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INTRODUCTION

During the last thirty years of the millennium, a critical turn in architecturce
transpired in which inquiries into the history, theory, and criticism of
architecture increasingly shifted their concerns from form-making to exploring
the social, cultural, and political factors that inform built form. During this
phase, architectural theory shifted from what might be termed theory’s earlier
normative concerns—such as, what architecture should be, how architecture
informs social change, and how architecture affects human behavior—to
interpretive and discursive analyses that focus on examining tacit ideologies
and assumptions that have informed the discipline. One of the key theoretical
insights of this epistemic shift has been how “conscious” decisions cannot be
attributed to individuals alone, but need to be understood as consequences of
socio-cultural-political discourses. Similar dcbates expressing skepticism—
around authorship, the use of tradition, the politics underlying the writing of
colonial as well as post-colonial histories, and the impossibility of knowing the
“other”—have brought to the fore an epistemology that views all references to
a subject’s experience, or references to traditions, as mere myths or inventions. !

This critical project, which coupled Marxian critical theory, post-structuralism,
orientalism, and post-colonial theory with readings of architectural modernism,
continued from the publications of Manfredo Tafuri’s books in the late 1960s to
the turn of the millennium. For many theorists and architects, this emphasis on
underlying politics would eventually allow for a form of sclf-consciousness that
would lead to emancipatory action. More recently, however, this skeptical stance
toward critical theory has been redirected through a series of influential essays
loosely labeled under the rubric of the “post-critical turn.” The essays written by
Sylvia Lavin, Sarah Whiting, Robert Somol, Stan Allen, and Michael Speaks have
opened a provocative cxamination of the operative role of theory and the
relevance of “critical” or “neo-critical” positions;? in addition, they have
attempted to probe deeper into architecture’s active agency to play a broader
social and cultural role. An important concern of this debatc is the “post-critical,”
or what might be termed “non-skeptical,” attitude toward “other” traditional
(often pre-modern) knowledge systems. This focus on the non-skeptical is
especially relevant in light of our contemporary society’s inherently contradictory
attitudes wherein traditions (in the conventional sense) no longer constitute the
basis for our actions, yet traditional modes of knowledge are freely re-
conceptualized through “self-help” practices that range from oral communications
to self-help books to DVDs etc. This cultural phenomenon of “self help” also
includes a broad range of traditional pre-modern somatic practices such as yoga,
tai chi, and meditation, among others, that are currently being re-modified for
contemporary uses. Such an attitude of sclf-determinism brings to light a
transformed subjectivity in which we begin to choose and control parts of our
everyday lives, wherein, as-Anthony Giddens says, “we arc not what we are, but
what we make ourselves into.”3

In order to further understand the complex role that traditional knowledge
plays in the formation of contemporary subjectivity, I cxamine here the
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everyday practices in architecture that refer to pre-modern/traditional thought
and that have remained marginal in academic discourses. These practices
include the contemporary practice of Feng shui, the Chinese art of placement;
and Christopher Alexander’s contested work in A Pattern Language (1977)
and The Timeless Way of Building (1979).4 I compare these disparate modes of
thoughts because they share striking parallels in their emphasis on unconscious
relationships with space, day-to-day cognition, and normative frameworks of
knowledge. Ironically, both also argue for a contested claim in architecture:
that qualitative aspects of spaces directly correlate with human well-being, and
that day-to-day acts of designing can contribute to qualitative improvement in
people’s lives. My aim here is #0# to posit these popular practices as solutions
to the predicaments of contemporary architectural theory. Rather, through a
close examination of these practices, I wish to explore the role that intention,
active agency, and normative philosophical claims play in the pragmatic
approaches that everyday users employ when they consider, choose, and
experiment with traditional knowledge systems, and how those insights might
inform the current impasse between essentialism and skepticism in architectural
theory.

Pattern language and Feng shui have evolved historically in very different
contexts. Christopher Alexander wrote A Pattern Language and The Timeless
Way during the 1970s, when critiques of modernism were exploring a deeper
understanding of pre-modern traditional environments. During the 1970s and
1980s a surge of interest in Alexander’s pattern language transpired in academia
that focused on user empowerment, the use of patterns in the design process,
and community participatory design. Later, however, this interest leveled off to
a quiet, punctuated by the occasional laudatory or disparaging review, mainly
criticizing Alexander’s work for its determinism and authoritarianism.5 Since
its publication, however, A Pattern Language has continued to find enduring
success with builders and contractors as well as do-it-yourself homeowners
who use it mainly as a self-help practice.

Feng shui, on the other hand, originated many centuries ago in China. The
earliest trace of it dates from the Chou Dynasty (1030-722 BcE). It has
continuously been transformed and reformed over dynastic rules, communist
regimes, and democratic revolutions. Geographically, too, the practice is varied
and is practiced differently in different parts of the world. During the
Communist revolution, Feng shui was banned in China and practitioners were
forced to either leave China or practice secretively. As a result, in China, traces
of the practice are found more in rural areas. In Feng Shui in China: Geomantic
Divination Between State Orthodoxy and Popular Religion (2003), Ole Bruun
points out that throughout its history, Feng shui has evolved into an
agglomerative tradition, adopting various popular currents and defying any
singular categorization.¢ Furthermore, due to various historical reasons, Feng
shui has come to acquire an anti-authoritarian force—practitioners operate
outside established institutions, offering an alternative worldview that deals
with almost any aspect of life.” Recently, however, Feng shui has been
interpreted in various- ways from fashion to trustworthy cosmology, practical
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science, superstition, and quackery, and receives much criticism for the ways in
which it is currently being popularized as a self-inventive, self-help practice in
parts of North America, Europe, and Asia, particularly in Hong Kong,
Singapore, Shanghai, and Beijing, among other places. It has primarily been
disseminated through self-help books and well-respected schools, the most
popular of which are the Form School, the Compass School, and the Black Hat
sect of the Tantric Buddhist school of Feng shui.

Practitioners of Feng shui, who re-contextualize ancient knowledge of space-
making for contemporary uses, have flourished outside of established
architectural institutions, allying more with alternative holistic medicine.
Despite the inevitable distortions inherent in the ways Feng shui is currently
practiced as a freestyle inventive practice, I argue that insights can be derived
from the methods of analysis that contemporary Feng shui practitioners use to
understand buildings. I delve into Feng shui’s unique cognitive framework that
allows for multiple correlations to be drawn between space perception, mind-
body cognition, and human well-being. I also present an analysis of key
techniques that Feng shui practitioners employ to understand the body’s
intuitive and phenomenological interaction with space. Since these techniques
share intriguing parallels with Christopher Alexander’s arguments, I make
comparisons between Alexander’s pattern language and Feng shui in order to
underscore key arguments about the role of the body in design that might help
us rethink the inherent paradoxes of the post-traditional condition.

OVERVIEW OF FENG SHUI

At a very basic level, contemporary practitioners of Feng shui focus on the
energy systems inside and outside of the human body. Specialists manipulate
lines of energy working with knowledge that relates behavioral and emotional
states such as being calm, anxious, or aggressive to specific flows of energy in
the human body and in space. Most practitioners commonly use the correlative
concepts of chi, yin-yang, and the five elements, which together comprise
comprehensive knowledge about human beings’ relationships with their
environments. By allowing practitioners to look at reality through multiple
lenses, this framework allows contemporary Feng shui practitioners to hold
multiple associations of the metaphysical as well as the physical within one
view of reality. Practitioners employ varied techniques that range from
interpreting transcendental, astrological, geological, and climatic data to
developing basic intuitive sensory awareness of the human body and its
environment.

THE CONCEPT OF CHI

The Feng shui tradition sees the entire environment as integrated and alive with
chi, the life force energy that animates both the living and non-living. Written
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records emphasizing the invisible nature of chi are evident as early as the Han
dynasty (179-104 Bce). One of them reads, “Within the universe exist the
ethers (chi) of the yin and yang. Men are constantly immersed in them—just as
fish are constantly immersed in water. The difference between them and water
is that the turbulence of water is visible while the turbulence of the latter is
invisible.”® Understanding chi in Feng shui involves developing an enlarged
self-consciousness that remains aware of and attuned to energy systems and
dynamic processes inherent in the environment.

THE CONCEPT OF YIN YANG

The vital force of chi is understood through the concepts of yin and yang,
according to which all phenomena are the outcome of endless interaction
between opposing states of chi: yin and yang. To keep the proper relationship
between yin (feminine) and yang (masculine) energy, it is necessary to maintain
a balance. Only in the complete harmony of yin and yang is an altered state of
consciousness revealed. Feng shui, however, emphasizes that each space has
different needs, which depend on the particular use and function of that space;
thus, “balance of energy” has a different meaning in different contexts. For
instance, a bedroom needs to have more yin than yang energy, with a rough
ratio of 2/5 yang versus 3/5 yin. A retail store, on the other hand, needs more
yang energy, with a ratio of 3/5 yang and 2/S yin. In a classroom, where the
space must help people stay grounded yet active, the energy balance is a close
approximation of equal parts yin and yang (1/2:1/2).9

FORM SCHOOL

Furthermore, each of the primary directions holds great power in Feng shui
philosophy and ideally is composed of certain geographical features that
enhance its particular energy. For instance, the ideal site for a house is
surrounded by an elevated terrain such as a mountain to the north, providing
protection from the back; flanking ridges to the east and the west that cradle
the site; open land with water in the front, facing the south; and possibly a river
at a distance. Each direction is metaphorically associated with an animal: black
tortoise to the north, green dragon to the east, white tiger to the west, and a
phoenix in the front, with each animal symbolizing a particular form of energy
(Figure 8.1).

Such metaphorical associations are not arbitrary. At a very basic level,
landscapes and architectural structures are considered in Feng shui to be
dynamic, responsive living entities that continuously interact with the forces of
climate and light topography as well as socio-cultural forces. For instance,
green dragon, as the most yang of the animals in Feng shui philosophy,
encourages plant growth, falling in the east, the direction where the sun rises.
Low-rolling hills manifest this energy; thus, when determining where to locate
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THE NORTH:
DRAGON’S THE BLACK TURTLE
WEST: NEST
THE WHITE
TIGER

EAST:
THE AZURE
DRAGON

SOUTH: D) , .

THE RED
PHOENIX

Figure 8.1 According to Feng shui, a house is ideally situated within the following
landscape: a mountain or other elevated land features to the north, adding
protection in the back; ridges bordering the east and the west to cradle the
home; an open space with a water element in the south, facing the front;
and possibly a river in the south, further in the distance. These directions
all have metaphorical associations with particular animals. Black tortoise
guards the north;-green dragon, the east; white tiger, the west; and '
phoenix, the front of the site. Furthermore, each animal brings a certain
type of energy to the site; for example, green dragon encourages the growth

- of plants. (Provided by Office of Alex Stark, Feng shui consultant.
Redrawn by Andrew Blaisdell.)

a building, a Feng shui practitioner would look for a setting with low, rolling
hills to the east. White tiger, to the west, brings protective yin energy, also in
the form of low hills. Together, white tiger and green dragon cradle the site
from the east and west. Alfred B. Hwangbo provides an explanation for such
metaphorical associations:

In East Asia ... cities and buildings were designed in relation to a form of
number symbolism tied to the dichotomous yin/yang, five elements, and
eight trigrams. The aim was to organize the built environment to be in
harmony with nature, often by determining symbolically auspicious
directions. The application of Feng shui undoubtedly brought ancient East
Asians peace of mind, for in using it they believed themselves to be in tune
with Heaven and Earth. This presumably produced in them what would be
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termed an aesthetic experience, but it was a cognitive experience dependent
on specific beliefs and values.10

COMPASS SCHOOL

While these metaphorical associations are more commonly used in the Form
school of Feng shui, the Compass school employs orientations in space to
understand the energy flows within a site. A house that faces south, for example,
is seen as receiving more cosmic energy in the form of light and heat than one
facing north. Energy is said to decrease as the sun moves through the southwest,
west, and northwest, returning-to its calmest position in the north. Because of
those associations, north is considered to possess calming, quieting energy due
to its relative lack of sunlight. It is therefore suitable for tranquil activities such
as sleep, recuperation, and intellectual pursuits. South, on the other hand, is
considered to be highly energized, and therefore supportive of strongly active
endeavors such as social interaction, business, and sports. The eastern sector of
a site or structure, on the other hand, is said to be more suitable for active
functions such as living rooms, home offices, and workshops. The western side
is best suited for calmer spaces such as dining rooms, bedrooms, and dens.
Openings such as windows and doors are seen as allowing for the penetration
of energy emanating from one of the compass directions, and thus are believed
to have the ability to harness the potential of that type of energy. Walls without
openings, conversely, are said to block or diminish such potential. In addition,
any objects that block the compass directions outside the structure are also
detrimental to the particular energy from those directions, as they impede that
energy from reaching the structure. Most contemporary Feng shui practitioners
view such ideas as key to understanding human and architectural responses to
the movement of the sun, shade, and varying temperatures.

FIVE ELEMENTS

Once Feng shui practitioners discern the flows of chi, they modify spaces using a
variety of approaches. They employ color and light while introducing or taking
away different types of elements such as wood, metal, water, or earth, and further
combine these elements with breathing exercises, physical training, and
meditation as recommendations to balance and enhance inhabitants’ personal
energies. In fact, Feng shui specialists work with remarkable ease through trial
and error, allowing for resolutions that are variable and in constant interaction,
inciting a range of after-the-fact alterations to existing spaces. Each element is
conceived of as a transient state of primal chi, rather than as a stable element in
itself, and the theory of five elements further delineates this understanding, as the
five elements of water, wood, fire, earth, and metal are understood to be moving
through a continual cycle of transformation involving mutual “production” and
mutual “overcoming” or “destruction.”
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Between elemental energies there are also important contradictions, which
show how within productive flows lie destructive flows. For instance, water
will put out fire, but fire and water are also engaged in a productive cycle, with
fire changing liquid water to steam.!! Neither the productive nor the destructive
cycle is necessarily positive or negative in black-and-white terms; rather, as a
whole, they represent ways to balance the energy flow within a space by either
introducing or taking away elements.

Auspicious moments occur when two elements come together in a productive
relationship and in harmony. Feng shui allows one to introduce elements or
remove them within an environment to achieve balance. For instance, if the
basic element is wood, one can either introduce wood to enhance wood energy,
or introduce water, which feeds and nourishes wood. The fact that elements are
not perceived as physical things but as elemental energies allows Feng shui
experts to use metaphorical associations to justify solutions, thus allowing for
a richer and more concrete understanding of abstract concepts. For instance,
wood is taken to be symbolic of spring and is associated with creation,
nourishment, and growth. Tree and forest environments are generally tall and
soaring. Built environments that are not made up of wood, but are tall and
soaring, such as pillars, minarets, chimneys, or skyscrapers, can thus be
metaphorically likened to wood, and therefore with creation, nourishment, and
growth.12 Such associations are not arbitrary; they derive meaning through
metaphorical reasoning and are part of a larger correlative system of thinking.
Through such metaphorical references Feng shui, in its contemporary form, is
practiced as systematic interpretive art, and functions in a worldview in which
synchronicity rather than causality determines human spatial relationships.
While providing a normative framework through which users can make design
decisions, Feng shui practice allows room to develop and deepen human
intuitive responses in the process.

CHRISTOPHER ALEXANDER’S PATTERN LANGUAGE

Christopher Alexander’s arguments in A Pattern Language: Towns, Buildings,
Construction (1977), The Timeless Way of Building (1979), and The Oregon
Experiment (1975), which proposed a radical rethinking of the everyday in
architecture by providing a language of patterns that empower users to design
their own environments, share key epistemic concerns with Feng shui.
Alexander’s central claim that patterns of everyday life indicate the presence of
unconscious relationships with space, and that these relationships can be
brought to the conscious realm and improved upon is similar to Feng shui’s
discernment of energy flows and its emphasis on individuals’ agency to enhance
their own well-being. Moreover, Alexander’s critique of architecture brings to
light the idea that deep subjective feelings and unconscious processes reframe
conceptions of objectivity.’? For Alexander, traditional pre-modern built
environments remain excellent examples of un-self-conscious methods of
construction, through which buildings “cannot be made, but only generated
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indirectly, by the ordinary actions of people.”1* Highlighting such attributes of
traditional buildings, Alexander criticizes the focus on formal and visual
concerns in modern architectural thought, stressing that architects critizes
paying conscious attention to buildings, letting processes happen on their own
accord in order to enhance “innate human capacities for intuitive learning.”!s

Alexander’s Pattern Language includes 253 patterns that provide suggestions
with which to rethink everyday spaces, ranging from living areas to kitchens,
secret alcoves, workplaces, and bathrooms. The ability of patterns to reconfigure
and evolve naturally into a language forms the basis of Alexander’s epistemology.
Arguing that a language of patterns develops from a network of connections
among individual patterns, and that the links between patterns are almost as
much a part of the language as the patterns themselves, Alexander stresses in
The Timeless Way of Building that whether a language “lives” or not depends
on the degree to which the patterns come together to form a “whole” (Figure
8.2).16

The truest test of patterns’ validity lies in how they merge together to affect
human experience, ultimately dissolving an individual’s need to rely on patterns
as she learns to rely completely on intuitive processes when designing
environments. Furthermore, the fact that patterns are often placed side by side
highlights their correlative influence on one another. When different patterns
are joined together, qualitative aspects of space, such as encouraging
socialization and providing optimal lighting, accrue cumulatively and influence
human well-being. Such understanding, according to Alexander, is key to
comprehending how good and nurturing environments can be created. He

ENTRAMCE TRAMSITION
_ _ <
/ BUMLONG EDGE PRAATE TERRACE ON THE STREET
FRNTTREES \v

\ (J QUTDOCRACOM

SUNNY RLACE g\v
GAROEM SEAT . SXFCOT BALGONY

CONNECTION T THE EARTH

Figure 8.2 Language for a garden. The links between patterns are a vital part of the
language of patterns. (The Timeless Way, p. 314.)
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refers to the creation of this quality of a space as “the quality without a name”
in an essay by the same title. Describing it as alive, whole, comfortable, free,
exact, egoless, eternal, and ordinary, Alexander argues that while not a single
word does it justice, the quality can be argued to be objective and precise.l”
Much like Alexander’s patterns, these metaphors together describe the
cumulative qualitative influence that spaces have on the human body.18

COMPARISONS OF FENG SHUI AND PATTERN LANGUAGE

Feng shui shares with pattern language an emphasis on deeply felt human
intuitions and needs as well as a fundamental critique of modern thought. Feng
shui, however, defies any categorization using western epistemological
constructs. Alfred B. Hwangbo has described Feng shui as “an unnameable
discipline,” a mélange of arts and sciences that governs design issues of
architecture and planning, embracing a wide range of human interests, including
ancient cosmology.l? The parallels between “unnameable discipline” and
Christopher Alexander’s “quality without a name” are apparent, and they
become even more striking in Joseph Needham’s description of Feng shui in
Science in the Early Civilization of China, wherein he describes it as a “thought-
form” in which “conceptions are not subsumed under one another, but placed
side by side in a ‘pattern,” and things influence one another not by acts of
mechanical causation, but by a kind of ‘inductance.”” Needham argues that
this “intuitive-associative system has its own causality and its own logic.”20
Similar to Alexander’s illustrative patterns, Feng shui abounds in suggestions
by which day-to-day living can be enriched, drawing correlations between
human tendencies and spatial layouts. For instance, Feng shui holds that one
should not have a direct view of the kitchen space from any other given room
because that would stir a response to eat when not hungry (Figure 8.3).
Similarly, a bed directly aligned between a door and a window, or even a bed
directly aligned with a door, can cause unrestful sleep because in the first case,
energy will flow too swiftly, and in the second, it will flow directly in a straight
line like a poisoned arrow toward the sleeping person (Figures 8.4 and 8.5).
Such thinking pervades Feng shui even on a larger scale; for instance, the corner
of a large building angled toward a small building can send a strong line of sha-
chi (attacking chi that is considered bad in Feng shui) toward the smaller
structure (Figure 8.6), or an interior corner in an office pointed at an occupant’s
back can cause psychological discomfort due to the aggressive energy behind
the person (Figure 8.7). These suggestions echo the yin-yang philosophy, which
emphasizes balance between yin (feminine) and yang (masculine) energy.
Similar to Feng shui’s claims that'a bedroom needs to have more yin than yang
energy, or that a classroom needs to have an energy balance in a close
approximation of equal parts yin and yang (1/2:1/2) so students will stay
grounded yet active,2! Alexander’s patterns also emphasize architecture’s
ability to create a positive or a negative social atmosphere. For instance, in a
pattern titled “Alcoves” (Pattern: 179), Alexander argues that a “homogenous,”
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Figure 8.3 Direct view of the kitchen. Feng shui offers much advice for improving
everyday life by paying attention to intuitive human tendencies and
responses to spatial layouts. For instance, rooms should avoid a direct view
of the kitchen, according to Feng shui, since that would prompt inhabitants
to eat when they’re not hungry. (Provided by Office of Alex Stark, Feng
shui consultant. Redrawn by Andrew Blaisdell.)

Figures 8.4 and 8.5 Poisoned arrow. Placing a bed directly between a door and
window causes energy to flow too quickly, and placing it in front
of a door draws energy toward the sleeping person in a direct line
like a poisoned arrow. (Provided by Office of Alex Stark, Feng
shui consultant. Redrawn by Andrew Blaisdell.)
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Figure 8.6 Attacking chi. If the corner of a large building points toward a small one, it
sends a direct line of sha-chi (harmful attacking chi) toward the smaller
building. (Provided by Office of Alex Stark, Feng shui consultant. Redrawn
by Andrew Blaisdell.)
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Figure 8.7 Office corner. In an office setting, an occupant may experience
psychological discomfort if a corner is pointed at her back, since the corner
directs aggressive energy toward the occupant. (Provided by Office of Alex
Stark, Feng shui consultant. Redrawn by Andrew Blaisdell.)

“unresolved” space can drive a family apart, saying a communal room must
give people a chance to be alone or in pairs (Figure 8.8). Alexander suggests
that such spaces can be differentiated through alcoves encouraging two people
to sit, chat, or play, providing niches for privacy. In another pattern, “The Flow
Through Rooms” (Pattern: 131), Alexander argues that dark, narrow passages
create an inhospitable environment—“rooms open off to them as dead ends;
you spend your time moving between rooms, like a crab scuttling in the dark.”22
Arguing that human relations are inevitably subtle, and that spaces must allow
a generous flow for those instincts to play out, Alexander suggests avoiding
corridors, instead creating loops of public common rooms with linkages to
private rooms (Figure 8.9).
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Family room alcoves.

Figure 8.8 Alcoves. In a pattern titled “Alcoves,” Alexander asserts that a communal
room must accommodate people’s needs for privacy or it will drive them
apart. He suggests differentiating family spaces by cteating alcoves for two
people to sit, chat, or play in. (Pattern 179, “Alcoves,” A Pattern
Language, pp. 828-32.)

loops through rooms

E ek U ey
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wide doors
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i
generosity of movement

Figure 8.9 The flow through rooms. Arguing that in a complex social fabric, human
relations are inevitably subtle, and that spaces must have a generous flow
to allow those instincts to play out, Alexander suggests avoiding corridors,
instead creating loops of public common rooms with linkages to private
rooms. (Pattern 131, “The Flow Through Rooms,” A Pattern Language,
p. 631.)

Much like Feng Shui’s emphasis on discerning flows of energy, in which
interrupting or severing energy lines or “veins” is considered seriously
detrimental to the ability of land to support life and health for its inhabitants,
Alexander’s patterns stress the importance of recognizing the natural flow of a
space and emphasize how purely functional concerns can be detrimental to
human well-being. For instance, in the pattern “Staircase as a Stage,” Alexander
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writes: “A staircase is not just a way of getting from one floor to another. The
stair is itself a space, a volume, a part of the building; and unless this space is
made to live, it will be a dead spot, and work to disconnect the building and to
tear its processes apart.”23 He argues that one should design stairs in such a
way that they become fully integrated with the rest of the building, providing a
gradual and natural transition to the next level wherein people are naturally
inclined to sit and chat.

Yet another parallel emphasizing natural human tendencies is evident in a
pattern entitled “Hierarchy of Open Space” (Pattern: 114), in which Alexander
describes how, when in open spaces, people tend to intuitively find comfort in
spots where they have their backs protected, looking out toward some larger
opening.2* For Alexander, such intuitive responses of users provide insights for
designing better environments. The idea of psychological comfort provided by
a strong back is central in Feng shui as well, and it is emphasized at various
scales. For instance, within a building’s site, good support is known to be
provided by somewhat higher and more substantial buildings positioned in the
back. Likewise, when sleeping, a strong headboard provides essential support,
and the bed should have a solid wall at the back, allowing the inhabitant a full
view of the room and the door opening (Figure 8.10). Such recommendations
extend to the interior of an office space as well, wherein Feng shui emphasizes
that a person should not take a position facing his back to the door, but should
face the door directly, fully able to observe who is entering and leaving the
room. This position gives the person the psychological comfort of remaining
aware of who is in the room and what is taking place within it (Figure 8.11).
People naturally feel safer and thus more comfortable when they are in full
command of their surroundings, and both Feng shui and pattern language
honor these intuitive responses.

Figure 8.10 Position of a bed. A bed should be situated in a position that lets the
occupant fully observe the entryway, and should have a strong back,
. providing a sense of comfort and protection. (Provided by Office of Alex
Stark, Feng shui consultant. Redrawn by Andrew Blaisdell.)
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Figure 8.11 Commanding position within an office interior. Within an office
arrangement, one should sit with his back to a solid wall and be located
diagonally opposite the door to the room. The user should face the door
directly, able to see everyone who walks through the doorway, which
allows the user the psychological comfort of knowing what is happening
within the room. To further enhance feelings of security, sharp corners
from columns, beams or overhead soffits should not point at or loom
above work spaces. (Provided by Office of Alex Stark, Feng shui
consultant. Redrawn by Andrew Blaisdell.)

Following such Feng shui guidelines, users can begin to intuitively discern
design solutions through the “felt” experience of energy flow. Feng shui holds
that one’s intuition can serve as a guide for what is most beneficial. In fact, an
emphasis on the felt is well-integrated into a normative understanding of the
“balance of energies” and “good” Feng shui. Chi is said to flow in curves in its
most natural state, and Feng shui experts emphasize that movement of chi
should neither be too swift nor too slow. When chi is forced into straight lines,
it starts to behave like an arrow from a bow that threatens to wound anything
at the receiving end. For instance, a site located at the end of a long, straight
road is considered at risk, as chi is said to accelerate along the road, creating
detrimental conditions. Such a normative understanding of the “good” flow of
chi in Feng shui functions to further deepen the discernment of the felt
experience, which does not remain merely subjective but develops an objective
basis in the human body and in architectural space.

The idea that objectivity is not dispassionate and can evolve from deeply
embodied subjective feelings is an argument that pervades much of Alexander’s
work as well. To seek this understanding and knowledge, Alexander argues
that architects should let go of all the methods of architecture they know, and
move away from paying conscious attention to buildings. This process “will
enhance innate human capacities for intuitive learning,” he asserts.2S In this
framework of knowledge, objectivity and subjectivity are not mutually exclusive
but are intertwined and in constant flux. Alexander calls for dissolution of the
binary framework of knowledge, describing his work as “a search for the
quality of things that is subjective, cannot be named, and yet has an objectivity
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and precision to it.”2 Such precision, he clarifies, cannot be attained
mechanically, as it is based on deep human feelings and needs. In A Pattern
Language, his discussion of a pattern for sleeping (Pattern 138: “Sleeping to the
East”) serves as a particularly strong illustration of how subjective feelings can
be argued to have an objective basis (Figure 8.12). In this pattern, Alexander
argues that when deciding which space is most appropriate for sleeping, one
must pay attention to the needs of the human body when waking from sleep.
He begins by saying that this is one of the patterns that people most often
disagree with, for, they argue, “What if one had an intention to sleep late? Why
would someone want to be woken up by the sun?” In expressing such concerns,
Alexander points out, people often assume that such decisions are only a matter
of personal preference. On the contrary, he argues, sensitive biological clocks
within the human body work in conjunction with natural rhythms and cycles.
The human body is attuned to its own needs for rest, and light will affect it

differently depending on how much rest it needs. The description of the pattern
reads:

Since the sun warms you, increases the light, gently nudges you, you are
likely to wake up at a moment which serves you the best. Therefore, the
right place for sleeping is one which provides morning light—consequently
a window in the room that lets in eastern light—and a bed that provides a
view of the light without being directly in the light shaft.2?

Alexander’s pattern “Sleeping to the East” corresponds well with the practice
of Feng shui, in which eastern exposure in the morning is associated with
arousing yang energy that raises vitality. Often Alexander suggests a “right
place,” or “a more or less correct way,” and he argues that this concept of
rightness is based on deep human sensations and needs, which aligns well with
Feng shui philosophy’s emphasis on intuitive processes through which users
relate to and find balance in their environments.
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Figure 8.12 Sleeping to the east. Alexander writes, “Give those parts of the house
where people sleep, an eastern orientation, so that they wake up with the
sun and light. This means, typically, that the sleeping area needs to be on
the eastern side of the house; but it can also be on the western side
provided there is a courtyard or a terrace to the east of it.” (A Pattern
Language, pattern 138, pp. 656-9.)
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SELF-KNOWLEDGE AND AGENCY OF THE EVERYDAY USER

Agency and self-knowledge are central to Christopher Alexander’s pattern
language, which aims to improve the cognitive capabilities of its users through
its easy-to-understand patterns, which are amenable to modification. In fact,
the success of pattern language has been attributed to the patterns’ ability to
function as concrete prototypes, in that patterns have the ability to project a
reality grounded in concrete experiences that users can immediately relate to
and use to reconfigure the most intimate of their spaces.28

Similarly, the effectiveness of Feng shui is largely dependent on the intention
and intuition that the user brings to it, and Feng shui achieves its communicability
through its easy-to-comprehend tools that users can relate to. One such
commonly employed tool in Feng shui is called the ba-gua, which is an octagonal
figure that allocates eight trigrams to the eight compass directions, drawing
comprehensive correlations between the human body, the five elements, and
qualitative aspects of spaces in a diagrammatic form. Each trigram or sector
relates to parts of the human body, which correspond to colors that signify
meanings, which, in turn, further correlate to some aspect of a person’s life or
aspirations.?’ Besides providing direct correlations based on the flow of energy
meridians within the human body and surrounding spaces, the ba-gua also
functions as an easy-to-understand scheme of representation that creates a
trustworthy and knowable framework to encourage human creativity and
experimentation within a system of constraints.

Furthermore, Alexander’s key arguments aim to dissolve the boundaries
between professional designers and everyday users. In a similar way, Feng shui
connects the specialist with the user; in fact, the personal encounter between
specialist and client is considered essential to any remedy in Feng shui. Because
intentional development of trust, both in the practice and in the practitioner, is
an integral part of Feng shui, its mode of functioning has often been likened to
that of a placebo. Such an interpretation acknowledges that human perception
is not based entirely on outside “objective” reality, but to a major degree on
what the human mind expects to happen. The idea that expectancy can trigger
massive cognitive and physiological responses that often provide benefits that
parallel or transcend the effects of drugs or other therapies is now well-
recognized in the medical profession. Through conscious and intentional
development of trust and expectations both in one’s ability to develop one’s
intuitive capabilities and in the practitioner’s expertise, Feng shui allows for
psychosomatic responses that further the effectiveness of the functional
correlations between human bodies and spaces.

Such connections between the feelings of individuals and their normative
basis are increasingly being explored by emerging somatic practices, which
comprise a variety of approaches such as the Feldenkrais method, the Alexander
technique, body-mind centering, eutony, yoga, the martial arts, and dance
movement therapy. These practices argue for mind-body cognition and place a
great deal of emphasis on the student or client’s active participation. Practitioners
claim that in modern medicine, the body has been approached as an object and
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studied as something external and separate from the self. Somatic practitioners,
in contrast, approach the body as a subject, experienced from within rather
than from without. In dissolving the object-subject split, somatic practitioners
argue for the recognition (“re-cognition™) of the fact that the human body is
the grounds from which one needs to explore experience.

Moreover, the key issue that somatic practitioners often focus on is patterns—
or rather, the re-patterning of thought, movement and behavior—arguing that
unconscious patterns that the body engages in can affect functioning at all
levels: physiological, psychological, social, and spiritual. Somatics argues
against the objectified, static view of the body and holds that the body, like the
mind, remains in constant flux, changing from moment to moment in response
to the underlying processes of which it is an expression. In doing so, somatics
argues for the unlearning of the cultural conditioning that ignores internal
sensory experience, and attends to subtle fluctuations within the body-mind,
using various techniques such as touch, tissue manipulation, sensory awareness,
body imagery, and movement.3® Through the use of specific techniques, these
therapies bring awareness to unconscious patterns, introduce new sensations
and choices for response, and support changes leading to greater mind-body
integration, health, and well-being. Much like other somatic therapies, Feng
shui aims to achieve a re-patterning of thoughts, processes, and behaviors as
well as greater well-being through a wide range of spatial reconfigurations
which, according to Feng shui, have the ability to refocus energies within spaces
to benefit their occupants.

Alexander’s pattern language also emphasizes reconfiguration of spaces,
making the argument that buildings can come “alive,” and asking his readers
to pay attention to the moments when buildings come “alive,” and when
buildings could be argued to be “more real” or “less real.” For instance, in the
pattern called “Zen View” (Pattern: 134), Alexander shows how the design of
a Zen monk’s house provides a beautiful view of the ocean only once—and just
momentarily—through a narrow slit in the wall as the monk passes across the
courtyard (Figure 8.13). The decision to restrain the view is suggestive of the
design’s capacity to counterbalance natural human tendencies toward excess.
As Alexander asserts, “the view of the distant sea is so restrained that it stays
alive forever.”31Arguing that design decisions can impact and influence the
experience of a more “real world” that is radically different from the physical
world as seen, Alexander writes, “When I say something is real, I mean that the

" fundamental neurological processes and deep-seated cognitive processes going

on in the brain are actually taking place in a holistic way. ... and the person
who is seeing a thing holistically is actually seeing what is congruent within it
instead of just its physical geometry.”32 For Alexander, we perceive more than
we consciously see, and are affected by it on a deep level, so that the most
extraordinary of experiences can be achieved in the most ordinary of lives.
Alexander’s emphasis on paying attention to the moments “when buildings
become real” is similar to analytic philosopher Nelson Goodman’s arguments
for aesthetic cognition in his Languages of Art (1968), in which Goodman
stresses that the question fo ask is #of “What is Art?” but “When is Art?” or,
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Figure 8.13 Zen view. In a pattern called “Zen View,” Alex'ander gives an example of
a Buddhist monk who lived high in the mountains in view of an ocean.
He points out that because of deliberate spatial moves, the beautiful_ view
of the ocean cannot be seen from the monk’s house or the road leading to
the house. The monk can view the ocean just briefly when he walks across
a courtyard to his house and passes by a narrow slit in the Wall, Wh.lCh
allows him to view the ocean at that spot. For Alexander, this provides an
interesting insight, because “the view of the distant sea is so restrained
that it stays alive forever.” Such design moderates natural human
tendencies toward overindulgence. By restraining the view, the design
allows for a long-lasting appreciation. (A Pattern Language, pattern 134:
Zen View, pp. 641-3.)
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“When Art happens,” arguing that aesthetic experiences are not limited to art,
but can happen anytime in our everyday lives. More important!y, “when art
happens,” Goodman asks us to pay attention to moments of non-judgment apd
disinterest that allow the subject to experience the deeply transformative
potential of aesthetics.33 Furthermore, for Goodman, buildings. often
communicate metaphorically, and one can make distinctions between different
metaphorical connotations. For instance, a Gothic cathedral that. soars and
sings does not equally droop and grumble. Although both descr1pt10n§ are
literally false, the former, but not the latter, can be argued to be metaphorllcally
true.3* Making such metaphorical discriminations allows an understanding of
how feelings and emotions affect our perceptions of buildings, and how such
deep feelings can be distinguished from one another. S

The argument that metaphorical distinctions allow principal 1n51ght. into
understanding knowledge in Feng shuiand in Christopher Alexander’s writings
also aligns well with the contemporary debates in cognitive sciences wherein
philosophers such as Mark Johnson and George Lakoff have challenged
conventional understanding of metaphors as mere poetical or rhetorical
embellishments, arguing that they are part of everyday speech that affects. the
ways in which we perceive, think, and act. Therefore, it needs to 'be recogm;ed
that metaphors play a critical role in knowledge formation. Blurring
conventional binary distinctions in western epistemology between reason and
emotion, Lakoff and Johnson argue that metaphors are not dispassionate or
disembodied, but grow out of bodily capacities, further reinforcing the point
that our bodies, our brains, and our interactions with our environments need
to be acknowledged as an important unconscious basis for our everyday sense
of what is real.3s
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Furthermore, the claims of contemporary Feng shui and pattern language—to
reinsert the body into architectural theory—also align well with Richard
Shusterman’s recent work on somaesthetics, wherein Shusterman steps outside
the traditional domain of art to examine somatic practices, arguing that they not
only free us from bodily habits and defects that tend to impair cognitive
performance, but also enrich our lives by integrating a rich aesthetic experience
into our everyday lives.* In doing so, Shusterman further argues, these everyday
practices reinvent the postmodern subject. Unlike the Foucauldian subject under
a constant panoptic gaze, there emerges an agent who—through a focus on self-
knowledge and self-interpretation—is capable of challenging the repressive
power relations encoded in our bodies.’” However, Shusterman points out that
this awareness of the body’s feelings and movement has long been criticized in
western philosophical traditions as a harmful distraction that corrupts our ethics
through fostering self-absorption,’ a point that further highlights the lack of
recognition given to the human body in modern western epistemology.

CONCLUSION

Neither pattern language nor contemporary Feng shui is a tully convincing
example of a re-conceptualization of traditional knowledge—not that there can
ever be a complete and pure translation. Furthermore, there is no denying that
they both have their legitimate critics: Feng shui is criticized as a practice in
which human gratification is pursued unwaveringly, and Alexander’s work has
been criticized for being too focused on comfort, legibility, pleasure, ease, and
bourgeois satisfaction. However, as self-help practices, they present cognitive
frameworks that allow users to experiment with traditional knowledge systems,
providing insights about the intuitive and constantly interactive mechanisms by
which human bodies relate to space. Although they remain marginal in the
academy, they ironically continue to influence architectural thought with the
claim that our cumulative experiences of the nature of the spaces we live in
affect our mental, physical, and neurological systems. By highlighting how
normative frameworks of knowledge that emerge from the body can support
and deepen the user’s self-knowledge and agency, the two practices, blur the
oppositions that exist between essentialist versus skeptical attitudes toward
premodern traditional practices. Most importantly, by re-inserting the user’s
insight and intuition into the design process while emphasizing how design
affects the body—both Alexander’s pattern language and Feng shui prompt a
richer understanding of the concepts “body” and “design” that allows for the
generation of designs that more fully enhance human well-being.
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