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Very simply expressed, our practice is interested by the question, in any given project, 
of how much to define: 

Enough to ensure its success and ongoing viability, but with enough slack to allow 
the project to take on its own life in an unexpected way, and to allow people that 
experience it in some way to adapt it and absorb it into the culture or habit of 
everyday life.  Finding a balance between setting the limits and establishing the system 
on the one hand, yet embracing chance and accident on the other. 

During the seminar on Tuesday, we will discuss the question of definition in relation 
to each of our practices, within wider education, and in relation to the production of 
the city.

Before the seminar begins, I would be appreciative if you can... 

(i) read each of the texts 

(ii) take two of the excerpts which are of particular interest to you, and give some 
thought to them in relation to your own practice, experience or environment 

(iii) bring a short, single text to share with each of the other participants printed on 
no more than a single side of A4, which has had a strong influence on your practice.



While the relation between the individual and his environment is in continuous 
interaction with the conflict between pleasure and duty, the antagonism between the 
individual and the universal cannot be altogether reduced to instinctual dynamics but 
pertains also to the objective sociological dimension. The bi-phasic is applied to this 
dimension as well as to psychology in a typical pattern of advice. At times, the readers 
are encouraged to be strong, rugged individuals, at other times, to adjust themselves, 
not to be stubborn, but rather to comply with requirements from outside. 

The classical liberal ideas of unlimited individual activity, freedom and ruggedness are 
incompatible with the present developmental phase in which the individual is more 
and more required to obey strict organizational demands made by society. The same 
person can hardly be expected to be thoroughly adjusted and strongly individualistic 
at the same time. Yet, the individualistic ideology is maintained the more strongly

Theodore Adorno
from Adjustment and Individuality



Adam Phillips
from Missing Out

What I am interested in is what might be discovered, or found, or experienced, in the 
not getting it that might be of value (how, for example, might one write about a poem 
if one made no attempt to explain it?). Because this, in effect, is what Freud is saying 
we might do with sexuality; all our inclinations - including parts of the inclination 
that is psychoanalysis - are to explain it, to know about our desire; to give oneself 
and others an account. ‘What is really a reason for what,’ the philosopher Robert 
Brandom writes in Reason in Philosophy, ‘depends on how things actually are’; but 
when it comes to sexuality we never know how things actually are. But in giving an 
account we make of sexuality, of our desire, something that is not and can never be. 
It is as though we are trying to stop it having its effect, prevent it taking its course. 
This, at least, is one thing Freud suggests, over time, that when it comes to sexuality, 
we have to give up on knowing, or rather, since we can’t give up on it - that, at least 
in psychoanalytic terms, where we are traumatized there we will seek to know and 
not know, where we are helpless we will become curious - we have to ironize the 
knowing that we do about our sexuality (the stories that we tell about our sexuality 
will always be unsettled and unsettling). If we can describe ourselves as not getting it, 
we are presuming that somebody else does; that somebody is presumed or presuming 
to know. What psychoanalysts mostly know about sex is the strange ineffectuality 
of so much of their knowledge. What both the so-called patient and the so-called 
analyst are often struck by in the process of psychoanalysis is how so much of what 
seems to be true makes absolutely no predictable difference. Or, more exactly, that the 
difference that knowing can make is itself unknowable; that what you can discover 
about your own desire, about the history of your desiring, tells you nothing certain 
about your future proclivities. 

Can we learn how not to know, as well as how to know, and what could be the 
benefit that might accrue from this? Or, in which area of our lives does not knowing, 
not getting it, give us more life rather than more deadness? When does having or 
wanting to get it narrow our minds? Is there a taken-for-granted tyranny - is there 
someone ordering us around in our minds to get it? What psychoanalysis and literary 
criticism have in common, at its most minimal, is the wish to give an account of 
something, to add on something of value to what is already there, to redescribe 
something with a view to a preferred future. ‘Rhetorical terms’, the literary critic 
Barbara Johnson writes in Persons and Things, ‘aid the expression of desire; no one 
seeks new ways to say what is not desired’. When not getting it is desired - when we 
can acknowledge the areas of our lives in which the wish to get it is a distraction - we 
might have the terms for it. It is worth wondering what boundaries those who don’t 
always want to get it will have to defend. And whether they can get away with it.



The whole concept of planning has gone cockeyed. What we have today represents 
a whole cumulation of good intentions. And what those good intentions are worth, 
we have almost no way of knowing. To say it has been with us for so long, physical 
planning has been remarkably unmonitored; ditto architecture itself. As Melvin 
Webber has pointed out: planning is the only branch of knowledge purporting to 
be some kind of science which regards a plan as being fulfilled when it is merely 
completed. There is seldom any sort of check on whether the plan actually does what 
it was meant to do, and whether, if it does something different, this is for the better or 
for the worse. The result is that planning tends to lurch from one fashion to another, 
with sudden revulsions setting in after equally sudden acceptances...

Most planning is aristocratic or oligarchic in method even today - revealing in this 
its historical origins. The most rigourously planned cities - like Haussman’s and 
Napoleon III’s Paris have nearly always been the least democratic. The way that 
Haussman rebuilt Paris gladdens the tourist; it was not much help, though, for the 
poor through whose homes the demolition gangs went to create those avenues and 
squares...

What would happen if there were no plan? What would people prefer to do, if their 
choice were untrammelled? Would matters be any better, or any worse, or much the 
same? (Might planning turn out to be rather like Eysenck’s view of psychoanalysis: an 
activity which, insofar as it gets credit, gets it for benefits that would happen anyway 
minds can cure themselves, maybe people can plan themselves?) But even if matters 
ended up much the same, in terms of durable successes or disastrous failures, the 
overall pattern would be sure to be different: the look of the experiment would be 
sure to differ from what we have now.

This is what we are proposing: a precise and carefully observed experiment in non-
planning...Any advocate of Non-Plan is sure to be misrepresented; we had better 
repeat what we mean. Simply to demand an end to planning, all planning, would be 
sentimentalism; it would deny the very basis of economic life in the 20th Century. As 
JK Galbraith has reminded us, the economies of all advanced industrial countries are 
planned, whether they call themselves capitalist or communist. In the United States or 
Japan or Germany or Britain, the need to make elaborate and long-term plans is as 
pressing for the individual firm, as it is for the central government. But we are arguing 

Reyner Banham, Paul Barker, Peter Hall and Cedric Price
excerpts from Non-Plan



that the word planning itself is misused; that it has also been used for the imposition 
of certain physical arrangements, based on value judgements or prejudices; and that 
it should be scrapped...physical planning flourished in this country when the science 
of management was almost unknown. Thus, simple, rule-of-thumb value judgements 
could be made, and were held to have perpetual validity, like tablets of the law...it 
has become clear that such decisions are meaningless and valueless - as, indeed, ought 
to have become clear before. Instead, physical planning, like anything else, should 
consist at most of setting up frameworks for decision, within which as much objective 
information as possible can be fitted...to impose rigid controls, in order to frustrate 
people in achieving the space standards they require, represents simply the received 
personal wisdom or class judgements of the people who are making the decision.

Worst of all: they are judgements abuot how they think other people - not of their 
acquaintance or class - should live. 

The planning system, as now constituted in Britain, is not merely negative; it has 
positively pernicious results. The irony is that planners themselves constantly talk - 
since the appearance of Jane Jacob’s Life and Death of Great American Cities - about 
the need to restore spontanaiety and vitality to urban life. They never seem to draw 
the obvious conclusion - that the monuments of our century that have spontanaeity 
and vitality are found not in the old cities, but in the American west.

At the very least, Non-Plan would provide accurate information to fit into a 
‘community investment plan’. The balance of costs and benefits to the individual 
is not the same as to the community. If there are social costs, the people who are 
responsible pay for them...The notion taht the planner has the right to say what is 
‘right’ is really an extraordinary hangover from the days of collectivism in left-wing 
thought, which has long ago been abandoned elsewhere.

We seem so afraid of freedom. But Britain shouldn’t be a Peter Pan Edwardian 
nursery. Let it at least move into the play school era: why should only the under-
sevens be allowed their bright materials, their gay constructions, their wind-
up Daleks...let’s save our breath for genuine problems - like the poor, who are 
increasingly with us. And let’s Non-Plan at least some problems of planning into 
oblivion.



What is Improvising?

The word ‘improvisation’ is used in so many different contexts that we had better 
begin by attempting to clarify what it is that this book is exploring. For some people, 
‘improvisation’ suggests no more than making do - the need only to cope somehow 
with blocked drains or with mending motor cars with bootlaces on Blubberhouse 
Moor.

While, of course, most people are delighted by the ingenuity involved, the trouble 
with most of this kind of improvising is that it remains associated with the second-
best and the makeshift. We never ourselves meet the challenge of thinking our way 
through an unexpected situation; we side-step opportunity for discovery and are 
merely relieved to ‘get by’.

Another approach to improvising is, for instance, when we run up the latest fashion 
model from last years cut-offs, or produce a Cordon Bleu meal from the weekend’s 
leftovers. There is still a sense of making do, but this time we are drawing upon our 
imaginations in order to try and achieve an objective we have set ourselves.

There is a further aspect of improvising we meet in day-to-day living: we are 
continually having to adjust to whatever happens around us. The more unexpected 
the happening, the more spontaneous and frank the response is likely to be. Because 
people are less predictable than things, we are more often called upon to adjust to 
others in a way that we cannot easily plan. If we are open and receptive, we can 
make discoveries both about ourselves and others from these moments. If we are 
less receptive, the tendency will be to reproduce what we consider to be socially 
acceptable responses which become standardised and stereotyped.

John Hodgson and Ernest Richards
from Improvisation



While drama improvisation is not the same as these complex examples (though indeed 
at times, it may be difficult to distinguish between them), it does draw upon factors 
inherent in them. Through situations in which we have to improvise, we can be made 
to draw on our own resources, to think out basic principles. We are not able to fall 
back on the other people telling us, nor can we find instructions precise enough to 
cover every set of circumstances. Improvisation in drama aims to utilise the two 
elements from everyday life improvisation: the spontaneous response to the unfolding 
of an unexpected situation, and the ingenuity called on to deal with the situation; 
both of these in order to gain insight into problems presented.

Improvisation is a word much used these days in the discussion of drama. Sometimes 
improvisation is begun without the user having much thought about it, or without 
knowing quite what he’s doing, and sometimes those who feel it could be of use, 
are not sure enough about it to begin. Some people talk about it confidently and 
approvingly. Others speak of it more diffidently and even with suspicion. On the one 
side, it is seen as a vital new means of exploring the dramatic and human situation, 
or a way of group activity, and on the other it still has not developed much beyond its 
charade and party-game links. 

It could be that more is said about improvisation than is known about its values and 
application.



My self-discipline ruled that it would be all right for me to talk after I had translated 
my philosophy and thoughts into actions and artifacts, but I must never talk about 
the thoughts until I have developed a physical intervention - not a social reform. 

That is the philosophy I evolved in 1927, when at 32 I began my own thinking. I 
have been operating since then on the 1927 premises, looking exploratorily for tasks 
that needed to be done, which would, when done, provide tool complexes that would 
begin to operate inanimately at higher advantage for the new life. I am the opposite 
of a reformer; I am what I call a new former. The new form must be spontaneously 
complementary to the innate faculties and capabilities of life. I am quite confident that 
humanity is born with its total intellectual capability already on inventory and that 
human beings do not add anything to any other human beings in the way of faculties 
and capacities. What usually happens in the educational process is that the faculties 
are dulled, overloaded, stuffed and paralyzed, so that by the time most people are 
mature they have lost use of many of their innate capabilities. My long-term hope is 
that we may soon begin to realise what we are doing and may alter the ‘education’ 
process in such a way as only to help the new life to demonstrate some of its very 
powerful innate capabilities.

***

R. Buckminster Fuller
from Education Automation



I was asked to speak in Japan a month ago by Governor Azuma of Tokyo, now the 
world’s largest city. Tokyo is a province as well as a city. There are so many people 
they make it a province as well as a city. He asked me to speak to his planners and 
council about planning for Tokyo’s future. I pointed out to him that in most of the 
universities I visit we get into town planning. The planning game is always operative 
in the terms of a ‘San Francisco Plan’, a ‘St Louis Plan’, ‘East St Louis Plan’ or ‘Lack 
of St Louis plan’. Planning as-taught is a target town discipline. I pointed out that 
this is no longer an adequate way of looking at the planning problem. We will have 
to find our first what is happening to humanity in the big world pattern - where 
it is going - find our what the world’s probably and comprehensive changes are in 
order to understand what you’ve got to plan for any particular city. I recalled that at 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1949 the planning department was working 
on the greater Boston plan. It turned out in the end that despite MIT’s exclusively 
local considerations, what was really happening to Boston in an entirely unplanned 
manner was that it was becoming a vast clover leaf for a continental highway delivery 
system of our national hitting power from the entire complex of industry in the 
eastern United States focused to the northeasternmost jump-off point of the USA, 
should there be a hot war. They were really rubbing out old Boston to make room for 
the military highway system. The preoccupation with Boston was nonsense. MIT’s 
planners ought at least to have been talking about the larger highway system and 
much better about the big world traffic patterns that are developing and how Boston 
might possibly function in them. They should have been asking ‘What does Boston 
have that is going to make it of any importance whatsoever tomorrow?’ If you can 
find out what that is, then you will know how not to be surprised by what happens 
and you will know how to accommodate what is going to happen. Boston, despite 
much ‘planning’, is in 1961 one of the United States prime depressed areas while 
many nonplanned areas are booming.



Creativity is for the gifted few: the rest of us are compelled to live in environments 
constructed by the gifted few, listen to the gifted few’s music, use gifted few’s 
inventions and art, and read the poems, fantasies and plays by the gifted few.
This is what our education and culture conditions us to believe, and this is a culturally 
induced and perpetuated lie.

Building upon this lie, the dominant cultural elite tell us that the planning, design 
and building of any part of the environment is so difficult and so special that only the 
gifted few - those with degrees and certificates in planning, engineering, architecture, 
art, education, behavioural psychology, and so on - can properly solve environmental 
problems...in any environment, both the degree of inventiveness and creativity, and 
the possibilities of discovery, are directly proportional to the number and kinds of 
variables within it.

Simon Nicholson
from The Theory of Loose Parts


