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Introduction

Contemporary design education becomes more complex and comprehensive because of its holistic character. The
main problem in design education is the dilemma posed by theory and practice. There is a distance between
everyday life/ reality and design ideas / possibilities. The integration of theory and practice is essential for
preparing students to deal with the community and design issues during their professional life.

According to Buchanan (1995), design thinking in the contemporary world must be based on knowledge gained
from many fields and disciplines. Knowledge may be a source for inspiration, practical constraint or criteria for
evaluation, but knowledge is useless unless it is transformed in the designer’s imagination into ideas and images,
visions of the world that may be effectively communicated to others.

Today the designer should be prepared for a world where problems arise and change faster than their answers,
where uncertainty is great and the change is essential within the future innovations of the 21st century. Therefore,
the designer must develop a more unified mind, to be able to use simultaneously both intuitive and logical
reasoning in grasping the design knowledge.

As Margolin and Buchanan (1995) say, what design offers are fresh opportunities to understand what it means
to be human in the contemporary world, and at the same time, bringing theoretical understanding into direct
relation with practice. Eventually, the idea of design lies in being able to integrate new thought-style with the past
experiences without neglecting the value of knowledge.  

How ‘understanding’ appears in reciprocal relationship between the design knowledge and design wisdom is the
subject matter of this paper. The term ‘understanding’ can be considered as a mental bridge where design
knowledge is connected to design wisdom within the context of holistic approach to design instead of the
dualistic one. 

Design Knowledge and Design Wisdom

Knowledge has always been the subject matter of humanity throughout history. According to Plato, knowledge is
a justified true belief, where idea is a form through pure reason. Aristotle argued that knowledge can be attained
inductively from sensory experience- by looking at a form, knowledge grows and accumulates. According to Kant
(1966), when logical thinking of rationalism and sensory experience of empiricism work together, knowledge is
created. He acknowledged experience as the basis for knowledge-yet unlike the empiricist argument-not as its sole
and unique root. Rather, he argued, knowledge emerges from a co-operation between logical thinking and sensory
experience. Marx (1961) declared that perception is an interaction between knower (subject) and environment
(object). In the pursuit of knowledge, subject and object are in a continual dialectic process of mutual adaptation
as the object is being transformed in the process of being known.  The mind at the state of Tabula Rasa- or white
paper perceived as young mind, which is not yet affected by anything, will learn from experience surrounding. Only
experience can provide mind with ideas, sensation and reflection (Locke, 1987). According to Davenport and
Prusak (1998), knowledge from an individual mind is called experience. It develops overtime through experience
that includes what is absorbed from courses, books and mentor as well as learning. Experience refers to what we
have done and what happened to us in the past. Knowledge born on experience recognizes familiar pattern and
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it makes connections between what is happening now and then. Knowledge can be associated with any concept
which has act of experience in itself. “Design is in somehow, close to the Greek ‘Metis’: a form of intelligence
and thinking, a way of knowing, it uses a complex of coherent mental attitudes combining flair, sagacity,
expectation, flexibility of mind, pretence, cleverness, vigilance and a sense of opportunity” (Handenhoven, 2001)
From this point of view, the association of knowledge and design together, yields us to the concept of design
knowledge.

Design knowledge is a source of inspiration, practical constraints or criteria for evaluation. It is useless unless it is
transformed into ideas and images of changing values. It has both experiential and conceptual nature since it has
theoretical and practical aspects within itself due to the concept of “design”. But this nature must not be
understood on the basis of dualism; experiential versus conceptual. Both experiential and conceptual knowledge
can be obtained simultaneously having a shifting balance between the opposing entities of different types of
design knowledge. This balance consists of dynamic interplay between the two complementary poles, which
make the whole system flexible and open to change. Changing is a key concept for the act of design, the
circumstances change, the subject matter and object matter of design change, as a result design knowledge
changes. But this change must not be a linear type of change, leading from a sequence to another. There is not
an order of actions, or explained patterns in today’s contemporary design education. Because of this, design
process is not a process of solving a problem anymore it is solving a puzzle with lots of data emerging and
changing simultaneously. Moreover, design knowledge can be called as tacit knowledge where it only arises when
knower and knowing become one, since its acquisition tends to be staggered over time and rooted in experience. 

As the desired qualities of design knowledge are inquired ,according to Hasdo?an (2003), in order to keep pace
with and nourish the design activity, design knowledge in educational curricula should bear the capability to
provide a dynamic context with a vision to foresee future changes in the society and technology; active
associations with the complex nature of real-life situations; demonstrate self experiences may differ from others'
and reconstruct itself in each new opportunity to create a change by design. 

“Dewey suggests that knowledge is no longer achieved by direct conformity of ideas with the fixed orders of
nature; knowledge is achieved by a new kind of art directed towards order of change” (Buchanan, 1995).This
change may easily be seen as knowledge is “carried over” into design since the design activity is a process of
discovering and deconstructing and turning it into something else.  ‘Therefore, whatever outcome of design
activity may be, and whatever traces of evidence of knowledge that may be found in the outcome, is no longer
knowledge’ (Chow, 2003). The outcome may be named as design wisdom.

What is design wisdom? What makes it different from design knowledge? These are the important questions that
come to our minds as we begin to discuss the concept of design wisdom. But before focusing on design wisdom
due these aspects, it will be beneficial to focus on “wisdom”.

As the dictionary meaning, wisdom has been defined to be the use of the best means for attaining the best ends.
In other words, it implies the selection right ends as well as of right means. Hence wisdom implies the union of
high mental and moral excellence. Knowledge dwells in heads replete with thoughts of other man, wisdom in
minds attentive to their own. “You cannot be wise without some basis of knowledge, but you may easily acquire
knowledge and remain bare of wisdom” (A.N. Whitehead).

The subjective and possessive side of wisdom also dwells in design wisdom. Design wisdom is purely the
modification of design knowledge. Throughout design activity (also before and after it) the designer continuously
collects knowledge emerging from all levels of data, as parts of a jig-saw puzzle. Designer then immediately
begins to modify it due to his/her aims, problem areas, priorities as de-constructing and de-coding it. The de-
construction continues till the designer reaches the emerging core of knowledge. Then designer begins to
reconstruct a new type of knowledge that takes its roots from the previous one. As re-construction process
continues by emphasizing on some particular points, electing and eliminating some other points, designer begins
to ‘understand’ what is being dealt with and what is being changed and what is changing simultaneously.
Finally, the outcome as a pattern is nothing but design wisdom – a hybrid offspring born from initial design
knowledge. It always has the potential to be the design knowledge for other since at the point when the owner
of this so-called wisdom reveals it to others, it will immediately modify into being design knowledge for others.
Others will also go through the process of modification as a result their own way of design wisdom will be
formed, waiting its turn to take in this continuous spiral. (Figure1)
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As a result designer becomes the” practitioner, an agent/ experient who treats each situation he deals with
unique and uncertain. His interaction within and with the situation does not only shape it, but makes himself a
part of it. However, he knows that the situation having a life of its own distinct form his intentions, may foil his
projects and reveal new meanings” (Schön,1983).

Figure 1 A Schematic Approach to ‘Understanding’ - from Design Knowledge to Design Wisdom

From Fixed Design Knowledge to Fluid Hybridity of Design Wisdom

Hybridity is a key concept in understanding the continuous modification of design knowledge and design
wisdom. It delineates a border zone of mutual and multidimensional exchanges, borderlands between binary
opposites, such as subjectivity and objectivity. Fluid Hybridity of design wisdom is represented by the borderland
between the logical and intuitive reasoning, experiential and conceptual knowledge, generality and particularity,
certainty and ambiguity. When the borders are blurred, they become transitional in nature. This kind of
displacement creates a dynamic relationship called as a fluid hybridity.

The boundaries created by the categories of knowledge reflect on our intellectual capacity. Our conceptual
boundaries structure our thinking. Dynamic interplay between intellectual and intuitive processes of our mind
gives rise to a paradox. It will be easy to understand the holistic nature of design wisdom by experiencing these
paradoxes within a fluid hybridity.

What is design? Design is both product and process; a fluid hybridity between two sets up the integration of
technical and aesthetic issues that give rise to design wisdom. Design wisdom facilitates the continuous creation
of new categories, openness to new design knowledge, a transferable understanding of design thinking.
The hybrid form of design thinking involves the dynamics of interface occurred between seeing and knowing. The
dynamics of interface in design thinking has a rhetorical movement having ambiguous conditions of critical
thinking and creative thinking. The activity of rhetoric within design thinking leads to a deeper understanding of
design issues. In design wisdom, the activity of rhetoric may be considered as the relationship between the words
and images- between the verbal and nonverbal mental activity.

The hybrid form of design thinking leads to deepen the ability to transform the design knowledge into design
wisdom. The complexity and ambiguity of indeterminate forms of design thinking can be understood and
interpreted through its hybridity. Ambiguity within design thinking is required since it gives the designer attention
and awareness to his/her process of thought.  

‘Understanding’- its role in Design

Understanding may be named as the discovery of knowledge. “Discovery of knowledge therefore calls for both
to come to know and to learn which represents different ways in expressing similar ideas. The psychological term
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learn is based on the actual processes through which people acquire knowledge, and the philosophical term
know is about exploring the nature,limits,validity of knowledge, rationality and inquiry” (Aydinli&Akpinar,2002).

Martin Heidegger has shown, deeper understanding lies in the shift from representational thinking to a mode of
reflection that lets thing be. According to Heidegger all understanding is interpretation, that is, contextual. In
design issues that context continually changes; no simple or fixed thing is the solution to the design problems
without interpretation. Gadamer develops the ways in which we can achieve the nonarbitrary understanding;
remaining open to the meaning of another person, to what the other really is saying. He points out the cultural
context of our lives and meaning which is called the “horizon” of understanding. It is the range of vision that
includes everything that can be seen from a particular vantage point.  

Plato argued that our ability to discern the differences between the timeless ideals and changing temporal and
spatial appearances initiates a circle, or upward spiral, of understanding, enabling us to come to closer to
excellence. Aristotle put the same idea in terms of principles of intelligibility, or causes. He held that we could
understand what we make (techne and poesis) in terms of the efficient source or human agent responsible for
it, its form, its materials and its final goal or function. In examining the word techne, the philosopher Martin
Heidegger stated in “The Origin of the Art Work” that tecnhe signifies neither craft nor art; the word techne
denotes rather a mode of knowing. In this way, technology becomes a mode to comprehend a way to enhance
the legibility of its essence and culture in terms of poesis.The concept of techne and poesis may foster a temporal
understanding of design issues bringing together new technologies and cultural values. Today in the new
possibilities of freedom to be found in post-modern electronic, information-technology, and in poststructuralist
theories   positively indicate how to affirm differences. 

Understanding design issues also depends on interpreting them in the light of their origin or creation, their forms,
materials and content, and their intellectual impulse back to social, natural, cultural and perhaps sacred reality.

Hermeneutic nature of understanding that opens the door to the paths of design wisdom involves both logical
and intuitive reasoning. Generally speaking design problems can be investigated by logical, analytical, objective,
rational reasoning on one hand, and subjective, idiosyncratic, irrational reasoning on the other. According to
dualistic way of thinking it is impossible to bring them together; design problems have been divided into detached
ways of reasoning / reasoning that is logical and reasoning that is intuitive; and each has been investigated
separately.  However, hermeneutic nature of understanding necessitates integrating these two ways of reasoning
into one process.  

A paradox in the form of a contradiction between intuition and logic, experiential learning and conceptual
learning, emotional and rational approaches always occurs during the design process. The point is not to separate
them into two categories, to conceive them as a complementary whole, co-existing simultaneously in a hybrid
form of thinking.  Kant has found a new path through the paradoxes of rationalism and empiricism. To
understand this we have looked back to Descartes and his partition of the universe into thought and matter, and
his consequent mechanistic treatment of physical realities, organic and inorganic.

Conclusion

“Let him be educated,skillful with pencil,
instructed in geometry,know much history,
have followed the philosophers with attention,
understand music,have some knowledge of medicine,
know the opinions of the jurists, and be acquainted with astronomy and the theory of
heavens.”
Vitruvius quoted in (Broadbent,1973)

The ideas discussed till this point may be a little fuzzy for the reader, in order to clear this fuzziness, it will be much
more helpful to discuss design knowledge and wisdom by the help of design education’s structure as an example.
Having its roots leading to Bauhaus discourse (art-technology-science unification), design education has always
got a multi-disciplinary structure due to design’s nature. It has always been related with culture, technology, art,
history and moreover, since the subject matter of design education is nothing but all human needs. “Design
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education is a kind of personal laboratory, a melting pot, a transposable attitude that design students are invited
to apply on the most various subjects during their studies (and afterwards). It can be named as “the mobile
mental playground” that can be considered as a rich, thick and permeable membrane formed by a multitude of
disciplines (scientific, technical, artistic, social, ergonomic, ethical, environmental, market, prospect)”
(Handenhoven, 2001).

In this “mobile mental playground” what we believe is that modification of design knowledge to a hybrid form
of design wisdom is a critical issue. Unless it is not, it will be very problematic for the designer to assimilate all
the information emerging from various kinds of disciplines.

Design knowledge’s modification to design wisdom obtained  in design studio  by seeing with the mind’s eye,
establishing the conceptual categories as judgment criteria, structuring the flexible thinking,  transforming the
experiential knowledge into “new”, will help students to structure both a static configuration of reality and a
dynamic configuration of probability. Throughout this procedure by shifting balances of perception and
imagination  a more unified mind is developed through which they will be able to bring together the conceptual
and experiential  understanding.

Finally, it can be said that uncertainty and change are essential concepts with the innovations of 21th century...
A unified mind in design education is necessary in coping with change.Instead of fixed “roots” of design
knowledge, open-ended and fluid discourse will open the doors to a complex and ever-renegotiable set of design
issues while maintaining ongoing connections. 
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