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INTRODUCTION

This essay analyses two methodologies from speakers at the Theory 
Forum 2016. It relies on the existing theoretical framework, in order to 
consider the notion of social responsibility of architecture as a discipline 
and a profession, in relation to spatial interventions. 

Linda N. Groat and David Wang believe that the most effective research 
could be reached by considering methodologies ‘within various 
paradigmatic traditions’ and using ‘combined methodology’. 1 Thus, it is 
worth considering opposite points of view in order to find the balance 
between approaches and methodologies, extracting and synthesizing 
the relevant advantages and compensating weaknesses.

Two speakers, working within the same scope and issue, were 
chosen as, they use different, sometimes opposite ways to approach 
the issue. Tatjana Schneider aims to construct theoretical framework 
within architecture as a discipline, while Simon Baker aims to influence 
society through architecture as a practice. However, conceptually, 
both speakers are still interested in transformative interventions in the 
production of space.

Tatjana Schneider leaves her questions more or less open, while 
Simon Baker seems quite confident in formulating his approach to 
the role of architect. Schneider’s research question: Is it better to 
have a cricket pitch (chaotical, controversial interventions) or empty 
lot (doing nothing) in spatial practices in austerity context and what 
methodological approach to ‘apternative practices’ is required today?2  
Baker’s research question: ‘How architects could influence society 
through interventions in  built environment?’3 

Firstly, this essay will locate methodologies of speakers within existing  
conceptual frameworks and determine strategic and tactical approaches.  
Secondly, it will critically analyse methodologies, relying on existing 
theory, indicate possible limitations of approaches and suggest what 
potential consequences of this approaches could appear. The third 
part contains discussion about possible solutions and conclusions of 
speakers.

2. Tatjana Schneider, ‘Better a cricket 
pitch, then, than an empty lot or the 
polylemmas of spatial practice’ (Theory 
Forum, The University of Sheffield, SSoA, 
26 Oct 2016)

3. Simon Baker, ‘At your Convenience or 
The damned toilet!’ (Theory Forum, The 
University of Sheffield, SSoA, 26 Oct 
2016)

1. Linda Groat,  David Wang. Architectural 
research methods. (New York: Wortham 
powers, 2002).

Fig.1 complementary, nuanced relationship between design and research
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5. Jill M Franz, ‘A critical framework for 
methodological research in architecture’, 
Design Studies, 15/4 (1994)

7. Andrew Leach, ‘Inventory’, 
FOOTPRINT, 10/11 (2012), 5–14.

I
POSITION OF RESEARCHERS WITHIN METHODOLOGICAL 
FRAMEWORK

When it comes to conceptual (philosophical) paradigm, both speakers  
(Schneider and Baker) seem to operate within intersubjective 
(emancipatory, Groat and Wang) set of assumptions, being concerned 
with the notion of spatial practices within the social, political and 
cultural context and dynamics of power.4 Schneider primarily evaluates 
practices in relation to the notion of democracy, while Baker assesses 
the impact of architectural program on society.  Therefore, though 
design is often conducted within postpositivist research paradigm, 
Baker’s research-design approach is closer to emancipatory paradigm. 
Similarly, even though Schnider’s qualitative approach seems to 
be close to constructivism theory, it operates within the wider socio-
political context, thus could be located within intersubjective paradigm 
(see fig. 2). In terms of understanding people and objects (Franz), 
being concerned with mutual influence of society and environment, 
both speakers fall into Conceptually oriented research (a person-
environment frame-of-reference) (see fig. 3).5   

Tatjana Schneider, indicating the importance of architectural theory, 
philosophy and critique, seems to be close to ‘critical theory’ school 
of thoughts.6 She emphasises the significance of  critical assessment 
of interventions, informing actual and future spatial practitioners. 

Thus, Schneider is concerned of ‘thinking of architecture’, opposed to 
‘thinking through architecture’(Andrew Leach).7 Simon Baker, being a 
practitioner with a strong professional position, seem to be closer to 
the category ‘thinking through architecture’, acting within the ‘research 
design’ strategy.8 Overall, Schneider’s position in relation to spatial 
practices seems to be more sceptical, while Baker’s position is more 
optimistic.

Tatiana Schneider in her research promotes the inductive approach 
of ‘extrapolation arguments from observations’ in order to ‘extend 
disciplinary knowledge’.9 Simon Baker transfers ‘practical projects 
into theoretical context’ to check credibility of his approach and then 
practically solve problems, existing in theory, in future projects. He 
seems to use deduction to frame practical experiments, and inductively 
evaluate practical experiments to inform future interventions. 

4. Linda Groat,  David Wang. Architectural 
research methods. 

6. Linda Groat,  David Wang. Architectural 
research methods. 

8. Linda Groat,  David Wang. Architectural 
research methods. 

9. Ibid. 

Fig.2 Graphical interpretation of conceptual framework for research in design by Linda Groat and David Wang.

Fig.3 Graphical interpretation of phylosophical position of speakers within the objective/subjective scale (by Linda Groat and David Wang).

METHODOLOGY

FRAME: SYSTEM OF INQUIRY
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

STRUCTURE OF 
METHODOLOGY

POSITIVIST/POSTPOSITIVIST 
PARADIGM

INTERSUBJECTIVE
PARADIGM

CONSTRUCTIVIST
PARADIGM

FRAME: SCHOOL OF THOUGHTS

SIMON BAKER

TATJANA SCHNEIDER

FRAME: STRATEGY
(action plan)

FRAME: TACTICS
(technique)



76

When it comes to position within conceptual framework, it could be 
represented by cylinder (fig 4), where vertical dimension depicts how 
close the position of author is to theoretical or practical pole, and 
circular slice determines methodologies with core of case studies 
(Groat and Wang).10 Case studies usually widely used by ‘qualitative’ 
researchers in architecture as investigate particular examples using 
variety of tools and methods in real interdisciplinary context  (Hyett, 
N., Kenny, A., Dickson-Swift, V).11 In terms of strategy, both speakers 
use combined methodologies.  Schneider’s methodology ‘extrapolation 
of observations’ deals with case studies, primarily within qualitative 
strategy framed by logical argumentation, and strives towards the 
theoretical pole of cilinder. Baker’s methodology also deals with case 
studies within qualitative research strategy; however, it seems to be 
primarily experimental, striving towards practical pole. He started 
presentation with a logical argumentation and a theoretical input, 
shaping his approach to design, and finished with analysis of specific 
examples (cases). 

In his logical argumentation, Baker employs theories from different 
disciplines and transfers models from different spheres. Thus, he 
seems to use rhetorical tactics of association and analogy in his 
combined strategy in order to establish connection between philosophy, 
psychology and architecture, making his theory ‘grounded’.12  He also 
uses graphic images with great illustrative power. Schneider uses 
categorisation to construct the theoretical framework.
 
Schneider in research demonstrates a great variety of work, including 
practical interventions and multiple case studies to generalize theory, 
working in a broad geographical context with a profession, practice, 
activism and education (relying on her own experience). Baker 
seems to be more focused on practice. However, he also works in the 
educational sphere. In his works he challenges existing norms, insisting 
on using specific narrative for each certain client. Thus, Schneider aims 
to reconstruct the bigger picture of all types of practices, while Baker 
is focused on place-making experiments. In terms of theory building, 
both speakers seem to be close to design-polemical theory(Groat and 
Wang), with the purpose to influence creators of built environment and 
society through built environment. 13

10. Linda Groat,  David Wang. 
Architectural research methods. 

12. Linda Groat,  David Wang. 
Architectural research methods. 

13. Ibid.

11. Nerida Hyett, Amanda Kenny, Virginia 
Dickson-Swift. ‘Methodology or method? 
A critical review of qualitative case 
study reports.’ International journal of 
qualitative studies on health and well-
being, 9 (2014).
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Fig.4 Graphical interpretation of conceptual framework for research methods  (by Linda Groat and David Wang).

Fig.5 Graphical interpretation of methodologies of speakers within conceptual framework for research methods  (by Linda Groat and David Wang).
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II
CRITICAL ANALYSIS. SEARCH FOR ‘PROPER’ METHODOLOGY. 

Both methodologies contain certain dangers and limitations. 
Considerable amount of literature exists on topic of interaction of 
architectural theory and practice (Powers, Milburn, Forsyth, Dewey, 
Sullivan etc).14 The position of Schneider emphasises the critical role of 
architecture as a field of knowledge, which is of importance. However, 
it could not stand alone: the methodology has not escaped the danger 
of  ‘dicsipline’ to appear somewhat far from actual problems in case of 
being practically separated from ‘profession’(‘implementation gap’ by 
Sommer).15 In earlier works, Schneider also promoted the positivity of 
alternative practices.16,17 However, in Theory Forum 2016 Schneider 
clearly oppose ‘architecture as a profession and architecture as a 
discipline’, at the same time avoiding the tendency of theory to become 
in a way sterile and inapplicable.18 There could be also a drawback 
in Baker’s methodology. Supporting the approach of ‘Thinking through 
architecture’, spatial practitioners should be ready to the appearance 
of failures and losses, potential conflicts and correctives, brought by 
authorities (Erhard Berner and Benedict Phillips).19 

According to Schneider’s talk, the issue of role and position of 
‘alternative’ spatial practices, is becoming quite ethically, politically and 
financially controversial in a current reality, especially in crisis conditions, 
causes a lot of disputes among theoreticians. They are concerned by 
the point that ‘bottom-up’ approaches in reality are not democratic 
enough,  questioning prospective outcomes and side effects of both 
active interventions and non-actions, resulted in empty spaces (Berner, 
Philips).20 Perhaps, there is a definite reason for concern in the core 
of Schneider’s methodology: spatial practices, initiated by amateur 
activists, are sometimes relatively blind experiments, and, according to 
their nature, often chaotic, irregular and even contradicting to democratic 
principles (Tokiss).21 However, Baker’s experimental methodological 
approach supports the position that restrictions could redirect a positive 
social energy to an unexpected scope, so non-actions could stop any 
development. 

Thus, one could ask, what methodology is the most ‘appropriate’ in 
current reality. Technically oriented research methodology, dominating 
in current market-driven economy, promotes efficiency and reliability in 
design in overdetermined world.22 However, Baker’s talk supports the 
point, indicating the harm of overrationalisation, resulting in ‘voodoo 
cities’ (Harvey) and ‘islands of the living dead’(Ritzer).23,24 To prove 
a danger of fully-determined and fully-designed space, he rises the 
issue of the ‘Mcdonalisation’ of society, in the context of  total artificial 
determination of needs. Ritzer is concerned of inevitability, the lack of 
identity, possibilities, soul and character of overdetermined, artificial 
places for communities, ‘iron cages’ with limited settings. 

14. Linda Groat,  David Wang. 
Architectural research methods. 

18. Linda Groat,  David Wang. 
Architectural research methods. 

19. Erhard Berner, Benedict Phillips, ‘Left 
to their own devices? Community self-
help between alternative development 
and neo-liberalism.’, Community 
Development Journal, 40.1 (2005), 17-29.

15. Robert Sommer, ‘A fish who studies 
water.’ Environment and Behavior 
Studies, Springer US (1990), 31-48.

16. Nishat Awan, Tatjana Schneider, and 
Jeremy Till, Spatial agency: other ways of 
doing architecture. (Routledge, 2013)

17. Tatjana Schneider. ‘On the 
architecture of boom, slump and crisis.’, 
Architectural Research Quarterly, 15.01 
(2011), 5-6.
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Fig.6 Graphical interpretation of methodological orientations of architectural research (by Jill M Franz).

20. Erhard Berner, Benedict Phillips, ‘Left 
to their own devices? Community self-
help between alternative development 
and neo-liberalism.’ 

21. Fran Tonkiss, ‘Austerity Urbanism and 
the Makeshift City’, City , no. 3 (2013), 
312–24

22. Jill M Franz, ‘A critical framework for 
methodological research in architecture’

23. David Harvey, ‘Voodoo cities’. New 
Statesman and Society, Sept (1988), 33-
35

24. George Ritzer,  ‘Islands of the 
Living Dead The Social Geography of 
McDonaldization.’ American Behavioral 
Scientist, 47.2 (2003), 119-136.
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Therefore, the overrationalisation seems to be more dangerous, 
simplifying personal processes of decision-making and provoking a self-
expression through a consumerism. The question is how to orientate 
the power of society in order not to allow it to be wasted unproductively 
(Maak). Apparently, transition from technically-oriented to conceptually-
oriented methodology, used by both speakers, seems necessary.

Indeed, sometimes further steps of development take place due to errors, 
breaking the established rules and even harmony to provide adventure 
(Berner, Phillips).25 Thus, the intervention of chaotic elements, as the 
embodiment of decision-making, is vital as it could potentially provoke 
a natural development. Besides, ‘Alternative’ spatial practices allow  
society to develop the sense of self-expression and belonging, which 
automatically returns a degree of a collective responsibility for a space, 
which is, indeed, positive. Additionaly, amateur activists often have 
the most complete, actual information of the needs of space. Baker’s 
methodology examines the issue of empty space as the provocation of 
self-expression, engagement, personalisation, activation of decision-
making of society, bringing harmonisation. This could be proved by 
a post-crisis activism and the ability of people to act under adverse 
circumstances’, where convenience is lacking.25

As can be seen from analysis, theoretical and practical approaches 
don’t contradict each other in their intentions and should be applied 
synthetically in order to compensate for possible dangers. From 
methodological point of view it could be proved by Jill M Franz, stating 
that the problem of transferring knowledge between theory and practice 
derives from ‘understanding of people and objects as discreet entities’.26

Also, to prove the appropriateness of idea of complementary 
methodology, the research, shown that Architecture encompasses a 
symbiosis of ‘academy and practice’, could be used.27 The series of 
documents, released by RIBA, states that architecture is a dynamic 
phenomenon with an ability to unite incompatible things, so the solution 
is not in an opposition, but in an anabiosis and a balance.Thus, ‘academy 
and practice’ should exist in a dialogue, taking into account a history 
and a precedential practice in a context of economic circumstances 
and a political system. Jeremy Till emphasizes the idea of significance 
of research within architecture as a practice. It should be conducted not 
only through an act of creating a building, but through exceeding the  
limits of mechanisms of research in a spiritual and ideological sense 
and going beyond, taking into consideration the mission of architecture. 
This dynamic interdisciplinary research should include all stages of ‘life’ 
of a building – from an idea and a methodology to the observation 
of   functioning object that informs following architectural practices. 
Sigmund Freud’s and Festinger’s ideas also reinforce this theory of 
unity of opposite things, an example of which could be architecture. 28,29

25. Erhard Berner, Benedict Phillips,’Left 
to their own devices? Community self-
help between alternative development 
and neo-liberalism.’ 

27. Anne Dye. Architects and Research 
Based Knowledge: A Literature Review. 
(London: RIBA, 2014)

28. Leon Festinger, A theory of cognitive 
dissonance. (Stanford university press, 
1962).

29. Sigmund Freud, “The uncanny.” 
Fantastic Literature: A Critical Reader, 
(2004), 74-101.

26. Jill M Franz, ‘A critical framework for 
methodological research in architecture’

Fig.7 RIBA research in practice gyide (RIBA 2013)
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III
DISCUSSION ABOUT POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
OF SPEAKERS.

Thus, both speakers are striving to find methodological approach to 
spatial practices, able to help solve problems of society. 

Simon Baker emphasises the meaningful role of architects, practically 
able to create a scenario and a substrate for a space development 
rather than to develop space (Tschumi).30 Baker cites Tschumi: ‘There 
is no architecture without action, no architecture without events, no 
architecture without program’. Jonathan Charley advocates the powerful 
ability of architecture to ‘program’, used in a regular basis by political 
systems, which strongly emphasizes the idea of   architectural power.31 
Baker considers architectural projects as a program in its development 
with a space for a social creativity rather than a determined state or a 
result. Again, society needs a balance between the ‘defined’ and the 
‘unknown’ (Freud), and this balance is also could become a responsibility 
of methodological approach ‘thinking through architecture’.32

To emphasize the significance of approach ‘thinking about  architecture’, 
Tatjana Schneider refers to Jonathan Charley, who says, ‘Alternative 
practices’ is a young phenomenon, acting against the world of capital with 
its principles not concerning a fairness in relation to social needs. Thus, 
this practices still have to take into consideration financial constraints, 
which contradicts the ‘democratic mission’.33 According to Schneider, 
authorities employ the idea of manifestation of empowerment devolving 
in order to delegate  responsibility. Thus, she leaves her question open, 
but implicitly states that this practices are quite controversial, and 
theoretical framework, informing practitioners is required.

Consequently, to combine speakers’ points, it could be suggested that 
defining the role of architects as agents, responsible for both ‘program 
for space’ and for ‘thinking about architecture’ could potentially help 
to balance the existing ‘shift of responsibility’. Following the idea of 
the architectural mission, Baker recalls the philosophical approach to  
architecture as to an institution, responsible for creating the future.34 
Tshumi said, architectural practitioners are potentially able to invent a 
new condition that provoke the development of new environment as a 
substrate for a new society and new communities to be born. ‘Architecture 
is not about the conditions of design, but about the design of conditions 
[…] Strategy is a key word in architecture today.’ The main concern 
of Charley is the fact that we still hear no confident voice of architects 
regarding ideological issues and responsible impact of architects.So, 
perhaps, it is better come up with combined methodological approach 
to mission of architects, as to ‘spatial agency’(Awan, Schneider), acting 
in both areas of ‘thinking about architecture’ and ‘thinking through 
architecture’. 35

30. Bernard Tschumi, ‘Six Concepts 
Excerpt from Architecture and Disjunction, 
Cambridge’, MIT Press (1994), 5,6.

34. Bernard Tschumi, Six Concepts 
Excerpt from Architecture and Disjunction

35. Nishat Awan, Tatjana Schneider, and 
Jeremy Till, Spatial agency: other ways of 
doing architecture (Routledge, 2013)

31. Jonathan Charley, ‘The Shadow of 
Economic History: The Architecture of 
Boom, Slump and Crisis’, Architectural 
Research Quarterly 14, no. 4 (2010), 
371–80 

33. Jonathan Charley, ‘The Glimmer of 
Other Worlds: Questions on Alternative 
Architectural Practice’, Architectural 
Research Quarterly, 12/2 (2008), 159–71

32. Sigmund Freud, “The uncanny.” 

2. Fig. 8. Final slide from presentation of Tatjana Schneider, ‘Better a cricket pitch, then, than an empty lot or the polylemmas of spatial practice’ 
(Theory Forum, The University of Sheffield, SSoA, 26 Oct 2016)
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CONCLUSION

To conclude, in order to be able to understand and analyse methodology 
of speakers of Theory Forum-2016, assess their appropriateness and 
impact on society, it is worth considering not only literature, related to 
methodology in architectural research, but a broader context, related 
to the topic: the issue of spatial practices. Without broader context and 
background of speakers it seems also impossible to determine positions 
of authors within the philosophical framework, research questions, 
aims and viewpoints, and also how they come to their position, which 
is of importance.

There is definitely an overlap in methodologies and approaches of 
Tatjana Schneider and Simon Baker. Both speakers operate with case 
studies within qualitative strategy,  relying on logical argumentation. Both 
are concerned with the people-environment relationship. They seem to 
start from the same point in relation to spatial interventions, having 
experience in practice and education. However, now they are heading 
in opposite directions: Baker has chosen practical, experimental pole, 
while Schneider is going towards theory and critique in this sphere.

Needless to say, there is a place for different approaches to such an 
interdisciplinary scope as architecture and space production. Significant 
amount of literature discusses the issue of coexistence and synthetic  
relationship of theory and practice in architecture. Thus, each particular 
case requires individual, nuanced methodological combination of 
strategies to compensate weaknesses of each approach (combined 
methodology).

In summary, it seems impossible to overestimate the significance of 
research-led approach to architectural practice, as it is able to make 
architectural decisions more grounded and appropriate. However, 
‘there is no architecture without actions’. The module and essay helps 
to dig deeper into methodological approaches in architectural research 
in order to apply in future practice.
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