuel Kant raised exact the same point with regard to concepts 

when he discussed the faculty of reflection: 

To reflect (to consider), however, is to compare and to hold together given representations either 

with others or with oneôs faculty of cognition, in relation to a concept thereby made possible. 

(Note 52)  

What Kant notes about the act of reflection applies even more to drawing. By ñdrawing things 

togetherò, that is, by extracting from the space of ideas visual cues and aspects, the idea assumes a kind 

of possibility (Note 53). Once drawn, notions that appear as situated far apart when considered in 

isolation display a surprising proximity; conversely, ideas that seemed obviously linked lose their 

seemingly indisputable connection. Nowhere else has this been demonstrated better than in Schºnôs 
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seminal study on reflection-in-action and so-called protocol studies of designers at work (Note 54). 

More recently, Fauconnier and Turner have worked this thought out with regard to ñconceptual 

blendingò. A new concept emerges as a kind of elastic entity that is enriched, transformed and shaped 

by introducing and juxtaposing various notions, blending them into a new unity (Note 55). 

The possibility of such an entity is visually projected onto the drawing surface. If architectural hand 

drawings exhibit representational traits, they do so to the degree that the sketching process assists in 

projecting an idea into the world under the form of a figuration. As discussed, the link between the 

hand and the mind is fully activated in hand drawing, even to the degree that Le Corbusier claimed that 

his ideas flowed from his drawing hands to his mind, and not the other way around (Note 56). Such 

fluid, spontaneous drawing is projective:  

[T]he drawing is still committed to the project by the idea that promotes it. Drawing in design 

ñassociates itselfò with drawing in art as a visible representation of the uncertainty of the object 

of design as an artefact of desire, but only as a ñpassingò formulation and not as the inevitable 

finality of design (Note 57). 

For good reason, the German term for ñdesigningò is Entwerfen. Literally, it means to throw something 

out, to make an idea flow out into the physical world. Once it is thrown out into the world, the 

projection acquires a peculiar ontological status as an open object (Note 58). No longer is it a fluid 

notion, but a relatively stable visual entity that appears on a surface. Yet, it is not a physical object or a 

finalized design. 

 

 

Figure 3. Visual Concepts Like These ï even While not Designs ï Play Important Cognitive Roles 

in Developing Design Ideas. Author, 2018. 
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The Heideggerian concept of Geworfenheit (thrownness) can in this context be read as an acute 

observation about the projective nature of our creative capabilities. We ñthrowò ideas into the world, 

mediated and aided by drawing. Although they do not (yet) exist as physical objects in the world, they 

acquire an ontological existence that causally affects the creative thinking process:  

Drawing as the possibility of construction of the idea, determines the appearance of the objectôs 

form, while representation of the object. Drawing is for design the projectual instrument that 

enables the visible appearance of the idea (Note 59). 

Through drawing lines, ideas develop in a process of gestation. Initially, an idea may be vague or only 

rudimentary developed. But instead of being depictions or illustrations of this vague idea, the drawn 

lines points beyond themselves towards the essential characteristics of what they depict (Figure 3). It 

should be said that these characteristics are inferred and encountered rather than defined. Lines are 

articulations, but not yet articulations of something final or even figurative. This leads once again to a 

paradox: before an idea fully crystallizes, it can only be hinted at in a circumspect, roundabout manner. 

The ñthingò to which it refers cannot be conceptually caught. Indeed, it even requires some openness to 

drive the creative process (Note 60). 

 

 

Figure 2. Lines as Pure Expression of Abstract Structures. They Are not Purely Descriptive, nor  

Are They Completely Accurate. Yet, They Allow for  Identifying Relations. Author 2021. 

 

The idea that drawing depicts or duplicates a virtual object that already exists ï to some degree 

finished ï in a kind of mental space is quite natural and corresponds to what W.J.T. Mitchell called 

ñnaµve realismò about imagery (Note 61). As Michel Foucault put it ñthe object does not await in limbo 

to become embodied in a visible and prolix objectivityò (Note 62). It is not as if there is a mental or 
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virtual repository from which objects or ideas emerge as ready-mades. This point seems obvious, but it 

is worth remembering, as the often-mythical status of architectural sketches unwittingly conveys the 

misleading idea that the ñmastermind of the creatorò knew all along what was going to be designed 

(Note 63). 

More than anything, an idea is drawn into being by producing a series of successive visual artefacts that 

slowly and jointly articulate its essence (Figure 4). In this process of articulation and exploration, 

designers familiarize themselves with its structure. We have discussed already how a process of 

ñindwellingò or ñtaking into possessionò is necessary for acquiring a stable grasp on the open object 

that seems to hover beyond focus.  

However, opposite of the inhabiting pole of this process, we should also emphasize the situating pole. 

In projecting an idea through figurations, these visual constellations are situated in the world ï from 

where they can be exposed to scrutiny and (collective) discussion. In situating such visual artefacts, 

their structure, internal coherence, tensions, irresolvable or incommensurable elements is brought 

before the mind. Tim Ingold cites J. Arthur Thomson, who, in his 1911 Introduction to Science wrote:  

When we work long at a thing and come to know it up and down, in and out, through and through, 

it becomes in a quite remarkable way translucent. The botanist can see through his tree, see 

wood and bastéThe zoologist can in the same way see through the snail on the thorn, seeing as 

in a glass model everything in its place, the nerve-centres, the muscles, the stomach, the beating 

heart, the coursing blood, and the filtering kidney. So the human body becomes translucent to the 

skilled anatomisté(Note 64) 

Up and down, in and out, through and throughélike a navigator, the inquirer traverses the open object, 

tracing lines through it until its structure is comprehended by grasping the proper place of each element. 

Thomsonôs mention of translucency is noteworthy because it is not full transparency that is strived for, 

but a translucency that suggests depth, overlayering and the juxtaposition of simultaneous elements 

(Note 65). By positioning the drawn object in a topos, it becomes part of a wider environment. Like 

Kantôs notion of reflection, representations and notions are held together in this environment, and 

gradually settle into meaningful structures. 

If we follow the implications of this insight, it means that drawing is a mode of taking action, or 

ñthinking equals knowing equals makingò (Note 66). Doing and making are acts of acquiring insight 

into the constitution of the open object that comes into being on the surface. That the accumulation of 

insight occurs by making or constructing objects and artefacts is an established fact. As the disciplines 

of artistic research (Note 67) and design research (Note 68) prove, making is an essential strategy for 

systematizing a body of ideas. To make is to search. It is for good reason that the philosopher Vilém 

Flusser described the process of getting acquainted with an idea or notion ñein suchendes begreifenò (a 

searching grasping) (Note 69). To familiarize oneself with an idea, one must grasp it through gestures, 

through imaginative indwelling and through a process of searching it. The topos of the drawing is 

gradually grasped in a genetic process of coming to terms with its figurative appearance. 



www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/jrph                 Journal of Research in Philosophy and History              Vol. 7, No. 1, 2024 

49 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

The so-called ñpractical turnò in the philosophy of science has shed considerable light on how scientists 

themselves are involved in constructing and reconstructing ideas in which drawing plays often a 

constitutive, if underestimated, role (Note 70). Schön conceptualizes a similar process as a reflective 

conversation in which transactions between designer and designed take place (Note 71). 

 

 

Figure 5. The Entire A rea of a Design Project Represented as an Object That Is Visualized at 

Different  Scale Levels and with Different Levels of Precision. Author  2017. 

 

Maybe a better term would be a ñcreative conversationò. The theme of conversation is also taken up by 

the sociologist of science Karin Knorr-Cetina. She states that during research, a researcher adopts 

sometimes the ñperspective of the objectò or enters into a direct, so-called ñobjectualò relation with it 

(Note 72). The example she uses is of a scientist who ï in the absence of a microscope ï visualizes a 

largely magnified version of a protein standing in front of him. This allows him to visualize and 

understand the reactions of the protein when brought into contact with other chemical compounds 

(Note 73). Like the drawing, the structure and the behaviour protein is gradually grasped. 

The imagined object (a protein in this case) that is in reality invisible is by this move situated before the 

mindôs eye, and thereby brought into focus as a figuration or a open object. Its internal structure can 

responses can be understood and predictions about its behaviour can be made. It can be understood 

more thoroughly by visualizing it as a structure. The hand drawing in architecture accomplishes a 

similar feat: it succeeds in situating a conceptual structure before the mindôs eye (Figure 5). However, 

we should be careful in accepting all premises from the sociology of science. In Knorr-Cetinaôs 

example, the scientist uses a visualization technique. However, this has the unintended consequence of 

pitting content (the protein) against form (its visualization). Already decades earlier, the philosopher 

Susanne K. Langer cautioned against this division: 
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An artistic symbol is a much more intricate thing than what we usually think of as a form, 

because it involves all the relationships of its elements to one another, all similarities and 

differences of quality, not only geometric or other familiar relations. That is why qualities 

enter directly into the form itself, not as its contents, but as constitutive elements in it (Note 

74). 

Unlike the symbolic language that De Certeau invoked, the artistic symbol (and the hand drawing 

equally so) possesses distinct qualities and depicts not just structural or geometric relations. Likewise, 

the hand drawing has a tangible, artistic quality of its own and is not merely a geometric representation. 

The process of visualization discussed by Knorr-Cetina remains descriptive. Unlike the drawing, its use 

is concerned with structure and rationalization. However, the architectural drawing process is not 

reducible to a kind of rationalized decision-taking or heuristics. Granted, drawings may be used as 

heuristic instruments, but especially sketches are much more than reasoning instruments. We can see 

this from the fact the drawn image contains empirical as well as poetic contents.  

Put differently, we might describe it as the ñlocus of tensionsò caused by a poetic force that resides in it 

(Figure 6). Edmund Burke remarked acutely that images in the mindôs eye produced a strong emotional 

response that far surpasses reasoning (Note 75). 

 

 

Figure 6. Evocative Sketch That Is not Just about the Precise Geometry of an Idea, but That 

Represent a Vision or Idea. Notice How the Perspective Does not Technically Correct, but still 

Conveys an Architectural I dea. Author, 2016. 

 


