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Figure 1.1: passage in the building of the House of 
Representatives, with the escalator leading to the public 
stands
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0.1 Representation in the House of Representatives

It was a Friday afternoon when we walked through the passage 

of the building of the House of Representatives, ending our tour 

through the most important buildings of the Binnenhof in The 

Hague. The large space, characterized by austere natural stones 

and daylight coming from the glass roof, contrasted strongly with 

the historic gallery that had brought us to the balcony of the First 

Chamber earlier that day. An escalator led us from the public 

stands in the meeting hall to the center of the passage, subtly 

bypassing the first floor on which Parliament members made 

their way from their offices to the meeting hall.

Taking us through the passage, our guide pointed at the 

stripes that were created by brown and white tiles in the natural 

stone floor. They referred, as she explained, to the stripes at the 

beach, left by the sea due to ebb and tide. I could hear a touch of 

mockery in her voice, and the other visitors laughed at the idea. 

Why? Probably because they thought something like ‘okay, if you 

say so…’ or ‘I will never really get architecture’ as they listened to 

the story. Probably because they would never have thought of the 

beach, if she hadn’t brought it up. Probably because to them, the 

striped floor was just a striped floor and that’s that.

It reminded me of the other symbols implemented by 

architect Pi de Bruijn in the design of the Plenary meeting hall 

itself. The deep-pile carpeting is green, referring to grass, the gray 

ceiling represents a cloudy sky, and to complete the picture the 

blue chairs are shaped like tulips. Together they form a symbol of 
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the Dutch landscape and therewith the Dutch identity, or at least 

that is what you learn from tour guides and information folders.1 

But if you visit the building without a guide and you do not read 

the information folders, you probably will not come to know 

about the connection between the design and what it refers to.

Symbols like these might make ‘fun facts’ to talk about 

during tours, and they might very well function as a justification 

for certain design decisions, but they contribute little to the 

experience of the everyday users of the building. Or at least, not 

in the way de Bruijn had meant it. But as I thought about it, and 

made my way through the research of which you are holding the 

result in your hand, I came to realize these design decisions alter 

our experience of the meeting hall significantly.

Because although the green carpet might be chosen to 

represent the grass of the Dutch landscape, in practice the 

light color particularly contributes to the feeling of a large and 

open space, making the conversations ‘flow away’ in different 

directions.2  Together with the open arrangement of seats and 

austere desks it opposes the realization of an intense debate. 

And the round tulip shape of the chairs evokes a feeling of 

isolation and separation between political associates, rather than 

the connection to the Dutch identity.  It seems the symbolic 

reference was prioritized over what the designed elements 

actually do to the users of the room. 

1 See Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 2013
2 The comment that the space seems to ‘flow away’ was made by mem-
ber of Parliament Alexander Pechtold in an interview with the author. 
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Figure 1.2: Interior of the Plenary meeting hall
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0.2 Designs for a new meeting hall

The current design of the meeting hall by Pi de Bruijn, 

constructed in 1992, forms the outcome of a long period of many 

different plans. Although until then the meetings of the House 

of Representatives had been held in the old ballroom of the 

Stadhoudersvleugel, preparations for a new room started almost 

hundred fifty years earlier, when Minister Thorbecke made plans 

for a Palace of the States General.3 His first initiatives took place 

in the 40’s of the nineteenth century, when he asked architect 

Craner to not only design a new facade at the Plein for the 

ministry of Justice and the ministry of Colonies, but also to copy 

these facades to the other side of the Binnenhof, forming a new 

building for both chambers of the States General. 

When Minister Thorbecke became the leader of the 

government for the second time, he did a more serious attempt 

at realizing the Palace of the States General.4 His liberal party 

came up with a bill in 1863, proposing the plan as the celebration 

of the new relations between the king and the people, although 

it was particularly the Parliament that seemed to be celebrated.5  

Cunningly choosing a moment just before the recess, in which 

only a few members of the House of Representatives were 

present, the bill received just enough votes to be passed.6 

3 Smit, 2015
4 Ibid.
5 Although the bill was signed by both Thorbecke and king Willem 
III, it is probable that the plan was primarily initiated by the leader of the liberal 
party. See Smit, 2015
6 Ibid.
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In the years after the bill had passed, Thorbecke published an 

international competition to keep the process transparent, 

although he did influence the selection by choosing the members 

of the jury. Only twenty-seven designs were sent in, of which 

three were purchased by Thorbecke for further development.7 

Most of them encompassed great monumental buildings to 

which the name ‘palace’ was no understatement, and for which 

the demolition of most of the Binnenhof would be necessary.8 

Therefore it was only logical that none of them could sustain the 

intense discussions on styles and preservation so characteristic 

of that time. Even the members of the jury themselves made a 

proposal, but of course that was not approved by the opposition 

or the public either. 

As Thorbecke died in 1872, the project lost its driving 

force, and for a while the plans for a new building were put 

on hold.9 This changed at the start of the twentieth century, 

when complaints were made about the circumstances of the 

old meeting hall in which the members still had to meet. The 

number of members in the Parliament had grown, and so had the 

amount of administrative staff supporting them. The space was 

too small, and the quality of the air and the temperature were not 

satisfactory. Therefore a new competition was opened and sent to 

a select group of architects in 1920.

The design brief for this competition was however so 

complex and extensive that the received entries were very 

7 Ibid.
8 See NA, toegangnr. 4.RGD, inv. nr. 456, 458, 460, 461, 464 and 480.7.
9 Smit, 2015
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Figure 2.1: Plans for the upper floors of the competition entry by Emil 
Lange (1864).

Figure 2.2: Elevation of the short side of the competition entry by Emil 
Lange (1864).
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Figure 2.3: Plan for the ground floor of the competition entry by C.G. 
Bremer and J.R. Prent (1920).

Figure 2.4: Elevation of the competition entry by C.G. Bremer and J.R. 
Prent (1920).
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similar.10 All of them used the old meeting hall as a lobby 

for the new one, and expanded the building in South-West 

direction. In many cases the corner at the Hofweg and Buitenhof 

formed the most representative facade, although most of 

them displayed a modest and sober expression. Still the large 

costs the project would involve made Parliament refrain from 

further development. Besides, in the meantime space had 

become available because the Council of State moved to another 

location in the Binnenhof. Again the designs for a new House of 

Representatives did not lead to construction.

The circumstances in the hall were however not improved, 

and they even worsened when the number of members of 

Parliament was increased from hundred to hundred fifty.11 This 

meant that members often had to share their two-person benches 

with a third member. Again a new competition was opened in 

1976 and this time 111 entries were received. One of the most 

popular entries was sent by OMA, and displayed a collage of 

geometric forms that encompassed the different functions of the 

building. Traces of this design can be found in the result of 1992 

as well, such as the round cantilever expressing the location of 

the meeting room.

Nevertheless none of the designs made for the competition 

were satisfactory.12 Alternatively, this time three architecture 

firms were selected to give it another try. Pi de Bruijn, Arie 

Hagoort and Groep 5 all sent in a final design, and from this Pi 

10 Ibid., and see NA, toegangnr. 4. RGD, inv. nr. 467-471 and Collectie 
het Nieuwe Instituut, PGTK.1-2 and FRIE.110360518. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
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de Bruijn was selected. This meant that he would be the architect 

for the new House of Representatives, although his design had 

to be altered in many ways. The towers he had designed had to 

be lowered, and the passage that was meant as a public space had 

to be closed off with security gates. The building opened in April 

1992 and since then the meeting hall by Pi de Bruijn is used as 

the Plenary meeting hall.

Remarkable is how almost every design created during the 

past one and a half century, proposed an arrangement of chairs 

in half a circle, while in the old room the members were arranged 

with opposing benches. It seems as if this arrangement was 

never really a topic of debate, discussions mainly focused on the 

representative exterior of the building, or the costs that would be 

involved. Now that the round meeting room is finally realized, 

some complaints have been made. Member of Parliament 

Alexander Pechtold for example, claims that the design 

stimulates a consensus, rather than the confrontation of opposed 

positions.13 Another complaint is that the room is too big and too 

open, discouraging an intense debate.14 Throughout the history 

of design developments however, the exact arrangement of chairs 

never seemed an important point for discussion. 

13 Navis, 2015
14 Tissink, 2011
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0.3 What we can learn from the British

In his comments on the discouraging influence of our plenary 

meeting hall on the debate, Pechtold jealously referred to the 

design of the British House of Commons, where two-and-a-half-

swords-length separates the coalition and the opposition, and 

where opponents face each other directly.15 The debating culture 

is much more intense than in The Hague, as members speak to 

each other directly and in many cases without waiting their turn. 

In October 1943 the British members of Parliament 

discussed the building of a new House of Commons, as the 

previous one was bombed during the World War II.16 Although 

some ideas were suggested to change the arrangement in 

opposing benches to a circular or horse-shoe shape, Winston 

Churchill made a convincing plea for the rebuilding of the same 

design, as this would be essential to the British two-party system. 

In this system there are only two clearly distinguishable points 

of view, one represented by the government and one by the 

opposition. According to Churchill, these two points are better 

defended when the parties face each other during the debate. 

In one of his speeches he made the now famous comment 

‘we shape our buildings and afterwards they shape us’,17 

emphasizing this influence that architecture could have on the 

behavior during the debates. And so the decision was made to 

rebuild the old design exactly as it was, without enlarging it to 

15 Navis, 2015
16 United Kingdom Parliament, 2016
17 Ibid.
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Figure 3.1: Interior of the British House of Commons
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accommodate the growing number of members. This means that 

when every member of Parliament is present, not all of them can 

sit down. On the other hand when only a small amount of people 

is present, the small space does not lose its intimate atmosphere. 

Such a passionate debate might not be the goal for the 

Dutch House of Representatives, since our political system is 

characterized by the involvement of compromises.18 But what we 

can learn from Britain’s history is to keep in mind this relation 

between the physical design of the meeting hall and the debates 

that take place in it. To not only look at how we might express 

politics through the facades of our parliament buildings, but to 

explore how the design can contribute to the interactions that are 

to take place within them. That is exactly what this book aims for, 

both in general as a theory on what influence architecture can 

have and more specifically what this means for a design of the 

Dutch Plenary meeting hall. 

18 ProDemos, 2013
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0.4 What architecture does: literature so far

In the aforementioned history of plans on a new Plenary meeting 

hall, discussions hardly focused on the relation between the 

physical design and the interactions that take place in them. This 

is also visible in the literature on the topic. As Diederik Smit 

notices in his dissertation on the Binnenhof, only little literature 

is available on this interaction.19 Literature often focuses either 

on the architecture of parliament buildings, or on the political 

system itself. When literature focuses on both of them, the 

relation is often explored in one direction, questioning how the 

political system is expressed by the architecture, not how in turn 

the architecture might shape the political system.

A clear example of this is the analysis of the Hungarian 

Parliament by Endre Dányi.20 He too, notices that when 

parliaments are analyzed, the work is neatly divided into 

an architectural analysis of the building by architectural 

historians, and an analysis of the political system by political 

scientists. He however combines the two by researching how 

political developments resulted in certain architectural forms. 

Unfortunately, the exploration of how these architectural forms 

in turn resulted in political developments is minimal, and 

still not aimed at the way architecture and in particular the 

meeting hall, is actually used. The relation between politics and 

architecture is thus seen in only one direction, where architecture 

is the endpoint. 

19 Smit, 2015
20 Dányi, 2015
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An exception to this rule is a paper by Charles T. Goodsell, who 

distinguishes three ways in which the architecture of parliament 

buildings is of relevance to the political culture.21 According to 

him, the architecture of parliaments 1) preserves cultural values 

of the political system over time, 2) articulates contemporaneous 

political attitudes and values and 3) contributes to the formation 

of political culture. To name a few examples, this formation 

‘can be affected by the physical dimensions of chambers, the 

arrangement of seats, aisles and lecterns and spatial relationships 

between houses and the parliament versus the executive’.22 

Nevertheless to get a better overview of the ways in which 

the architecture of parliaments can influence behavior during the 

debate, it will be wise to formulate the question more abstractly, 

and explore in what ways the environment can influence the 

behavior of a human being. Possible answers to that question are 

less scarce. In architectural theory it is not new to emphasize the 

influence that architecture has on its users. Think of Jane Jacobs, 

who in The Death and Life of Great American Cities describes 

how design decisions in urban planning can influence social 

interactions.23 Every urban or architectural designer knows 

how important it is to avoid dark corners in the streets, in other 

words, that design decisions have consequences for the behavior 

of its users. 

An overview of the specific ways in which the environment 

and human behavior are connected, is however less self-evident 

21 Goodsell, 1988
22 Ibid. p. 287
23 Jacobs, 1961/1992
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in architectural theory. For this we will need to turn to other 

disciplines as well. Especially research in the fields of philosophy, 

psychology, neuroscience and sociology can provide possible 

answers. In Architecture and Embodiment, Harry F. Mallgrave 

provides an overview of the latest discoveries in philosophy 

and psychology in relation to architecture.24 His work therefore 

forms an important basis and starting point. It will lead us to the 

discussion of both classic works such as Heidegger’s Sein und 

Zeit, Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception and Gibson’s 

Theory of Affordances, as well as recent studies in neuroscience 

and philosophy of mind, such as studies of mirror neurons by 

Rizzolatti, Fogassi and Gallese or an exploration of the so-called 

enactive approach by Varela, Thompson and Rosch.25

From a sociological point of view, Bruno Latour, John Law 

and Michel Callon make an important contribution with their 

Actor-Network-Theory, with which they describe how important 

the role of designed objects is in the way we behave.26 In that 

theory they draw on the work of among others Michel Foucault, 

who famously analyzed the design for a Panopticon by Jeremy 

Bentham in terms of how it restricts for example inmates in their 

behavior.27 

The design of the Dutch Plenary meeting hall will function 

as a case-study, to explore how the given theories can be applied 

to the architecture of parliaments, both in analyzing existing 

24 Mallgrave, 2013
25 Heidegger, 1927/2013, Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2009, Gibson, 1979, 
Rizzolatti, Fogassi, & Gallese, 2006 and Varela, Thompson and Rosch, 1991
26 See for example, Callon, 1991; Latour, 1992, 2005 and 2016; Law, 1992
27 Foucault, 1975/1995
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architecture and as a strategy for a new design. 

This book consists of three parts. In the first part we will 

use the theories described above to get an overview of how 

architecture can influence the behavior of its users. We will start 

by examining how the human mind and body are related to the 

environment, and then adopt a more sociological perspective 

to see what role architecture can play in our social interactions 

with others. The second part of the book is formed by the case-

study, in which the theories of the first part are applied on the 

Plenary meeting hall of the House of Representatives. We will 

first analyze the current design on how it already influences the 

behavior of its users, and then we will examine what alternative 

design decisions could be made, aiming at other behavior. The 

fourth and last part examines the consequences of the discoveries 

for architectural theory. It focuses on how meaning has been 

ascribed to architecture throughout the last decades, and what 

the information of the previous parts might change about that.



Part 1: What Architecture Does
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1.1 Embodied experience

In what ways is a human being, and with that the human mind, 

connected to the environment? For many years, traditional 

theories of mind have hardly acknowledged such a relation 

exists.1 Influenced by traditional philosophers, of which 

Descartes is an important one, our thinking about what it is 

to be a human being was dominated by the idea of dualism. 

Descartes distinguished two different substances that make up a 

human being: the immaterial mind (res cogitans) that can think 

rationally and the material body (res extensa) that exists in the 

world.2 These substances each exist in their own domain, and are 

therefore independent of each other. Bluntly put, if such a theory 

were true, it would be theoretically possible to think without a 

body, and realize a science-fiction scenario in which persons 

switch bodies. 

This belief made significant shifts in the twentieth century. 

An important contribution to these shifts was made by Hubert 

Dreyfus, a philosopher who gave a critique on scientists in 

Artificial Intelligence.3 In his book What computers can’t do, he 

explained that there are four assumptions at the basis of research 

in artificial intelligence, - and in traditional philosophy as 

well4 - and that these assumptions keep scientists from creating 

computers that can think the way humans can. 

The first assumption is the biological assumption that the 

1 Winston & Foglia, 2016
2 Delius, Gatzemeier, Sertcan, & Wünscher, 2005
3 Dreyfus, 1979
4 See for example Winston & Foglia, 2016
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human brain and mind have a relation to each other comparable 

to how a computer’s hardware and software are related. One 

of the first discoveries in neurology were that neurons fired in 

an on-off kind of way, they were either active or not. That was 

comparable to how computers used the binary code of zeros and 

ones to form a code that could be processed by the computer 

hardware. 

The second assumption is the psychological assumption 

that the mind functions according to formal rules, performing 

calculations based on algorithms. This psychological assumption 

is based on two other assumptions. Firstly, the epistemological 

assumption that all activity can be formalized in the form of 

predictive laws or rules. In that case artificial intelligence would 

need to be programmed according to the same algorithms 

as the human brain. The last assumption is the ontological 

assumption that the world consists of independent facts that 

can be represented by independent symbols. This means that 

we only tend to the world in a symbolic way, we only perform 

calculations on representations of the world. 

Working under these assumptions, research in artificial 

intelligence was able to produce quite successful robots, such 

as chess computers.5 These chess computers worked with 

inputs, computations and outputs. The input encompasses the 

information about the current position of all the pieces in the 

game. This input was coded into representations of this play 

field, the binary code on which the computer can perform its 

5 Dooremalen, Regt, & Schouten, 2010
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calculations. Following the right algorithms, the computer 

produces an outcome, which is the representation of the move 

that is to be performed in the actual game. This representation is 

then decoded into the move in the play field. 

The ‘mind’ of the chess computer can be said to be context-

free.6 You could implement the software, encompassing all the 

right algorithms, in any other computer. You would just have to 

connect it to the right sensors providing the input, and the right 

‘muscles’ to perform the action as its output. Any calculating 

machine would play the same game of chess, because the 

‘thinking’ happens independently from its physical constitution. 

Until then, it was generally assumed that the human mind 

follows the same process, and works context-free as well. 

However, although the chess computer works fine in the 

micro-world of chess games, it quickly becomes overloaded 

when it enters a more complex world.7 Whereas in the chess 

game there is a finite list of possible inputs and outputs, in reality 

the possibilities are endless, and every situation is unique. The 

coding from inputs to representations and from representations 

to outputs quickly becomes too inefficient, which makes it 

unlikely that a computer would approach the intelligence of a 

human being if it works in this way. Dreyfus therefore proposes 

that human cognition is not context-free, and doesn’t tend to the 

world only symbolically.

To support this position, Dreyfus builds upon the work of 

among others Martin Heidegger, who published his Sein und 

6 Voorthuis, 2011
7 Dooremalen, Regt, & Schouten, 2010
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Zeit in the first part of the twentieth century.8 In this work he 

explains what it means for humans to exist, and that their way of 

thinking is completely dependent on their being-in-the-world. 

In other words, humans cannot rationally think independently 

from their bodies and their environment, because this thinking is 

constituted by the way in which they are in this world. According 

to Heidegger, the relation with the body and the environment 

is included in our very existence, and the properties perceived 

in the environment are particularly those properties that are 

relevant for us. He distinguished what he called present-at-

hand and ready-to-hand attitudes towards the objects in the 

environment. Objects appear to us present-at-hand when we 

behave like scientists, when we try to objectively describe all 

the properties of this object. In our everyday lives however, we 

barely use this. Normally objects appear to us ready-to-hand, 

through the use that can be made of them. Because we are trying 

to achieve things, objects appear to us in the light of our interests 

and concerns. 

Dreyfus argues that computers are programmed to have a 

present-at-hand attitude towards things.9 They search through 

long combinations of possibilities to find a good solution. 

This list of combinations can be overseen in the case of a chess 

game, but quickly becomes too long in most human situations. 

When humans solve problems, they draw on their sense of 

context and on what is important and interesting in a certain 

situation. Computers will never be able to think like humans 

8 Heidegger, 1927/2013
9 Dreyfus, 1979
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do, if they do not have a similar ‘situatedness’, which means that 

they need a physical body and social context similar to ours.10 

When we recognize a face or try to find the right words to say, 

we do this very quickly and without calculating every step. Our 

intuition is trained and we do not consider many alternatives 

in our everyday situations, we simply react. It is because of our 

situatedness, that we have certain goals and interests, which make 

us notice the things we notice and do the things we do. 

Another important philosopher to mention in this context 

is Maurice Merleau-Ponty, one of the leading thinkers in 

phenomenology.11 According to him, the way we perceive the 

world is highly dependent on ourselves, therefore perception is 

different for everyone. There is no objective world that is ready 

to be accessed by us, instead the world only exists in relation 

to us. Our bodies play an important role in this, because our 

viewpoints of the world are constructed out of the way we inhabit 

it. 

The works of Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty and later Dreyfus 

formed important predecessors of a movement that came up in 

the eighties of the twentieth century, a research program called 

embodied embedded cognition that distanced itself from Cartesian 

dualism.12 Its basic claim is that human cognition is highly 

dependent on the body and its environment. Thinking has little 

to do with calculating mental representations, and much more 

with the way our mind is embedded in our bodies and in the 

10 Voorthuis, 2011
11 See Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2009
12 Winston & Foglia, 2016
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environment. As Simone Schnall explains,

‘In contrast to traditional theories of cognition, according 

to the embodied approach, the brain evolved not to 

provide an accurate mirror representation of the world, 

but rather, to help humans, and non-human animals 

alike, to successfully act in the world. Because the goal 

of mental representations is to allow for actions and 

interactions with the world, representations are the 

result of interactions with the environment, rather than 

consisting of arbitrary abstract symbols.’13

In Metaphors we live by, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson 

explain that the use of metaphors in everyday language 

is an important sign of how our bodies play a role in the 

understanding of the world.14 The clearest example of this is 

the way we use concepts such as ‘front’ and ‘back’, or ‘up’ and 

‘down’. These concepts are derived from the way we view our 

own position and movement in relation to the environment. It is 

probable that creatures with a different body might also have a 

different understanding of these concepts. 

The philosophical ideas about the role of the body in our 

way of thinking preceded an explosion of research over the 

last decades, especially in psychology and neuroscience, where 

this relation has been investigated.15 The introduction of fMRI 

13 Schnall, 2013
14 Lakoff & Johnson, 1980
15 Mallgrave, 2013
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scanners to the fields of research have had a stimulating role, and 

ideas about the mind-body relation are now being confirmed by 

scientific proof. Important contributors to this are for example 

The Embodied Mind by biologist Francisco Varela, philosopher 

Evan Thompson and philosopher and psychologist Eleanor 

Rosch, or Being There: Putting Mind, World, and Body Back 

Together by philosopher Andy Clark.16 All theories converge in 

their aim to describe cognition as a process in which the body 

plays a constructive role. 

The above might convince us that the body and mind are 

not two completely separated substances, but how does that tell 

us anything about Churchill’s position, that architecture has a 

shaping role? As we will see, the theories of embodied cognition 

are very relevant in that regard, as they explain how human 

beings connect to the world and how the environment changes 

the way they think through their bodies. 

16 Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1991 and Clark, 1997, quoted in Winston 
& Foglia, 2016
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1.2: Three cycles of operation

In the following paragraphs, I will try to give an overview of the 

ways in which a human being is connected to the environment, 

and by doing so explore how architecture can do something 

to its users. I will use an approach that forms a subgroup 

within embodied embedded cognition, called the enactive 

approach. This theory argues that the world as it appears to us is 

constructed out of our interaction with it.17 This is of course of 

particular interest to us, as it considers the connection between 

acting human beings and the world around them. The concept 

of enaction was introduced in The Embodied Mind, by Varela, 

Thompson and Rosch,18 and further explored in among others 

a paper by Thompson and Varela, called Radical embodiment: 

neural dynamics and consciousness.19 It suggests that ‘the 

processes crucial for consciousness cut across the brain-body-

world divisions, rather than being brain-bound neural events.’ 

In other words, cognition is not solely located in the brain, but is 

spread throughout the rest of the body and its relation with the 

environment. In the final part of their paper, the authors provide 

a distinction of three ‘dimensions of embodiment’, three kinds of 

‘cycles of operation’ which integrate the brain and the body with 

the environment:

1. ‘Cycles of organismic regulation of the entire body.

17 See also Winston & Foglia, 2016
18 Varela, Thompson, & Rosch, 1991
19 Thompson and Varela, 2001
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2. Cycles of sensorimotor coupling between organism 

and environment.

3. Cycles of intersubjective interaction, involving the 

recognition of the intentional meaning of actions and  

linguistic communication.’20

Although it falls beyond the scope of this research (or my 

knowledge) to describe these three kinds of cycles in all their 

biological detail, they do provide an interesting framework with 

which we can explore the ways in which architecture influences 

its users. They describe the three levels at which body, brain 

and world are integrated with each other and therefore how 

connections between them are made, which provides us with 

an overview of how architecture has ‘access’ to a human being, 

and so how it can play an influential role. We will consider 

each dimension separately and explore what it says about 

experiencing architecture. Each will be illustrated by means of 

Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon, as it is a famous and clear example 

of a design that is meant to influence the behavior of its users. 

In his book Discipline and Punish, Michel Foucault analyzed 

this design as well, being one of the first to acknowledge ‘power’ 

in architecture.21 It was a design to be used for prisons and 

other institutions, and it had originated in eighteenth century 

France, when there were significant changes from a sovereign to 

a disciplining power. Whereas in the early eighteenth century, 

public torture was customary in order to give rise to fear within 

20 Thompson & Varela, 2001
21 Foucault, 1975/1995
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other citizens, over the years the belief that one could civilize and 

educate every citizen became more important, in other words, 

it would be possible to discipline them. According to Foucault, 

the design of the Panopticon was an outcome of this shift, and an 

instrument to realize this new goal.

The design consists of a circle and a tower in the middle. The 

cells of inmates are situated in the circle, each of them provided 

with two windows in the outer wall and one in the inner wall, 

facing the tower. The guard of the prison is located in this tower, 

from which he can see all inmates in their cells, lit up by the 

windows in the background. The most important idea in the 

panopticon is that every inmate can be watched from this tower, 

and although the guard cannot watch every inmate at the same 

time, the inmates do not know when they are watched as they 

cannot see the guard himself. 

After explaining each cycle with the example of the Panopticon, 

we will illustrate them more elaborately in chapter 2 and 3, in the 

analysis and design strategy of a concrete case. 

Organismic regulation
Under organismic regulation we understand those unconscious 

processes that regulate the state of the organism. As Thompson 

explains, the ‘main basis is the autonomic nervous system, in 

which sensors and effectors to and from the body link neural 

processes to basic homeodynamic processes of the internal 

organs and viscera’.22 So the purpose of these cycles is to translate 

22 Ibid, p. 424
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Figure 2.5: The design of the Panopticon by Jeremy Bentham
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information about the environment to reactions within the 

body in order to keep the organism safe and healthy. Often, they 

remain unnoticed by us, as they occur unconsciously and more 

instinctively than intentional perception and action. However 

when we do become aware of these reactions, we generally 

recognize them as emotions. When we experience architecture, 

organismic regulation controls our first reaction to a building. As 

Mallgrave explains, architecture is initially experienced

‘not casually through our eyes but more holistically 

through our bodies and their physiological (emotional) 

responses to the environment. Conscious reflections and 

cultural judgments of whether we find something pleasing 

may be voiced at a later time, but in physiological terms 

this type of cognitive activity takes place after the fact. 

We first experience a building emotionally through the 

homeostatic mechanisms of our bodies and, at least 

within those buildings that give us great pleasure, in an 

intensely powerful way.’23

Such an approach to the experience of architecture through 

emotions is not entirely new of course. According to Mallgrave 

however, in the last century only little attention has been paid to 

this aspect.24 In the eighteenth century, the work of among others 

Edmund Burke formed a reaction to the classicist theories that 

had dominated architectural theory before, in which beauty was 

23 Mallgrave, 2013, p. 111
24  Mallgrave, 2015
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Figure 2.1: Design by Étienne-Louis Boullée, as an example of 
Sublime architecture by Edmund Burke

Figure 2.2: The Barcelona Pavillion by Mies van der Rohe is an 
example of Beauty as described by Edmund Burke
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described as arising from careful calculations on proportions and 

ratio’s, present in the work of architecture. Burke contradicted 

this by stating that the pleasant emotions we feel, can arise out 

of both the relaxation and tensioning of the human body.25 It is 

for this reason that aesthetic enjoyment can be caused by both 

the Beautiful and the Sublime, two of the three categories that 

played a large role in aesthetic theory of the following period. 

Sublime architecture causes astonishment, which is “that state 

of the soul in which all its motions are suspended, with some 

degree of horror.”26 It is because of this category that we feel 

excitement when standing on the edge of a cliff. Although there 

is a possibility of danger which might make us feel scared, we 

also experience pleasure just because of this possibility. The 

sublime was further explored by architect Étienne-Louis Boullée, 

who created images of intimidating buildings that clearly evoke a 

sense of awe.

Beauty however, is the more relaxing kind of pleasure, that 

we feel when we observe something more controlled, a more 

serene kind of beauty. A clear example is what we feel when we 

experience the Barcelona Pavilion by Mies van der Rohe. The 

composition, the details and the materials are designed in such a 

way that it makes us feel calm and satisfied. 

Uvedale Price was one of the first to supplement these two 

categories with a third one: the Picturesque.27 The name was 

derived from the Italian pittoresco, which means ‘from a picture’, 

25  Ibid., quoting Burke, 1757
26 Burke, 1757
27 Price, 1794, quoted in Mallgrave, 2015
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and refers to those situations in which a composition can be 

appreciated from a particular view. It concerns a kind of beauty 

that can be included in a picture, and that can be appreciated 

because it contains a certain variety of elements, interesting 

details and textures. Price situated the Picturesque between the 

Sublime and Beautiful, and the observer might feel a certain 

curiosity when perceiving it. 

The reactions occurring in the first cycle consist of 

unconscious, more instinctive changes in our body. Although 

they are related to emotions, they are not the same as what 

we talk about when we say we feel sad after watching a film. 

Organismic regulation in contrast, is regulated by emotional 

states, the preconscious bodily reaction that precedes certain 

actions. As psychologist William James has famously argued, 

emotions in the common sense are the outcome of our reaction, 

not the cause.28 We ‘feel sorry because we cry, angry because 

we strike, afraid because we tremble’,29 the perception of our 

own reaction is what we usually call an emotion. When we talk 

about emotions essential to organismic regulation, we use it in 

the sense defined by biologist Joseph LeDoux, as “the process 

by which the brain determines or computes the value of a 

stimulus”.30 

These emotional states have developed from evolution, and 

condition our first reaction to what we perceive. When we see a 

bus quickly approaching, we will instinctively step back, without 

28 James, 1884
29 Ibid., p. 190
30 LeDoux, 2000, quoted in Mallgrave, 2015
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a conscious reflection on what we should do. Emotional states 

are always intended to make the organism survive and able to 

reproduce, therefore we experience pleasure when we have a 

clear overview of our environment, or when we feel protected 

because a building provides shelter.31 Neuroscientist Jaak 

Panksepp has called these automatic reactions “affect” programs, 

and according to him there are at least seven of such programs 

present in all mammals: seeking, fear, rage, lust, care, panic and 

play.32 Using these programs, the body automatically reacts to 

what it encounters in the environment. 

As I mentioned at the start of this paragraph, the autonomic 

nervous system forms the basis of organismic regulation. As 

neuroscientist Arthur Craig explains in How Do You Feel – 

Now?, this system has an essential role in the interpretation 

of emotional values.33 It is divided into the sympathetic and 

parasympathetic nervous system. The sympathetic nervous 

system has an activating role, as it accelerates the heart rate in 

response to certain circumstances. Therewith it regulates our 

‘fight-or-flight’ response, as it can prepare the body for intense 

physical activity.34  The parasympathetic nervous system however 

calms the body down. When circumstances suggest that the 

organism is safe, this system brings it to a state in which it can 

rest. 

These two responses lie at the basis of the preconscious 

reactions described here. Architectural designs can therefore 

31 Ibid. 
32 Panksepp, 2005
33 Craig, 2009, quoted in Mallgrave, 2013, p. 112
34 McCorry, 2007



 41

be aimed at the activation of one or both of these systems. As 

Mallgrave notes, architectural designs can on the one hand be 

aimed at a ‘wow’ effect, creating a very stimulating environment, 

and on the other hand they can be aimed at comfort, safety and 

rest (see figures 2.3 and 2.4).35 Although it is too simplistic to 

say that these two directions converge with the categories of the 

Sublime and the Beautiful as described by Edmund Burke, the 

parallel is too obvious to be ignored. The pleasure experienced in 

the Sublime might very well be built upon the activation of the 

sympathetic nervous system, while the pleasure experienced in 

the Beautiful can be explained by its sympathetic twin.36 

To illustrate the influential role architecture can play because 

of organismic regulation, we will consider the design of the 

Panopticon by Jeremy Bentham. The aim was to discipline the 

inmates, just by letting them inhabit the panopticon. Their 

behavior was supposed to change because of the design, partly 

because of the emotional states the design would evoke. The 

inmates cannot know when they are being watched by the guard, 

and therefore there is a constant feeling of supervision. To 

speak in the terms of Jaak Panksepp, this feeling of supervision 

might activate the ‘fear’ program, causing the inmate to be well-

behaved and obedient to the power that prevails him. The effect 

that this feeling has on his behavior occurs for the most part 

unconsciously, and is therefore illustrative of how the first cycles 

of operation connect the architectural design to its user. 

35 Mallgrave, 2013, p. 108
36 An interesting study in this regard can be found in the dissertation of 
Dmitri Karmanov, in which evidence is found that the sympathetic nervous sys-
tem is indeed activated when experiencing sublime landscapes. Karmanov, 2009. 
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Figure 2.4: Perhaps the most obvious example of architec-
ture that has a reassuring effect on its user: the Therme 
Vals by Peter Zumthor.

Figure 2.3: The CCTV headquarters by OMA, which is a 
clear example of the ‘wow’-effect Mallgrave mentions.
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Sensorimotor coupling
The second category of ways in which body and the world 

are interwoven, concerns more elaborate actions, movements 

through the environment. These movements are made possible 

by our motor system, which is much more connected to 

perception than we used to assume. As Susan Hurley explains in 

Consciousness in Action, the generally assumed divide between 

the body and the mind has resulted in an input-output picture 

of perception.37 In that picture, perception forms the input from 

the world to the mind and action forms the output. The mind 

mediates between this input and output, by thinking it links the 

right input to the right output. But as we have seen, the mind 

does not belong to some other domain than our bodies. As Andy 

Clark argues in Being there, minds are not made for thinking¸ but 

doing, for getting things done in the world.38 

Perception and action are therefore much more interwoven 

with each other than traditional views have acknowledged. As 

Thompson explains, ‘situated activity takes the form of cycles 

of sensorimotor coupling with the environment. What the 

organism senses is a function of how it moves, and how it moves 

is a function of what it senses’.39 The mind is no longer seen as an 

independent party that could connect any input to any output, 

rationally deciding what it is you are going to do. Furthermore, 

scientists are starting to acknowledge the dependency is mutual: 

action has consequences for perception as well.

37 Hurley, 1998
38 Clark, 1997
39 Thompson & Varela, 2001
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This latter point is made explicit by Alva Noë in Action in 

Perception.40 Here, he explains that perception is not something 

that happens to us, rather it is an activity itself. This is made clear 

in an experiment he describes: the subject of the experiment 

receives a special pair of glasses that switch the left side of the 

environment with the right one. So everything the subject sees 

is a mirrored version of reality. One would think that this will 

probably lead to some misunderstandings, but that the subject 

would experience the world just like he normally does, he would 

just be wrong about the location of objects in the environment. 

The effects were however much more striking, as became clear 

when the subject started to move:

‘During visual fixations, every movement of my head gives 

rise to the most unexpected and peculiar transformations 

of objects in the visual field. The most familiar forms seem 

to dissolve and reintegrate in ways never before seen. … 

Countless times I was fooled by these extreme distortions 

and taken by surprise when a wall, for instance, suddenly 

appeared to slant down to the road, when a truck I 

was following with my eyes started to bend, when the 

road began to arch like a wave, when houses and trees 

seemed to topple down, and so forth.’41

This example is illustrative of the fact that what we see, and 

therefore what we expect to see, is highly dependent of how we 

40 Noë, 2006
41 Noë, 2006, p. 8
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move. Interestingly enough, after a period of habituation, the 

subject was no longer hindered by the mirroring glasses. He 

could act in his environment as if nothing had changed. And 

when he put them off again, the same effect happened all over 

again. Noë therefore claims that visual perception – that is, using 

sight to understand the environment - is impossible without 

the ability to move. With every step that we take, what we see 

changes in certain ways, from which we can understand how the 

world is. 

Nevertheless more relevant for how architecture influences 

behavior is the other relation in sensorimotor coupling, the 

dependency of action on perception. That the way we move is 

dependent on what we perceive is easily understood on a banal 

level: when we see a wall we do not generally try to walk through 

it. But the refutation of the input-output picture has further 

consequences: actions are already part of the way we perceive. 

This point was already developed in the seventies of the last 

century by James Gibson, a psychologist who proposed a Theory 

of Affordances in The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception.42 

He argued that humans (and other animals) perceive the world 

through the actions that are possible within it. We encounter the 

affordances present in the environment, rather than perceiving 

the world through something like a photograph, in which all 

details are grasped at once. What the environment affords is what 

it offers, provides or furnishes an animal to do in it. A flat surface 

for example, is seen as walk-on-able, a surface about 40 cm above 

42 Gibson, 1979
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the ground is sit-on-able, and round objects that can be grasped 

in the hand are throw-able and catch-able. Meanings such as 

‘chair’ and ‘ball’ can be ascribed later.

Gibson introduced the noun affordance as ‘something 

that refers to both the environment and the animal in a way 

that no existing term does’.43 What affordances are noticed is 

dependent on both the environment and the perceiving animal. 

A chair can be seen as sit-on-able by us, but not walk-on-able. 

An ant however, can perceive the chair as walk-on-able as well. 

Affordances are therefore always relative to the observer. His 

theory is in line with the work of Heidegger as mentioned before, 

which proposes that we usually perceive the world ready-to-

hand, in the light of the use that can be made of it. 

The idea that we perceive the world through these 

action-potentials, suggests that the environment constantly 

invites movement.44 According to the ‘affordance competition 

hypothesis’ as put forward by neuroscientist Paul Cisek in 2007, 

‘sensory information arriving from the world is continuously 

used to specify several currently available potential actions,’45 

so that in a way, the animal has prepared the actions that are 

possible within the environment. At the same time, ‘other kinds 

of information are collected to select from among these the one 

that will be released into overt execution at a given moment’.46 

This means that affordances do not determine us to undertake 

a certain action, instead we use our own strategies and desires 

43 Ibid. p. 127
44 See also Withagen, Poel, Araújo, & Pepping, 2012
45 Cisek, 2007, p. 1586
46 Ibid. p. 1586
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to select the action we wish to execute from the ones that are 

afforded. 

This means that the designed environment of architecture is 

perceived in the same way, through the actions that it affords. As 

Mallgrave notes, architecture, as opposed to other forms of art, 

evokes the anticipation of moving within it.47 Stairs are perceived 

as the possibility to go up, arcades are perceived as the possibility 

to walk through, and windows invite us to look outside. They 

do not determine the user to undertake any of these actions, 

they simply offer the possibility. As Gibson notes in a later essay, 

‘affordances do not cause behavior but constrain or control it’.48 

Although the environment cannot determine what actions a 

user will undertake, it does often determine a lot about the way 

in which actions can be performed. Stairs do not determine you 

to go up, but they do influence the location where you will enter 

the next floor. Arcades do not determine you to walk, but they 

do influence which rooms are the most accessible. And a window 

does not determine you to look through it, but it does influence 

what you will see if you do. 

Again we will consider the design of the panopticon, and 

see how the actions afforded by it might influence the behavior 

of the users. For the inmates the panopticon does not afford 

many actions. Because of the solid walls and bars that close off 

their cells, it does not afford much more than sitting, standing 

or laying on the ground. More importantly, the cells do not 

afford the inmates to sit around a corner, instead they are always 

47 Mallgrave, 2013, p. 137
48 Gibson, 1967, p. 411
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Figure 2.6: View of the Panopticon from the cell 
of an inmate
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visible between the bars. As the windows in the outside wall of 

their cells provides them with a lot of daylight, in contrast to the 

darkened tower in the middle, the design does not afford them 

to see the guard. The design affords much more for the guard. He 

can walk through hallways that connect the cells, and because 

of his set of keys, he is able to make contact with any inmates he 

likes. And because of the composition of cells in a circle around 

the tower, the guard is able to see the inmates. 

Note the difference between the influence made possible 

by the organismic regulation and the influence described here. 

When we consider sensorimotor coupling, we analyze the actions 

that are possible because (or despite) of the design, which is in 

this case the action of seeing the inmates. When we considered 

organismic regulation we analyzed how circumstances can 

evoke emotions in the user, which is in this case the emotion 

of fear that made the inmates behave obediently. In this case, 

the afforded actions are a precondition for the evocation of the 

emotion: if the design would not have afforded the guard the 

action of seeing, the emotion of fear would not have arisen in the 

inmates. This is however not necessarily true for other situations. 

Intersubjective interaction
The third category of cycles of operation concerns those cycles 

that are active in social cognition, and help us understand others. 

These cycles make us able to interpret other people, and reason 

about their intentions, their desires and their emotions. As 

we will see, we use the same processes to understand the built 
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environment as well. 

Recently, Giacomo Rizzolatti, Leonardo Fogasi and Vittorio 

Gallese discovered that when monkeys perceive an object 

being held, some neurons become active that also fire when 

the monkeys themselves hold the object.49 The same goes for 

humans. We have mirror neurons that fire not only when we 

perform particular activities, but also when we see someone 

else performing that activity. These neurons have led scientists 

to believe that we use these neurons to understand emotions, 

actions and intentions of others. For example, when we see 

someone else being sad, we virtually mirror this expression 

(although we do not carry out the actual movement) and by 

‘observing’ our own feelings arising from this expression, we 

understand the other one is sad. So we use ourselves as a kind of 

simulator, mirroring others, in order to make sense of the world. 

This process is generally known as empathy. According to 

Vittorio Gallese, one of the discoverers of mirror neurons, we use 

these neurons constantly.50 This causes us to become happy when 

we are between other happy people, it causes us to imitate the 

body language of others during conversations, and it can make us 

emotional when watching a film. It also makes us almost feel the 

pain of another person when we see an injury, or even when we 

only think about it. 

As Thompson notes, the sensorimotor system plays a role 

in the second cycle of operation described above, but is essential 

to intersubjective interaction as well, as we use it to virtually 

49 Rizzolatti, Fogassi, & Gallese, 2006
50 Gallese, 2005
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simulate the actions of others. Intersubjective interaction has an 

important overlap with organismic regulation too: ‘‘feeling’, in 

the sense of affective experiences’, plays an essential role in both 

organismic regulation, as the outcome of one’s own emotional 

states, and in intersubjective interaction, as the perception of 

the emotional states of others. So the first two kinds of cycles of 

operation both play a role in the third, but now they are used to 

represent the emotional states and actions of others, to make us 

understand them.

Mirror neurons are not only active when we perceive other 

human beings, but also in the observation of inanimate objects. 

Recent fMRI studies have shown that neurons activated when 

we are being touched, fire when we perceive someone else being 

touched, but also when we perceive objects touching one another, 

such as when we see raindrops falling on the leaves of a plant.51 

We not only use ourselves to simulate the actions and emotions 

of other people, but also to simulate our environment. This 

has led Gallese to replace the word ‘empathy’ with ‘embodied 

simulation’, and argue that ‘the sense we attribute to our lived 

experience of the world is grounded in the affect-laden relational 

quality of our body’s action potentialities, enabled by the way 

they are mapped in our brains.’52

 Remarkably enough, when the first theories of empathy 

originated at the end of the nineteenth century, they were part 

of a philosophical theory on aesthetics, not on how we socially 

engage with other people. Robert Vischer published On the 

51 Ebisch, et al., 2008, quoted in Mallgrave, 2013
52 Gallese & Gattara, 2015, p. 167.
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Optical Sense of Form, in which he distinguished between Sehen 

as a relatively passive form of visual perception, and Schauen as 

a more active form.53 Aesthetic experience, with which reality 

is ‘grasped’, is based on the latter kind. During this aesthetic 

experience, we go through a process of Einfühlung, by which 

we ‘feel ourselves into’ or simulate what we encounter. The 

environment is ‘reflected in certain vibrations and – who knows 

what – neural modifications’54 that make the experience possible. 

Vischer’s theories were followed by Theodor Lipps, who 

published Ästhetik at the start of the nineteenth century, in which 

he explored the analysis of empathy in aesthetic experience 

further.55 He argued that everything we experience, is permeated 

by our own life. The experienced object is the result of both 

what has been given by the environment and the activity of 

the observer. For Lipps, aesthetic experience arose from the 

feeling or movement that an object evokes in us. For example, 

a great hall evokes a movement of expansion, and from that we 

understand its greatness. 

In contrast to the first two kinds of cycles of operation, 

intersubjective interaction enables us to interpret and understand 

our environment, and therewith architecture. It is through these 

processes that we can understand any messages architecture 

might convey. As Rizzolatti and Michael Arbib argue, our 

mirror system ‘provides a necessary bridge from ‘doing’ to 

‘communicating’, as the link between actor and observer becomes 

53 Vischer, 1873/1994, see also Stueber, 2016
54 Vischer, 1873/1994, p. 90
55 Lipps, 1903, see also Stueber, 2016 and Wiener, 1974
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a link between the sender and the receiver of each message.’ So 

it is through this system that we can understand concepts or 

messages that are communicated by architecture, based on their 

physical composition. 

To understand what this means we will return to the example 

of the Panopticon one last time. The design of the building not 

only affords certain actions to be performed, and certain emotions 

to originate, through its composition it also communicates certain 

ideas. The tower in the middle forms an element that is seemingly 

meant to stand out, as the location for a more important person 

than the inmates around it. In contrast, the endless repetition of 

cells that are all the same leaves the impression of uniformity and 

insignificance. The guard in the middle therefore seems to have 

much more prestige than the inmates. 

Whenever we interpret architecture in such a way, we use the 

third kind of cycles of operation. Its influence on our behavior 

seems less direct than for the first and second kind of cycles, but 

it can be just as persuasive. Consider for example the reading of 

signs within public buildings. Our understanding of these symbols 

almost determines how we will walk, as we are dependent on 

them to find our way. But also when the messages aren’t as clear as 

these signposts, and the message that architecture communicates 

is more abstract, our behavior can change significantly because of 

them. When we experience the greatness of a church for example, 

we interpret it as a holy place, where we behave differently. 
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1.3 Architecture as actor

After having considered the three kinds of cycles of operation 

that form the connections between architecture and its users, 

we can begin to see how it is that architecture does something 

to them. Although in many cases architecture cannot determine 

exactly how you will behave, it does play an influential role. An 

important contribution to this idea was made by sociologists of 

the Actor-Network-Theory, of which Bruno Latour, John Law 

and Michel Callon are the best known examples. Their basic 

claim is that in social processes, objects can play a similar role to 

human beings. Both animate and inanimate objects participate in 

our social lives significantly.56 

Consider an example that both Latour and Law used to 

explain their theory: the design of a lecture room.57 As they 

explain, the seats for the students are posited in such a way that 

they face the slide screen, and there are enough seats for a large 

group of students to sit down. The lecturer is provided with a 

microphone and the sound system makes it possible for everyone 

to hear him, and an overhead projector makes it possible for 

everyone to see the notes that he made on a transparent piece of 

paper. In that way, the lecture room is specifically designed for 

the activity of giving and attending lectures.

The above description considers particularly the second kind 

of cycles of operation: the specific actions that are afforded by the 

lecture room and the way in which they are afforded. The same 

56 See for example, Callon, 1991; Latour, 1992, 2005 and 2016; Law, 1992
57 See Latour, 2005, p. 194 and Law, 1992, p. 378
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can be said of many other examples given by Latour. It seems his 

work focuses primarily, although not exclusively, on the influence 

of objects through the second kind of cycles of operation, 

nevertheless his ideas can justifiably be extended to the other 

two. I will try to complement his description with a specific 

example: the design of a lecture theatre in the royal academy 

of arts in London by architect David Chipperfield. Just like the 

lecture room described by Latour it contains seats arranged in 

such a way that all members of the public face the center where 

the speaker is located, and the height difference between the 

rows of seats makes sure everyone can see it. But the design does 

more than that. It also evokes a certain calmness as the seats 

are covered with soft fabric. The dark wood closing off the area 

seems solid and stable, and gives the sitting area an intimate 

atmosphere, stimulating the public to be silent and listen to the 

speaker. Furthermore, the light draws the attention toward the 

middle of the room, and the large chandelier that provides it 

makes the location of the speaker seem more important than 

the rest of it. The shape of the room also contributes to this. So 

through the evoked emotions and conveyed messages too, the 

activity of attending or giving lectures has been inscribed in the 

design. 

Indeed, we can say the architectural design participates in 

the activity. If we want to realize just how significant its role 

is in this, we can, as Latour suggests, simply imagine what it 

would be like to give a lecture without all these contributions.58 

58 Latour, 2005, p. 195
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Figure 3.1: Impression of the design for theatre in the Royal Academy of 
Arts by David Chipperfield
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The students and the lecturer would not be closed off from the 

noisy hallway, and they would probably feel quite uncomfortable 

as they aren’t grouped together and shielded from outsiders. 

The lecturer would not be able to speak loud enough and the 

students would not look over the heads of the people in front of 

them. They might not even know who it is they need to listen 

to, or where it is they need to look. Therefore I think it is safe to 

say that the activity would take place in a dramatically different 

way, and so the role that architecture plays in it is significant. 

We can therefore consider architecture as an actor, or, as Latour 

puts it: ‘any thing that does modify a state of affairs by making a 

difference is an actor.’59

In ‘Actor-Network-Theory’, the term network refers to how 

both human and non-human actors are connected, by intentions 

that are translated from one to another. In the above we have 

showed that the design influences its users significantly, but from 

the Actor-Network-Theorists we learn that the design itself is 

influenced by many actors as well. Although an architect has 

designed it, its properties are the consequence of more actors.60 

The desires of many human stakeholders are implemented, 

translated through sketches, building regulations, meetings, 

computer software and budget estimates. And those actors 

themselves are translated through the drawing skills of the 

architect, pencils and paper, more meetings and compromises, 

possibilities of computer techniques and programmers, 

calculations, etc.. In that way the intention behind a building is 

59 Ibid., p. 71
60 See also Latour & Yaneva, 2008
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distributed among a network of actors. 

In turn the building can have consequences for a whole 

network of other actors. Although its contribution is often small, 

it can change the way users behave in it, but also what people 

think of its inhabitants, or what is assumed to be a normal 

way of performing that activity. As Latour explains, we have 

traditionally assumed 

‘that objects do nothing, at least nothing comparable 

or even connectable to human social action, and that if 

they can sometimes ‘express’ power relations, ‘symbolize’ 

social hierarchies, ‘reinforce’ social inequalities, 

‘transport’ social power, ‘objectify’ inequality, and ‘reify’ 

gender relations, they cannot be at the origin of social 

activity.’61

We often acknowledge that architecture is the result of certain 

social values, but we tend to ignore how much it is the cause 

of activity as well. But recalling the three kinds of cycles of 

operation, it is through the emotions it evokes, through the 

actions it affords and through the messages it conveys, that 

architecture does something to its users. 

61 Latour, 2005, p. 72
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2.1 Case-study: The House of Representatives

In part 2 of the book we will consider a case-study, in order 

to illustrate and elucidate the theories described in part 1. To 

better understand the three kinds of cycles of operation through 

which architecture can influence the behavior of its users, we 

will consider both the existing and a new design for the Plenary 

meeting hall of the Dutch House of Representatives. The reason 

to choose this case-study in particular, is in the first place 

because the current design was one of the reasons to start the 

inquiry. Secondly, because through the power of the Parliament, 

the influence of the design on the debate is presumably an 

influence on decisions concerning the nation as well. And thirdly, 

because in the Parliament there are many roles to be fulfilled, and 

all relations between them are made physical in the design. That 

makes the design complex and interesting with regard to how 

these roles are shaped.

In part 2.2 we will illustrate the three cycles of operation by 

analyzing how they can be activated in the current design of the 

meeting hall by architect Pi de Bruijn. In part 2.3 we will explore 

the possibilities of the three cycles further, by considering how 

different design decisions can lead to different kinds of behavior. 

Both the analysis and the design strategy consider all three of 

the cycles separately and on four scale levels: the situation of the 

hall in the rest of the building, the lay-out of the complete hall, 

the relation between different roles inside the hall and finally the 

level of the furniture.
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But before turning to the analysis, we need to consider 

the actions that generally take place in the meeting hall. A 

description of these actions can be seen as a special form of 

design brief, in which we do not specify the amount of square 

meters or the materials that should be used, but rather the 

behavior that should be supported by the design. After the 

analysis, we can compare this description to the behavior that is 

actually inscribed in the current hall, and later we can use it to 

lead the new design strategy.
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Activities in the House of Representatives

In the Dutch political system, the executive, legislative and judicial 

powers are distributed in accordance with the proposals of French 

philosopher Charles-Louis de Monstesquieu.1 The legislative 

power is formed by the States-General, which is subdivided in the 

Senate (First Chamber) and the House of Representatives (Second 

Chamber). The executive power is formed by the Cabinet. The Dutch 

democracy works with a multiparty system, of which compromises 

form a fundamental characteristic. The House of Representatives 

has three most important functions: to propose, review and pass 

laws, to review the Cabinet and to represent the citizens that 

voted for them. Plenary meetings are usually held on Tuesdays, 

Wednesdays and Thursdays. There are nine important roles to be 

distinguished that perform activities during these meetings: the 

members of Parliament, the Chair(wo)man, the Secretary General, 

the Cabinet, the couriers, the DVR (service for reports and editing), 

the direction, security guards and of course the public. 

There are 150 members of the House of Representatives (MP’s), 

divided into different parliamentary parties (fracties) according to 

the votes these parties received in the election. After the elections, 

the formation of the Cabinet takes place. As recorded in the Dutch 

constitution, the Government is accountable to the parliament, and 

the ministers and state secretaries leading it need to be supported 

by a majority of the MP’s. So during the formation, the largest 

1 The information in this paragraph, and the translation of words 
regarding the political system are based on Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 
2015 and ProDemos, 2013
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parliamentary party tries to work together with other parties and form 

a coalition. Parties that are part of the coalition sign the coalition 

agreement, in which the general program of the Government is laid 

out. The large parties often provide candidates for the positions of 

ministers and state secretaries, which have to be approved by the 

monarch. The rest of the parliamentary parties forms the opposition. 

There are different ways in which the House of Representatives can 

influence the Cabinet. Because of its right of budget it can approve 

or disapprove the government’s national finances or adapt them. The 

right of interpellation makes it possible for MP’s to invite ministers 

or state secretaries to a debate, which will take place with at least 

30 votes of other MP’s. MP’s can also ask the cabinet questions 

by letter or in the question-hour. With the right of inquiry, the MP’s 

can start their own research when more information is needed. The 

right of amendment provides MP’s with the opportunity to change 

laws, and because of the right of initiative, they can even make their 

own proposals for laws. The House of Representatives expresses its 

opinion with motions, on which all MP’s can vote. When a motion 

is passed, the relevant minister or state secretary is asked, but not 

obliged, to react on it. Much of the work of the parliament is done 

in committees. However, these committees do not use the plenary 

meeting hall to have their meetings, so the exact procedures will not 

be considered here. 

MP’s have the opportunity to attend meetings in the meeting hall 

at all times, but they are not obliged to be present. Their activities 

within the room generally consist of listening to the debate from 

their own seat, discussing topics with political associates and 
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other MP’s, taking part in the voting process, speaking from the 

triangular lectern and interrupting ministers or other MP’s from the 

interruption microphones. Most plenary meetings are held with only 

a small number of MP’s. As a diverse range of topics are to be taken 

into account, parliamentary parties often appoint their members to 

specific tasks, and so only MP’s with the relevant specialization 

attend the meeting. When major issues are dealt with, or when 

there is a voting session (usually Tuesdays), the hall is filled with 

more members. 

When voting takes place, each MP is responsible for one vote. When 

MP’s vote by means of show of hands, the majority is determined 

by counting the amount of parties that vote for or against a motion. 

Each MP is then assumed to agree with the other members of her 

party. A vote by roll call is also possible, then each individual MP 

determines her own vote. Here the presence of MP’s can influence 

the outcome of the vote. 

There are four kinds of debates that can take place in the meeting 

room: 

1. VAO (verslag van algemeen overleg or report of general 

consultations): Every parliamentary party has two minutes of 

speaking time, in most cases this kind of debate is used to 

report about and close off a general consultation held by a 

committee.

2. Structuring debate: when a lot of topics are discussed 

briefly, for example to check whether there is enough support 

for a proposition. Afterwards the different committees can 

treat the topics more in depth.
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3. Thirty-member-debate or interpellation-debate: when 

MP’s call a minister or state secretary to account or ask him 

or her for explanation on an important topic. 

4. Question-hour: when MP’s can ask the cabinet oral 

questions about current issues in policies. 

The Chair(wo)man (sometimes called the President of the House) 

is responsible for ensuring all rules and procedures for Plenary 

meetings are followed, guiding these meetings, executing decisions 

taken by the MP’s and representing the House of Representatives. 

All speakers address the Chair(wo)man during debates, instead of 

speaking to each other directly. He or she is elected from and by 

the MP’s: each MP can suggest candidates for the role, and by 

voting they determine which candidate will be selected. In his or her 

tasks, the Chair(wo)man is supported by an administrative staff, 

and the Secretary General. The Secretary General is seated next 

to the Chair(wo)man, and advices on procedural and constitutional 

aspects.

Members of the Cabinet are received as guests in the Plenary 

meeting hall. This means they have their own place, and they can 

have something to drink in contrast to MP’s. The reason for them to 

attend meetings is however because their work is to be reviewed by 

the House of Representatives. Every debate starts with a speech by 

one of the MP’s, upon which the minister or state secretary reacts.

The processes in the Plenary meeting hall are supported by 

couriers, who transport notes between MP’s, the Chair(wo)man 

and the Cabinet, and serve drinks. Furthermore, they assist the  
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Chair(wo)man in organizational matters, such as when people need 

to be warned because they are talking too loud or disturbing the 

meeting in another way. 

The direction for audio and video, and the DVR (Dienst Verslag en 

Redactie or Service for reports and editing) make sure all debates 

are recorded and become visible for the public. The direction 

controls the cameras in the room, and the DVR labels every debate 

by subject and the name of the speakers. The public can watch these 

videos on the internet and TV, or attend the meetings physically. The 

public is required to be silent and cannot participate in the debate. 

Security guards check that citizens do not take dangerous objects 

with them to the tribune, and are able to remove persons that do not 

obey the rules. In other words, they make sure the debate can run 

safely and uninterrupted by the public.
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2.2 Analysis

In this part we will analyze what the design of the current 

Plenary meeting hall by Pi de Bruijn does to its users. As John 

Law states, the ‘analysis of ordering struggle is central to actor-

network theory. The object is to explore and describe local 

processes of patterning, social orchestration, ordering and 

resistance.’1 This is what we will do here as well, analyzing the 

way in which the design evokes emotions, affords actions and 

conveys messages. There are however a few important notes to 

make before we start. Firstly, let us note that it is not the actor-

network itself that we are analyzing here. Analyzing an actor-

network would imply analyzing what connections can be drawn 

between the design, all the people and objects that have made its 

existence possible and all the people and objects it has influenced 

since then. For a simple door we would make a list of the things 

that contributed to its realization, such as material properties, the 

client’s desires, sketches, production requirements, etc. Such an 

analysis would quickly encompass endless lists of actors, and it 

would not be very instructive on the quality of the behavior that 

is stimulated by the hall.

Instead, the analysis can be understood as the collection of 

inscriptions, in the sense described in paragraph 1.3. As Callon 

explains in Techno-economic networks and irreversibility, these 

inscriptions are the result of the translation of an intention into 

1 Law, 1992, p. 384
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material form.2 We can wonder about three aspects of such 

an inscription: what is inscribed (what behavior), where did it 

come from (whose intention was it), and what medium is used 

to inscribe it. In this case we will start with the medium, namely 

the architectural design, and explore what it is that is inscribed, 

leaving out where the inscription came from.

This brings me to the second note, which concerns the 

decision to focus on the physical elements that make up the 

design of the room. We will not include pieces of paper with 

bills on it, or comments made by politicians. But we will include 

works of art, the furniture and the location of microphones, as 

they are interwoven with the rest of the architectural design. And 

even when we limit ourselves to these architectural elements, the 

picture we draw will not be complete. One element of the design 

can evoke many emotions, afford many actions and convey many 

messages, as they can be different for every user. Nevertheless 

some emotions are more likely to arise, some actions are more 

likely to be performed and some meanings are more likely to be 

read, and so we will limit ourselves to those. 

If the purpose is to arrive at a complete picture, than the 

analysis could be based on interviews with all the different 

users of the design, observations of their behavior and a careful 

reading of the architectural design. In this case the analysis 

is particularly meant as an illustration of the theory of part 1. 

The information is therefore based on only two interviews, 

an interview with member of parliament Alexander Pechtold 

2 Callon, 1991, in particular p. 143
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and former Chairman of the Senate and former vice-president 

of the Council of State Herman Tjeenk Willink. Next to that, 

observations have been done from the public stands during 

debating sessions and from photographs taken by the press 

during important debates. This has been complemented by the 

making and reading of architectural drawings of the hall, and by 

imagining what behavior might logically follow from it. 

The analysis will be structured by means of the four scale 

levels and the three kinds of cycles described in paragraph 2.1 

(see also figure 2.2). For the first cycle we will analyze what 

emotional states are evoked by the design, for the second cycle 

we will analyze what actions are afforded and for the third cycle 

we will consider what messages are conveyed. Especially the 

first and third kind of cycle make the analysis rather subjective, 

therefore it considers emotional states that can be evoked and 

messages that can be read in the design, without stating these 

will be experienced by everyone. The analysis of afforded actions 

is divided into the consideration of four important actions that 

are customary within the meeting hall, of each action we will 

consider how it is afforded by the design and what consequences 

this might have for the actions. We will consider speaking 

(towards everyone present in the hall), observing the debate, 

discussing matters with others and walking between the different 

locations in the hall. As visible in figure 2.2, some analyses are 

not relevant, such as how speaking is afforded by the seats of 

members of parliament, as members of parliament only rarely 

speak from their seat. These analyses have therefore been left out. 
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2.2.1 First cycle: organismic regulation

The passage leading to the meeting hall is formed by a large and 

high space, which might have an intimidating effect on the user. 

When you are located on the ground floor, you do not have a clear 

overview of the space and where it ends, and other people could 

enter your field of vision from unexpected directions. Members of 

parliament might feel alert because they can be seen by so many 

people, including the press. The glass entrance to the meeting 

hall consists of two doors with a small space in between, it forms a 

transition after which the MP is closed off from the people outside 

the meeting hall. 

Once the MP is in the room there might again be a feeling 

of intimidation because of the impressive walls that form the 

background to the Chairwoman and the Cabinet. Especially in 

the central debating area, interrupting MP’s will probably be alert 

because of the many people that are watching, and because they 

face their opponents directly. At the same time the other MP’s 

of the party form a supportive background when standing at the 

interruption microphone, which makes you aware of speaking on 

behalf of the people behind you. In contrast to the central area of 

the meeting hall, the hallway behind the seated MP’s offers the 

most shelter, as it is out of sight from the public stands and most 

of the seated MP’s. When people speak softly in this hallway, this 

will probably not be noticed by the people in the rest of the meeting 

hall. 



 75

in awe 
because of 
the large  
and high 
space

alert because 
you are being 
watched

alert because you are being watched

calm because 
you are closed 
off from the 
passage and 
the press

calm because you 
are closed off 
from the passage

in awe 
because of 
the large  
and high 
space

alert because 
you are being 
watched

alert because you are being watched

calm because 
you are closed 
off from the 
passage and 
the press

calm because you 
are closed off 
from the passage

Figure 2.1.1-2: first cycle, scale 1:1000



76 in awe because of the high ceiling

when you are in this room you feel...

in awe 

because of the 
great walls

comfortable 
because of 
the deep-pile 
carpet

support-

ed by yo
ur 

politic
al 

asso
ciates

con-

nected 

to the 

m
em

bers 

in this area

protected as this 

group is closed 

off from the restconfronted as 
you face other 

speakers

protected as you can hardly be seen

safe as you have an overview of the hall from a sheltered lo
ca

tio
n

connected to the MP’s as 
you face the cabinet 
together with them

protected as 
you can hardly 

be seen

alert as many 
people can 

see you

Figures 2.1.3-4: first cycle, scale 1:500



 77

in awe because of the high ceiling

when you are in this room you feel...

in awe 

because of the 
great walls

comfortable 
because of 
the deep-pile 
carpet

support-

ed by yo
ur 

politic
al 

asso
ciates

con-

nected 

to the 

m
em

bers 

in this area

protected as this 

group is closed 

off from the restconfronted as 
you face other 

speakers

protected as you can hardly be seen

safe as you have an overview of the hall from a sheltered lo
ca

tio
n

connected to the MP’s as 
you face the cabinet 
together with them

protected as 
you can hardly 

be seen

alert as many 
people can 

see you

Figure 2.1.5: first cycle, scale 1:500, figure 2.1.6: view of the large walls 
and tapestry behind the Chairwoman and the Cabinet



78

26

alert as many 
people can see 
you

confronted as you 
face the speakers

confronted as you 
face the interrupting 
members, but also 
calm as you do not 
face the cabinet

confronted as you 
face the interrupting 
members, but also 
calm as you do not 
face the speaker

closed off and protected by this wooden separationpro
tec

ted
 by

 th
is 

woo
de

n s
ep

ara
tio

n

supported and protected  by this piece of furniture

important as you 
are in the centre 
of the meeting hall

confronted as you 
face the speakers

confronted as you 
face the interrupting 
members

alert as you are 
aware of the time

important as you 
are in the centre 
of the meeting hall important as this 

part has been 
emphasized

supported by the 
people behind you

alert as you are 
being watched by 
many people

calm as you are 
watched by less 
people

separated... ...from these members

connected to these members by the desks

alert as you are 
being watched by 
many people

calm as you are 
watched by less 
people

sheltered as the 
public stands hang 
above you

Figures 2.1.7-8: first cycle, scale 1:100



 79

The central debating area consists of four locations for people to 

speak to the entire hall, including the Chairwoman via which the 

debate is supposed to take place. Ministers and state secretaries 

speak from their own lectern on the right side and MP’s speak from 

a lectern in the middle, close to the Chairwoman. This means that a 

speaking MP does not face speaking ministers and state secretaries 

directly. They do however face interrupting MP’s, whose location 

is in the center of the hall. The lecterns shield the person standing 

behind them for a large part, and offer support. Interrupting 

members are shielded as well, but they are much better visible for 

all persons present. 

The Cabinet is visually closed off from the rest of the meeting hall 

by a small wooden wall, which might evoke a feeling of protection 

for the people behind it. For MP’s the cabinet might therefore seem 

unassailable, as it seems to be a strong group that is closely strung 

together. The position of the staff members of the DVR is rather 

remarkable, as it is located in the center of the debating area. 

This location feels rather important as it is central to everyone’s 

perspective, while the DVR does not play an active role in the 

debate. 

The arrangement of seats of the MP’s has significant consequences 

as well. The 150 members are divided into six segments of 25 

people, not always corresponding to the division in parliamentary 

parties. The connected desks might however evoke a feeling of 

cohesion with the other members present in the same segment. The 

MP’s in the front row might feel more alert as they are watched by 

more people, MP’s in the back are less prominently present, and 
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they might feel sheltered because of the public stands hanging over 

them. 

The following pages show the emotional states that could arise 

from the design of the most important furniture in the hall. The 

round shape and the luxury materials used for the seats might 

make the user feel calm and comfortable. The furniture for the 

courier and the public is less luxe and could therefore make the 

user feel less significant than the other people in the hall. Much of 

the furniture shields the user from the rest of the hall, such as the 

small wooden wall around the Cabinet and the front of the desks of 

MP’s. Therefore users might feel more safe than when these parts 

would have been left open. Interestingly enough, the furniture of the 

Chairwoman and the Cabinet is closed off all the way to the ground, 

while the interruption microphone and the desks stop further above 

the ground so that feet are still visible. 

Figure 2.1.11: view on the interruption microphone
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Figures 2.1.12-13: first cycle, scale 1:30
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Figures 2.1.14-15: first cycle, scale 1:30
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Figures 2.1.16-17: first cycle, scale 1:30
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Figures 2.1.18-19: first cycle, scale 1:30
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2.2.2 Second cycle: sensorimotor coupling: speaking

The following pages show how the action of speaking towards 

everyone in the meeting hall is afforded by the design. This action 

can only be properly done in the debating area of the meeting 

hall, therefore the drawing of the situation within the building and 

the drawing of the sitting area have been left out. The reason that 

speaking is only afforded in the debating area becomes visible in 

figure 2.2.1: only here you find microphones that can amplify the 

voice of the users. The hall is so large that people cannot properly 

speak to the whole of the hall without amplification. Until recently, 

the Chairwoman could control the microphones with buttons on 

her desk, that have now been replaced by a tablet. The specific 

setting of lecterns and microphones in the debating area affords 

interrupting members of Parliament to face both speaking members 

and the Cabinet. Speaking members and the Cabinet do however 

not face each other. Note that just like in the Panopticon, the way in 

which the action is afforded forms a precondition for the evocation 

of emotional states as discussed above. It is because the design 

makes people stand in a certain position that the user can feel alert 

and confronted. The furniture does not only require the user to face 

a certain direction, it also requires members of Parliament and the 

Cabinet to stand when they speak. As a consequence, the lectern 

had to be adapted when there was a member of parliament in a 

wheelchair.1 

1 Van der Bles, 2016
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Figures 2.2.5-6: second cycle, scale 1:30
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Figures 2.2.7-8: second cycle, scale 1:30
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Second cycle: sensorimotor coupling: observing

The following pages show how the action of observing the debate 

is afforded by the design of the meeting hall. The amount of chairs 

is adapted to the number of people that are allowed to be present 

during the debate. There are 150 seats for members of parliament, 

as 150 members are allowed to vote. The public stands encompass 

around 250 seats. When these seats are filled, people have to wait 

outside until a seat has become available. In that way the design 

influences the amount of people that can attend the meeting. 

As we can see in the analysis of the furniture, the direction in 

which the users sit is often inscribed in the design. The seats of 

members of Parliament can pivot and move back and forth over 

a small distance, but together with the design of the desks it is 

most convenient to sit in the direction of the debating area. Geert 

Wilders, party leader of the PVV, often challenges this statement 

and uses the pivoting chair to hang back and stretch his legs into 

the pathway (see figure 2.2.17). As a consequence of this inscribed 

direction in the furniture, the way in which people watch the debate 

and the rest of the hall is shaped as well. With the exception of 

the staff members of DVR, everyone in the room naturally faces the 

debating area. Furthermore, the Cabinet faces especially the right-

wing parties, while the Chairwoman faces the left-wing parties. 

Although this may seem like a trivial detail, its consequence is that 

the Chairwoman has trouble speaking through the microphone 

whenever she is counting the votes of right-wing parties. 



92

the debate in the 
center cannot be 
observed from 
outside the hall

in this area, parts of the meeting hall are visible

the debate cannot be 
observed by people 
outside

the debate in the 
center cannot be 
observed from 
outside the hall

in this area, parts of the meeting hall are visible

the debate cannot be 
observed by people 
outside

Figures 2.2.9-10: second cycle, scale 1:500
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Figures 2.2.11-12: second cycle, scale 1:500
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Figure 2.2.13: second cycle, scale 1:500. Figure 2.2.14: the House of Repre-
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Figures 2.2.19-20: second cycle, scale 1:30



98

the chair(wo)man faces 

the room in this direction

notes can be 

made over here

the chair(wo)man 
can sit here for a 
long time

the position of the 
seat can easily be 
changed

the chair(wo)man has a 

clear overview because 

of the height difference

the position of the 
seat can easily be 
changed

MP’s face the room in 

this direction

staffmembers of DVR face 

the room in this direction

couriers face the room in 

this direction

the public faces the 

room in this direction

the direction of the 
chair can easily be 
changed, its 
position is fixed

MP’s can sit 
here for a long 
time

notes can be 

made over here

MP’s can also lean back 
and stretch the legs when 
turning the seat

staffmembers 
can sit here for 
a long time sta

ffm
embers 

cannot watch 

speaking 

ministe
rs o

r M
P’s 

while workin
g on 

the computer

multip
le couriers 

can sit 
here at 

the sa
me tim

e

couriers c
an sit

 here for a sh
ort ti

me
couriers c

an 

easily
 sta

nd up

the public can 

easily
 sta

nd up

people can look 

over th
e row in 

front of th
em 

the chair(wo)man faces 

the room in this direction

notes can be 

made over here

the chair(wo)man 
can sit here for a 
long time

the position of the 
seat can easily be 
changed

the chair(wo)man has a 

clear overview because 

of the height difference

the position of the 
seat can easily be 
changed

MP’s face the room in 

this direction

staffmembers of DVR face 

the room in this direction

couriers face the room in 

this direction

the public faces the 

room in this direction

the direction of the 
chair can easily be 
changed, its 
position is fixed

MP’s can sit 
here for a long 
time

notes can be 

made over here

MP’s can also lean back 
and stretch the legs when 
turning the seat

staffmembers 
can sit here for 
a long time sta

ffm
embers 

cannot watch 

speaking 

ministe
rs o

r M
P’s 

while workin
g on 

the computer

multip
le couriers 

can sit 
here at 

the sa
me tim

e

couriers c
an sit

 here for a sh
ort ti

me
couriers c

an 

easily
 sta

nd up

the public can 

easily
 sta

nd up

people can look 

over th
e row in 

front of th
em 

Figures 2.2.21-22: second cycle, scale 1:30
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Second cycle: sensorimotor coupling: discussing

Discussing matters without the attention of every member can 

be an important activity in keeping the decision-making process 

efficient. The following pages show how this action is afforded in 

and around the meeting hall. During the debate members can 

easily discuss things with their colleagues of the same party, as 

their seats are close enough to each other. To discuss with members 

of other parties, they often use the area around the hall, where 

you cannot be seen by the public. Speaking is afforded through a 

microphone, therefore individual conversations do not immediately 

disturb the debate. Especially the time between the debates is 

used for conversations between members of different parties and 

the Cabinet. Members are not allowed behind the desks of the 

Cabinet, but they can use the wooden wall that separates them to 

lean on while talking to them. Individual interviews with the press 

generally take place outside of the hall.

Figure 2.2.23: the press interviewing Minister Dijsselbloem
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Figures 2.2.24-25: second cycle, scale 1:1000
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Figure 2.2.26: second cycle, scale 1:500
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Figure 2.2.27: members of Parliament talking in be-
tween the debates

Figure 2.2.28: members of Parliament talking in hallway
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Figures 2.2.29-30: second cycle, scale 1:100
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Figures 2.2.31-32: second cycle, scale 1:100
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Figure 2.2.33: members of Parliament talking across 
their desks

Figure 2.2.34: members of Parliament and Minis-
ter-President Rutte talking in the pathway
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Figures 2.2.35-36: second cycle, scale 1:30
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Figure 2.2.37: second cycle, scale 1:30
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Figure 2.2.38: member of Parliament Marianne Thieme 
talking to the Chairwoman

Figure 2.2.39: member of Parliament Fred Teeven 
talking to Minister of Justice Ard van der Steur
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Second cycle: sensorimotor coupling: walking

The following pages show how the action of walking is afforded 

by the meeting hall. The space in the hall not only affords people 

to get from one place to another, they also afford it in a certain 

way, so that it has consequences for other actions. Members in the 

back have to walk further than members in the front to get to the 

interruption microphone and the lectern. When doing so they pass 

political associates and the Chairwoman or the Cabinet. Some 

members have to walk around the staff of DVR, as they are seated 

in the middle of the debating area. 

The space around the meeting hall affords the members to walk to 

other parliamentary parties, or to quickly leave the room from their 

seats. 

The public does not have access to the debating area in the meeting 

hall. The first floor, where the members and Cabinet enter, cannot 

be reached by them, as the escalator passes it. 
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Figures 2.2.40-41: second cycle, scale 1:1000
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Figures 2.2.42-43: second cycle, scale 1:500



112

26

MP’s have to walk around the DVR when they want to speak

MP’s can walk to other political parties

MP’s can wait for 
the interruption 

microphone here

sta
ffm

em
be

rs
 o

f D
VR

 

us
e 

th
ei

r o
wn

 p
at

hw
ay

wh
en

 M
P’

s w
ish

 to
 s

pe
ak

 th
ey

 h
av

e 
to

 w
al

k 
10

 m
 to

 th
e 

m
icr

op
ho

ne

M
P’

s 
in

 th
e 

ba
ck

 h
av

e 
to

 w
al

k 
7 

m
 fu

rth
er

 th
an

 M
P’

s 
in

 th
e 

fro
nt

 to
 g

et
 to

 th
e 

de
ba

tin
g 

ar
ea

MP’s can only walk here when the 

seats are shoved to the table

MP’s have to walk less 
far to get to political 

associates than to get to 
other political parties

MP’s in the back have 
to walk down 5 steps 
to get to the debating 

area

Figures 2.2.44-45: second cycle, scale 1:100
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Figures 2.2.46-47: second cycle, scale 1:100
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Figure 2.2.48: second cycle, scale 1:30
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2.2.3 Third cycle: intersubjective interaction

In the third cycle of operation we analyze the messages that might 

be conveyed by the design of the meeting hall. Just like the first 

cycle, this is a very subjective process. One person might read 

very different messages than another, so we will try to focus on the 

most obvious ones here. The general lay-out of the hall expresses a 

division in three different roles: the members sitting in half a circle, 

the Cabinet on the right and the Chairwoman and her staff on the 

left. The importance of her and the Cabinet has been articulated by 

the impressive walls and tapestries behind them. As the Cabinet and 

Chairwoman are arranged symmetrically, they could be understood 

as performing similar functions. 

The glass facade around the hall could be seen as a reference to 

the transparency of the democracy. 

If one were to understand the references to the Dutch landscape, 

implemented by De Bruijn, it would be part of the third cycle as 

well. Therefore they have been included here in gray. Other 

references are clearer, such as the coat of arms on the seats of 

members of Parliament and the Chairwoman. The importance of 

the Chairwoman is further articulated by a height difference in the 

floor and in her desk. 
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Figures 2.3.1-2: third cycle, scale 1:500
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2.2.4 Conclusion

After the analysis on the previous pages, some remarks can be 

made about how the activities of the House of Representatives 

is inscribed in the design of its meeting hall. To illustrate the 

cycles of operation described in 1.2, each cycle was considered 

separately. It is however remarkable - or maybe just logical - 

how often different cycles can lead to a similar effect. Take for 

example the fact that the members of Parliament have been 

divided in six segments. Through organismic regulation this has 

consequences for how connected or supported members might 

feel by the colleagues around them. When you are surrounded 

by the members of your parliamentary party, you will probably 

feel more secure than when you are alone between other parties. 

The same division in segments also has consequences for how 

the action of discussing is afforded, as it is much easier to talk 

to people within the same segment than with those in the other 

ones. And on top of that the segments can cause you to interpret 

them as coherent groups of people. So in this case the design 

decision to divide the members in six segments, might lead to a 

behavior in which people within the segment are more connected 

to each other than with people out of it. The stimulation of this 

behavior occurs through all three cycles. The three cycles seem 

to correlate strongly, and they hardly ever oppose each other’s 

effects. 

As we discussed in 1.2, it is possible that the afforded 

actions are a precondition for the emotions that are evoked, 
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or for the messages that are conveyed. Interrupting members 

can for example feel alert and confronted, only because the 

design affords all other members and the public to see him. 

Furthermore, it is possible that because an action is afforded 

in a certain way, the design becomes a symbol for that way of 

performing the action. We will get into this in more detail in 

section 3.3.

Furthermore, it is interesting to see how the different 

elements and scales are dependent on each other, with regard to 

how they influence activities. The furniture might for example 

stimulate a person to sit or stand in a certain direction. In that 

way it influences on a larger scale how different groups are related 

to each other. The Chairwoman for example, faces especially the 

left-wing parties. This effect is realized by both the design of her 

chair and desk, that require her to sit in a certain way, and the 

arrangement of parties in the general lay-out of the room.

In general, the hall is clearly designed for the activity of 

debating. Microphones make it possible for everyone to be heard, 

lecterns are posited in such a way that speakers face each other 

and almost every seat is arranged in such a way that people 

face the debating area. There are however a few discrepancies 

recognizable in the design. In such cases, the design of the 

room stimulates a behavior that is different from the behavior 

described in 2.1, whether that is the consequence of inattention 

by the designer, technical issues or just because it would be 

undesirable to inscribe such behavior for whatever reason. These 

discrepancies are showed in the drawings on the next pages.
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Figure 2.4.1: discrepancies through the first cycle, scale 1:200
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Figure 2.4.2: discrepancies through the second cycle, scale 1:200
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Discrepancies arise through all three cycles of operation, but 

it is the way actions are afforded that causes the most of them. 

Especially the segment in which the Cabinet is seated is designed  

inconsistently with their activities. The main reason for ministers 

and state secretaries to come to the meeting hall is to be reviewed 

by the members of Parliament. It is through these meetings that 

they are held accountable for their policies. Yet in the design they 

are situated higher than the members, they all have their own 

microphone and the wooden wall around their desks shields 

them from the rest of the hall. Furthermore, a speaking member 

and a speaking minister or state secretary do not face each other 

during the debate, which opposes the severe reviewing of the 

Cabinet. Member of Parliament Alexander Pechtold confirmed 

this during an interview, saying that the ministers and state 

secretaries seem to be situated in a ‘skybox’, safely overlooking 

the rest of the hall. 

Another important discrepancy is how the Chairwoman 

and the Cabinet are arranged symmetrically. This does not have 

a big impact through the first and second cycle, as it probably 

does little to our emotional states and it does not change much 

in the way our actions are afforded. The interpretation alone 

is however enough for this to have a big impact. As Pechtold 

confirms, it is strange that the Chairwoman is not designed to sit 

in the middle of the hall, which would make her stand out more. 

The extrusion and height difference in the wood of her desk was 

added only recently, which is a clear sign of how the initial design 

disregarded the importance of her role. This shows that the 
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influence through the third cycle can be just as persuasive as the 

first two cycles.

A last remark can be made about the way some members are 

seated close to the debate, while some are much further away. 

This is of course hard to prevent from happening: even in an 

arrangement of opposing benches,  some people would be closer 

to the debating area than others. Still the impact is considerable. 

People in the back have to walk further to get to the interruption 

microphone, they are much less visible on camera, and in this 

case the seats in the front are much more exclusive than the ones 

in the back. According to Joris Luyendijk, who reported about 

the activities in the Binnenhof, the members in the back are 

actually called ‘backbenchers’ by their colleagues. It is now safe to 

say that the design has significant influence on the daily activities 

in the meeting hall.
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2.3 Design Strategy

To illustrate how the influence of architecture can not only be 

analyzed in existing architecture, but also used during the design 

process of new buildings, we will use this section to discuss how 

different design decisions might lead to changes in the behavior 

that is to take place in it. We will base the assessment of design 

decisions entirely on what they do to the users, similarly to how 

we explored the existing design in the previous paragraph. Just 

like in the analysis, we concern ourselves with inscriptions. In 

this case we consider the different mediums by drawing the plans 

and sections on different scales, and discuss how these can be 

used to inscribe different kinds of behavior. Again we will treat 

the impact made possible by every different cycle of operation 

separately. So instead of providing one complete design we will 

discuss the different elements of the room and how they can 

be formed in such a way that they stimulate different behavior 

through every cycle of operation.

For every cell in the matrix in figure 3.1, and so for every scale 

and every cycle, we will discuss what design decisions could 

lead to three different adaptations in the behavior taking place 

in the meeting hall. For the marked cell for example, we will ask 

ourselves the questions: what design decisions regarding the 

general lay-out of the hall would evoke emotions that stimulate 

an intense debate? And the separation of powers? And a strong 

role of consultation? Just like in the analysis, not every element 

is relevant with regard to every cycle. Furthermore, not every 



 131

Se
at

s 
M

P’
s

Le
ct

er
n 

M
P’

s

In
te

rru
pt

io
n

Le
ct

er
n 

ca
bi

ne
t

Se
at

 c
ha

irw
om

an

Be
nc

h 
co

ur
ie

rs

Se
at

s 
D

VR

Pu
bl

ic
 s

ta
nd

s

Si
tti

ng
 a

re
a

D
eb

at
in

g 
ar

ea

FurnitureRelations 
between people

Layout 
whole 
hall

Situa-
tion in 
building

Cycle 1

Cycle 2

Cycle 3

Speaking

Observing

Discussing

Walking

adaptation of behavior would demand specific design decisions. 

In many cases, exploring every single cell would lead to a 

repetition of conclusions, so the discussion is limited in a few 

ways. The focus is on the room itself, therefore the situation in 

the building is only considered a few times. And the focus is on 

members of Parliament, rather than on couriers, administrative 

staff and the public. Decisions taken with regard to the members 

are however often applicable to other roles as well. 

Figure 3.1
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2.3.1 Intermezzo

Before turning to the three adaptations, and the discussion 

on how they can be inscribed, I will give an impression of the 

process that has preceded it. The design decisions in this book 

were the result of some design experiments. Looking back on 

these experiments, they have been essential, as they have made 

me discover what the most important issues are in designing 

a meeting hall, and what the most important answers to them 

might be. The following pages show a brief impression of the 

process. 

Figures 3.1.1 - 7: study of design decisions from different perspectives, 
such as ideal situations for members of Parliament or the public.



 133



134

Figure 3.1.8 (left): study the amount of flexibility in the hall in relation to 
design decisions. Figure 3.1.9 (right): discoveries concerning the influence 
of design decisions.

Figure 3.1.10: study of the impact of design decisions regarding furniture, 
and possibilities of creating an intimate atmosphere within a large open 
space.
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Figure 3.1.11 and 12: study of the design of a meeting hall in the shape of a 
spiral. That way members pass everyone in the room before reaching the 
lectern. Also the study of flexible tables, that form small walls when they 
are not occupied. 

Figure 3.1.13 -16: study of the impact of different ceilings on the atmos-
phere of the hall
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2.3.2 Three directions

In  paragraph 2.1 we discussed the general activities that are to be 

supported by the design. In the forthcoming discussion we will 

contemplate this design brief with three directions in which these 

activities could be extended. These three directions are based 

on the conclusions of the analysis and some concerns about the 

status of the current debate. We will use them to explore how 

different design decisions can support these directions.

The first direction concerns a more intimate debating culture, 

in which conversations are intensified. Member of Parliament 

Alexander Pechtold has expressed his dissatisfaction with the 

lack of intensity of the Dutch debating culture.1 The current 

design stimulates a consensus, instead of a debate in which 

different opinions oppose each other. This diminishes the 

sharpness with which arguments are assessed. As we saw in the 

analysis, especially the large distance of 10 meters between the 

speakers and the interruption microphone and the position 

of the speaking MP’s and ministers parallel to each other, are 

undesirable in this regard.

The second direction concerns a more strict division of 

powers. A basis for this direction is formed by concerns of 

Herman Tjeenk Willink, minister of state, former Chairman of 

the Senate and former vice-president of the Council of State.2 

1 Navis, 2015 and comments made in an interview with the author, see 
Pechtold, 2016
2 Tjeenk Willink, 2015 and comments made in an interview with the 
author, see Tjeenk Willink, 2016
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In our political system, it is possible for party leaders to become 

minister or state secretary in the Cabinet. This means they have 

an interest in both the executive and the legislative power. In 

general, Tjeenk Willink notices how the coalition of the House of 

Representatives is often restricted by their Coalition Agreement 

with the Cabinet, in their critical assessment of the government’s 

work. Design decisions that take this direction into account 

will aim for a stricter separation of powers. As a consequence, 

it might also lead to a better recognizability of these powers 

through the third cycle. Pechtold explained that sometimes 

people call him ‘minister Pechtold’, while he is a member of 

Parliament.3 Part of the reason for this is the fact that the roles in 

the meeting hall can hardly be recognized. Every person is filmed 

with a similar background, which makes it harder for the public 

to understand how the political system works.

And finally we will focus on elements that would stimulate 

consultation, in which political parties come to decisions by 

discussing the topics together. As Teun Lagas explains in his 

article on the new design of the meeting hall, the old hall 

was surrounded by many dark corners in which members of 

parliament could meet and journalists could ask questions.4 

Especially the green curtains were famous, which were used 

for a quick conversation or break. As Lagas explains, these 

corners contributed to more efficient ways of decision making, 

because not all considerations had to be discussed during a 

central debate. It also contributed to a more friendly atmosphere 

3 Comments made in an interview with the author, see Pechtold, 2016
4 Lagas, 2008
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between members of parliament, which again stimulated an 

efficient way of decision making. The analysis has shown that 

such activities can now take place in the space that surrounds the 

meeting hall. This space is however much more open and visible 

than the former space behind the green curtains. Although 

as for the rest the current hall affords the action of discussing 

rather well, it will still be included in the following discussion, 

as a counterpart to the other two directions in which individual 

discussions will probably play a less important role. 

Figure 3.2.1: famous green curtains in the old Plenary 
meeting hall
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2.3.3 First cycle: organismic regulation

For an intense debate, the hall has been designed in a circular 

shape. This shape does not contain any corners and might therefore 

strengthen the feeling of a small and intimate space. The shape 

of the section contributes to this as well: the ceiling has been 

designed to lean towards the members. The public stands have 

been designed in such a way that they do not create extra space in 

the meeting hall.

For the separation of powers, the hall has been designed 

encompassing three wings, so that coalition, opposition and 

Cabinet are all arranged in their own group. It opposes the feeling of 

connection to the other groups of people. Using height differences, 

this effect can be strengthened by raising the debating area so that 

the three wings are separated from each other even more. A ceiling 

that lowers toward the debating area draws attention to where 

different powers meet.

To stimulate consultation, one could choose a rectangular or an 

irregular shape so that corners would be created in which people 

could consult. Nevertheless, a round shape would strengthen the 

feeling of connectedness to the rest of the members. In such a case, 

the corners could be created by an area around the meeting hall, 

that is partially closed off from the members. Using walls, this area 

might be made darker and more intimate than the current hallway. 

The designed ceiling is meant to make the hall more focused on 

itself.
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Figure 3.3.1: circular arrangement for an intense debate or more con-
sultation. Figure 3.3.2: arrangement in three wings for the separation of 
powers. 
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Figure 3.3.3: section for an intense debate. Figure 3.3.4: section for the 
separation of powers. Figure 3.3.5: section for more consultation.
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On a smaller scale, for an intense debate we again use a round 

arrangement of seats, to stimulate the feeling of a closed off 

debating area. The height difference between the rows of members 

of Parliament are made very large, so that the horizontal space feels 

smaller. 

For a separation of powers, it is important that the sitting area feels 

different from the debating area, so that members feel connected 

to their own parties. Therefore the height differences in the sitting 

areas are made small and the debating area has been raised. Each 

wing is provided with one lectern, that is posited in a way that it 

confronts both of the other groups.

For more consultation this scale does not demand many specific 

decisions, although a circular debating area might be suitable to 

stimulate a feeling of connectedness.

Figure 3.3.6: section for an intense debate. Figure 3.3.7: section for the 
separation of powers
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Figure 3.3.8: debating area for an intense debate and consultation. Figure 
3.3.9: debating area for the separation of powers.
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In the meeting hall for a more intense debate, the basic material 

could be a fine and dark wood, which makes the space more 

intimate. The hard material would keep people from reclining in 

their seats and excluding themselves from the debate. The meeting 

hall for a separation of powers could be materialized in such a 

way that all relations between people are emphasized. One might 

use different materials for the three wings in order to emphasize 

their differences. The hall that stimulates consultation could be 

less clearly materialized, and a carpet floor might make it feel 

comfortable and absorb the sound of individual conversations.

Figure 3.3.10-11: materials for the different designs. Fine dark wood, leath-
er fabric, light wood and carpet
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The furniture in a hall for an intense debate can be rather simple 

as too comfortable chairs would stimulate members to recline in 

them. In this case, the back of the chair has been made quite high 

as with the famous Mackintosh chairs1, so that when people draw 

themselves to their desks they contribute to closing off the space. 

The separation of powers has been brought to the furniture by 

chairs that can be either connected to each other, or closed off by  

an arm-rest. That way members from the same parliamentary party 

can feel connected to each other, and closed off from other parties. 

The couch contributes to more consultation, as it connects all the 

members together.

1 Cassina, 2014
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Figure 3.3.12: seat for an intense debate. Figure 3.3.13: seats for the sepa-
ration of powers. Figure 3.3.14: bench for the consultation model



148

2.3.4 Second cycle: sensorimotor coupling: speaking

For an intense debate, the debating area could be located at 

one end of the hall, as with the arrangement of a classroom. That 

way, speakers can always face their opponents. They however also 

always face their own colleagues, therefore a circular arrangement 

might be suitable as well. In such an arrangement, speakers can 

always take a position in which they face their opponents.

In a separation of powers speakers face the groups of which they are 

not part. The hall has therefore again been divided in a coalition, 

opposition and Cabinet. 

The consultation model would be circular as well, so that speaking 

members can be close to each other. 
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Figure 3.4.1: arrangement for an intense debate. Figure 3.4.2: arrange-
ment for an intense debate and the consultation model. Figure 3.4.3: 
arrangement for the separation of powers.
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For an intense debate, the debating area is kept quite small. As 

in the old meeting hall, the speaker of the Parliament can face the 

speaker of the Cabinet directly. The interruption microphone can 

be posited between them, so that interrupting members can face 

both speakers directly. One might also choose to only make two 

microphones, which can be used by either speaking or interrupting 

members or the Cabinet. That way debating people always face 

each other directly.

For a separation of powers, the debating area has been arranged 

according to the three roles that have to debate with each other. 

Coalition and opposition face each other, but together with the 

Chair(wo)man they form a whole toward the Cabinet. In this 

arrangement, people within a group cannot interrupt each other, 

they can only interrupt people from the other two groups.

Consultation is stimulated by a debating area in which a lot of 

speakers can be present. That way, people do not have to leave the 

debating area when their speaking time has ended. The shape of 

the area has been made in such a way that the lecterns could all be 

connected to each other.
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Figures 3.4.4-5: debating area for an intense debate. Figure 3.4.6: debat-
ing area for the separation of powers. Figure 3.4.7: debating area for the 
consultation model.
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For an intense debate, the lectern should not shield the speaker 

too much from their opponents. One could therefore choose to not 

use a lectern at all, or to use one that has an open or transparent 

support. The lectern would stimulate people to stand up while they 

are speaking, and a round one would enable people to face other 

members in any direction they like. In the case of a small hall the 

microphone could perhaps be left out, so that people do not have to 

go trough any trouble in making themselves be heard. 

The separation of powers does not demand much of the lectern. 

In the case of more consultation, the lecterns of different speakers 

might be connected, so that it would be more of a small meeting 

than a public debate. In an extreme case we might even choose a 

meeting table instead of lecterns, so that people can sit together to 

discuss matters. 
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Figures 3.4.8: during an election debate on television, politicians used 
transparent lecterns. Figure 3.4.9: lectern for an intense debate. Figure 
3.4.10: meeting table for the consultation model
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Second cycle: sensorimotor coupling: observing

The meeting hall for a more intense debate is not visible for the 

rest of the building, so that members do not get distracted by what 

happens outside. The same goes for the stimulation of consultation, 

so that members can discuss matters with each other without being 

seen all the time. 

In the case of a stronger separation of powers, the meeting room 

might be partially opened to the rest of the building, in such a way 

that people can see others of the same group.

Figure 3.4.11: visibility for an intense debate and the consultation model.  
Figure 3.4.12: visibility for the separation of powers. Figure 3.4.13: section 
with complete visibility
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All proposals contain enough seats for 150 members and enough 

room for the public, this does not have to be altered with regard 

to different kinds of behavior. In these cases the public has been 

arranged behind the members, so that it can watch the debate from 

behind the ones that represent them.

For an intense debate, the observing members and Cabinet have 

been arranged after the old meeting hall, in which coalition and 

opposition face each other and the Cabinet has been posited 

between them. For a separation of powers, three groups of people 

have been created in such a way that people can particularly 

observe the debating area, not the other groups of observing 

people. 

Figure 3.4.14: arrangement for an intense debate. Figure 3.4.15: arrange-
ment for the separation of powers.
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For more consultation, the observing  members have been arranged 

in a circle. That way they can sit together and if the parties are 

distributed from coalition to opposition, they face only their 

opponents.

Figure 3.4.16: arrangement for the consultation model
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An intense debate could be stimulated by positioning the members 

very close to each other, so that even people in the back are close 

to the debating area, and only a small space is needed to contain 

all members. 

The separation of powers is stimulated by rows of members that are 

further away from each other, so that different parliamentary parties 

do not sit together. They might even be arranged in such a way 

that desks of different parliamentary parties are never connected. 

The stimulation of consultation does not demand specific design 

decisions on this level. 

Figures 3.4.17-18: section and plan for an intense debate. Figures 3.4.19-
20: section and plan for the separation of power.

1400900
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To create a situation in which people are as close to the debating 

area as possible, benches form the furniture for observing members. 

As a consequence, the individual seats are not specified for each 

member, which makes it more logical for people to gather in the 

center of the meeting hall. That way, no one is seated so far away 

that they can be ignored. Furthermore, the bench is designed in 

such a way that people sit up straight, and that you are directed 

toward the debating area.

For a separation of powers, the seats are individual, and they 

are fixed in a position where you face the debating area. For the 

consultation model, the individual seats have a possibility to pivot, 

so that people can sit in the direction they like, and face other 

members as well.
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Figure 3.4.21: bench for an intense debate. Figure 3.4.22: seat for the 
separation of powers. Figure 3.4.23: seat for the consultation model
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Second cycle: sensorimotor coupling: discussing

For an intense debate, the hall can be made small enough for all 

conversations to be heard. That way, people do not have to go 

to the interruption microphone to debate with the speaker. As a 

consequence, people cannot easily discuss matters with each other 

during the debating time. 

In a stronger separation of powers, people of the same group can 

have conversations, while they cannot easily consult with people 

from other groups. 

Of course for a stimulation of consultation, the hall is designed 

in such a way that there are a lot of locations for individual 

conversations. 

Figure 3.4.24: section for an intense debate. Figure 3.4.25: section for the 
consultation model
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Figure 3.4.26: plan for the separation of powers. Figure 3.4.27: plan for 
the consultation model
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For the furniture and the position of people in relation to each other, 

not many design decisions are specified with regard to the different 

kinds of behavior. It is however important for the stimulation of 

consultation, that members and the Cabinet can talk to each other 

during the debate. Therefore the height differences and distance is 

kept short, and the furniture is made to roll and pivot so that people 

can face each other. 

Figure 3.4.28: section for the consultation model
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Second cycle: sensorimotor coupling: walking

For an intense debate, pathways are made in such a way that 

people enter the meeting hall in the center and can walk to the 

sitting areas from there. That way, people are stimulated to sit close 

to the debate, so that no one is excluded from it. Furthermore, every 

person might enter the room through the same entrance, so that 

people cannot easily leave the hall without being noticed by others.

For a stronger separation of powers, each group of people has its 

own entrance, so that they do not meet each other on the way to 

their seat. These entrances can also be separated vertically, so that 

groups can enter from other floors.

Consultation can be stimulated by a similar model as for an intense 

debate. Going through the same entrance, people can already 

discuss matters with each other.

Figure 3.4.29: routing for an intense debate and the consultation model. 
Figure 3.4.30: routing for the separation of powers.
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The proposal for a more intense debate does not afford members, 

the Cabinet or the public to walk between the seats, because every 

seat is arranged as close to the debating area as possible. For a 

separation of powers this distance can be bigger, therefore people 

can walk between seats when they are not occupied. Stairs have 

been added to exaggerate the distance to the debating area, and 

therefore the other powers.

To stimulate consultation, the seats have been arranged far from 

each other, so that people are afforded to walk from their seats to 

other persons, even when other seats are occupied.

Figure 3.4.31: section for an intense debate. Figure 3.4.32: section for the 
separation of powers. Figure 3.4.33: section for the consultation model.
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2.3.5 Third cycle: intersubjective interaction

The following pages show how the design could express certain 

values, and use those messages to contribute to different 

behavior. For an intense debate, the members are arranged in 

opposing benches, with the Cabinet between the coalition and 

the opposition. Such an arrangement represents the roles of the 

three groups: the coalition and opposition debate with each other, 

and together they review the work of the Cabinet. For a separation 

of powers, these three groups are again distributed among three 

wings. The Chair(wo)man and her staff are closer to the coalition 

and opposition than to the Cabinet, because he or she represents 

the House of Representatives in their task to review the Cabinet. 

The consultation model is expressed through a circular shape, as it 

refers to how parliamentary parties work together.

Figure 3.5.1: arrangement for an intense debate
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Figure 3.5.2: arrangement for the separation of powers. Figure 3.5.3: 
arrangement for the consultation model.
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In all three directions, a small distance between members is 

proposed. For an intense debate, because it expresses intimacy, 

for the separation of powers because people within groups will be 

interpreted as belonging to each other. And for consultation as well 

because it expresses how all members work together.

Figure 3.5.4: section for an intense debate, the separation of powers and 
the consultation model.
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For an intense debate, the furniture is again formed by benches. 

No individual seats are specified and therefore people will sit closer 

together, which provides an impression of intimacy. The separation 

of powers is expressed by furniture that can be both individual and 

connected to others. That way members of the same parliamentary 

party can sit together, and not be connected to other’s. For 

consultation again the benches are used, which provides an 

impression of people working together. 

Figure 3.5.5: bench for an intense debate and the consultation model. 
Figure 3.5.6: seats for the separation of powers.
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2.3.6 Conclusion

Having considered these design decisions, it is clear that all 

considered kinds of behavior can be stimulated through all three 

cycles and on multiple scale levels. Just like in the analysis, it 

is remarkable how decisions correlate and can work together 

in their stimulation of behavior. For example, the shape of 

the meeting hall stimulating a stronger separation of powers 

was very similar in different cycles. The composition of three 

different wings prevents members from seeing the Cabinet, and 

this can make members feel more connected to their colleagues 

than to others. Furthermore, the shape of the hall makes it easily 

recognizable as a place where three groups of people are debating 

with each other. We will discuss this in further detail in 3.3. 

On the other hand, design decisions can vary a lot as you 

make them from the perspective of different cycles of operation. 

The shape of the meeting hall for an intense debate for example, 

is circular from the affordance of speaking, because it enables 

the user to face his opponent, thereby strengthening the 

confrontation. But when interpreted through the third cycle, it 

would be better to use opposing benches, as they clearly express 

the enmity between coalition and opposition. A circular shape 

might rather give the impression of a group of people that 

compromise and try to work together. Therefore, it is impossible 

to combine all decisions into one complete design. One will have 

to weigh whether the impact of always facing your opponent 

is stronger than being recognized in two opposing groups, or 
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Figures 3.6.1-5: arrangements for the separation of powers from different 
cycles
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Figures 3.6.6: arrangement for an intense debate from the third cycle. 
Figure 3.6.7: arrangement for an intense debate from the first cycle, and 
for the consultation model from the third cycle.
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not. The following pages show an impression of a meeting hall 

in which the decisions aiming for an intense debate have been 

compromised and combined. 

As Mark Rakatansky argues, ‘the play of ideologies in 

architectural form is so complex that it would be pointless to 

expect a unitary  ideology to be reflected in a building.’1 From 

the discussed design decisions we can conclude the same. While 

it is impossible to include every possible way of stimulating a 

certain behavior, it is also impossible to create a design that aims 

for only one kind of behavior. The same design decisions can be 

stimulating for different kinds of behavior, and it is only through 

a smart combination of these decisions that you might achieve 

the best possible effect. 

1 Rakatansky, 2012, p.91
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Figure 3.6.8: combination of design decisions for an intense debate.
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Part 3: What Architecture Does in 

architectural theory
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3.1 Dualism in architectural theory

After the elaboration on the many ways in which architecture 

influences its users, the terms with which architecture is 

often described these days is remarkable. Especially when the 

‘meaning’ of architecture is described, there is hardly any room 

for the discoveries we did in the first part of this book. As we 

saw in the introduction, much of the literature on parliament 

buildings focuses on the way a political system is expressed 

through the architecture. That way architecture is easily read to 

be the endpoint: the political system constructs the architecture, 

but hardly any attention is being paid to how the architecture 

constructs the political system. But if architecture has the kind of 

shaping role we described before, shouldn’t this impact be part of 

the meaning we ascribe to it?

In the final part of this book, we will consider the impact 

of the aforementioned theories on the way we think about 

architecture, and especially the meaning we ascribe to it. I will 

try to show how two dualisms can be found in the architectural 

theory on the meaning of architecture, for a large part as a 

consequence of Cartesian dualism that has dominated our 

thinking for so long. In the rest of this paragraph we will 

discuss the first of these, the strict division that has been made 

between the objective architectural form on the one hand and 

its meaning on the other. In the next paragraph we will discuss 

how this might lead to another division, between an embodied 

and a represented meaning of architecture. In the last section 
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we will finish by discussing how these dualisms have influenced 

architectural theory, especially leading to a lack of attention for 

the first two kinds of cycles of operation. 

Res Extensa Res Cogitans

Form Meaning

Embodied meaning Represented meaning
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3.2 Form and Meaning

In his paper on how buildings can mean, Professor of Social and 

Architectural History William Whyte states that

‘the interpretation of buildings has often been likened 

to the process of reading, in which architecture can be 

understood by analogy to language: either as a code 

capable of use in communicating the architect’s intentions 

or more literally as a spoken or written language in its own 

right.’1

In such a view, architectural parts function like words in a 

sentence, and through a certain composition of those words, 

architecture has a communicative function. What it is that 

architecture can communicate, varies with each interpretation. 

It can for example communicate the function of a building, or its 

spiritual significance such as in churches. Or it can communicate 

ideas of a society, its social order or aspects of its culture. 

Therefore architecture can also be an indicator of its time, as it 

expresses a certain Zeitgeist. 

The interpretation of architecture as a language system 

dates back to classic times, and has been present in architectural 

thinking since then.2 In The Ten Books on Architecture, Vitruvius 

for example describes the way in which the characteristics of 

1 Whyte, 2006, p. 153
2  For an overview, see Fischer, 2016, Whyte, 2006, Mallgrave & Con-
trandriopoulos, 2006 and Nesbitt, 1996.
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males and females are represented in the classic orders.3 In the 

Renaissance, the rhetoric model of architecture was further 

developed by Alberti, and according to Sylvia Lavin it was 

Quatremère de Quincy who developed the modern model of 

describing architecture as a form of language.4 In postmodern 

times the conception of architecture as a communicative sign-

system reached its climax. Clear examples of this are books such 

as The language of Postmodernism by Charles Jencks and Learning 

from Las Vegas by Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour, in which 

the meaning of architecture was considered even more literally 

than before. 5

The theories of architecture as a language-system converge 

in the belief that only when a building is composed in a certain 

way, it can have meaning. The ‘objective’ building itself is 

meaningless and its meaning is only discovered when its physical 

constitution is interpreted by the observer. There is a division in 

the architectural form that exists in the world, and its meaning 

that only exists in our mind. This becomes clear when we read 

the work of Erwin Panofsky, whose description of how meaning 

can arise in art has influenced many.6 His book Studies in 

Iconology starts with the sentence: ‘Iconography is that branch of 

the history of art which concerns itself with the subject matter or 

meaning of works of art, as opposed to their form’.7 By form he 

refers to the basic input that constitutes perception, such as lines 

3 Vitruvius, 1486/1960
4 Lavin, 1992, quoted in Fischer, 2016
5 Jencks, 1991 and Venturi, Scott Brown, & Izenour, 1972/1977
6 Colenbrander, Voorthuis and Van Schaik, 2015
7 Panofsky, 1939/1972, emphasis added
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and colors. We shift to another domain when we recognize these 

lines and colors as an object and ascribe meaning to it. 

According to Panofsky, the ascription of meaning to art can 

happen in three different stages. First we analyze the natural 

subject matter visible in the artwork, which consists of factual 

aspects such as forms or expressional aspects such as the 

expression of a face. These so-called motifs are already recognized 

as objects or expressions, and thus belong to the domain of 

meaning, but they are not yet interpreted as depicting a certain 

figure or emotion. In this stage we might for example recognize 

the objects that constitute a car, but in the strict sense we do not 

yet label the composition with ‘car’. A description of the work of 

art in this stage is called a pre-iconographical description.

In the second stage we arrive at the conventional subject 

matter of the work of art. In this stage we analyze what it is that 

the work of art depicts, in other words, what images we can find 

in the work of art. The motifs discovered in the first stage are now 

analyzed in terms of what they may refer to. We now recognize 

the wheels and the construction of metal as a car. In this stage we 

can also use our knowledge of art or, in our case architecture, to 

make sense of the composition. In an image from Greek times 

for example, a male figure with a flash of lightning can be said 

to depict Zeus. A description of the work of art in these terms is 

called an iconographical analysis in the narrower sense. 

In the third stage, we can derive at the intrinsic meaning 

or content of a work of art, by thinking about the ‘underlying 

principles which reveal the basic attitude of a nation, a period, 
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a class, a religious or philosophical persuasion – unconsciously 

qualified by one personality and condensed into one work.’8 So 

in this stage, the architecture can be said to express a certain 

Zeitgeist or cultural or social ideas, without the architect’s 

intention to do so. When we for example interpret an Ionic 

column to refer to femininity, we ascribe to it an iconographical 

meaning in the narrower sense. But when we interpret it as 

an index for the Greek culture, or compare it to other Ionic 

columns, we are thinking about the intrinsic meaning, providing 

an iconographical interpretation in the deeper sense.

There is an interesting parallel to be drawn between the 

traditional conception of the relation between the body and the 

mind and the traditional conception of meaning in architecture 

as proposed by Panofsky. As we saw earlier, the Cartesian divide 

between the body and the mind can lead to an input-output 

picture of perception and action, in which perception forms the 

input and action forms the output, and the mind forms the step 

in between that links every input rationally to an output. With an 

input-output picture of perception in mind, we generally assume 

that we perceive the world by processing complete (particularly 

visual) images to our brains. Like photographs, these images 

show all objects in the environment with an equal sharpness and 

clarity. At that point the images are meaningless, neutral, as the 

interpretation of its meaning happens rationally in our minds 

afterwards. 

8 Ibid., p. 7
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The same process forms the foundation of the theory described 

by Panofsky. The underlying assumption is that what we 

perceive consists of objective forms, and that after a process of 

interpretation of these forms we can conclude what meaning 

we should ascribe to them. As we have seen however, the 

input-output picture of perception and action is not consistent 

with how our mind really works. Perception and action are 

inextricably interwoven with each other, and there is no step in 

between that can independently think about how to link the two 

together. This means that although Panofsky’s theory might be 

very useful as an exploration of how we might interpret art and 

architecture on an ‘intellectual’ level, it does not provide us with a 

theory on how architecture is experienced by its users. 

In his essay Spatial Narratives, Mark Rakatansky notices the 

same assumption, where buildings are considered as neutral and 

meaningless in themselves. As Rakatansky puts it, meaning is 

often considered to be something that needs to be added:

‘The seemingly opposed positions of a ‘non-rhetorical’ 

architecture and a ‘story-telling’ architecture converge 

in their belief that rhetorical meaning does not reside in 

buildings other than in the most general sense. … Both 

of these positions posit that if architecture could tell a 

story, that story would need to be designed into the ‘mute’ 

and empty vessel of architecture as an additive feature. 

But rather than conceiving of narrative architecture as 

arising from an addition of a singular story-line, it would 
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be critically more constructive to speak in the plural, of 

narratives – of exposing and reworking certain repressed 

narratives within the field of discourses and economies 

already at work in architecture.’9

As Rakatansky argues, without the intentionally designed 

expression of ideas that we have traditionally analyzed, 

architecture can still mean something to its users. As we have 

seen in the first part of the book, we are interwoven with the 

environment on multiple levels. In many ways architecture 

has an effect on us, does something to us and is therefore 

meaningful. So if we want to arrive at a justifiable account of 

the meaning of architecture, we ought to take all three kinds of 

cycles of operation into account. We will have to acknowledge 

the emotions that are likely to be evoked from it, the actions that 

are afforded by it and the messages it conveys. Such a description 

cannot be deducted from 2D representations of the building 

alone, but arises when the building is actually used. It is therefore 

not a given fact about the building, but something that might 

change over time, and something that varies for different kinds of 

users. As Latour and Yaneva state, the meaning of architecture is 

never a static fact:

‘A building … cannot be reduced to what is and what 

it means, as architectural theory has traditionally done. 

Only by enlisting the movements of a building and 

9 Rakatansky, 2012, p. 79
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accounting carefully for its ‘tribulations’ would one be 

able to state its existence: it would be equal to the 

building’s controversies and performances over time, 

i.e. it would be equal to what it does, to the way it 

resists attempts at transformation, allows certain visitors’ 

actions and impedes others, bugs observers, challenges 

city authorities, and mobilizes different communities of 

actors.’10

 

Let us also note that from this perspective, the meaning of 

architecture is not something intentionally constructed by only 

one person such as the architect. Following the Actor-Network-

Theory, we can say that a whole network of translations is already 

at the basis of the architectural design. The final outcome of the 

design process can be seen as an aggregation of the intentions 

of many stakeholders and the endless list of objects that have 

contributed to its realization. Sketches, meetings, competitions, 

material properties, the client’s wishes, reference projects, etc., all 

have, in their own subtle or dominating way, altered the building 

that is constructed, and so the impact it will have in the years to 

come.

10 Latour & Yaneva, 2008, p. 86
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3.3 Embodied and Represented

As we have seen in the case-study, the design of the meeting 

hall of the House of Representatives stimulates the members of 

Parliament to treat their Chairwoman with respect. A wooden 

wall separates her from the debating area, the elevation and 

extrusion of the wood make her stand out, the height difference 

forces members to look up when they speak to her and the 

large golden coat of arms makes her look important. All these 

elements stimulate the same overriding behavior in which the 

Chairwoman is of a higher social position than the members. 

The difference between these influences is that they are realized 

through different kinds of connections between the user and 

his environment. While the action of looking up is the result 

of sensorimotor coupling, the contribution of the golden 

coat of arms is made through interpretation, and so through 

intersubjective interaction.

It is however arguable, that the difference is more profound. 

When a member of parliament wants to look the Chairwoman 

in the eye, he or she will be forced to look up. While the coat 

of arms needs to be interpreted and can therefore just as easily 

be ignored. Such a reasoning might lead to a second kind 

of dualism, in which we distinguish two different ways in 

which architectural meaning can originate: meaning through 

compulsion and meaning through interpretation. This same 

assumption lies at the basis of a paper by Jeffrey Chan, who 
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explores the ways in which architecture can be said to be moral.11 

He distinguishes between represented and embodied ethics. 

When architecture represents ethics, it refers to certain moral 

values, but we need to interpret it in that way first. Embodied 

ethics on the contrary, means ‘to let that ethics drive the 

design of architecture and, subsequently, for this architecture 

to organize the lives in that space according to this ethics.’12 To 

Chan, this means that embodied ethics play a significant role 

in the moralizing effect of spaces, whereas ethics acquired by 

interpretation do not. 

However, such a strict distinction between a represented 

and an embodied meaning in architecture is untenable for three 

reasons. At first because in our social interaction, it does not 

really matter whether we were influenced through either one of 

the first two or the third cycle of operation. One may be more 

persuasive than another, but this does not necessarily have to 

correspond with a certain ‘extra layer’ of interpretation. Latour 

shows this with an example:

‘Between a car driver that slows down near a school 

because she has seen the ’30 MPH’ yellow sign and a 

car driver that slows down because he wants to protect 

the suspension of his car threatened by the bump of a 

‘speed trap’, is the difference big or small? Big, since 

the obedience of the first has gone through morality, 

symbols, sign posts, yellow paint, while the other has 

11 Chan, 2015
12 Ibid., p. 208
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passed through the same list to which has been added 

a carefully designed concrete slab. But it is small since 

they both have obeyed something: the first driver to a 

rarely manifested altruism – if she had not slowed down, 

her heart would have been broken by the moral law; the 

selfishness – if he had not slowed down his suspension 

would have been broken by the concrete slab.’13

Perhaps we might believe the slab to be more persuasive than the 

symbol, but these elements do not play a fundamentally different 

role in our behavior. They both make the driver slow down and 

so in this interaction, they mean the same thing.

Secondly, because the influence realized through the third 

cycle is often constructed out of aspects realized by the first and 

second cycle. As we have seen in the case-study, the three cycles 

often overlap. Especially in the design strategy, it was remarkable 

how using different cycles to arrive at a certain behavior, lead 

to very similar forms. Take for example the shape of the room 

for a more intense debate. An arrangement of seats in opposing 

benches would be a logical idea from the perspective of affording 

speaking, as it will afford people to face their opponents directly. 

It is probably because of this, that such an arrangement also 

becomes a symbol for a more intense debate, which might 

even deepen the effect. Another example can be found in the 

Parliament of Germany, where Norman Foster designed a 

public dome above the meeting hall, through which people can 

13 Latour, 2005, p. 77



 191

see the debate. The glass ceiling and walls are said to represent 

transparency in the German democracy,14 but at the same time 

one can actually see through it, and so see what happens inside 

the meeting room. More than that, the meaning of transparency 

would probably not have been ascribed to the glass if you would 

not have been able to see through it. What this material does 

because of sensorimotor coupling, is constructive for how it is 

interpreted.  

Furthermore, we might also turn this around, and use the 

third cycle as a means to arrive at meaning through the first two 

cycles. An example of this is formed by the English landscape 

garden designs that arose in the eighteenth century as the 

manifestation of the aesthetic theories described in paragraph 

1.2. The seemingly random rolling lawns, the winding paths 

and groves of trees clearly refer to untamed nature, an effect 

that is complemented with architectural elements such as 

recreated classical temples and ruins. This representation can 

only enhance the effect that the landscapes have through the first 

cycle: the association with nature makes it even more likely that 

an emotional state of peace and relaxation arises in the user. So 

in that case the meaning through the third cycle of operation is 

constructive for the meaning through the first.

The third reason for discarding the distinction between 

represented and embodied meaning in architecture is closely 

related to how we discarded Cartesian dualism and the dualism 

found in Panofsky’s theory. Just as our minds do not act in 

14 Ibid.
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Figure 3.1: Laocoön group
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another dimension than our bodies, so does our interpretation 

of representation not take place independently from our 

bodies. As I mentioned before, Gallese has made the claim 

that understanding concepts happens through embodied 

simulation. In a paper of 2007 he explores this point together 

with philosopher George Lakoff.15 Their thesis is that we use 

the same neural substrate for performing an action, imagining 

this action and understanding this action. And so when we 

interpret (a part of) a building as referring to something else, 

we only do so because it makes us simulate this reference 

virtually. This point is perhaps best understood considering a 

work of art, for example the Laocoön group.16 The struggle in 

which the figures find themselves, their distorted postures and 

the pain they experience because of the attacking snakes, all is 

understood by us because we virtually simulate their movements. 

As Gallese and Gattara point out, the same process occurs when 

we perceive more abstract elements, such as architecture.17 

Even when the building does not directly depict a human 

body, its understanding happens in the same way, through the 

activation of certain mirror neurons. Take the example of the 

glass ceiling in the German Parliament again: whenever a user 

interprets it as referring to a transparent democracy, much of 

the same mirror neurons will be active as when he reads the 

words ‘transparent democracy’ or when he thinks about what 

such a concept implies. It is only through the activations of these 

15 Gallese & Lakoff, 2007
16 See also Freedberg & Gallese, 2007 and Gallese & Gattara, 2015
17 Gallese & Gattara, 2015
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neurons that the association is made. This means that the process 

of understanding representation is just as embodied as the other 

cycles of operation. 

Therefore the architectural meaning is always constructed 

out of what the architecture does to its users. Whether it 

is through evoked emotions, afforded actions or through 

representation, it is always the consequence of the influence 

architecture has on our bodies.
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3.4 Conclusion

Presumably as a consequence of the two dualisms described 

in the previous sections, it is especially the third cycle that 

has dominated contemporary discussions on the meaning of 

architecture, leading to a chasm between what architecture is 

said to represent and the actual experience of the user. As I 

mentioned before, it is through the third cycle of operation that 

architecture can be read as the representation of something. But 

especially in this cycle, prior knowledge can play an essential 

role. You will only ‘get’ the reference of the German Parliament to 

a transparent democracy if you understand the processes taking 

place in the building, and the fact that the glass ceiling makes it 

possible for the public to see the members of Parliament. And 

in the Dutch meeting hall you will only understand the coat of 

arms as referring to something important, the States-General, if 

you have at least some knowledge about when coats of arms are 

usually applied and what they stand for. 

In these examples the knowledge needed to make the 

right associations is not too complex and every layman is 

probably able to understand them. But in many other cases the 

prior knowledge needed for the right interpretation makes it 

impossible for the regular user to understand. As a consequence, 

the discussions on the meaning of architecture are very different 

for insiders such as the architect and outsiders such as the user. 

And because of that, architects and architectural theorists seem 

to have distanced themselves from the uninformed user of their 
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buildings. As Mallgrave puts it,

‘In recent times architects have often privileged theory 

in a way that has enslaved it to a set of conceptual 

abstractions devoid of any corporeal resonance. 

Architects have addressed their efforts to the ‘intellect’ 

and ignored the larger body/world environmental field 

from which our conceptualization takes its start. ‘Theory,’ 

as it has become defined today in many quarters, may be 

a seductive way to play the game, but those uninvested 

in the culture of architecture unfortunately do not 

participate.’18

As has become clear in the first part of this book and the 

previous section, our understanding of the environment is an 

embodied process. Nevertheless the way architects design or 

discuss buildings is often focused on the intellectual meaning 

they can ascribe to it. Discussions are dominated by claims about 

how architectural elements ‘stand for’ certain messages, and 

sometimes seem completely independent from the experience 

in our actual world.  The clearest example of this is of course the 

claim by Pi de Bruijn about the symbols in the Plenary meeting 

hall. Yes, we are able to interpret the green carpet, the gray ceiling 

and the shape of the seats as a reference to the Dutch landscape, 

but this has very little to do with the experience of the user. Ask a 

member of Parliament to explain what the design means to him, 

18 Mallgrave, 2013, p. 115
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and he will probably talk about what the architecture means for 

the performance of his daily activities. About how he experiences 

sitting, speaking and debating in this hall, and probably not 

how representations make his connection to the Dutch nation 

stronger. 

De Bruijn is by far not the only one to speak in this way. 

Representation forms an important justification of design 

decisions for most architects, as becomes clear when you read 

their ‘underlying’ ideas in project descriptions.19 And a minute 

of flipping through the pages of Building as Ornament by Michiel 

van Raaij confirms that representation plays a major role in 

contemporary architecture.20

According to Mallgrave, we lost the attention for how 

architecture connects to the human body, and have come to 

understand architecture as consisting of objective forms, as ‘a 

structured composition of formal elements conceived according 

to a design.’21 According to architect Juhani Pallasmaa, Cartesian 

dualism has resulted in what he calls ‘oculocentrism’, in which 

vision is assumed to play a dominant role in experience, leading 

to a purely formalist approach to the meaning of architecture. 

Scott Gartner comes to a similar conclusion:

19  See for example Denton, Corker, Marshall, 2016 or Herzog & de Meu-
ron, 2016;  In an interview, Eisenman states that he wants to leave this tendency 
behind by making ‘meaningless’ architecture. Although architecture without 
meaning in our terminology would be impossible, his intentions seem in line 
with my plea, as he wants to make architecture that ‘causes you to react emotion-
ally, physically, and intellectually.’ 
20  Van Raaij, 2014
21  Mallgrave, 2013, p. 12
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‘The philosophical alienation of the body from the mind 

has resulted in the absence of embodied experience 

from almost all contemporary theories of meaning in 

architecture. The overemphasis on signification and 

reference in architectural theory has led to a construal 

of meaning as an entirely conceptual phenomenon. 

Experience, as it relates to understanding, seems reduced 

to a matter of the visual registration of coded messages 

– a function of the eye which might well rely on the 

printed page and dispense with the physical presence 

of architecture altogether. … Within this framework of 

thought, the body and its experience do not participate 

in the constitution and realization of architectural 

meaning.’22

At this point, it is interesting to compare architecture with the 

visual arts. When you look at a painting, it is through the third 

cycle of operation that this painting can make you experience 

something.23 Because of activated mirror neurons, you are able to 

experience sadness and compassion when observing Rembrandt’s 

Lucretia. Not only because you mirror the expression on her face, 

but also because you mirror the emotions arising from what you 

know that has happened to her. In more abstract paintings, the 

same mirror system is used. Although the first cycle of operation 

22 Scott Gartner, unpublished manuscript of a lecture presented to the 
Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture conference held at Washington 
in 1990.
23  Freedberg & Gallese, 2007
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Figure 4.1: Rembrandt’s Lucretia, 1666
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might be activated as well, it is particularly the third cycle that 

constitutes the experience. When architects discuss architecture 

solely with regard to what it represents, they interpret it just 

like we would interpret a painting, and ignore the fact that the 

experience of architecture is constituted out of all three cycles of 

operation. 

On the contrary, the experience of architecture arises 

from all that it does to our activities. If we want to describe 

architecture in terms of what it means to its users, we will need 

to include how the architecture leads to experience, how it 

presents itself to the user. A similar claim has been made by 

literary theorist Hans Gumbrecht about humanity studies in 

general.24 He argues that interpretation has dominated these 

studies for centuries, and that it is time to shift the focus to the 

way the world presents itself to us, not how we might arrive at a 

metaphysical meaning through interpretation. In his reasoning, 

Gumbrecht builds upon the work of Martin Heidegger who, as 

we have seen, distinguished between objects that appear to us 

present-at-hand and ready-to-hand. We might analyze an object 

and interpret it as expressing or representing something else, but 

that is not by definition the way in which we look at architecture 

in everyday life.25 

In the experience of architecture for the user, all three cycles 

play their role. Only focusing on the third cycle during the design 

24 Gumbrecht, 2014. Note that Gumbrecht’s definition of  ‘meaning’ 
is slightly different from the one used here. His definition concerns a more 
traditional understanding, originating only from interpretation, and is therefore 
something he pleas against. 
25 Heidegger, 1927/2013
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process does not make the impact of the first two any smaller. 

Buildings will always effect our emotional states, because that is 

part of our biological constitution. And they will always afford 

or constrain certain actions, the minute we start using them 

for our activities. So if architectural design is to do justice to its 

users, the very people it is actually designed for, it is to take into 

account all three cycles. It is to acknowledge how meaning arises: 

through the emotional states it evokes, the actions it affords and 

the messages it conveys.  
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Summary

‘We shape our buildings, and afterwards they shape us’, those 

were the words used by Winston Churchill in his plea to rebuild 

the British House of Commons exactly as it was, after it was 

bombed during WW II. According to him, the arrangement of 

Parliament members in opposing benches contributed to the 

debating culture so typical of the British political system, in 

which two parties confront each other with opposite opinions. 

But what is this shaping role of architecture? How can it influence 

our behavior? And more specifically, how can the design of a 

meeting hall effect the debates that take place in them?

This research aims to answer these questions by considering 

how human beings are connected to their environment, building 

on theories of philosophy, psychology, sociology and architecture 

itself. For many years, traditional theories of mind have hardly 

acknowledged such a connection exists. Our thinking about what 

it is to be a human being was dominated by the idea of dualism, 

in which the rational and immaterial mind is independent from 

the body and its environment. In such a view, we can rationally 

think about everything we encounter in the world. Theories of 

for example Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, Dreyfus and the recent 

movement of embodied embedded cognition, posit that such a 

view is incorrect, as our thinking is highly dependent on and 

interwoven with our body.

Thompson and Varela distinguish three kinds of cycles with 

which human cognition is integrated with the environment. 
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These three kinds of cycles provide a framework that we can 

use to explore how architecture can influence the behavior of its 

users. 

1. Organismic regulation: under this kind of cycles, we 

understand the unconscious processes that regulate the 

state of the organism, in order to keep it safe and healthy. 

Emotional states, regulated by the autonomic nervous 

system, determine our first instinctive reaction to a building. 

2. Sensorimotor coupling: these cycles concern more 

elaborate actions and movements through the environment. 

Perception and action are much more interwoven with each 

other than we have traditionally assumed. One of the first 

to acknowledge this was Gibson, who proposed his Theory 

of Affordances in the seventies. Through the actions that 

a design affords, it influences the behavior that logically 

follows from it.

3. Intersubjective interaction: using the recently discovered 

mirror neurons, people can empathize with others, but also 

understand and interpret their environment. It is through 

these cycles that we can experience a building aesthetically, 

in the sense described by Robert Vischer as ‘Schauen’, and 

read any messages that architecture might convey. 

Through the emotional states it evokes, through the actions it 

affords and through the messages it conveys, architecture can 

change the way we behave in it. Architecture can therefore be 
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considered as an actor, as participating in our interactions just 

like humans do. This is illustrated with the help of a case-study: 

the Plenary meeting hall of the Dutch House of Representatives. 

The existing design is analyzed in terms of how it influences its 

users through the three described kinds of cycles. For example, 

the hall is organized in such a way that politicians in the debating 

area are watched by many people, which might make them more 

alert than the observing public, sheltered behind the railing. 

It affords people to sit in the direction of the debating area, to 

talk to their colleagues without disturbing the meeting, to speak 

to everyone through the microphone and to discuss matters 

privately in the hallway. Some of these influences can be said to 

interfere with the behavior that is supposed to take place in the 

meeting hall. The division of seats in six segments for example, is 

inconsistent with how the members are divided in parliamentary 

parties.

To elaborate on the three kinds of cycles further, and explain 

how they can be implemented in the design process, the most 

important decisions in designing a Plenary meeting hall are 

considered with regard to how they can stimulate different kinds 

of behavior. For every cycle, and on four scale levels, a decision 

has been taken to stimulate a more intense debate, a stronger 

separation of powers and consultation between politicians. From 

this discussion, we can conclude that one design decision can 

lead to a particular behavior through different kinds of cycles, 

nevertheless in many cases the decisions regarding different 

cycles do not lead to a coherent design. A circular shape of the 
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meeting hall for example, would afford politicians to always 

face their opponents directly and make the space feel intimate. 

Through its expression however, it would seem like a hall in 

which compromises are made, rather than the housing of 

opposing positions.

The last part of this research reflects on how the given 

theories alter our perception of architecture. It states that the 

idea of Cartesian dualism has led to two other forms of dualism 

in architectural theory. Theorists that have emphasized the role 

of architecture as a language system, in which architectural parts 

function like words in a sentence, have thought of architectural 

meaning as an additive feature. In such a view, there is a 

distinction between the objective form of a building and its 

meaning that can be deducted through interpretation. However, 

such a view has little to do with how architecture is meaningful 

for its general users, as their experience is constructed through 

the three cycles of operation. Closely allied to this, there is a 

distinction between what is called ‘represented’ and ‘embodied’ 

meaning in architecture, between the meaning that is identified 

through the interpretation of references and the meaning that 

‘automatically’ arises when using a building. This view can 

be discarded in the same way as Cartesian dualism, as the 

interpretation of references is just as embodied as other forms of 

meaning.

The research is concluded with the observation that 

presumably as a consequence of the described dualisms, the 

third kind of cycle has dominated contemporary discussion on 
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meaning of architecture, both by architects and architectural 

theorists, leading to a chasm between what architecture is said 

to represent and the actual experience of the user. Nevertheless 

if architectural design is to do justice to its users, it is to take into 

account all three cycles. It is to acknowledge its influence, caused 

by the emotional states it evokes, the actions it affords and the 

messages it conveys. 
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