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Figure 4.5 Places of Difference, 3 minute digital video. 
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4.2.6 

Title: SpaceLapse 

Date: Spring 2002 

URL: http://x2.i-dat.org/~cs/spacelapse 

Collaborators: Dan Harris 

Presented / Exhibited: Broadcast 18/12/02 on HTV as part of Brief Encounters 2002 

television programme produced by Wildfire Productions. Also presented by the 

author at the Biennale of Electronic Arts, Perth 2002 

Description of Project: 

Satisfied that digital video had been able to express different socio-spatial relations 

with a street through Places of Difference, the author worked with a graduate to 

develop another three minute short movie that explored socio-temporal relations with 

space. Using time lapse technology, each shop along a small part of Mutley Plain was 

manipulated in post-production to portray how many people visit it on a daily basis. 

By playing back each shop’s time lapse at different speeds, according to its 

popularity, the collective image was of the street as it changed over time (Figure 4.6).  

 

The sky and pedestrians remained in real time and the result is a startling model of 

how social activity affects the temporal balance of a street. Pedestrians tend to see a 

street of shops as a connected unit, and when things alter along the street - such as the 

shopfronts – it is accepted as part of the street’s dynamic nature. By speeding up and 

slowing down the rate of each shop’s time lapse the viewer has an opportunity to see 

the street as a series of components, each with its own time according to its use. The 

result is a pulsating array of multiple time lapses that gives the viewer an insight into 

the complexity of a simple street. 

 

The style of the film used a voiceover and took on an educational tone in order to 

make sense of the complex image that was built up. The author at this point was 

making a reference to the narrative techniques present in Ray and Charles Eames’ 

films such as the Powers of Ten, in order to provide an antithesis to their Newtonian 

model of time and space. ‘SpaceLapse’ articulated relational properties that were 

impossible to see with the eye, and could only be traced through the distortion of 

time. Publicly aired on HTV, SpaceLapse has been well received like its sister movie 

Places of Difference, and has subsequently been seen in a wide variety of academic 

contexts. 



 - 152 - 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.6 SpaceLapse, 3 minute digital video 
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4.2.7 
Title: Figures 

Date: Spring 2003 

URL: http://x2.i-dat.org/~cs/figures 

Collaborators: Dan Harris 

Presented / Exhibited: IEEE Visualization 2003, Seattle. Presented alongside Places 

of Difference and SpaceLapse in a demonstration workshop. 

Description of Project: 

Having distorted space in Places of Difference, and time in Spacelapse, the author 

was interested in articulating ‘people’ as the final component of the relational triad. 

Working with six employees who worked at different shops along Mutley Plain, the 

author and Dan Harris made video portraits of each person describing where they 

shop along the street. Standing in their uniforms as they spoke, post-production 

techniques were used to manipulate their clothing to express their relationship with 

each other’s shops in order to depict the social relations present in a consumer context 

(Figure 4.7). For example Clare, described her week as involving working at Boots, 

drinking in the Hogshead pub and ending the week with a Domino’s Pizza. 

Consequently as she mentioned each shop her clothing would switch to those of one 

of the other respondents. Three of the participants were shown simultaneously and 

their narrative triggered the swapping and exchange of each other’s clothing as 

though their relationships with each other and the street were intimately bound.  

 

The idea was to illustrate how easy it is to forget that consumers are as much defined 

by shops, as shops are defined by the people who use them. It was this two-way 

relationship that the author wanted to express in ‘Figures’ and the difference between 

people’s individual use of a street. Subsequently the video only features the street 

during the introduction, as it was intended that the line of participants would represent 

a different interpretation of the street but without the architecture. The hypothesis was 

that if it was people who contributed to defining which shops survived along Mutley 

Plain, then by representing the shops through their use by employees and customers, it 

would be possible to ‘see’ another form of the street. One that was made up of people 

rather than bricks and mortar. 

 

The movie became demanding to develop due to the complexity of each narrative, 

and isn’t as clear as ‘Places of Difference’ or ‘SpaceLapse’. However it was felt that 
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the three of them demonstrated contemporary visualisation techniques that would be 

of interest to the Information Visualisation community. The work was presented in a 

‘demonstration workshop’ at the IEEE Visualization 2003 conference in Seattle, 

where the three films received good feedback. 

 

Although problematic, the last of the triad of movies completed a study of a socially 

dynamic space in which social navigation and architecture were highly implicit 

components. However, the author by this point was aware that the use of digital video 

rendered all of the ideas as models or illustrations of concepts encapsulated in a 

controlled form of time. What became more interesting were the strategies to begin 

manifesting these dynamics in real time, and in real architectural contexts. 
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Figure 4.7 Figures, 3 minute digital video.
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4.2.8 

Title: The Random Lift Button 

Date: June 2003 

URL: http://x2.i-dat.org/~cs/random 

Collaborators:  

Presented / Exhibited: Portland Square Building, University of Plymouth. 

Published: Speed, C. (2002) Dismantling Teleological Navigation. In The Art of 
Programming. Amsterdam: Paradiso / Sonic Acts Press. P. 56-64 
Description of Project: 

Having illustrated social dimensions in architectural space through rendering video 

and constructing illustrations, the author was interested in beginning to develop 

actual experiences. The Random Lift project was conceived as an opportunity to 

exemplify further the role of space at the mercy of time, and how this affected 

people’s mental models of architecture. In large commercial buildings, lifts are 

implemented to squash space and enable people to move more quickly from one 

work activity to the next. Consequently lifts can be understood to represent a 

temporal slippage in the experience of a building as a whole, users skip space and 

avoid people, places and the opportunity to see the ‘whole’ building. Conversely 

corridors and stairwells are often recognised as the most important social spaces 

within businesses, and many negotiations and affairs occur between office spaces 

than within them.  

 

The Random Lift Button (Figure 4.8) tries to interrupt the linearity of going to a 

familiar destination by offering the choice to travel without knowing where you are 

going. The intention of the Random Lift button was to place us directly in the 

centre of a non-linear moment, its outcomes uncertain and unpredictable. The 

dynamic navigation to unpredictable places forces the users mental model of the 

building to transform as new floors open up and the architecture to expand. Rather 

like a live Habitaculus model, the opening up of new floors was intended to be like 

moving into somebody else’s Habitus and seeing spaces according to other social 

priorities. 

 

By June 2003 two Random Lift buttons were installed in to the Portland Square 

Building of the University of Plymouth. Visitors and occupants of the building 

regularly use them, although the author’s request for the removal of all other 

buttons was turned down, and subsequently the random lift button tends to be used 
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for fun instead of serious navigation. 
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Figure 4.8 The Random Lift Button
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4.2.9 

Title: Reading Rooms 

Date: Summer 2002 

URL: http://x2.i-dat.org/~cs/readingrooms 

Collaborators: Justin Roberts, Programmer 

Presented / Exhibited: Snow White Gallery, Unitec, Auckland 

Published: Qi and Complexity, Consciousness Reframed International Conference 

24-27 November 2004, Beijing, China. 

Description of Project: 

Determined to begin modelling socio-spatial dynamics in real-time, the ‘Reading 

Rooms’ software was developed by the author while carrying out an artist’s residency 

at Unitec, Auckland, New Zealand. The software used ‘live’ 3D animation to rebuild 

the architecture of the Design Faculty according to what students were borrowing 

from the campus library (Figure 4.9). By querying the university library’s database 

and finding out what books a selection of students were borrowing, the software 

rearranged the layout of the buildings according to the subjects that the students were 

reading. For example, if an architecture student was reading a book about 

photography then a piece of the Architecture department would move to where 

Photography is based. This simple idea made it possible to see the trans-disciplinary 

nature of student study, the role that the library plays in facilitating the students’ 

reading within and outside of their specialisms, and the multiple perceptions we have 

of a place and its architecture.  

 

The Reading Rooms project attempted to identify the invisible relationships that bind 

and integrate the two components that make the design school at Unitec operate. 

These are the architecture of a converted 19th century psychiatric hospital, and the 

students who study art and design subjects in that location. The first element in this 

relationship could be understood to be a highly spatial, but temporally dumb 

component. The second element is far ‘fuzzier’ and can be understood to be subjects 

who embody tastes, opinions, politics and attitudes toward the fields of study they are 

taught within the school. Of the two components in the formula that made up how the 

occupants inhabit and live within its architectural spaces, the place is not seen as 

separate components. Architecture and people remain bound closely together through 

experience, which may break some of the ‘rules of the space’. However, to the naked 

eye the relationship was still dominated by the physicality of the old hospital as it 

keeps educational programmes apart and hides any of the ‘fuzziness’ of the people 
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who are studying behind its walls. The Reading Rooms project set out to try and find 

a way of unravelling the two components in order to identify how invisible exchanges 

between the two can be seen to affect each other.  

 

In the case of Unitec’s rigorous architecture and organic students, the author 

identified the Dewey library categorisation system as a means of ‘contextualising’ 

both a model that would describe the architectural layout of the school from subject to 

subject, and offer space for the breadth and depth of what the students might be 

studying as they follow their programmes.  

 

Simply by visiting the 100 rooms that made up the building and assigning a Dewey 

category to its taught subject; ie. Computer graphics 006 – 007 , interior design 747 – 

750, it was possible to develop a spreadsheet that modelled the School of Design and 

the subjects that it taught. By asking an occupant of each room to provide the author 

with their library card ID number it was then possible to query the library database 

and find out the subject of the book they most recently borrowed from the library. To 

fulfil the visualisation of ‘invisible relations’ the author developed software that 

would model the movement of rooms within the school if each book represented a 

room on a plan. Consequently it was possible to see that students who were studying 

graphic design were actually reading books about photography, engineering students 

were reading books about postmodernism, and photography students were reading 

books about architecture.  

 

The Reading Rooms project was a substantial breakthrough in demonstrating live, 

socio-spatial digital architectures. The indirect social navigation of students was 

found in the interrelations between the subject of the books that they borrowed, and 

became an implicit part of how the architecture was reconstructed. This construction 

of a socio-spatial architecture became a critical part of the thesis as a demonstration of 

the use of social navigation principles to inform a digital architecture. On reflection, 

the ‘god’s eye’ perspective became a cause for concern, as it didn’t offer a dematerial 

architecture, so it was this that was to become the focus of the next series of practical 

projects. 



 - 161 - 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4.9 Reading Rooms, Live Socio-Spatial Digital Architecture.
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4.2.10 

Title: Tag Clouds 

Date: Winter 2005 

URL: http://x2.i-dat.org/~cs/images/board02.pdf 

Exhibited: Notion / Notation Show at the University of Plymouth 

Presented: Invited talk for National Architecture Week, June 2006. MELT, Sheffield. 

Description of Project: 

 

The internal University of Plymouth ‘Notion / Notation’ exhibition provided an 

opportunity to explore how the Web 2.0 use of tag clouds could be understood to be a 

form of socio-spatial map. Used on websites such as the online book marking system 

del.icio.us, and the social photograph archive Flickr, a tag cloud is the collection of 

tags or keywords that an individual has accumulated through describing content. Each 

time a tag is submitted to the database it either adds the new word to the list or, if it 

exists already, it grows in size. Tag clouds consequently look like homunculus men in 

as much as they display the heaviest use of words as very large, and the least used as 

very small. 

 

The exhibition was organised by the School of Media, and examined how artists 

develop ideas for work and how this ideas process is often as revealing as the work 

itself (sketchbooks, backs of envelopes). The ‘Tag Clouds’ piece involved asking all 

of the exhibiting artists for a list of their bookmarks. Once collected, an account for 

each artist was made on del.icio.us and the common websites that its database 

recognised from other users generated tags for each entry. As a result of this process a 

tag cloud was made for each artist which was then posted on to a large wall, among 

which was a picture of a homunculus man. The resulting tag clouds provided an 

extraordinary insight into the interests that informed each of the artists, and became a 

reflexive map of the works that many of them exhibited around the show (Figure 

4.10). 

 

As a component of the author’s continuum of works that support the thesis, Tag 

Clouds was an interesting demonstration of how social navigation technology 

provides a ‘map’ of creative processes. Placed in the context of an art exhibition - an 

architectural space consisting of artwork to lend it a sense of place - each tag cloud 

was a dematerial map of the pieces of work. When viewed together, all of the tag 

clouds were a map of the show. As a conceptual strategy the work provided a highly 
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reflexive guide to the show and in many cases corresponded well with their work. The 

strategy was also very economical, as artists simply exported their bookmark list from 

their web browser, and the author posted them up to del.icio.us. The tag cloud 

technology did the rest because it was connected to a socially networked 

infrastructure. 
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Figure 4.10 Tag Clouds.
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4.2.11 

Title: Invisible Transmissions 

Date: June 2006 

URL: http://www.telesocialarchitecture.org 

Collaborators: Justin Roberts, Programmer 

Presented / Exhibited: Portland Square Building, University of Plymouth. 

Published: Speed, C. (2005) Tele-Social Architecture in Ascott, R. (ed) Altered 

States: Transformation of Perception, Place, and Performance. Liquid Press: 

University of Plymouth, July 2005. Also presented as part of Locative Media: Urban 

Landscape and Pervasive Technology Within Art, Art Panel at Siggraph 2006. 

Description of Project: 

The final and most recent project work, not including the Cornwall Culture project 

and study, was a further attempt to challenge the material qualities of an architectural 

site through live social activity. Following directly from the Reading Rooms, the 

author developed software to watch the reception of email communication between 

offices across the University of Plymouth campus.  

 

A three-dimensional model of the Portland Square building was developed and the 

relevant rooms along the south flank of the building associated with the actual staff 

who occupied them. The software checks everybody’s email ‘inbox’ and establishes 

the names of recent people who have sent an email to the recipient. By correlating the 

sender’s name with their geographical location on the campus via the university 

telephone directory, an office with an image of the appropriate architectural style was 

then ‘flown’ into the scene and attached to the recipient’s office. The software 

checked inboxes every minute, so offices could be seen to be ‘flying’ into Portland 

Square and being absorbed into the building on a regular basis (Figure 4.11). 

 

The resulting image of the buildings was one of collision and construction as 

individual offices were seen to attach themselves to the exterior of the building in 

receipt of email. The live display of social activity was made visible to passers by 

through plasma displays in Atria C. It could also be seen online, providing an insight 

into the live activity that the building and its business is substantiated upon. 

 

The work was very effective at showing the invisible transmissions from around the 

campus to Portland Square, with many of the recipients watching the plasma screen or 

the online display. In an attempt to deal with the ‘gods eye’ projection that the 
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Reading Rooms project used, the author used an eye-level perspective of Portland 

Square from the street. This decision was intended to extend the ocular norm that 

passers-by to Portland Square are used to. In the same way that the homunculus man 

is an adapted version of an actual human body, a simulated version of Portland Square 

from street level offered the most accessible starting point from which to adapt what 

the eye can see. However, this ambitious idea required complex graphic modelling 

which was difficult to sustain with a model that was transforming live. Subsequently 

the results were a little disappointing because the work remained clearly computer-

generated and less photo-real, as early sketches had envisaged.  

 

However the live reconstruction of the building according to social communications 

was exciting, and at its busiest Portland Square became a different building as the 

alternative architectural styles interrupted the steel and glass exterior. There is much 

work to be done in improving the photo-real imagery to really contest the material 

nature of the architecture that is seen by the eye, and this project demonstrated the 

extraordinary detail that will be required to do this. The work was presented in August 

2006 at Siggraph as part of the arts panel ‘Urban Landscape and Pervasive 

Technology Within Art’ by Mike Salmond of Northern Illinois University, Hasan 

Elahi of Rutgers University and Mike Phillips of the University of Plymouth, and 

received positive feedback as an example of live data visualisation. 
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Figure 4.11 Invisible Transmissions. 
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4.3 Reflections upon Practice 

 

This section will reflect upon the author’s experiences through the eleven presented 

projects and identify their development toward a simple methodology for the production of 

social digital architectures. The section begins by tracing Hillier’s ‘socio-spatial 

dynamics’ in the early conceptual and illustrative works, before identifying Castells’ 

‘social material’ as databases began to enable the author to develop live digital 

architectures. The section describes how, from the live animated works, a methodology for 

developing social digital architectures emerged and was employed to the subsequent 

works. The section also identifies the Tag Clouds project as the point at which the author 

begins to find a solution to Nicholson’s de-material crisis within architecture. The section 

closes with a reflection upon the practice-based art and design projects and how they 

contributed to supporting the development of the Cornwall Culture project. 

 

The eleven projects demonstrate the progression toward an art and design based practice 

that integrates social navigation technology to construct digital architectures. The projects 

operate as a self-reflexive art-based practice that allowed the author to incrementally 

extend concepts into illustrations, and finally into demonstrations. However the work 

requires some analysis to identify how the social and architectural components were 

integrated, why particular technologies were used and how the work negotiates the 

Castells’ ‘social material’, Nicholson’s ‘dematerial architecture’ and Hillier’s ‘socio-

spatial dynamics’. 

 

The Raindance project provided the impetus and subsequent research framework for 

developing the doctoral inquiry. It led directly to the uncovering of social navigation as a 

discrete research field within HCI and its obvious relationship with architecture. The 

conceptual work that followed focussed upon the relational dynamic that social navigation 

establishes with a subject as different users gravitate towards the choices made by others 

(Höök et al 2003:8). As the content of socially navigated websites, such as MovieLens, 

transforms according to how people vote, the architectural material of these spaces was 

also adjusted. Rules for the Production of Space was a direct response to the geometric 

dynamic that Raindance presented as the movement of people altered the size and inferred 

value of the websites within its domain. The different sized rulers simply extrapolated the 

need for dynamic models of value within socially constituted environments if users are to 

be able to navigate and identify their own sense of place within a shared context. 
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Habitaculus was an extension of this but was  critically different as it introduced a multi-

user complexity to one place. Specifically dealing with architecture and the multiplicity of 

one living room within one house, the dimensional transformations in the four rooms of the 

balsa wood model contest the assumption that we all understand space in the same way. In 

his introduction to Space is the Machine (1996) Hillier demonstrates the ‘relational 

notions’ that any particular building can mean to a wide variety of social groups depending 

upon the sociological boundaries that position them closer to being ‘inside’ or ‘outside’ 

that space. Habitaculus introduced the complexity of these differing notions, which seem 

implicit and yet paralysed in the immutability of built architecture, yet able to be 

manifested with digital spaces. However the work remained inanimate and encouraged the 

author to conceive of ways in which to begin animating the concepts.  

 

The residential digital video workshop, ‘Crossing Over’ at FACT in 2001, offered the 

author the opportunity to produce a short movie that illustrated the different ‘forms’ of a 

specific architectural place according to a small selection of users. No more sophisticated 

that the Habitaculus model, Places of Difference added people and an actual place to 

illustrate the ideas. The use of people and the visually rich spread of shops and stores 

turned the work from speculatively quantitative vision to a data derived qualitative 

visualisation. Social navigation wasn’t present in the movie as the author was constructing 

an exposition of difference through each individual interpretation of the same street. 

SpaceLapse and its inclusion of time as well as people and space, extended the dimensions 

of what could be shown and embodies a social navigation. The adjustment of each shops 

rate of time-lapse, according to its social use enables an integrated space that was 

previously separated in Places of Difference. Once together it is possible to suggest that the 

visual complexity of the shops’ different use over time is a result of social navigation since 

some are more popular than others. In the process of emphasising time as well as space, for 

the first occasion in all of the works to date, the architecture began to lose some of its 

permanence. As each shop was disconnected from the temporal framework of the street, a 

small piece of each building’s ‘material permanence’ was eroded.  

 

The final digital video, Figures, compounded this even further as people replaced buildings 

as social navigation through consumerism, employment and lifestyle was emphasised as 

constituting a networked architecture. This shift in emphasis suggested that the architecture 

is merely a means of framing the social relations of people, and that consequently its image 

could be removed and substituted with the community who use the street. The movie 

doesn’t capitalise on this dematerialisation of architecture, probably because it was 
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developed at an early point in the development of this thesis. Being the last of the 

illustrations of concept, Figures indicates the author’s motivations to begin developing live 

socio-spatial visualisations and experiences.  

 

The Random Lift Button (RLB) was developed as a specific response to understanding 

how it would feel if one user could experience a fellow user’s model of the same space. 

While the button conjures a feeling of uncertainty due to its non-linear navigation, it also 

allows a user to visit floors that are not part of their familiar ‘habitus’. In this way the 

button is a technology for traversing Bourdieu’s models of habitus as users of the lift can 

relinquish the control of their journey, and allow the lift to take them to places that are part 

of other people’s socio-spatial routines. The experience of pressing the button succeeds, 

albeit momentarily, in interrupting the linear journey of the user. However, because the 

author was prevented from having the RLB as the only choice in the lift carriage, the 

traditional buttons are preferred by regular users, which tends to reduce the project’s value 

to a mere curiosity for visitors. In addition, each floor of Portland Square looks very 

similar when standing inside the lift. So as the doors open, travellers don’t tend to see into 

the activities of a different floor, but are faced with a white wall with an alternative number 

painted on it. The intention was always for lift users to have their navigation affected by 

the social activities that occurred on unexpected floors, but this is inhibited by the white 

wall that faces the lift door. Despite these problems, the RLB does provide some sense of 

interruption to the linear experience of a building. However, the author felt it necessary to 

return to modelling the socio-spatial dynamics of a building from a distance (as opposed to 

the perspective of a user) in order to express a digital architectural potential. 

 

Reading Rooms was developed during a three month residency at the Unitec School of 

Design in Auckland, and in many ways was the turning point of integrating social 

navigation technology with digital architecture. Prior to this, the digital videos could only 

elude to Castells’ concept of a social material through illustration and special effects. His 

frustration with architecture for being incapable of a “mediated expression of the deeper 

tendencies of society” (Castells 1996:448) was shared with the author’s need to move 

away from the passive mode of simply illustrating social architectures to a way of 

demonstrating them live. The Unitec School of Design, being particularly territorial in its 

use of old psychiatric wards, presented itself as an architectural plan that seemed highly 

inappropriate at communicating the social relations between its occupants. The site 

appeared ripe for reorganising and it was simply a means of finding the appropriate 

currency. Through the classification of people’s interests according to the Dewey system, 
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it became easy to envisage a remodelling of the architecture according to what occupants 

were reading and studying. The resulting online digital model was able to rearrange 

people’s rooms by moving them to areas that were matched with the subject of their 

borrowed books, for example; architects were moved to sculpture if they were borrowing a 

book on Brancusi. Ironically, usually about 50 per cent of the rooms disappeared 

completely because students and staff are researching subjects that are outside of the 

School of Design. Typically a great deal of movement could be seen and the ground plan 

of the spaces was altered, opening up spaces and clustering offices around particular 

subjects. 

 

The use of a socially manipulated database, library book loans, and the Dewey 

classification system for categorising space led to the recognition of a method that 

integrated social navigation with architecture: 

 

1. Identify a digital database resource that is subject to social transformation. 

2. Identify a classification mechanism for differentiating between individual 

architectural spaces (offices). 

3. Correlate the two forms of data to allow 1 to express itself within 2. 

4. Model the architecture not as a whole but as individual units and allow 3 to inform 

the reorganisation of them. 

 

In the case of the Reading Rooms project the following elements were used: 

 

1. The library database. 

2. The Dewey classification system applied to the different subjects occupying 

different rooms in the school. 

3. Individuals in each room in the school were asked to provide their library card 

number to find out what they were borrowing. This was correlated with a Dewey 

number assigned according to the subject that they were studying and within their 

room in the department. 

4. An online animated model used the correlated data to move people’s rooms from 

their assigned base to another space that was assigned with the closest Dewey 

number for the most recent book that they had borrowed. 

 

The work was exhibited in the Snow White Gallery, part of Unitec School of Design, and 

led to some interesting reflections upon its effect upon the audience. Less interested in the 
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general recombination of the buildings, many people were preoccupied with the movement 

of each of their own offices to an alternative subject, and in how many people gravitated 

toward their subject. The critical theory staff were particularly proud of the fact that a 

variety of student studios were moved to their offices, which demonstrated the value of 

theoretical design studies, a subject that the Dean of the School had been blamed for 

ignoring and under funding. However peoples’ responses tended to suggest that they saw 

the projection of the space (the god’s eye view of the floor plan) as an abstract 

manipulation of its form, rather than something more profound about how the architecture 

could be re-interpreted. Despite the breakthrough in terms of developing a methodology 

for integrating social navigation with architecture, the author’s use of the Cartesian 

coordinate plan undermined the potential to challenge the order of the bricks and mortar 

that remained firmly organised in their current form. 

 

This minor crisis of representation supported the need for a further live socio-spatial 

architecture that dealt with this issue of how to further contest the material permanence of 

architecture as users ‘see’ it. The Invisible Transmissions project was initiated specifically 

to deal with this. Following the methodology developed in Auckland the author used email 

activity as a socially developing database, and the telephone directory as the classification 

of space; 

 

1. Email ‘inboxes’ would express social relations and connections. 

2. The university telephone directory lists people’s names and office locations. 

3. Occupants granted access to email accounts for the checking of ‘inbox’ activity, 

senders’ names were extracted and matched against the university wide phone book 

that listed the building in which the sender was located. 

4. The animated model of Portland Square used the correlated data to place a jpeg 

image on the face of an office according to the location from which an email 

message was sent. The office was ‘flown’ into the animated scene and ‘docked’ 

with a specific part of the building that was the exterior of the recipient’s office. 

 

The result was an animated view of Portland Square, whose steel and glass was modified 

stylistically as many different offices (Georgian, Victorian, concrete, glass and stone) were 

attaching themselves to it. To deal specifically with the representation of the architecture 

the author chose to increase the level of graphic detail on the computer model and to 

orientate its viewpoint to that of a pedestrian. The computer model for Unitec was 

extremely crude, simply cuboids proportioned together to make up the basic architectural 
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form of the buildings. Portland Square was modelled and textured with a relatively high 

level of accuracy and faithfulness to the actual scene. Much improved, and despite much 

investment of time in developing the details, the effects remain disappointing as it was 

clear that the image is computer generated. However the pedestrian perspective was 

effective and goes someway to demonstrating progress toward a more challenging 

architectural representation. As the work was shown in Portland Square on a plasma 

screen, participants in the project commented upon the collective amount of email that was 

being depicted and the variety of locations that it came from. While an interest remained in 

what their office was receiving, the focus had shifted from individual interests to 

communal activity centred on the building. This suggested that some progress had been 

made in the choices of representation.  

 

During the development of Invisible Transmissions the opportunity arose to contribute a 

piece of work for a small staff exhibition in a building on the campus. Conscious of the 

battle that the author was waging in attempting to get the computer model to look 

convincingly like an image of a building seen through a plasma screen, he explored an 

entirely different method of representing social relations in an architectural context. Given 

that the exhibition was a spatial experience it could be considered as an architecture, 

subsequently the author used the now established method but with a different digital model 

for representing the spaces. 

 

1. The participating artists’ use of bookmarks to support their research. 

2. Del.icio.us’ online tag clouds as a means of classifying website content. 

3. Artists exported bookmarks from their browsers, Del.icio.us accounts were 

generated for each artist, bookmarks were posted to each account that generated 

individual tag clouds. 

4. The tag clouds were collated and organised alongside each other on a large poster 

as a piece of artwork. 

 

Obviously non-time based in its own form, the poster became a reflexive architectural map 

of peoples’ work, and as visitors view separately each exhibiting artist’s work in the 

gallery, a time base emerges as people reflect upon the map and their art. Rather like 

carrying around a guide to an exhibition, of which the reading informs how we understand 

the work in front of us, the poster became a dynamic map or architecture for the entire 

show. The critical difference between the tag cloud and a gallery guide is that the tag 

clouds were generated through social definition, and not a single editor. As each bookmark 
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entry is posted to del.icio.us the majority of them generated tags that other people had used 

to describe the website. The regularity of these ‘signposts’ for social navigation provided 

the maths that allowed the tags within each cloud to become larger or smaller. The 

subsequent tag clouds that were exhibited became social architectures that described not 

only each exhibitor but the architecture of the exhibition as a whole. 

 

The use of the tag cloud as a socio-spatial reflexive form represented a further step in 

demonstrating live, socially navigated digital architectures, and although the exhibition can 

be construed as a ‘tenuous’ form of architecture, the work had a critical impact upon the 

development of the Cornwall Culture project and study (see next chapter). For the first 

time in all of the works, a non-pictorial architecture had been generated in the Tag Clouds 

piece. This recalled Gunkel’s praise of Nicholson’s dematerial approach in establishing a 

critical practice for architecture: “What’s the matter with architecture, therefore, is that it 

both resists its self-dematerialisation into the digital bits of cyberspace and is, at the same 

time, unable to solidify its dedication to materiality in opposition to such dissolution.” 

(Gunkel 2001:83). Tag Clouds had begun to demonstrate that it was possible to construct a 

weak, but nevertheless architectural, framework that encapsulated a socio-spatial system 

without the use of Cartesian coordinate system based plans. Tag Clouds appeared to 

overcome architecture’s paradox by retaining a material framework in which space is 

implicit, but which its form dissolves. Although the material framework is the concept of 

an exhibition which may not be a recognised architectural structure, the work at least 

intimated a potential for words that are semantically tagged and organised using social 

connections, to begin to construct an architectural form.  

 

The eleven pieces presented are part of the practice-based component of the thesis, and 

demonstrate progress toward a methodology for developing digital architectures that use 

social navigation systems. Aspects of this methodology were used in the development of 

design solutions for the Cornwall Culture project and the ethnographic study that followed 

it. The next chapter will review in depth the design process for this particular brief and will 

demonstrate how methods derived from the authors practice based work influenced the 

strategies employed for both the Cornwall Culture website and the ethnographic study.  

 

This section has reflected upon the author’s development of a process and methods to 

support a social digital architecture. The section highlighted the early conceptual and 

illustrative works that identified the socio-spatial dynamic between people and buildings. 

It described how the shift to live projects and the emergence of a reflexive four stage 
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method had turned socially-derived data into a form of Castells’ social material to support 

the live recombinant architectures. It identified the dematerial qualities that were in the 

Tag Clouds work, and suggested that this could resolve Nicholson’s material dichotomy 

within architecture.  

 

This chapter has introduced and framed the practical component of the doctoral research 

that consists of eleven pieces of work that progressively led to live social digital 

architectures. The first section introduced the three types of work that were developed: 

formative conceptual models, illustrative applications of concepts, and live demonstrations 

of principles. It also briefly described how these works sit within a larger research context 

within the author’s department. Section two detailed the eleven projects describing their 

attributes, development and manifestation, with brief reflections on how each effected the 

development of the next. Section three reflected upon the entire practice-based programme 

and identified crucial stages within the work that led to the development of a coherent 

methodological approach for developing socially dynamic digital architectures. 
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5.0 Social Navigation within Digital Architecture, an Applied 

Study 
 

This chapter focuses upon a particular project that the author was involved in, and is part 

of the practice-based element of the thesis. The project was used as both a creative 

opportunity to embed social navigation technologies into an online digital architecture, 

and also as a context in which the author could study how well it contributed to nurturing 

a sense of place. Methodological principles for the design solution and study were derived 

from the art and design projects outlined in the previous chapter. This chapter will explain 

the project brief, describe the author’s conceptual solution and then describe how 

ethnographic methods were developed to support the nurturing of a socio-spatial dynamic. 

 

In December 2005, The Institute of Digital Art and Technology (i-DAT) was approached 

by the European funded Cornish agency Cornwall Arts Marketing (CAM) to develop a 

project that would enable them to gather cultural information about the region from its 

inhabitants. As a member of i-DAT, which is a Centre for Expertise within the University 

of Plymouth, the author was involved in the creative direction of the proposed solution to 

CAM’s brief. CAM was established as an outreach agency funded to promote cultural 

activities and centres across Cornwall, and receives Objective 1 funding to achieve this. 

Launched in 2001, it has used some web technologies to attract visitors to events and 

locations, and after a successful five years its new project is to campaign for a new Region 

of Culture designation for Cornwall. The brief for i-DAT was to develop a digital strategy 

to ask as many people as possible across the region to contribute to the idea of what 

Cornish culture is. The strategy was that by asking people to define their perception of 

Cornish culture, and anticipating a broad response, CAM would be both documenting the 

diversity of the region, and communicating its aspirations to be recognised as a Region of 

Culture. Due to the geographic specificity of the brief, and the large scale social inclusion 

that was desired, the project offered the author an opportunity to employ social navigation 

principles to construct a digital architecture that could embody a reflexive socio-spatial 

document of culture across the region.  

 

The author’s activity surrounding the project in applying the theoretical proposition can 

be broken down into three specific stages: 1. develop a conceptual strategy that answered 

CAM’s brief, 2. carry out an ethnographic study of users to determine its success, and 3. 

develop a mechanism through which user responses to the study could be fed back into the 

architecture of the project to demonstrate its reflexivity. 
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Section 5.1 will focus on the first part of these objectives and detail the technical and 

creative solution that was proposed and implemented. Section 5.2 will explore the 

ethnographic process employed in parts two and three, making reference to the established 

techniques that informed the design of the study and the subsequent feedback mechanism. 

Section 5.3 will provide an insight into the study, and in particular the lengthy discussions 

with the selected people and how effective the feedback mechanism was at enabling a 

reflexive communication system to emerge. The last section will reflect upon the entire 

process and identify the strengths and weaknesses of the applied thesis. 

 

 

5.1 Conceptual Direction of the Project 

 

This section will introduce the client brief and how it relates to the thesis. It will identify 

attributes in it that offered opportunity for the thesis to be applied and how a conceptual 

strategy was developed to support it. The section will go on to briefly describe how the 

project was marketed and how its different aspects contributed to the success of the project 

from the client’s perspective.  

 

The geographic and social breadth of the project brief was to attempt to reach as many of 

the half million residents of Cornwall as possible, through a combination of online and 

physical interventions. Although an online system was part of the prescribed brief, CAM 

wanted a series of physical ‘pods’ that could located at cultural centres across the region to 

provide access to the online project so it could to reach people without an internet 

connection. CAM’s objective was to use local artists as workshop leaders to encourage 

residents’ contributions, while newspaper, television and radio advertising campaigns 

would persuade people to take part from home or work via their own internet connection. 

The primary objective of all approaches was to establish the complexity of responses to the 

single question; ‘What is your story of here?’ From the answers, CAM hoped to 

demonstrate both the variety of subjects that constitute Cornish culture, and the difference 

of opinion that made the region so rich in perspectives. 

 

At briefing stage it was possible to identify the core attributes of the project. These made it 

appropriate for the author to integrate the conceptual strategy that would lead to a form of 

digital architecture using social navigation systems. These attributes were as follows;  



 - 178 - 

 

i. The question ‘What is your story of here?’ was one that embodied a spatial 

context. 

ii. The audience was potentially so large that the range of answers would be 

intentionally diverse, encouraging a social complexity. 

iii. CAM wanted people to ‘see’ other people’s responses to the question to  

generate a heuristic with regard to better understanding the complexity of 

Cornwall. 

 

CAM anticipated an online questionnaire / submission process but were unaware that the 

socio-spatial dynamic that was present between the three attributes lent themselves to the 

use of social navigation technologies. Consequently the author proposed the following type 

of solution for a web-based system. 

 

1. A marketing campaign would ask the audience through image complemented with 

text, whether a particular photograph and keyword represented their story of 

Cornwall. For example, an image of a fishing boat tagged with the word ‘history’ 

was intended to provoke a reaction as to whether the fishing industry was part of 

Cornwall’s future anymore. 

2. People would be encouraged to submit a Yes or No vote for this image, along with 

many other photographs. A variety of technologies would supplement the voting 

and posting of images including going to a website from home or work, visiting 

one of the 15 pods that would be located in cultural centres across Cornwall, and 

the use of SMS (short text message service) and MMS (multimedia picture 

message service) from mobile phones. 

3. A website would be developed that followed Busher and Hughes’ principles for a 

socially reflexive space: 1. sociability, 2. reciprocity of perspective and 3. 

Intersubjectivity . 

1. The site should be highly social with details of users and their submissions. 

2. A means of ‘seeing’ everyone’s submissions organised according to the 

location that they were referring to, the keywords that they were assigned 

and when they were submitted. 

3. A means of voting for or against other people’s submissions and the ability 

to add comments regarding each posting. 
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4. The website will allow the organisation and filtering of content to allow users to 

see the complexity of difference associated with the wide variety of responses from 

users. 

 

This method was derived directly from the author’s practice-based development of a 

method for generating digital architectures that use social navigation technologies (see 

chapter 4). Through the application of this conceptual design the author proposed to CAM 

that such a system would deliver a dynamic and contested network of ideas about a shared 

space. In addition, the sense of place would be constituted through images and not 

structural forms in an attempt to place emphasis on networking and make reference to 

Castells’ networked ‘social material’. Consequently any semblance of order in the sense of 

place would be derived from the way that the audience organised the material. This offered 

a dematerial framework that was responsive to social activity, but which retained enough 

order to allow navigation from one subject to another. In this way it was envisaged that the 

Cornwall Culture site and the sense of place that it contested would be a form of digital 

architecture. The website’s community would define its relative form according to how 

contributors navigated through the content, responded to posts by voting and posted further 

images. To demonstrate the nature of the technology, references were made to 

contemporary ‘tagging’ systems such as the online photo archiving system Flickr and two 

interfaces for searching its database; the Flickr Postcard Browser14 developed by Felix 

Turner, and the FlickrGraph15 developed by Marcos Weskamp. In addition the concept of a 

‘folksonomy’ was introduced and argued that what CAM wanted wasn’t an independent 

taxonomy carried out by ‘experts’ on Cornwall, but a socially mediated ‘folksonomy’. The 

concepts were accepted and i-DAT was awarded the task of developing a system that met 

these aims.  

 

The final creative contribution made by the author to reinforce the distributed construction 

of a ‘folksonomy’ was to propose that the pods to be located at cultural centres across 

Cornwall should collectively spell the words ‘Cornwall Culture’ following the URL for the 

website. Each of the pods, while providing online access to the project through a keyboard, 

roller ball and screen, also had the ability to capture video. It was envisaged that at the end 

of the project this audio-visual data - which could be seen at all of the pods – would be 

displayed at the Eden Project in St. Austell to spell out ‘Cornwall Culture’. Although a 

                                                
14 http://www.airtightinteractive.com/projects/flickr_postcard_browser/ 
15 http://www.marumushi.com/apps/flickrgraph/ 
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small graphic gesture, the distributed letters signified the concept of the project and helped 

to communicate its simplicity. 

 

At this point it is important to state that while the author remained conceptual director on 

the project, the design and production was carried out by other i-DAT employees, and the 

resulting look and feel of the site was directed through negotiation with the design director 

and CAM. The final designs, advertising campaign and video overview can be viewed on 

the accompanying DVD entitled Cornwall Culture. 

 

The www.cornwallculture.co.uk website and project was launched in May 2006, by which 

time the advertising campaign had reached regional television networks, radio shows had 

been primed to discuss the project and local newspapers were running adverts and 

editorials promoting it. The provocative phrase ‘what is your story of here?’ had been 

changed to ‘what does Cornwall mean to you?’, and a significant amount of residents from 

the region took part in the project. By the end of May the site had received approximately 

40,000 hits from 2,471 unique IP addresses. The site featured two levels of public 

contribution; the first simply gave the ability to vote for other people’s submissions 

without having to enter personal details, the second allowed voting as well as the 

opportunity to contribute photographs, tags and stories. Of the total users it is estimated 

that 90% remained as anonymous voters, whilst 255 signed up to the system and 

contributed media. Deemed an overall success, the client CAM, were very pleased with the 

response although criticism remains with the marketing programme for not reaching as 

many people as intended. Since May the website project continues to be used, although in 

much less volume and has since been moved behind a new front-end diary that allows 

people to find out what is happening around Cornwall. This fulfils CAM’s primary aim; 

that of promoting cultural activities in Cornwall (Figures 5.1 to 5.5). 

 

This section introduced the brief for the Cornwall Culture project, and described the 

author’s conceptual response to it in line with his thesis. It highlighted the socio-spatial 

dynamics that were present in the brief and detailed how his solution capitalised upon this 

to construct a solution that met with Busher and Hughes’ principles for a socially reflexive 

space. The section further described the relative success of the project in terms of the 

client’s needs. The next section will describe the ethnographic process that was designed 

to reveal the extent to which the conceptual strategy had supported a sense of place, or 

digital architecture. 
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5.2 Ethnographic process 

 

This section will describe the development of the ethnographic methodology used to study 

the project. It will begin by introducing the concepts of deductive and inductive research 

and explain how these methods are best used in conjunction with each other to allow 

reflexivity between a predefined theory and the data that is being uncovered. The section 

identifies a ‘sophisticated grounded theory’ approach as possessing the appropriate 

processes to enable the researcher to retain a direction of inquiry, and also to ensure a 

flexibility regarding it evolution according to what is found. Different types of interviewing 

technique are introduced and, by referencing Fontana and Frey’s methodological elements 

for unstructured interviews, the author describes the development of his ethnographic 

strategy. Care is taken to describe each stage of the ethnographic study so as to 

demonstrate the reflexive qualities which reinforce the socio-spatial dynamic the thesis 

seeks to demonstrate. 

 

Having contributed significantly to a large scale project that consisted of socially navigated 

media about a particular place, the author felt it necessary to employ an ethnographic 

process to identify the extent to which it had contributed to a reflexive sense of place. 

Ethnography offers access to the unmediated views of individuals, avoiding the distortion 

of an imposed positivistic lens of a questionnaire or other structured techniques for 

sampling opinions. The processes employed were decided upon through researching a 

variety of ethnographic approaches, and the consideration of the context in which they 

could be employed. By the time the author had committed to an ethnographic study the 

project, which involved thousands of people, was already underway. Consequently, the 

techniques that could be employed were immediately constrained to being theory-led 

because research could only be carried out after people had posted to the project site. 

Investigations that involve a predefined theoretical model that is to be tested or proven 

must, it has been argued (Ezzy 2002:8), be constructed in such a manner that enables as 

much potential transformation of the original theory as possible. Ethnographic studies prior 

to the mid-1960s predominantly used methods that simply aimed to test or falsify the truth 

of a given hypothesis. Known as a ‘deductive’ model, this became highly criticised due to 

its inability to ‘learn’ anything about the context in which the study was carried out. As a 

reaction to this approach ‘grounded theory’ was introduced as a means of developing 

theory in response to a given situation. This ‘inductive’ theory was the antithesis of the 
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deductive model. In stark contrast to using a predetermined theory, inductive theory simply 

located the ethnographer in the midst of a particular context, and encourages theories to 

emerge according to the ‘data’ that is available (Glaser 1978:3). 

 

The polarity between the two models since the 1960s has relaxed as post-modernism has 

questioned the ability for an inductive researcher to be able to adopt a ‘tabula rasa’ in order 

to interpret situations with complete naivety (Fontana and Frey 2003:68). In addition there 

was concern that an overemphasis on inductive theory may prevent any practical theories 

from emerging which could be associated with other models of experience. Consequently a 

‘sophisticated model of grounded theory’ has emerged that draws on both inductive and 

reductive methods. The basic method within this approach is to “allow deductions from 

pre-existing theory to suggest research problems and foci, but the researcher must not 

allow this preexisting theory to constrain what is noticed” (Ezzy 2002:12). Accordingly 

any investigation should start with a predefined theory, understand its interpretation within 

the context that it will be studied. The investigator will be immersed in the context, and 

finally the theory will be redeveloped according to the data gathered. 

 

With the Cornwall Culture project underway, it became important to identify a method that 

would support not only an inquiry into how sophisticated people’s sense of place through 

using the system was, but one which used a reflexive approach that ultimately involved 

other people to ensure a redevelopment of any assumptions that the author had about the 

project’s success. Consequently the study had to declare its interests at an early stage and 

use a method that acknowledged its deductive approach, while allowing the interactions 

with users of the websites to be as deep as possible. The distributed audience, the manner 

in which people interacted with the site through logging on, and the temporal 

circumstances of the project meant that the author could only realistically meet with people 

after they had interacted with the project. Involvement with any member of the public as 

they followed the site through advertising, and being there as they logged on was simply 

not possible. And as 90 per cent of users merely voted and didn’t leave contact details, the 

only way to establish contact was to go through the online database identifying people who 

had used the site in different ways. 

 

The circumstances informed the type of ethnographic research that was possible, it had to 

involve meeting a range of participants and thereby suggesting a form of interview. 

Throughout ethnographic practice, the historical development of interviewing has changed 

considerably due to the critical development of how audience and interviewer are 
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understood. Fontana and Frey presents the two primary forms of approach to interviewing; 

structured and unstructured, although there is vast scope for any combination of the two. 

The former is recognised as a largely deductive technique that has an implicit inability to 

guarantee a respondent’s ability to not want to please the interviewer. While the 

interviewer should remain objective and stick to the set of previously determined 

questions, the interviewee can often attempt to aim to answer the questions as he/she 

assumes them to be best answered. In addition the wording of the questions may pre-empt 

particular answers. Lastly of course the interviewer may be incapable of retaining a 

consistent mode of asking questions to guarantee consistency across subjects (Fontana and 

Frey 2003:69). Unstructured interviewing offers more scope for eliciting a wider range of 

responses through an inductive relationship with the respondents, who are far more aware 

of the interviewer’s involvement in the process. While it may retain elements of deductive 

strategy in order to direct the discussion, other aspects were considered; 1. gaining access 

to a group, 2. understanding the language and culture of the respondents, 3. interviewer 

presentation, 4. gaining trust, 5. establishing rapport and 6. how to collect the material 

(Fontana and Frey 2003:78). By becoming aware of the responsibilities for making contact 

and establishing good communication with each respondent, unstructured interviewing 

should enable a framework in which the material gathered not only has a high level of 

integrity, but is explicit about the ethnographer’s presence and involvement (Ezzy 

2002:13). 

 

Having established that a ‘sophisticated grounded theory’ approach using predominantly 

unstructured interviewing was an appropriate method, the author developed a strategy that 

embodied the delicate dynamic between deductive and inductive practice. This was arrived 

at through consideration of Fontana and Frey’s six aspects which should be considered in 

the development of an unstructured interview process, and additional strategies to retain a 

reflexive effect upon any predefined theories. 

 

The following process outlines the development of a strategy; 

 

1. Use of blog to retain open reflection upon the development of the theory 

Feminist practice within ethnographic research highlights the value of including the 

personal experiences of the researcher within the study. Declaring thoughts, interests and 

motivations are a means of preventing the research from becoming wholly deductive and 

led by a predefined thesis. Ezzy describes the value of such practice;  
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“Reflexively including the researcher in the research may involve all aspects of the research 

process. Personal experience provides data, ideas for theories, contacts for research subjects, it 

shapes the methodology, conduct of fieldwork and data analysis, and can be an important part of 

the research report.” (2002:154).  

 

This reflexive aspect of an overall method offered a potentially constructive means of 

developing the entire strategy for the study, from questions and choice of people, to the 

feedback mechanisms for returning data back to the subjects for discussion. Contemporary 

mediums for reflection include weblogs or blogs16 that allow individuals to make 

searchable entries which are organised by date. Their use within ethnography is growing 

and they provide a concise space for documenting the development of a research process. 

 
“researchers argue that the value of the blog is in the exposure, to arguably a wider public, of the 

process of doing research: the blog’s diversions, asides, and connections show the complexity, 

creativity and difficulty of the research process.” (Beaulieu 2004:152) 

 

Beaulieu’s study on the potential for blogs to support ethnographic practice points out the 

many constructive attributes that the technology has for exposing an awareness of both the 

researcher’s predefined theories and their thoughts and impressions during the study. 

Consequently the author set up a blog to support the development of the research 

programme (see appendix 1.0). The blog was used at the outset of the study to define the 

nature of the questions and features white board activity from meetings with fellow 

researchers to establish the nature of the interview structure. The blog entries describe the 

reflection process that the author underwent as progress was made toward the final 

questions, and later in identifying a method to allow the respondents to amend the 

interpretation of the data gathered. 

 

2. Development of closed and open questions  

The development of an approach to the questions was based upon an understanding of the 

coding process that the author would have to employ to identify themes within the 

responses, so as to develop, adapt and extend theories (see section 8). The design of the 

questions was done with the strategy of moving from a structured to an unstructured form. 

A decision was made to work towards an unstructured conversation that would encourage 

each respondent to talk freely around a subject. In order to achieve this level of trust and 

rapport, the questions were developed in four stages moving from closed to open;  

                                                
16 Blog is derived from the term ‘web log’, a form of webpage that through date stamping 
is often used to organise personal ideas with connections to other websites.  
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1. Context: Closed questions specific to the respondent’s relationship with Cornwall. 

 

2. Personal Focus: Mixture of closed to open questions that explore how the respondent 

contributed to the project. 

 

3. Social Focus: Open questions that explored the effect of other people’s use of the project 

on the respondent. 

 

4. Meta: Open and highly reflexive questions about the experience of interacting with the 

project.   

 

The direction of the questions was intended to establish an unstructured conversation that 

revealed insights into the respondent’s models of place, and whether the site had 

contributed towards extending this. Rather than attempting to identify the success of the 

interface or the technology used, what was more important for the thesis was the level of 

complexity of each respondent’s model for place that the social computing approach 

contributed to. Consequently, while closed questions asked “How much did you annotate 

other people’s contributions?”, open questions were as discursive as; “How has your 

‘image’ of Cornwall changed since using the resource?”. The 16 questions in total lasted 

for approximately 45 minutes, and their varying reflexive nature were written with the 

hope that a conversation would develop. The length of these conversations, it was hoped, 

would provide a depth of discussion rich enough to identify a delicacy in the different 

perspectives upon the subject of Cornwall. It was estimated that 45-minute conversations 

would produce approximately 10,000 words of material to transcribe, and it was estimated 

that eight respondents would provide a rich enough range of data to work from 

(Liamputtong and Ezzy 2005:49).  

 

3. Gaining access to the group (after Fontana and Frey) through the database 

The only available access to respondents was through the database that stored user 

information. The database stores a range of information including: username, email 

address and location, the amount of stories submitted, tags created, votes made and images 

uploaded. The decision process used to identify the eight subjects was explored through 

the blog, and identified as being “based on level of activity and contribution”. By sifting 

through hundreds of users, the objective was to identify the highest contributors and meet 

with the people who had used the project to its fullest. The blog recorded the initial 
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selection, and emails were sent to the available addresses. At this point the gender was 

considered, in order to gather a range of male and female respondents, however this wasn’t 

always easy to identify as usernames and email addresses masked some of this 

information. After receiving an approximately 50 per cent positive response from each set 

of emails sent, a process of identifying the next most active users was used to send further 

emails out. After five waves of emails, eight users had volunteered to take part. 

 

4. Understanding the language and culture of the respondents, and interviewer 

presentation (after Fontana and Frey) 

The communication to each of the users was consistent and was arrived at through 

discussion with Cornwall Arts Marketing in order to be sensitive to people’s suspicions 

about being contacted from the secure database, and to foster a sense of trust about the 

project’s legitimacy. Subsequently the email was constructed in five short paragraphs that 

highlighted the following: 

1. The author’s academic identity as a post graduate student, and not a member of staff, in 

order to reduce any perception of power associated with the type of knowledge that was 

being sought.  

2. The author’s relationship with CAM and having their permission in contacting the user.  

3. Explaining the desire to meet at a time and location of their choice for a chat,  to 

heighten the user’s sense of control over the situation.  

4. A clear statement about data protection and the confidential integrity of the study. 

5. A closing statement including the author’s email address, personal mobile phone 

number to emphasise the openness of the communication, and a note that they will not be 

contacted again should they not respond. 

 

From this initial email, further email communication remained chatty and highly open, to 

nurture a relaxed and transparent relationship. Replies were fast and often included the 

author’s telephone number to encourage people to feel that they could communicate in any 

manner.  

 

5. Gaining trust, and establishing rapport (after Fontana and Frey) 

Having negotiated a time and place for meeting each individual based upon their choice of 

location, relaxed conversations were established without recording devices to nurture a 

sense of trust. The author would typically describe their role in the project as a whole, 

explain his background and often social circumstances that led up to the study. Locations 

such as pubs, cafes and living rooms were encouraged in order to place each participant in 
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a position of comfort and familiarity. The author’s dress code was relaxed and at all times 

an accessible, positive appearance was given to encourage a positive and unthreatening 

rapport. 

 

6. Collecting the material (after Fontana and Frey) using audio recordings 

The transcription of all interviews was necessary to identify evidence of complex models 

of place. Consequently audio recordings of each interview were required. This was 

declared within the early emails, and a MiniDisc recorder with microphone was used 

introduced at the beginning of the meetings. The small device required no adjustment once 

running and supported up to 80 minutes of recording time.  

 

7. Coding of material using thematic analysis 

Coding refers to the process of identifying meaning within blocks of text, which can be 

used to identify theoretical attributes (Ryan and Bernard 2003:274). As with the gathering 

of ethnographic material there are two distinct opposing approaches; deductive and 

inductive. Content analysis is associated with the deductive, and is often used to test and 

confirm theories. It requires that predefined categories are searched for within the text, and 

that the occurrences are counted to support a particular theory (Ezzy 2002:85). Grounded 

theory is less inclined to use content analysis because it anticipates the emergence of 

theory through coding itself. Consequently processes such as thematic analysis are used to 

identify ‘fuzzy’ or abstract constructs that can be identified before, during and after data 

collection (Ryan and Bernard 2003:275). “Thematic analysis aims to identify themes 

within the data” (Ezzy 2002:88) and from this approach categories are induced from the 

texts to not only support predetermined assumptions, but to reveal the areas from which it 

is possible to formulate theories.  

 

The use of thematic analysis was planned for the coding of the interview transcripts and 

while specific categories were expected to emerge through the coding process, the author 

anticipated particular themes within the development of the questions. These themes were 

identified through the whiteboard sessions and posted to the blog (see appendix), and they 

anticipated: people’s motivations for defending or criticising Cornwall, their tolerances of 

its social complexity, and the transformative attributes of a sense of place. 

 

8. Use of a wiki as a reflexive publication medium 

Following the identification of themes within the transcripts, it was anticipated that these 

would enable the author to construct a series of statements about aspects of the sense of 
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place derived from the collection of interviews. At the outset of planning the study, it was 

decided through conversation with colleagues, and evidenced in the blog, that to a 

reflexive model that affected any conclusions drawn from the transcripts should be sought. 

Such a mechanism should be iterative, and repeated as many types as possible, so it would 

follow the guidelines for a grounded theory model that repeatedly questioned the 

theoretical outcomes of the study. Subsequently the use of a wiki17 (Figures 4.7 to 4.9) 

(http://cornwallculture.f-dat.org) was identified as an appropriate collaborative editing 

technology through which the author could publish his interpretation of the respondent’s 

perspectives upon the eventual themes, and then allow them to alter and correct them. This 

process not only met with the grounded theory principles of a reflexive exchange between 

deductive and inductive data, but it supported the development of a collaboratively 

constituted model of space. As each respondent logged in and read the statements, adjusted 

them and posted them back, a collaborative process of social exchange should emerge 

which has many attributes of social navigation.  

 

With the subject of the discussion being that of a place, it also suggested that the wiki itself 

could become a form of architecture as it reflected the thoughts of the small social group 

who were contributing to it. This recalled Hillier comment that “[buildings] are maps of 

the social genotypes of human interaction.” (Hillier and Hanson 1996:403). The socio-

spatial dynamic, albeit within text, began to offer many of the attributes that the thesis 

itself argued for as a form of digital architecture. Subsequently a strategy emerged to use 

the wiki not only as a limited discourse about the place of Cornwall between the eight 

respondents, but at a much wider societal level by linking it through the Cornwall Arts 

Marketing project; Cornwall Culture. 

 

                                                
17 A WIKI is a type of website that allows multiple editors to edit a body of texts. Visitors to the site can 
easily add, remove, change the available content and often without registration.  
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Fig 5.1: Extended ‘sophisticated grounded theory’ model of schema for study. 

 

The strategy to allow wide scale access to the wiki as the final stage in the reflexive 

construction of a ‘sense of place’ for Cornwall, followed Ezzy’s model (2002:13) for a 

sophisticated grounded theory approach (Fig 5.1). As each stage of the cycle from 1. 

interviewing the respondents to coding the transcripts, 2. posting interpretations of the 

conversations to the wiki, 3. allowing the respondents to adjust and add to the statements, 

and 4. finally linking the wiki to the Cornwall Culture site, it was anticipated that a sound 

reflexive strategy would reveal socially mediated responses to what Cornwall means to a 

wide audience. This process also followed Busher and Hughes’ principles for a socially 

reflexive space allowing sociability through the wiki, the generation of a reciprocal 

perspective and intersubjectivity based upon the respondents different backgrounds and the 

ability to edit the shared text. 

 

This section has described the development of the ethnographic process. It introduced the 

concepts of inductive and deductive research and used their differences to identify the use 

of a ‘sophisticated grounded theory’ approach. The section looked at structured and 

unstructured interview techniques and found that the latter was more suited to a reflexive 

research method. Fontana and Frey’s elements of unstructured interviewing were then 

used to complement the description of an eight-stage ethnographic programme that built 

on Ezzy’s grounded theory approach;  

 

1. Use of blog to retain open reflection upon the development of the theory. 
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2. The development of closed and open questions. 

3. Gaining access to the group through the database. 

4. Understanding the language and culture of the respondents, and interviewer 

presentation. 

5. Gaining trust and establishing rapport. 

6. Collecting the material using audio recordings. 

7. Coding of material using thematic analysis. 

8. Use of a wiki as a reflexive publication medium. 

 

The strategic method was illustrated as a cyclical process that allowed the sense of place 

that was being studied to emerge with as much open negotiation with each scale of 

participant involvement as possible. From the one to one interview, to the coding and 

compilation of statements, to the respondents’ amendment via the wiki to its publication to 

the Cornwall Culture website. 

 

 

5.3 The Study 

 

This section will describe how the study was implemented and how the process was 

transformed through the meeting of people and the development of the wiki. It will cite 

examples of the conversations to exemplify how complex people’s understanding of place 

is, and it will demonstrate how the coding process identified key themes within the 

transcripts. The section will go on to show how the wiki statements were constructed from 

different respondents’ ideas, and it will illustrate how these statements were later modified 

by some of them through the wiki. It will close with the final involvement with CAM that 

resulted in them granting regional access to the wiki through the Cornwall Culture 

website. 

 

Following the strategy established in the previous section, the study was carried out over 

four weeks from late June to late July 2006. Seven people were involved after one 

participant chose not to turn up at the prearranged location. The conversations (which can 

be found in the appendix 2.0) all involved a complex range of discussions to a lesser or 

greater extent with many of them lasting for over 40 minutes, and resulted in vast amounts 

of material from which to code. Each participant differed greatly in their background and 
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relationship with Cornwall, and consequently their response to questions demonstrated a 

wide variety of emphasises on what Cornwall meant to them.  

 

The coding process took a series of iterations, used thematic analysis and identified 

particular subjects within the conversation. The first analysis highlighted the following 12 

subjects; value, negative images, sentimental images, poor image, being Cornish, external 

perceptions, personal images, problems, social and collaborative, political, change, sense 

of place.  

 

For the purpose of demonstrating the author’s approach to thematic analysis, the following 

example is used that codes a part of the conversation with respondent Sarah according to a 

‘sense of place’ and ‘being Cornish’. 

 
Sarah: Because the poster, the picture I posted was of my daughter and her dog on um, 

Porthcothan beach. 

CS: Right. 

Sarah: [Sense of Place] And it just struck me that there’s huge difference between things like pace 

of life, quality of like um, style of life and things like that. Um, and. This sounds really weird 

but there’s um, there’s some element of this is her birthright actually. There’s, you know 

she has a right to have this kind of culture because of who she is, okay. 

CS: Go on. Can you take that, that sounds fascinating. I don’t really understand.  

Sarah: Hmm. Right well if she were from, you know London… 

CS: Yeah. 

Sarah: [Sense of Place] …she were a Londoner, and that was her identity. Then it would be only 

right for her to, you know, walk along Waterloo Bridge in the sunset with her boyfriend. 

CS: Oh I see. Right. 

Sarah: [Sense of Place] And that that would be something she would be able to take some pride in 

and say yes this is mine I have a connection to this.  

CS: Right. 

Sarah: This is important.  

CS: Yeah. 

Sarah: [Sense of Place] My daughter’s being, you know being Cornish, being, being a person from 

Cornwall as well. Um. What her heritage is all about, is something very very different from 

the rest of the UK. [Being Cornish] We’re, you know, predominantly tin mining and fishing, 

you know society in the beginning. And that’s led to a very very different way of doing 

things to say Manchester, which was founded on the Industrial Revolution. 

CS: Yeah, sure. 

Sarah: [Being Cornish] Um, so it’s, it’s kind of, it’s very important for me, for her to sort of notice 

the connection to nature and things like that. And being from West Cornwall everyone out 

there is weird and half of them are Pagan. 

 

Sarah’s responses to the questions “How did you contribute to the site?” and “Why did you 

contribute?” revealed a complex series of reflections on how her image represented the 
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difference in the ‘sense of place’ to that of being from London. This quickly evolved into a 

contextualising the Cornish ‘sense of place’ with that of ‘being Cornish’ which involved 

subjects of social practice and identity rather than a personal attachment through 

geographic attributes. Sarah’s statements exemplify the complexity of much of the 

transcripts, and how subtle the coding had to be in order to develop qualitative 

interpretations. While many aspects of the transcripts are part of the exchange of question 

and answer, there is a depth in how people extended ideas, embellished their reasons for 

why they contributed, and how the site impacted upon their model of place. In discussing 

whether the project’s website demonstrated the complexity of Cornish culture, respondent 

Will described a highly personal and negative anecdote to describe how complicated the 

Cornish cultural identity was. 

 
Will: [Negative] No one has a problem with Asian dance company. I don’t know, whatever. 

That’s all we need, we need now, and I think it’s probably coming, we need a Cornish film 

collective, You know we need Cornish theatre company, we need, er. It’s the only bloody 

way cause otherwise all the time. I’ve been in situations. I mean, there was big debate 

recently, this is education now. The Cornish Baccalaureate…  

CS: Oh right, okay. 

Will: I was sat in a room with 20 head teachers, and er, deputy head teachers from Cornwall. 

CS: Right. 

Will: [Negative] I was the only Cornish person in the room. 

CS: Wow. 

Will: [Negative] And they were debating whether to call it the Cornish Baccalaureate, or the 

Cornwall Baccalaureate. And they were really worried that Cornish Baccalaureate has 

certain connotations, they couldn’t, they couldn’t articulate them. But it worried them 

somehow, and they wanted to call it Cornwall Baccalaureate. Now I managed to (thump the 

tub), and it’s called the Cornish Baccalaureate, and we have become involved and I think 

it’s a wonderfully positive proactive thing that we’ve come up with. I’m very proud of it, and 

we’ll see, it’s been piloted in September. 

CS: Great. 

Will: Um, but that’s an example of um, the people who are making the decisions are not being 

aware of the issues and, and being a little bit uncomfortable about them. Er and so. 

CS: What is it, yes. Uncomfortableness, do you think? Is it? 

Will: [Negative] Well because, yeah, if, if, you don’t want to be told you’re a white settler, do you. 

You don’t want to be, you don’t want to be told you’re an outsider. 

CS: Right. 

Will: You know. And er, if you aren’t allowed, you’re not allowed to be Cornish. 

CS: But, but there’s, by working for Cornish school, you’re not going to (…) 

Will: [Negative] The deputy headteacher of Newquay said, we’re not a Cornish school. She told 

me, we’re a school in Cornwall, we’re not a Cornish school, we’re a school in Cornwall. I 

was told that by a secondary school deputy head. 

CS: What does that mean? What is she trying to say? 
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Will: [Negative] It means I’m not part of your weird little fascist, xenophobic, backward looking, 

er,  flag waving, um , harp-harping after some golden nostalgic age which never was. Um, 

we’re about the future. Whereas I think - 

CS: Which is English, I presume cause she’s saying it. 

Will: No cause she’s neutral, she’s not English. She happens to come from England, speak 

English, all her colleagues are English, er. 

CS: But she said she’s not Cornish then?  

Will: No. 

 

After the initial reading of the transcripts, statements were collated in individual 

documents according to the themes. This enabled statements to be read alongside each 

other in the context of the themes. Following this analysis, the 12 initial themes were 

recompiled into five; Being Cornish, External Views of Cornwall, Negative Ideas about 

Cornwall, Personal Images of Cornwall, and The Politics of Cornwall. The recompilation 

was intended to have two purposes; to find broader and more descriptive categories within 

which groups of statements could be housed which would allow some overlap, and to 

begin placing them within categories that could easily be understood when fed back to 

them.  

 

Consequently initial themes such as ‘value’, became redundant as the statements that were 

coded with the term had too many possible meanings. Thus, during the second analysis, 

statements coded with ‘value’ were sorted according to the broader categories. At this 

point the deconstruction of the transcripts and the respondents’ conversations began to 

develop into the construction of the author’s interpretations that would be posted to the 

wiki. This critical stage required the reading across the respondent’s testimonies to 

construct summarising declarations that embodied what the subjects had felt. It is possible 

to identify within each declaration the respondent as source of its formulation, for 

example: 

 
People who are Cornish have had to work for it. Whether by ancestry or by allegiance, the Cornish 

have endured a Cornwall that is tough as well as beautiful. Being Cornish is about living through the 

12 months of the year when the tourists go home and when the seasons turn the seaside beaches 

back into smugglers’ coves. 

 

The above statement is the author’s original interpretation that was developed from the 

coding process, and can be traced from a series of comments from the respondents that 

include the following: 
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Raine, a student from London whose family had recently moved to the St. Ives area after 

spending holidays in Cornwall, discussed the different levels of seasonal commitment that 

Cornwall demands: 
 

Raine: I mean the people we work for are really Cornish and um, and they’ve lived here their whole 

lives and they’ve, you know, carved out, you know, a living for themselves which is great but 

um, they are very protective of, of their place as well. Which is interesting you say they 

haven’t, there’s not many Cornish people been on the site, and that doesn’t surprised me 

really because… 

CS: Go on why? 

Raine: Well, because, they’re just kind of, although they like the business and they like the people to 

come down they also like it for themselves and, they, you know, they don’t like all the tourists 

and all this kind of stuff but I guess you have to make the most of what you’ve got and that 

kind of thing.  

CS: Yeah. 

Raine: I don’t know my, my view is obviously very centred on St. Ives, this is where I spend a lot of 

time and this place is very seasonal, I don’t know. I think a lot of other places must be, but I 

think not to this extent. I think Padstow is a bit more year round, I get the impression, and 

Rock and that kind of thing. 

 

Sarah, a single mother, who lived on an airbase outside Newquay was very passionate 

about a connection to the land and her daughter’s ancestral links through Sarah’s divorced 

husband. 
 

Sarah: Um, so it’s, it’s kind of, it’s very important for me, for her to sort of notice the connection to 

nature and things like that. And being from West Cornwall everyone out there is weird and 

half of them are Pagan. 

CS: [Laugh] 

Sarah: So you know things, things… 

CS: You said that not me. 

Sarah: You know. It’s who she is. So. And she’s got quite an interesting ancestry because um, her 

father’s family were a noted mining family. As in mine captains, and their names are all over 

the town, and they owned everything. So she’s got that, you know, that very interesting kind 

of link on her personal history. Um, and I don’t know, I just think it’s important for people to 

have a sense of place and I think we do have that here. I think we undervalue it as well. I 

think we ought to be a little bit more proud of what we’ve got, you know. I grew up when 

being Cornish wasn’t fashionable and we used to, us, us nasty people with the Home 

Counties accents used it be quite cruel to the (county’s) children at school. But when you sort 

of grow up a little you realise that actually they’re the guys who have got it made. 

 

Will, a writer, musician and educational consultant who was very outspoken about 

defending Cornish identity, had formulated a more complex framework for ‘being 

Cornish’: 
 

Will: I do, I consider there to be at least four ways of being Cornish.  
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CS: Oh right. 

Will: You can be born and bred Cornish. 

CS: Right. 

Will: You can be Cornish through your family, in other words you may actually come from 

Australia or America. There are six million people worldwide that say they are Cornish. And 

some of whom, many of whom never set foot in the place.  

CS: Right. 

Will: Um, you can be Cornish by conviction, meaning that you’ve done your time, you’ve lived here 

long enough, and that you’ve thought things through, and you’ve made that, I often say to 

people: I was English by accident and I’m Cornish on purpose.  

CS: Right, great. 

Will: And the fourth one is simply you can be Cornish by allegiance. People who would never say 

‘I am Cornish’ but they actually embrace the issues, er and, care about the kind of aspirations 

of Cornish people.  

 

Graham, a local businessman and a member of Liskeard’s town council, specifically used 

the term smugglers in a largely derogative context: 
 

Graham: Um. There’s almost a standing joke that er, when they were testing DNA they came down 

to Cornwall, and they decided it wouldn’t work because everyone had the same DNA. 

CS: [Laugh] That’s interesting. 

Graham: Um. I think in reality the Cornish would really love to be fisherman and smugglers still. 

 

Through reflecting upon each of the categories and the conversations with the respondents, 

five short documents were written as an interpretation of the Cornish sense of place. These 

statements were posted on to the wiki and each participant was invited to visit the website, 

and amend or extend the documents according to what they felt was ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ 

from their perspective. The respondents were also sent a link to a copy of the transcripts 

that were made, to assist them in recollecting the conversations. 

 

Response to the wiki was mixed, with some very positive comments, and small changes 

being made by three of respondents, while others appeared uninterested in it. Of all of the 

respondents who did contribute, Will was the most active in adjusting terms, with 

particular focus upon the author’s use of the term county, in order to reinforce its 

distinction from being a part of England. 

 
The Cornish Young Cornish people are continually told that they will never be financially rich viable 

people unless they leave the county leave. Poor planning projects have provided them with bad 

social housing which exaggerate the sense of value when compared to the pretty second homes 

that are being purchased by people outside of the region. A lot of people are making money from 

saving Cornwall - but the Cornish aren’t making it themselves, in particular European money seems 

to prime projects that are led by the non-Cornish but never have any lasting affect on the 

communities. 
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And, to deal with the xenophobia that he often finds is associated with Cornish political 

acts: 
 

People from the outside try to ‘save’ Cornwall by marketing the things that they want to receive for 

themselves; the beaches, the food and drink. They aren’t too interested in cultivating history or 

language or things of Cornish identity. The Cornish identity frightens them a little because its uses 

unorganised methods to voice itself. because they assume it is about xenophobia and exclusivity. 

We are determined that celebrating the Cornish identity is about outward looking inclusivity. 

 

Bob and Graham both made changes to the wiki, but concentrated upon the grammar and 

spelling, which suggests that either they subscribed to the posted ideas or that they did not 

understand the reciprocal objectives in returning the statements to them. However, through 

email conversation Bob was very positive and suggested that his interaction with the wiki 

was constructive and that he was supportive of the author’s reconstruction. 

 
I had a quick look when I first got your email and was really quite impressed that you seemed to 

have merged several people's views into a document I felt OK with.  Reading it I thought I could see 

bits that came from me, bits where other people had overlapped me and bits that came from the 

others but that I wouldn't argue with. (email from Bob, 25th August 2006) 
 

By this point Bob was also keen to allow other people to see the wiki and possibly 

contribute to it. He was particularly keen that Dick Cole, the leader of Mebyon Kernow, 

the Cornish political party should be involved and asked to respond to the statements. 

 

The final stage of the study’s research cycle was the publication of the wiki’s address on 

CAM’s Cornwall Culture website to reach a broader community and be subject to their 

changes. The addition to the project site was welcomed by CAM since it provided 

progressive clarity to the initial project that had received so many differing responses to 

the question; “What does Cornwall mean to you?” By hosting access to the wiki, CAM 

could use the evolving statements as ‘quotes’ that had been mediated by the Cornish, 

whether from the small research project from which statements were made, or by residents 

who amended the declarations that were now in the public domain. 

 

At the point of writing this thesis, a link to the wiki had been published at the project site 

of Cornwall Culture; www.cornwallculture.co.uk/culture-projects.php and the wiki is now 

open to public editing. The ethnographic process at that point was now finished and the 

subsequent transformation of the wiki has become part of a perpetual iterative process to 
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support the development of a shared commentary upon how people understand Cornwall 

as a place. 

 

This section demonstrated how the study was implemented and used examples from the 

transcripts to demonstrate the complexity of the sense of place that the participants 

articulated. It also illustrated how the coding process identified themes within the 

transcripts and how these became more focussed toward the development of five core 

themes for the wiki. It gave an example of how a part of one of the statements was based 

upon the conversations with the respondents before they were posted on to the wiki. The 

section also illustrated how some of the participants had amended the wiki statements and 

how positive their support was for the author’s mediation of their ideas. It finished with the 

launch of the wiki on to the Cornwall Culture website, so that it was open for people to 

edit, amend and extend. 

 

 

5.4 Reflections upon the Project and Study 

 

This section will reflect upon the project and study and consider how successful both the 

theoretical and the technological approach were. It will briefly review the nature of the 

project and the ethnographic study to illustrate how both demonstrated features of a 

social-spatial complexity. It will reflect upon whether the techniques used can be 

considered as a form of Castells’ social material and to what extent the project sustained 

an ‘architecture’ that could be considered dematerial. The section will then discuss 

whether a socio-spatial dynamic was generated between the architecture and its small 

society and whether this is adequate to be considered a form of digital architecture. In 

closing the section will reflect upon how the Cornwall Culture projects have been informed 

by the practice-based work described in the previous chapter. 

 

The project and study were both intended to demonstrate how social navigation 

technologies are able to contribute towards a construction of a sense of place that can also 

be understood to be a form of digital architecture. The conceptual direction of the project 

was particularly explicit in doing this through the use of collaborative filtering, tagging and 

voting. However, the study demonstrated these traits in a more complicated and implicit 

manner. The sense of place that became the digital architecture based on Hillier’s 

supposition that “[buildings] are maps of the social genotypes of human interaction” 
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(Hillier and Hanson 1996:403), was easy to identify in the interactive online space that the 

project resulted in because it was made up of people’s photographs of Cornwall, and were 

located on screen within the subtle outline of the Cornish peninsula. The study however is 

more complicated because there were no images or visual representation of space. The 

generation of the statements between the author and the respondents, it is argued, is the 

architecture. The iterative process from meeting the seven people, coding the transcripts, 

posting to the wiki, respondents amending them, and the final publication of the wiki on to 

the Cornwall Culture site, suggests an effective construction of a sense of place using a 

socially navigated method. What is more, the mediums used moved sensitively from 

spoken word to text, both entirely dematerial systems closer to Nicholson’s narrative of the 

runner bean as an architectural system (Nicholson, in Reflexive Architecture 2002, p.13). 

 

At the outset of involvement with CAM, and the intention to contribute the development of 

a project site and then study its success, the author always intended for the project to 

remain the primary example of a socially navigated digital architecture. However, through 

understanding established ethnographic methods it became clear that if the study itself was 

to follow Ezzy and Fontana and Frey’s models for a ‘sophisticated grounded theory’ that 

wasn’t theoretically predetermined, then it would have to be reflexive. This reflexivity 

between theory and subject, through the use of inductive and deductive methods in 

unstructured interviewing that was extended cyclically through the use of the wiki, 

demonstrated social navigation toward a mediated sense of place. The author has used 

Castells’ proposition that social / technological networks had contributed toward a new 

social material (Castells 1996:502), to argue the case for social navigation technologies 

supporting the construction of digital architectures. The methodology of the study and its 

resulting transcripts offers a rich individual depth of reflection on the subject of what is the 

culture and place of Cornwall, while the wiki simply networked it. The subsequent 

iterations that the summaries have already undergone and will continue to go through 

should build allegiance and commonality. Bob’s email and Will’s careful editing 

demonstrate a subscription to a subject of space, despite them never having met. 

 

The social navigation employed through the project is far more noticeable than within the 

study. The project proved relatively successful in constructing a space for the different 

responses to the question; “What does Cornwall mean to you?”. The range of contributions 

scattered across the interface allows many possible routes of exploration for visitors, and 

provides a limited ability to summarise them. Although the user can organise the thousands 

of images according to location, keyword and date created, the user is still left to sort 
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through the images according to their own interests and motivations. This obviously results 

in a high level of indirect social navigation as people construct their own interpretation of 

the ‘sense of place’  that is generated, and it also has the potential to remain a very loose or 

open form of architectural system.  

 

The study’s use of social navigation is embedded in the cyclical process that led toward the 

initial wiki statements being constructed. The thematic analysis used to support the 

construction of the statements was a very direct form of social navigation, because the 

author’s editorial process was extended literally from the meeting and interactions with the 

respondents. The subsequent editing of the statements in the wiki becomes less direct and 

shifted gradually to the indirect. For the respondents, editing the wiki is partially indirect 

as they do not know each other, although they can identify their own thoughts within the 

texts. This is also partially direct, but by the time the wiki reached the wider public it is 

obviously highly indirect. This slow transition from direct to indirect enables the sense of 

place to retain a much tighter or closed socio-spatial dynamic, which suggests a more 

specific form or architecture. Obviously over time this is liable to decay depending upon 

the widespread use of the wiki due to its ‘openness’, which will allow anybody to 

potentially corrupt, erase and imbalance the statements. Both projects had made specific 

reference to Busher and Hughes’ principles for a socially reflexive space in their 

formulation and largely succeed in sustaining these imperatives throughout the experience 

of the works. However due to the majority of indirect social navigation, the sociability of 

the works was weak compared to that of the traditional CVEs from which the principles 

were derived. Busher and Hughes use Whyte’s proposition that “what attracts people 

most…is other people” to support the need for synchronous interaction with people 

(Busher and Hughes 2003:102). Both the project and study resulted in an asynchronous 

community in which it is difficult to see people live in either the project website or the 

wiki. This should not be interpreted as a flaw, but represents the critical difference between 

the material form of CVEs that to date have used Cartesian geometries to construct worlds 

that exist in the same time base as actuality, and the characteristics of a dematerial digital 

architecture in which the integrity of a social material is more important than visual 

identification with fellow users. Both the project website and the wiki allowed users to 

interact indirectly with other users because they were interested in what they were saying 

and the ‘footprints’ that they were leaving which it is suggested it a richer form of 

knowledge than simply the watching of other people. The other two components of Busher 

and Hughes’ principles - reciprocity of perspective and intersubjectivity - are heightened 

due to the dematerial frameworks of both project and study. The reciprocity of perspective 
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is not limited to Alberti’s (see chapter 1) guidelines for architectural compositions 

suggested in the synchronous context of CVEs, but engages with Habermass’ broader use 

of the phrase in discussing the potential for a condition in which participants within a 

social system “must be willing to revise their descriptions of themselves and others” 

(Habermass 1998:42).  

 

Intersubjectivity is present in the project site for Cornwall Culture, and the use of 

photographs as the primary interface is based upon common sense and a familiar 

metaphor. The use of text in the wiki to constitute a dematerial ‘landscape’ is highly 

accessible, although it is noted that English as the spoken and presented language limits its 

widespread accessibility and politicises its articulation of a Cornish culture which has its 

own language. In reflection both the project and ethnographic study demonstrate the 

potential for a socially constituted, dematerial architecture with strengths and weaknesses 

present in either strategy.  

 

The Cornwall Culture brief was rare because it demanded an enquiry into a space that is 

too large for individuals to ‘see’, making it beyond material. The opportunity to use social 

navigation tools within this brief was therefore easier to build a reflexive project and study 

to encapsulate it. Many of the technologies that the site used are not new, but their 

deployment in the complex subject of space makes them operate most effectively.  

 

Flickr and del.icio.us have established a reputation for constructing ‘folksonomies’, and 

are highly successful because they operate beyond geographical boundaries. The sharing of 

photos and media is not limited to physical communities, but the semantic network that 

links them. Frappr18 and projects such as Urban Tapestries19 use geographical base maps 

alongside ‘tagging’ technologies to describe space, and construct many complicated social 

networks, but the Cartesian map remains present in each and the material space remains 

dominant. The Cornwall Culture project and study situated under the single, large well-

marketed guise of Cornwall Arts Marketing now operate as socio-spatial digital 

architectures. They qualify not because they simply ask questions about a spatial region, or 

because they are made up of people’s answers to the questions, but because they are both, 

                                                
18 Frappr is a social mapping tool that uses Google maps to allow people to ‘tag’ places and coordinates with 
stories or information. By setting up a Frappr map the user can invite other people to associate other tags to a 
particular map. 
19 Urban Tapestries is an open source software project for mapping public knowledge. It uses mobile 
technologies to allow people to build relationships between places and to associate stories, information, 
pictures, sounds and videos with them. 
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and they continue to be mediated through a reflexive method. While Hillier’s socio-spatial 

dynamic for explaining architecture’s relationship with society is handicapped by the 

inability for buildings to transform in time, the temporal dynamic of socially navigated 

digital architectures has the potential to overcome this. 

 
“The material form of society at any moment of time is not that society, it is the means by which 

that society is transmitted into the future. The material form of a society and certainly not its 

structure, but, by being a realisation of the underlying genotypes of society, the material form is 

the means by which the society as an abstraction is realised in space-time and then reproduced. 

Society is not in itself its material form, but even so exists through it material form. This curious 

double-take is why all social practice take the form of abstract structures, lie the grammars of 

languages, which are never seen as part of any material reality, but nevertheless dominate that 

reality by structuring what can happen in it, and by creating the real space-time events through 

which those structures are themselves perpetuated.” (Hillier 1996:403) 

 

Reflecting upon the methods that emerged from the author’s explorative practice described 

in the previous chapter, and the response to the Cornwall Culture project brief, there are 

evidently variations in the specific strategies employed for different contexts. On the one 

hand the author was operating as an artist / designer aiming to make digital architecture, on 

the other his aims for CAM were to develop a heuristic experience that led to an 

understanding of the complexity of culture in Cornwall. However, the method employed 

for the Cornwall Culture project was greatly informed by the simple four-step method that 

emerged in the development of the Reading Rooms project and which became 

consolidated through Invisible Transmissions and Tag Clouds (see previous chapter). 

 

The following matrix demonstrates the stages of the Cornwall Culture project against the 

one that was developed through the practice-based projects: 

 

Practice-based methodology Cornwall Culture Project Website 

Identify a digital /social database People’s digital photos as database 

Identify a classification system Voting and tagging by people  

Correlate the two forms of data Correlated in social website  

Model the architecture to allow change Different filtering allows multiple views 

 

The Cornwall Culture brief involved the use of a social community as the database in their 

devising of the question “What does Cornwall mean to you?”. However, the author used 

the submission of photographs as the digital components. Voting and tagging the 

photographs became the classification system to differentiate people, while the social 
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interface to the website enabled a correlation between the tags and the photos. Different 

filtering enabled the photographs to be rearranged according to place, date, and tag word. 

 

Through its implementation in the Cornwall Culture project, this formative method 

developed through the author’s artistic practice, had evolved toward becoming a design 

method to support the creation of digital social architectures for an industrial context. 

Reflecting upon how the method altered between initial development and industrial 

application we can begin to see how it offers a robust framework for integrating a social 

dimension into digital architectures.  

 

Part 1 of the method (“Identify a digital database resource that is subject to social 

transformation”) remains a critical starting point for the method’s employment within a 

design task. For the Reading Rooms project, the library borrowing database presented 

itself as an existing unemotional resource that was subject to transformation by people. 

Whereas Cornwall Culture required the author to invent a database that had similar 

properties. The suggested use of images as the primary element within the database 

provided a resource that individual contributors would ‘care’ about. Triggered by the 

question “What does Cornwall mean to you?”, the database was predisposed to grow with 

resources that would relate to the spatial context that was the focus of the project. Upon 

reflection on the importance of this characteristic, the language of the first part of the 

method can be extended to ensure that the resource of the database is connected to the 

spatial context that is being examined. In each of the artistic projects that followed the 

method (Invisible Architectures and Tag Clouds) there was an implicit connection between 

the database and the spatial context. Such an amendment confirms the need for a designer 

to locate or develop a resource that binds a social community to a spatial context through 

elements that can be easily stored in a database. 

 

The role of Part 2 (“Identify a classification mechanism for differentiating between 

individual architectural spaces”) is intended to provide attributes that will contribute to the 

correlating of Part 1’s collection of social data with the spatial context. The Dewey system 

offered this for the Reading Rooms because it encapsulated the breadth of subjects that 

could feasibly be studied by students within the spatial context (the School of Art and 

Design). The telephone directory performed the same function for Invisible Transmissions 

because it contained every internal member of staff who could send somebody an email 

within the campus boundary. For Cornwall Culture, a classification system had to be 

developed which would involve everyone who had submitted an image to the database. 
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The author applied the established Web2.0 practice of applying tags and votes to the 

images to construct the classification system. In doing so, the initial question of “What 

does Cornwall mean to you?” - which could have resulted in a large database of 

unmediated images - was surreptitiously replaced by a process in which users became 

involved in answering the inherently spatial question “Is this what Cornwall means to 

you?” Through tagging and voting as a form of classification the socio/spatial dynamic 

was fulfilled as people agreed and disagreed with other participants. Part 2 was originally 

written in anticipation of small scale architectural environments, and due to its ability to 

operate for the substantially larger spatial context of the Cornwall Culture brief, this aspect 

of the method should anticipate a broader spatial context.  

 

Correlating the social elements within the database with a spatial parameter that allows the 

designer to provide the basis of a socio/spatial dynamic is central to Part 3, (“Correlate the 

two forms of data to allow 1 to express itself within 2”). For Reading Rooms, occupants of 

the rooms across the School of Art and Design were asked for a specific subject that they 

were studying to which a Dewey number could be assigned, thus linking a person’s 

elements within the database with a space. For Invisible Transmissions, matching a 

sender’s email identity with their building location on campus allowed people and space to 

be linked. The correlation within Cornwall Culture occurred in the interaction with the 

images, stories and process of voting on the website. Cornwall Culture was significantly 

different to the former projects because it was interactive, but it still followed the 

methodology because the user acted as the point of correlation as he/she categorised other 

people’s contributions with their own sense of place. Choosing to look at specific images 

and vote for them according to the question “Is this what Cornwall means to you?” 

provided the feedback within the method between Part 1 (images provided in response to 

the question “What does Cornwall mean to you?”) and Part 2 (the user’s engagement in 

voting and tagging). 

 

Part 4, (“Model the architecture not as a whole but as individual units and allow 3 to 

inform the reorganisation of them”) represented the synthesis of the previous parts of the 

method, and required the use of graphic visualisations in order to present a digital 

architecture. Whether animated live (Reading Rooms, Invisible Transmissions), statically 

(Tag Clouds) or through a user interface (Cornwall Culture) the method indicated that any 

resulting ‘image’ should be made up of individual units to allow for the reorganisation of 

an architecture. Cornwall Culture’s graphic user interface (which contained the photos), 

sustained this aspect of the method by allowing users to organise photographs by 
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keywords, chronologically, or spatially according to which part of Cornwall they had been 

submitted from. Visually, the outline of Cornwall was always present in the display, and 

operated as a ‘holding graphic’ for all of the photos and content that substantiated the 

socio/spatial digital architecture for the region. 

 

Part 4 of the method was the graphic synthesis of social and spatial data to create the 

digital architecture, and required the terms ‘individual’ and ‘reorganise’ in order to identify 

the capacity for small social components to transform the image of an architectural 

context. Following the Cornwall Culture it is evident that this use of language was 

important to retain as it identified the importance of the method to allow social activity to 

alter or determine an architecture’s constitution. The term ‘model’ was also important to 

retain, as it made explicit reference to the architectural design community in the 

representation of a space. However it was felt that the term ‘unit’ alone diminished the 

people-centred processes, and that this should be replaced with the term ‘social elements’. 

 

As a result of this critical evaluation of the method through its use in the Cornwall Culture 

project the four step process can be rewritten as follows:  

 

1. Identify a digital database resource that is connected to the spatial context and 

that is subject to social transformation. 

2. Identify a classification mechanism for spatially differentiating between 

individual database entries. 

3. Correlate the two forms of data to allow 1 to express itself within 2. 

4. Model the architecture not as a whole but as individual social elements and allow 

3 to inform the reorganisation of them. 

 

These reflections upon the effectiveness of the method through its application in the 

Cornwall Culture project demonstrate its success in both demonstrating a procedure toward 

the production of digital architectures that represent social dimensions. Upon considering 

the breadth of application to date - from the small arts-based projects to the substantial 

Cornwall Culture project - minor adjustments to the language of the method are intended 

to provide a more robust series of statements for wider future application. 

 

Although the practice-based development of a method for designing social digital 

architecture operated successfully in the Cornwall Culture project’s website, it is less 

transparent in the ethnographic study. This is simply due to the different objectives that the 
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study adopted at its outset and the integrity of the study that followed the guidelines of 

Ezzy and Fontana and Frey. However, the reflexive processes evident in the correlation 

and remodelling of the socio-spatial architectures are present in the use of the wiki as the 

reflexive tool to extend the editing of Cornwall’s sense of place. 
 

 

This section has identified the differences between the project and the ethnographic study 

in achieving a socio-spatial dynamic which, it has been argued, is a form of digital 

architecture. It identified the dematerial qualities of the study compared with the highly 

socially navigable but geographically suggestive, project website. It also proposed that the 

study was a form of Castells’ ‘social material’ due to its reflexive and networked 

attributes, and it discussed the potential for it to construct new social formations. The use 

of social navigation was identified in the project and study, and the use of indirect and 

direct techniques was discussed according to how they contributed to varying degrees of 

open or closed architectural systems. Busher and Hughes’ principles for a socially 

reflexive space were recalled to reflect upon the adherence to them in the project and 

study, and through a brief analysis the projects dematerial qualities were compared to that 

of CVEs. The section reflected upon the difference that both Cornwall Culture projects 

have when compared to the more widespread use of social navigation systems. It 

highlighted how both the project and study stand out from other systems because they use 

a more complex form of place that is embedded within the construction of a social space. 

The section finished with a reflection upon how the methodology derived from the practice-

based work had informed the Cornwall Culture project, and how, in turn, the language of 

the methodology was modified to account for broader contexts. 

 

This chapter has concentrated upon one particular aspect of the project work that supports 

this thesis. The Cornwall Culture project was introduced as an industrial brief that the 

author used to employ social navigation technologies to construct a form of digital 

architecture. Section one introduced the brief from the client and the author’s response to 

it, which  involved the use of social navigation technologies according to Busher and 

Hughes’ method. Section two focused upon the ethnographic process that was developed to 

identify the potential of social navigation technologies to construct a sense of place and 

therefore a digital architecture. The section detailed how the author had used established 

ethnographic research methods in formulating an approach that would support a reflexive 

process. It went on to describe each stage of the study’s programme and describe how 

stages would meet the aims of developing a sophisticated grounded theory approach to the 
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research. Section three looked at the effectiveness of the study, using parts of the 

transcripts, the coding process and use of the wiki to demonstrate how it had built a 

reflexive expression about a sense of place. The final section reflected upon the entire 

process, and referenced both Hillier’s and Castells’ socio-spatial dynamics that informed 

objectives for the proposed new form of digital architecture. It differentiated between the 

project and the study’s architectural system due to the different use of social navigation 

technologies, but proposed that both had successfully constructed a dematerial form of 

place that was constituted through the use of a socially reflexive method. 
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Illustrations 
 

 
 
Figure 5.2 Cornwall Culture Project welcome page 
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Figure 5.3 Project website with photographs arranged by location 

 

 
 

Figure 5.4 Project website with one photograph chosen 
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Figure 5.5 Project website reverse of photograph showing feedback. 

 

 
 
Figure 5.6 Project website photographs organised by keyword



 - 210 - 

 
 
Figure 5.7 Wiki homepage 
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Figure 5.8 Wiki statement page 
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Figure 5.9 Wiki ‘See Changes’ to statement page 
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6.0 Conclusion 
 

This chapter will close the thesis with a summary of the theoretical narrative and the 

development of the practice-based components that support a method for the recovery of 

digital architecture. The second part of the chapter will provide closing remarks that 

reflect upon the value of the thesis and briefly place it into a wider context. 

 

 

6.1 Compressed Summary of the Theoretical Narrative 

 

This section provides a compressed summary of the theoretical narrative used to propose 

how social navigation technologies can be used to recover a method for the development 

of digital architectures. 

 

As internet technologies and cultural ideas converged in the late 1980s, digital architecture 

emerged as an exciting extension to mainstream architecture. With the naming of 

‘cyberspace’ and the population of the internet, CAD technology matured to allow 

architects to begin representing forms of an alternate virtual reality. In the ten years since 

the publication of Architects in Cyberspace - which consolidated the practice and writing 

of a series of artists, designers and thinkers who were excited by the possibilities of the 

new digital space - the field has slowed and turned to other forms of describing itself, and 

has lost sight of what detailed its original aspirations. Chapter one introduced the work of a 

wide variety of digital architects in order to categorise the focus of their practices into five 

areas:  

 

1. Surface and image, new forms of architectural shelter.  

2. Post-Cartesian forms and structures.  

3. Genetic and biological computing models offer an integrated framework beyond split 

time and space. 

4. Augmented digital architectures will support our experiences in actual space. 

5. Cyberspace as offering ‘new’ properties that offer different challenges for architectural 

method. 

 

Despite the blurs between the subjects, the categories were used to identify the graphic 

styles and theoretical concepts that emerged within the field. The collection of illustrations 
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and analyses of particular architects’ work were used to support the claim that the style of 

imagery had become repetitive and stylistic, and in many cases the practice of individuals 

had dried up. Perrella’s energy in defining ‘hypersurface’ over two books and numerous 

articles dissipated as he struggled to escape the Cartesian nature of the software packages 

to overcome the dualism that fuelled his earlier motivations. The chapter traced Novak’s 

work and his decision to work with stereolithography, rapid proto-typing and ultimately 

audio as an attempt to reconcile an audience’s inability to understand the complexity of his 

‘liquid architectures’ when presented in print or on screen. The dilemmas were at the core 

of a critical dilemma for digital architecture; how to represent post-Cartesian spaces using 

Cartesian coordinate based drawing packages. Biological systems were used as methods of 

transferring the act of design from the architect to computer code, but in the case of Chu’s 

work subsequent digital forms tended to remain adhered to a mannerism of slick organic 

shapes.  

 

Of the five areas, the first three had not only apparently failed in the development of a 

sustainable synthesis between theory and practice for post-Cartesian digital architecture, 

they had contributed toward an orthodoxy of style. This led to a banal series of design 

approaches to using CAD packages in print, television and advertising. Augmented digital 

architectures and the work of Dunne and Raby had always insisted on working in the 

threshold between digital and real, and on retaining a foot firmly grounded within 

actuality. This foothold provided them with an escape route as they began to distance 

themselves from the mannerism emerging within digital architecture. Cyberspace was 

turning out to be less of a virtual reality to which we could escape, and more of a series of 

social tools to support our life in actual space. Now associated with the analogue 

manifestations of the field of interactive architecture, it was argued that Bullivant’s 

description of their processes for “treating digital space as physical matter” demonstrated 

digital architecture’s failure to escape the inertia of Cartesian dualist systems. Finally, 

Spiller et al were introduced as the most sophisticated decision makers in their choice to 

use architectural drawing as a means representing digital potentials. While the use of 

drawings can operate as a safe haven from which to develop a digital discourse within 

architecture, however, it may only remain representational and not experiential. 

 

Through this analysis of digital architecture, chapter one argued that the field had been let 

down by the limited tools that it had adopted at an early stage to articulate its visions. The 

use of Cartesian drawing systems compromised architecture’s ability to overcome 

historical and theoretical paradoxes, and ultimately to offer new forms of structures for 
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digital spaces. From this analysis the research question was presented, along with how its 

aims would be investigated through the subsequent chapters. The narrative direction of the 

chapters offered an analysis of the problem, leading toward the practical work and the 

development of a design solution for Cornwall that offers digital architecture with the 

theoretical and applied methods for incorporating a social dimension. 

 

Chapter two explored how digital architecture could find itself in such an inert position, 

and traced the roots of its failures to mainstream architecture’s commitment to use 

Cartesian dualist methodologies. Using a historical exploration of the commodification of 

time and space as a precursor to the Enlightenment and Descartes’ development of his 

coordinate system, section one demonstrated how modernism and the international 

movement within architecture were predisposed to using a split model of time and space to 

allow their ‘machines for living’ to succeed. Despite the development of Einstein’s 

theories of relativity that synthesised time and space, Fordism and Taylorism perpetuated 

the use of time and space as discrete systems in order to develop modern models of 

production. The same principles were identified within the development of architectural 

drawing packages, and contemporary examples were used to illustrate how the Cartesian 

system had been extended to engulf time within an entire teleological production system. 

The critical path method was used to demonstrate how split time and space were 

capitalised upon in order to develop engineering and architectural programmes. Le 

Corbusier’s successful involvement with science was used to show how Cartesian systems 

were central to the development of the large scale buildings that defined the modern era.  

 

However, a crisis was presented as architectural discourse matured in line with cultural 

theory of the late 20th century, and proponents of postmodernism such as Lyotard 

questioned blind faith in science. As Jencks identified the death of modernism with the 

dynamiting of the Pruitt-Igoe housing complex in Missouri, architecture’s relationship with 

science was called into question and the development of systems that led to the suspension 

of post-Cartesian architectural methods. The blame that was heaped upon Pruitt-Igoe and 

modern architecture paralysed its relationship with science and development of emerging 

architectural approaches. The Eames’ film ‘Powers of Ten’ was used an example of how 

flawed the scientific model had become in architecture. The breakdown of modernism was 

explored in some depth to describe the extreme distortions and shift in value of time and 

space that contributed to the economic crisis of the early 1970s. Postmodern cultural and 

economic strategies emerged with new and more flexible forms of accumulating wealth. 

Jameson’s use of architecture as a barometer for the ‘aesthetic production’ and his analysis 
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of post-modernism, is used as evidence to demonstrate architecture’s emerging dialogue 

with itself through images rather than technologies. This shift in priorities from ‘form 

follows function’ to function being subservient to form, compounded a climate in which 

the value of science to support new forms of engineering was diminished. It is this 

ostracising of science from architecture that the author suggests contributes to the lack of 

development in the tools that mainstream architecture uses to develop buildings: 

AutoCAD. According to Newtonian physics, these tools work effectively in drawing 

spaces, but they later become highly problematic as digital architects aspire to generate 

post-Cartesian spaces. By this point the thesis has demonstrated that the methods that 

underpinned digital architecture were flawed. The use of Cartesian drawing systems 

prevented the field from articulating models in which time and space were synthesised.  

 

It is within Jameson however, that chapter two locates the traces of an opportunity to 

recover digital architecture’s potential to work with a conception of spaces in which time 

and space are no longer split. Jameson identifies a redundancy for the Cartesian form of 

mapping in hyperspace and introduces the concept of a cognitive map that emphasises a 

personal and social relationship with environments. Jameson’s shift toward a post-

Cartesian social space allows the author to focus upon the development of human 

geography as post-modernism encourages its use as a more relevant study of the 

development of landscapes to that of its sister subject physical geography. The work of 

Bourdieu, Certeau and Lefebvre are all used to illustrate the social complexity that space 

was imbued with toward the end of the 20th century as a digital culture was emerging. 

Lefebvre’s threefold dialectic of spatial practices, representations of space, and spaces of 

representation was used to demonstrate the complexity of human geography’s 

contemporary framework for understanding a conjoined model of space and time in which 

social agency is complicit in its production.  

 

In order to understand how this model of space can support digital architecture, the final 

section of the second chapter introduced the work of Nicholson. His relationship with 

digital architecture resulted in a de-materialisation which sought to overcome the dilemma 

of Cartesian dualistic representation. Nicholson’s strategy is informed by his interpretation 

of cyberspace, not as Gibsonesque physical structures, but as hypertextual networks. 

Although not explicitly social, the basis for his architectural and theoretical work allows 

him to slip past the trap that many digital architects fell into with their adoption of the 

structural and aesthetic forms of cyberspace that subsequently led them to use Cartesian 

drawing systems. The manifestation of the internet as it subsequently emerged - with its 
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commerce websites, archive systems, search engines and email - is one that generally lacks 

visual spatial references. Rheingold and Mitchell’s work are both used to demonstrate the 

web’s architecture of social networking, and allow the author to suggest that the attributes 

of a recovery for digital architecture will be found in social systems and the disposal of a 

material language for describing space. Wellman’s declaration that “we find community in 

networks, not groups” is particularly useful in understanding the shift from a community 

that is tied through geographic and spatial relations, to one that is substantiated upon social 

relations. At this point the thesis offered a recovery for digital architecture’s method 

through the proposition that cyberspace had been misinterpreted as having spatial priorities 

when in fact it emerged with a social fabric. 

 

Chapter three built on the fact that the internet had not materialised in a spatially 

dimensional form and that social computing was at the centre of its architecture and sense 

of place. Hillier was introduced to describe the complicity that built architecture has with 

society. His work in developing a ‘space syntax’ required the development of a socio-

spatial model in which people and architecture are intrinsically linked. Hillier identified a 

‘disability’ in architecture as it struggles to talk about its impact upon people. Architectural 

theory has developed a means of avoiding talking about a building’s sociological impact 

because it concentrates upon a specific building by removing it from the social and 

environmental context in which it is situated. Hillier posits a far more complex and socially 

dynamic relationship between people and buildings in which neither can be separated. 

Castells is used to further critique this exclusive ability within architectural discourse to 

separate a building from its social context. Castells envisions that unless addressed it will 

result in a form of ‘schizophrenic’ life within parallel universes due to architecture’s 

inability to respond better to society. His faith in networks leads him to the identification 

of the potential of a ‘social material’ within networks. The author uses this as a stepping 

stone to propose that social computing techniques could be used to recover digital 

architecture. 

 

Social navigation was introduced as a computing field within HCI and comparisons are 

drawn between the definitions of how it works with Hillier’s socio-spatial dynamics. 

Social navigation is then described in detail with particular attention paid to the historical 

context of the field, the techniques of collaborative filtering and recommender systems, 

technologies for evidencing social interactivity and collaborative virtual environments. 

Collectively the technical attributes of social navigation demonstrate how they are able to 
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reconstruct a method for digital architecture that makes use of the dynamic between social 

interaction and the form of space in which they are contained.  

 

The final section of chapter three focuses upon demonstrating the already established links 

that the field has with architecture which allows the author to propose social navigation as 

a recovery technology for digital architecture. Whyte’s studies on people and urban places 

are often cited by social navigation theorists to add ‘real world’ credence to their software 

systems. His research demonstrated how people’s movement through space is deeply 

affected by other people and contributes to turning dull architectural spaces in to thriving 

social areas. Harrison and Dourish use Whyte’s studies of people and his phrase “what 

attracts people most, is other people”, to delineate between space and place, and assert that 

social practices are a critical element in making a place. Both Whyte’s and Hillier’s social 

architectural dynamics are correlated with the work of social navigation developers, while 

Busher and Hughes’ principles for successful socio-spatial environments are identified as 

having the specific qualities to support digital architecture. 

 

Chapter four introduced the art and design practice of the author which represents 50 per 

cent of the doctoral submission. Eleven pieces of work that mapped the trajectory of the 

thesis from its inception were described in detail. The work was categorised in three 

stages: formative conceptual work, illustrative applications of concepts, and live 

demonstrations of principles. Descriptions of each project progressively saw the adoption 

of social navigation techniques and moved from inanimate illustrations of ideas, through 

the use of offline digital video, to live digital animations in social-spatial contexts.  

 

The work led to a simple methodology for the development of digital architectures that 

involved the integration of social databases with socio-spatial classification systems. The 

final pieces, ‘Reading Rooms’ and ‘Invisible Transmissions’, exercised this method 

through the use of the Dewey library cataloguing system and a university telephone 

directory. Both of these databases embody socio-spatial properties that allow the 

individual, time-based activity of people to be synthesised with the transformation of the 

spatial characteristics of architecture. The related works demonstrate forms of digital 

architecture that exist only in a frame in which time and space are intrinsically connected. 

Indeed, they only have absolute value when watched live. The digital documents provided 

on DVD are not nearly as powerful or as meaningful as watching people who are involved 

in the spatial representations studying the movement or adaptation of their own spaces. 

The chapter also reflects upon how the eleven practice-based pieces contributed to the 
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development of the Cornwall Culture project and study, how the use of text in ‘Tag 

Clouds’ led to a further dematerialisation of visual form, and the recognition of the wiki as 

a social architecture. The author recognised that although the live animated pieces were 

substantial in their development, they struggled to escape the inertia of a visual 

representation of space. 

 

Chapter five focussed upon a particular project and subsequent ethnographic study carried 

out by the author to demonstrate the potential for social navigation systems to construct a 

method for the development of digital architectures. The chapter introduced the Cornwall 

Culture project through the client brief and how the author’s response corresponded with 

Castells’ ideas of a networked social material, as well as embodying aspects of 

Nicholson’s de-material architecture of a space. The project highlighted the construction of 

a ‘socio-spatial dynamic which would become implicit in the resulting ‘folksonomy’ that 

was generated in response to the question ‘What does Cornwall mean to you?’. 

 

While the conceptual development of the project’s website initiated a social digital 

architecture, the development of an ethnographic method for demonstrating the integrity of 

the ‘social architecture’ was required. The programme for the study was developed in line 

with a sophisticated grounded theory approach to ethnographic research. The reflexive 

dynamic between the community and the project from which the author hoped would 

generate a form of digital architecture became similar to the reflexive model of adapting 

deductive theories through inductive research that grounded theory demanded. Through 

research into Fontana and Frey’s principles for structured and unstructured interviewing, 

and Ezzy’s model for a sophisticated grounded theory approach, the author established a 

programme of study that retained a reflexive system which progressively allowed the 

emergence of a shared understanding of space. 

 

The eight-step study led to the sense of place being developed in three cyclical phases: 1. 

through one-to-one interviews with seven respondents, 2. the respondents’ editing of the 

statements on the wiki, and 3. the publication of the wiki onto the Cornwall Culture 

website for widespread editing. Through this highly reflexive process, a sophisticated 

series of statements was derived that were the result of a carefully mediated process 

between the author, the participants of the study, and visitors to the Cornwall Culture 

website. 
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Although not intended to be a form of digital architecture, the subsequent wiki and its 

process of construction began to demonstrate the qualities of a socially navigated digital 

architecture. Implicitly dealing with questions surrounding space and place, its 

construction and development led to a complex form of social material, that had no 

apparent architectural materiality. The chapter ended with a reflection upon the success of 

both the project and study, referring to Castells, Nicholson and Hillier to find evidence of 

socio-spatial dynamics without material visual architectures. Busher and Hughes were also 

referred to in order to understand how social navigation had operated and how closely their 

principles had been followed without the use of the architectures based on the Cartesian 

coordinate system for which they were developed. At this point the project had exercised 

methods toward the development of social digital architectures. Although different in form, 

both approaches demonstrated that social navigation technologies could support the 

manifestation of socio-spatial dynamics.  

 

Finally, chapter five closes with a comparison of how the method that was evolved through 

the eleven practical pieces was applied to the Cornwall Culture project and study. 

Although the context of the industrial brief brought with it different audiences, applications 

and development processes to that of the author’s personal art and design practice, the 

methodology operated with success. The conceptual direction of the project’s website 

recognised people and their knowledge as the database and used their choice of 

photographs as the currency of expression, while tagging and voting became the 

classification system. The organisation of the database through the interface then enabled 

users to correlate the two forms of data (image and tag) to form a social digital 

architecture. The use of the Wiki to nurture a text-based social perspective upon Cornwall 

with a progressively larger audience demonstrated how a digital architecture could be 

constructed without the use of walls and ceilings that operated as divisions between spaces 

and times. 

 

The narrative sequence of the chapters addressed the research question by analysing how 

digital architecture had positioned itself without a social agenda through its adoption of a 

split model for time and space. It went on to discuss the way in which human geography, 

through an identification of social agency in the production of space, has demonstrated 

how a combined approach supports many new models for understanding experience. It 

introduced social navigation as a contemporary form of social computing that offers the 

methodological techniques for supporting the construction of digital architecture. The 

author's own art and design practice was reflected upon, as it was through this that a 
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methodology was developed and applied to the large-scale design project, and evaluated 

through a substantial ethnographic study. 

 

The thesis has been based upon the apparent struggle for architecture to sustain a form of 

itself that engages with an entirely digital culture. A series of problems was  identified 

within architectural processes that appear to have become part of its industrial and 

theoretical programme. From the use of Cartesian based drawing systems that go largely 

unquestioned in their use of Newtonian physics, as well as their Fordist and Taylorist 

economising of time and space, to the inability within architectural criticism to study 

buildings as part of a social system, architecture evidently had problems before cyberspace 

emerged. With these characteristics it is perhaps not surprising that when a ‘consensual 

hallucination’ for a parallel reality is introduced, the clamour to propose what it may be 

like was always going to be problematic. However, to discard the endeavour of architects 

such as Novak and his liquid strategies, or Perrella’s struggle with representation, is to shy 

away from architecture’s inherent flaws that were identified by Castells and Hillier. The 

emergence of interactive architecture is a direction that does not engage with the subject’s 

Cartesian baggage, but instead returns architectural practice back to the scientific and 

engineering enquiries of the late 1960s and early 70s, before it was arrested by post-

modernism. Perhaps mainstream architecture has to explore interactive architecture in 

order to work through its problems before reattempting to approach an entirely digital form 

of itself. If this is the case, then the strategies of Spiller and Nicholson will remain in the 

wings, ready to recover the theoretical discourse initiated by Architects in Cyberspace, and 

redevelop the methodologies that recognise the social nature of the internet, and which are 

prepared to dismantle the defence of an image for architecture. 

 

 

6.2 Proposal for Future Work 

The section closes the thesis by reflecting upon the method, indicating how it is affecting 

current work, and how it might be best used by others. The first part begins with a 

reflection on the characteristics of the methodology that emerged through the thesis, and 

highlights the need for a social dimension to be prioritised in any project for it to be of 

benefit. Attention is drawn to the emerging use of software such as Google Maps and the 

increase in the wide variety of ‘push’ media, such as RSS feeds, which are used to 

correlate new ways of seeing information. The author uses this cultural trend as a means 
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of demonstrating the potential for his research beyond the ‘God’s eye’ maps which, at 

present, tend only to show quantitative data.  

 

Part two focuses on a series of current and near future projects through which the author 

is extending his research and applying his method. The Arch-OS project, work with the 

Centre for Sustainable Futures, and an international project that supports the 

collaborative mapping of sound, all demonstrate a breadth of audience and socio-spatial 

context that will challenge the author to modify his thesis and methods over the 

forthcoming months and years.  

 

The final part of the section identifies how the research can be applied to different 

industrial and research based contexts. Examples include the potential for augmented 

video systems that could use the methodology to integrate live vistas of social spaces, and 

the potential to extend the use of Second Life as a platform for reinventing collaborative 

virtual environments (CVEs) that offer visualisations of complex social scenarios, as well 

as an opportunity for architects and engineers to develop modelling software that allows 

their clients to see how architectural spaces can affect social relationships. The section 

closes with a reminder of the potential that the research has  for offering architecture a 

non-teleological method for designing reflexive digital spaces, and references 

Habermass’s concept of ‘reciprocal perspective’ as a potential benefit for coupling social 

navigation technologies with digital architectural practice. 

 

6.2.1 Critical Reflection on Thesis 

 
This thesis has introduced a social dimension to digital architecture through a very 

particular overview of the literature, which prepares a space for the creative intervention of 

artists and proceeds from the authors insights gained from Raindance. A series of problems 

was identified within architectural processes which appear to have become part of its 

industrial and theoretical programme. From the use of Cartesian drawing systems that go 

largely unquestioned in their use of Newtonian physics, and their Fordist and Taylorist 

economising of time and space, to the inability within architectural criticism to study its 

own buildings as part of a social system, architecture evidently had problems before 

cyberspace came along.  

 

The author’s practice, which has led to a methodological approach for introducing a social 

dimension to digital architectures, has been carried out with the explicit knowledge that the 
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online ‘building site’ that is the internet is one that is largely socially constituted. Through 

understanding the social complicity in our environment by reading human geographers and 

watching skateboarders exercise Lefebvre’s trilectic for the production of space, the author 

has attempted to bring such a model to digital architecture through the following four step 

method: 

 

1. Identifying a digital database resource that is connected to the spatial context and 

that is subject to social transformation. 

2. Identifying a classification mechanism for spatially differentiating between 

individual database entries. 

3. Correlating the two forms of data to allow 1 to express itself within 2. 

4. Modelling the architecture not as a whole, but as individual social elements, and 

allow 3 to inform their reorganisation. 

 

Formulated through the practice-based art and design works, and employed and modified 

following its use in the Cornwall Culture project, the method offers a straightforward and 

robust process for integrating a social dimension into digital architectures.  

 

The design contexts in which it is anticipated that the method could be used will remain 

specific to certain conditions. The designer must be motivated to want to integrate a social 

dimension into a visualisation of a physical place and be prepared to use unexpected data 

sources to support it. Anticipating such a need is not necessarily commonplace, as three-

dimensional visualisations of environments are usually constructed as a metaphor for a 

place and operate as an index or map to allow communication, meetings and game-play, as 

demonstrated in Collaborative Virtual Environments (see 3.2.5). However, these 

architectural environments remain dumb and are not able to express a social dynamic 

through the construction and adaptation of their form or structures.  

 

As the internet has developed however, more forms of ‘push’ media such as RSS feeds 

have appeared, which display in desktop or mobile readers (contrary to the familiar ‘pull’ 

use of the internet in which users draw down information for themselves). The breadth of 

different types of data available to visualise economic, social and electronic activity is ever 

increasing. Subsequently, visualisation systems are appearing which express more and 

more forms of information. To support this, large internet content providers such as 

Yahoo! and Google offer Application Programming Interfaces (APIs) which allow 

developers to integrate different forms of data from the growing range of products and 
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databases that they offer - from search engines and photo archives to mapping systems. A 

good example of how different databases can be used to correlate new visualisations is the 

current predilection for mapping sex offenders across America. Sites such as www.us-sex-

offenders.com uses the Google Maps API to allow people to search areas on a detailed 

map of the US and identify the addresses of convicted sex offenders. By clicking on a 

person on the map, data from a specific state’s Justice Department is downloaded and 

allows a user to browse an offender’s criminal record. If more detailed virtual three-

dimensional spaces are required to support the integration of data sets, Second Life offers a 

fully navigable environment that can receive streaming video, RSS feeds and a wide 

variety of internet data. 

 

However, as Yahoo! and Google APIs become the standard for mapping space, and 

Second Life becomes the standard for visualising navigable three-dimensional places, so 

the opportunity to dismantle the Cartesian coordinate based projections of environments 

diminishes and digital architecture will further lose its opportunity to construct new spaces 

that aren’t built upon these Cartesian systems. The social priority within the author’s 

methodology demands the construction of digital architectures which respond to the 

activities of people, and anticipates that maps, buildings are offices will be subject to 

movement, manipulation and dissolution in order to express a socio-spatial dynamic. 

 

By prioritising the social dimension in the author’s four part method, it is possible to 

anticipate a richer integration of qualitative with quantitative data, which computer science 

and digital systems have often struggled to bring together. The anomalies within the voting 

and tagging of images across image databases such as Cornwall Culture and Flickr support 

the generation of folksonomies which in turn, provides support for a community centred 

classification of subjects, and thus offers an appropriate type of qualitative data for digital 

architects to begin constructing spaces that express the complex social dynamics which 

make workplaces, homes and city streets exciting places to be.  

 

 

6.2.2 Current and Future Work 

 

The implications of this thesis are broad and it is anticipated that it will stimulate designers 

and artists to factor in the social dimension to their work. For the author, extending the use 

of the research and methodology is associated with three large scale projects; (1) the Arch-
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OS project, (2) social and ecological visualisations for the Centre for Sustainable Futures, 

and (3) development for the acoustic geographies and collaborative mapping project 

known as The Silence.  

 

1. Arch-OS remains a core creative research project within the Institute of Digital Art and 

Technology at the School of Computing, Communications and Electronics. Centred at 

present around a suite of technologies that pull data from the Portland Square building at 

the University of Plymouth, it is the intention of the project team to apply the principles of 

correlating different forms of data from architectural contexts to develop systems for 

artistic, commercial and domestic use. With a commission already in progress on the 

Curtin University campus in Perth, Australia, opportunities are beginning to arise in which 

architectural and environmental stakeholders would like to communicate information back 

to users of their buildings, estates and woodlands.  

 

The Tamar Valley is a designated Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and is 

located on the border of Devon and Cornwall. The AONB covers around 75 square miles 

and contains several villages and hamlets with a population of 17,000 people. The valley 

has seen its use change dramatically over the last few centuries as farming, forestry, 

horticulture and mining have all shaped the land, but as these industries have declined or 

ceased, the area has been bypassed by modern development. Recently recognised as a 

World Heritage site, local initiatives are emerging to support the development of the area 

to support more public access in the form of interpretation centres, preservation of the 

industrial architectures, mountain biking courses and educational programmes. The Tamar 

Valley AONB is interested in using Arch-OS technologies to support an interpretation 

strategy for the site. Using mobile and locative media such as handheld computers, GPS 

devices and visitors’ phones, the Arch-OS team is entering a design process to consider 

how to complement walking and cycling experiences with information and knowledge. 

The author is specifically interested in application of his methodology to describe the 

social and industrial activities that have led to the transformation of the environment, and  

to implicate the user in the further development of the site through live, location-based 

visualisations. 

 

East-Thames describes itself as an innovative housing association working in East London 

and Essex who develop and manage residential housing projects. The Arch-OS team are 

beginning conversations with East-Thames to explore how the technology can be used to 

develop visualisations of social and ecological activity across their housing estates. The 
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organisation faces challenging requirements to ensure that their communities become 

increasingly more sustainable, and take more responsibility for managing their ecological 

footprint. Through early conversations, East-Thames has identified Arch-OS as an 

appropriate technology from which to begin designing systems for homes that 

communicate resource use to the owners and occupants of houses, as well as placing this 

individual use into a community context through the use of a social visualisation system. 

Through an application to the DTI for funding for the project, it is anticipated that the 

author’s methodology will contribute to the design process of a visualisation system that 

will encourage residents to not see the boundaries and territories that define a housing 

estate, but to understand the benefit of seeing the community as an organism that shares 

the same resources.  

 

2. In connection with his work on Arch-OS’s ecological mapping potential, the author has 

been appointed as a research fellow for the Centre for Sustainable Futures (CSF) which is a 

Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) funded Centre for Excellence in 

Teaching and Learning. Working closely with members of the Arch-OS team, he has 

secured funding for a 50m2 LED screen which is to be installed in the atria window of the 

Portland Square building during April 2007. The LED matrix will operate as a public, 

student and staff interface for communicating live information about the consumption of 

resources from the University of Plymouth campus. Similar to the research project with 

East-Thames, the author has proposed that in order for the CSF to reach its audience it has 

to sustain a message of transparency about the social, ecological and academic activities of 

the university. Through the live monitoring of resources such as food consumption, 

software is being developed using the author’s methodology to visualise the social and 

ecological footprint of the campus. By sustaining communication about the use of 

resources over a substantial period of time, and using images and text to show how 

individuals have an effect on an ecological footprint, it has been postulated that the users 

of the campus may change their behaviour. The author references the work of David Orr of 

Oberlin College, Ohio, who has overseen the installation of a digital system that feeds back 

energy and carbon use in the form of meters and gauges, and argues that if such data is to 

be transformed into knowledge and action, then it is critical to bind it to social practice 

through images and narrative.  

 

3. The author is also closely involved in the development of a collaborative mapping 

system that uses audio gathered from the environment. The Silence is a web-based project 

which promotes a model for a virtual museum that encourages the active and constructive 
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role of local communities in natural heritage interpretation, conservation, and renewal. The 

process of capturing sounds and collating them on a shared website enables participants to 

annotate the soundscape of wild and urban natural environments. It is designed to allow a 

community of people to use sounds rather than words to express and share in a more 

intimate way their experience of the natural heritage to be protected and managed. After 

recording ambient sounds with the use of a personal digital assistant (PDA) with global 

positioning system (GPS) technology that can record the exact location of the user, sounds 

are transferred to an online database and made available on a web application through 

which participants can create and share acoustic cartographies and use them as 

conversation pieces to support a social dialogue on natural quiet. The project supports 

participants in accessing and describing their own sounds and the composition of them in 

personal soundscapes that reflect their individual embedded knowledge, daily practices, 

and their needs and concerns. The same application allows a community to collaborate on 

a shared understanding of natural heritage by sustaining the interplay among participants' 

personal experiences, interpretations and values. Working with Elisa Giaccardi (University 

of Boulder), Daniela Fogli (University of Brescia), Gianluca Sabena (Fondazione 

Fitzcarraldo, Turin), and Ilaria Gelsomini and Francesca Pedrazzi (students at University 

of Brescia), the author is developing social aspects of how the audio files and collaborative 

processes can adapt the underlying map. In current versions, the Google Maps API is being 

used, and the author is interested in developing alternative representations to this in which 

to locate the sound files as the social discourse develops to offer a richer meaning than a 

Google basemap. 

 

These range of research projects all require the use, extension and development of the 

author’s methodology. With the breadth of audiences, subject matters, and local and global 

contexts the author anticipates a thorough use of the method to sustain its use in supporting 

socially and spatially reflexive visualisations. Many of the projects do not express a 

specific digital architecture as an outcome, but instead identify the digital architecture 

within the socio-spatial visualisations that will be generated according to each project’s 

circumstances. It is anticipated that projects such as these will contribute to digital 

architectures ability to respond to social contexts and in doing so lead to theoretical and 

practical methods that overcome the reliance upon a split model for time and space. 
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6.2.3 Potential Applications for Research 

 

As well as supporting the author’s own future research, it is anticipated that others will 

benefit from the method that has been presented in this thesis in the construction of socio-

spatial digital architectures. As the development of social navigation technologies 

continues, and our experience of Web 2.0 extends onto mobile and locative media devices, 

the need for graphic interfaces that describe social and geographic experiences will grow. 

The traditional methods of representing space through section, plan and perspective will 

come under increasing stress, as multiple time bases and social activities demand more 

than three axes. Just as tag cloud technology has been adopted as a relational map of 

subjects, so we can expect alternative and complementary visualisations of spaces that 

allow us to ‘see’ how they are undergoing social transformations.  

 

While the author has struggled with visual representations of digital architectures, 

specifically in the Invisible Architectures project that aspired to use computer generated 

models to look as ‘real’ as possible, the potential to work with camera phone technology 

presents a great opportunity for digital architects. By overlaying the feed from a video 

camera onto a mobile phone with live animation that is stimulated according to data from 

social activity within that spatial context, the author expects a wealth of potential for being 

able to ‘see’ more about a space through an augmented reality. At present, screens which 

present geographies and architectural visualisations do not use camera technology, (in-car 

satellite navigation systems use dedicated screens with ‘God’s eye’ views of maps). As 

screen technology develops and integrates with cameras to provide live augmented 

perspectives on the world that we can ‘see’, there is a vivid potential for using graphic 

visualisations to transform these visions. As this thesis has argued, our engagement with 

the environment is socially mediated, and subsequently we can anticipate a complementary 

eye that identifies socio-spatial tensions to inform the way that we navigate. 

 

As Second Life continues to develop as a CVE and becomes adopted as a place for people 

to gather for meetings and social events, we can expect its APIs to be expanded to support 

more complex modelling. At present the APIs tend to support Second Life’s use in external 

applications, but if it is to sustain its social characteristics then we can expect people to 

begin using it as a visualisation tool for social data. In this instance the methodology 

developed through the practice-based aspects of this thesis provides a strong starting point 

for the development of socially dynamic environments. In the same way that Google Earth 

and Google / Yahoo Map APIs have been adopted to display regional data on a traditional 
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map, Second Life has the potential to offer collaborative social digital architectures that are 

informed by the correlation of multiple databases and live feeds. 

 

In addition, Second Life represents one of many platforms that could be developed using 

the author’s methodology to support the development of models, or visualisations for 

clients of future buildings and environments. At present, clients who are employing 

architects and engineers can expect to receive differing models of what they should expect 

to receive for their money. Balsa wood models, rendered perspectives and virtual 

flythroughs are commonplace, but software such as IES Virtual Environment is 

increasingly being used to model complex environmental and social situations. Using 

datasets for heating, lighting, carbon emissions and evacuation emergencies, the software 

renders ‘what if’ illustrations to describe how architectures will look, feel and cope with a 

wide range of environmental and social circumstances. Architects and their clients use 

these visualisations to adapt design processes and inform decision making. At present these 

visualisations are based on libraries of information stored on a local hard disk, but as they 

become live from actual data available from the internet, the potential for developing more 

accurate speculative visions develops.  

 

More importantly for this thesis, while IES Virtual Environments currently concentrate on 

standard building information, we can envisage clients being interested in ‘seeing’ the 

more unusual social effects of a new building upon its occupants. For example, would a 

University be interested to see how a building’s design could support a richer research 

culture through the arrangement of walls, surfaces and places for serendipitous meetings? 

Could a local council be interested in seeing how an architectural design for a residential 

estate encourages neighbours to work together to take responsibility for the cleanliness and 

health of their surroundings? These examples indicate an industrial potential for using the 

author’s method to correlate socially informed data with classifications systems that will 

tell stories about the socio-spatial dynamic of a place.  

 

The inclusion of a social dimension into digital architecture embeds a time base into spaces 

that are otherwise detached from temporality. The method that has emerged from the 

practice and theoretical narrative within this thesis presents digital architecture with a 

framework for engaging in a sustainable discourse with a community and a spatial context. 

Due to the cyclical dynamic established between the stream of social information and the 

adaptation of a space, we can speculate how live visualisations of environments can 

support a sustained perception of a subject that provides the feedback that users can 
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respond to. Non-teleological, the reflexive rhythm of change according to social 

circumstances encourages architects to relinquish an architectural programme that finishes 

when a building is complete.  

 

However, whether architecture is ready to absorb the criticism and experiment with the 

methods offered may be unlikely. Nicholson and Hillier both operate on the periphery of 

mainstream architecture because neither of them build buildings. Nicholson prefers to 

question the material objectives of the discipline and Hillier identifies the subject’s 

disability in engaging with a sociology of itself. Once interactive architecture has worked 

through its treatment of “digital space as physical matter” and it has modified its science 

and technologies then we may anticipate the embrace of de-material socio-spatial systems. 

 

Social navigation has remained as a specific field within Human-Computer Interaction 

(HCI), and has consolidated a significant amount of technologies and methodologies which 

go largely unacknowledged in the development of what has been called Web 2.0. Much of 

the Web 2.0 discussion remains within a cultural zeitgeist and despite a general excitement 

that tagging technologies and relational databases support ‘folksonomies’, there is little 

academic literature that demonstrates why it is valuable. Social navigation offers a rich 

resource for such research, and carries with it an implicit relationship with space. While it 

is hoped that digital architectural methods will adapt through the use of social navigation 

technologies, it is also hoped that social navigation can broaden digital architecture’s 

audience by engaging with other forms of architecture. One concern might be that the 

research that established social navigation will be overlooked as Web 2.0 technologies 

continue to support social infrastructures and de-material forms of architecture. It is hoped 

that, within the author’s work, there are opportunities for both fields to support each 

other’s development. 

 

In a broader context it is also hoped that Habermass’s concept of ‘reciprocal perspective’ - 

which constitutes the roots of Buscher and Hughes’ principles for socially reflexive spaces 

- can be further developed in the practical context of digital architectures. With the 

emergence of shared authoring systems which acknowledge visitor presence through 

visible footprints (such as wikis and socially navigated spaces), we will be able to ‘see’ 

ourselves within a relational context. As the temporal and spatial fabric of these places is 

interwoven, the value of a single point perspective will be rendered redundant. According 

to the complexity of each situation, our actions in time and space will be highly relative 

according to what other people are doing in the same time and space. The potential for 
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digital systems to enable us to situate ourselves within this relative dynamic should allow a 

clarity that supports a ‘reciprocal perspective’ in which we can understand our complicity 

and social responsibility in questions of design and technology practice.  
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