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Ways of seeing 
Seeing the invisible: new perceptions in the history of technology. Carrol Purrsell. 1995  
Icon: Journal of the International Committee for the History of Technology, vol 1, pp. 9-15 

Borondo, Jorge1

1.Escuela Técnica Superior de Arquitectura de Barcelona, 2018 MBArch Candidate, Barcelona, Spain,
jorge.borondo@gmail.com 

´Ce que nous voyons ne vaut – ne vit – que par ce qui nous regarde´ 
-Georges Didi Huberman 

Ruth S. Cowan describes in her article ´The Consumption Junction: A Proposal for Research 
Strategies in the Sociology of Technology´ how what is truly important is not the study of the veracity of 
ideas, but rather how these affect society1. If we were to paraphrase society as a collection of 
subjects, we could argue that value doesnt reside in things themselves, but above all in the 
representation provoked within ourselves. We could also argue that the construction of our sensibility 
might depend on this performance. 
Cowan´s writing belongs to the book ´The Social Construction of Technological Systems´, published in 
1987, which gathered a collection of thirteen articles where new ways of understanding technology -
and therefore, its history- were introduced. The book and its authors displayed a new approach to 
investigation referred to as SCOT (Social Construction of Technology), where the complexity of the 
technological crucible -its evolution, development and representation-, unfolded as an ocean of social, 
technical, economical and political ideas. Consequently diffusing the mask belonging to the myth that 
was in charge of sponsoring a history -of technology- written exclusively by a handful of white men. At 
the same time, the creation of the technological object was understood as a collaboration of several 
relevant social groups.  
In the same book, Trevor Pinch and Wiebe Bijker crumbled the evolution of the bicycle as a 
consequence of a sensible and relevant pilgrimage through artisan events. The image of the present 
artifact -the bicycle- is a byproduct of the incessant answers to the ´problems´ of several social groups; 
from the production depending on the engineer, up to the skirts of women or the reflexes of the 
elderly2.  Just as in the means of natural selection, the artifact manages its evolution by adapting to 
the changes in its perception. When the bicycle was, for instance, conceived as a naïve sport-related 
device -enjoyed by young men-, both the brakes or the lower saddle were not a requirement from any 
social demand (since the subjects –and the eyes- responsible for such request were not yet at stage). 
Elder or more cautious people, women, and other figures quite distant from the regular white man 
archetype, adapted technological representation to make it mirror society. Its evolution was therefore 
not exclusively driven towards form, but mostly regarded the progress in its perception as an 
instrument with which to interact with society, and its reflection.   
And so it seems that the technological object reveals itself as a work (ouvrage) possesor of a social 
dimension. The way in which the bicycle is perceived might discuss the space of the absence; the 
empty space between the subject and the object. The space that lies between what sees and what is 
seen is suddenly colonized by natural connotations of responsability or sensibility when the gaze 
empathizes with and not just through. To perceive -even an image- is also to build. When the space 
between the subject and the object is weaven through an expansive design, a change in the cultural 
scheme and in the conception of the innovative process is definitively required.  
Underlying the crust of time -the time of the object, apparently neutral- we tend to discover a mirror 
braided by the people. A dual mirror, projected both into its process and into its usage. In the first 
place, the infinite development of technology is a consequence of an accumulative and orgasmic 
dance of determinants and social processes. It doesnt derive from an instantaneous miracle binded to 
an individual genius -being that the inventor or the architect-. And therefore, its usage blends with the 
experiences of the user3. 
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07 Con-texts



 
Paradoxes of Domesticity and Modernity  
Modernity and Domesticity. Tensions and contradictions. Hilde Heynen (2005) 
 
Martinez-Millana, Elena1 

1. Universidad Politécnica de Madrid, Departamento de Proyectos Arquitectónicos, Escuela Técnica Superior de Arquitectura, 
Madrid, Spain, elena.martinez.millana@upm.es  
 
 
This article aims to put a new perspective on the essay by Hilde Heynen “Modernity and Domesticity. 
Tensions and Contradictions.” It seeks to shed light about its most radical contributions so as to value 
them. It also intends to show something that is equally important, its immediate context in the book 
Negotiating Domesticity: Spatial Productions of Gender in Modern Architecture,1 in which it was pub-
lished for the first time.  
 

Firstly, an analysis will be carried out on the impact and reception the book and essay had on the sci-
entific community. In order to do this, several published reviews over a period of time will be exam-
ined; also, the main data bases will be consulted to quantify the variations of the above cited refer-
ence. In this first section, it will be possible to substantiate that the essay has attracted more interest 
over the course of time.  
 
Secondly, the essay will be evaluated with the objective to visualise the analytical operation in which 
Heynen overturned the common opinion of the scientific community about the relationship between 
domesticity and modernity. She highlighted the most profound oxymoron, “it is a paradoxical unity, a 
unity of disunity.”2 In this second section, her significant contribution to the theory of architecture —and 
conclusively to human thought— will be evaluated so that it is not only construed from the masculine 
experience. 
 
The book Negotiating Domesticity began to take shape at the annual meeting of the Society of Archi-
tectural Historians in 2003, shortly after the general reaction against the theory of architecture which 
occurred at the end of the 1990s.3 At this meeting, Hilde Heynen and Gülsüm Baydar co-directed the 
session “Domesticity and Gender in Modern Architecture,” concluding in a book published in 2005, two 
years later. Negotiating Domesticity is a testimony of the editors’ interest, together with the other au-
thors who contributed to it, in revitalizing architectural research from the gender perspective. The six-
teen authors delved into the relationship between domesticity, gender and modern architecture 
through their interdisciplinary essays. The title of the book is an invitation to debate about domesticity, 
as Baydar explains, “domesticity is not a notion to be discarded, but one that needs to be thought 
about differently.”4 
 

Despite having been cited in hundreds of articles and books, Negotiating Domesticity has received 
very few reviews. Nevertheless, it is interesting to examine those which were published as it is possi-
ble to understand the evolution of the reception of this type of book and its contents, through the criti-
cism and praise it received. The first review was written by Susan Henderson and published in the 
Journal of Design and History in 2007. Two years after its publication, the author stressed the wide 
range of topics that the book included: “The domestic realm is of tremendous topical significance. Still, 
the published literature offers us mostly overviews of its historical development, while narrowly fo-
cused interpretative essays proliferate. Negotiating Domesticity, growing out of a symposium panel, 
reflects this circumstance, offering us a wide array of subjects and ranging from the historical study to 
autobiographical interpretation.”5  
 
Henderson did not develop any theory about the first chapter by Hilde Heynen “Modernity and domes-
ticity. Tensions and contradictions,” she only described it as a “largely theoretical exegesis.” She then 
listed all the titles of the essays contained in the book and their respective authors, with a brief sum-
mary of some of them. Finally, she concluded her review by emphasizing what she had suggested at 
the beginning and tried to demonstrate with its development: “As is often the case with edited collec-
tions, Negotiating Domesticity makes no sustained argument or follows a consistent line of investiga-
tion. One hopes, however, that the thoughtfulness and expertise demonstrated by its authors are an 
indication that singly authored and more focused studies will soon emerge to substantively elucidate 
this complex subject.”6  
 
A year later in 2008 the second review was published in the Gender, Place & Culture journal, written 
by Ann Varley. Varley started with a brief commentary about Heynen’s article and after mentioning the 
various topics approached in the book, she remarked how different they were: “Its contributors certain-
ly speak to differences in modern architecture constructions of gender and domesticity.”7 And con-
cluded praising the contents of the book: “Even if they do not, then, persuade me that earlier contribu-

tions were too ‘simplistic’ (she refers specifically to Heynen words in her essay “Modernity and domes-
ticity: tensions and contradictions,” subtitle: Architecture and domestic realm), the chapters in this rich 
and enjoyable book nonetheless provide fascinating new material to further debate about the relation-
ship between modern architecture, gender and domesticity.”8  
 
The last review was written by Julieanna Preston and published in Interiors. Design, Architecture, Cul-
ture in 2011. In it, the author quoted the criticism that Henderson made six years previously to refute it. 
Preston agreed with what Varley had stated, and although not directly mentioning her, she pointed out 
Henderson’s criticism about the absence of a singular argument and qualified the book as a platform: 
“Negotiating Domesticty has provided a sustaining platform, not an argument, for interdisciplinary dis-
course that is only beginning to bear bounty.”9 Furthermore, she added even greater praise: “It prom-
ises (and delivers) a cluster of explorations about domesticity and gender that collectively resist a bi-
nary resolve and demonstrate alternative ways of reading and writing architectural history and theory 
that contemporize the editors’ embebbed cultural and political values. Heynen and Baydar are provok-
ing us to rethink domesticity.”10 

 
As explained in this article, the evolution of the reviews of this book is very significant, as well as the 
increasing number of times that scientific articles and books have cited them.11 It has been fifteen 
years since Heynen and Baydar co-directed the meeting at the Society of Architectural Historians and 
thirteen since the book was published. Why is it that today the scientific community is showing an 
even greater interest in the book than before? 
In the contextualization process one considers that it could be due to two issues: on the one hand, the 
format of the book consists of a collection that combines two strategies that are very different and yet 
complementary, a panoramic vision with a wide and exhaustive study of the existing research, togeth-
er with a series of essays which analyse specific case studies so that they are clearly focused. On the 
other hand, the key question is its content: the domesticity in architecture is studied with an interdisci-
plinary spirit, so that literature, philosophy, sociology etc. feed the debate. 
 
Therefore, “Paradoxes of Domesticity and Modernity” seeks to contribute to the dissemination of 
Heynen’s essay. In the second part of this paper, a new vision is provided to value it. Here a reduced 
version of the original essay is added with a homonym title, which Heynen prepared for the colloquium 
“Gender studies: een genre apart? Een stand van zaken” for the Sophia Belgian Gender Studies Net-
work in 2005.12 It should be mentioned that recently the full article has been re-published and translat-
ed into Spanish, and due to the length of the document it was divided into two.13 The analysis present-
ed here is produced from the reduced version which was presented at the colloquium as it contains 
sufficient arguments so that the development of this paper can be seen with greater clarity. The exist-
ence of this reduced version also enables it to be put forward for the Critic|all Un-thology which re-
stricts the length of the essays.14 Moreover, the analysis of the reduced version awakens the curiosity 
of the reader to look for the full text.  
 
Heynen began her essay with a meaningful quote from the book by Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid 
Melts Into Air. The Experience of Modernity, “To be modern is to find ourselves in an environment that 
promises us adventure, power, joy, growth, transformation of ourselves and the world —and, at the 
same time, that threatens to destroy everything we have, everything we know, everything we are.”15 

The essays’ title along with the quotation clearly suggested the hypothesis that Heynen matured about 
the “tensions and contradictions” of modernity and domesticity or its “paradoxes,”16 as Berman de-
scribed. It is worth anticipating Heynen’s objective so as not to be misled throughout the course of the 
paper since, on the whole, Heynen used two extensive sections to expose predominant discourses on 
the subject, “Modernity and homelessness” and “The gender of modernism.” These two arguments 
reinforced each other and declared that modernity and domesticity are opposite terms. 
 
In the first part, “Modernity and homelessness,” Heynen explained the predominant discourse about 
the metaphorical “homelessness” associated with modernity. As the house was associated with wom-
en and femininity, this metaphor reinforced identifying modernity with masculinity: “The conceptualisa-
tion itself of modernity as the embodiment of the struggle for progress, rationality and authenticity, also 
bears gendered overtones. In as far as modernity means change and rupture, it seems to imply, nec-
essarily, leaving home.”17 Later, in the second part, “The gender of modernism,” Heynen delved into 
the gender of modernity and made reference to the argument upheld by Christopher Reed about the 
divergence between domesticity and modernity which he raised in Not at Home. The Suppression of 
Domesticity in Modern Art and Architecture. The main reason that Reed offered to justify this diver-
gence was to associate modernity with the idea of avant-garde, because “as its military-derived name 
suggests, the avant-garde (literally ‘advanced guard’) imagined itself away from home, marching to-
ward glory on the battlefields of culture.”18 
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So, faced with the dominant discourse that established the gender of modernity as masculine as op-
posed to the feminine domesticity, in the third part “The cult of domesticity”, Heynen contrasted less 
obvious discourses, “a focus on domesticity itself on the other hand reveals a rather different mode of 
interconnection.”19 Heynen suggested that there is a direct connection between the emergence of an 
ideal domesticity on the one hand and the rise of industrial capitalism and imperialism on the other, 
“etymological nearness of ‘domesticity’ and ‘to domesticate’ is not a coincidence.” Heynen maintained 
that modernity and domesticity cannot be seen as opposites “if one opens up the scope of investiga-
tion more widely, and includes as well the more hidden layers of social and economic determinants 
that often remain concealed on the level of modernist discourses and practices, it becomes clear that 
there is also a certain complicity between modernity and domesticity.”20 This perspective gives way to 
numerous discourses, for example, the essays that are included in Negotiating Domesticity. 
 
This article has aimed to explain the reasons why the essay “Modernity and domesticity. Tensions and 
contradictions” should be included in the Critic|all Un-thology, through two reflections that reinforce 
each other. The first argument has focused on the relationship between the essay and the book in 
which it was published, where two significant issues could be demonstrated: at the same time it has 
been established that the scientific community’s interest is on the increase, the structure of the book 
that Heynen sets out as co-editor has been appraised. Her essay in the first chapter offers a broad 
and complex approach to domesticity and modernity, as an introduction and a warning to this new re-
lecture of the term; and its recognition reveals that it is the opportune moment to rethink domesticity in 
the architecture of the past and its connection with the present.21 
 
The second argument has served to exemplify the utility of Negotiating Domesticity, through Heynen’s 
essay, by involving the reader from the beginning on the ambivalence of domesticity, by visualising its 
paradoxes in modernity. Meaning that Heynen’s essay invites the reader to reconsider domesticity and 
to blow up all previous material on “what has been.”22 Thus Heynen managed to provide a consistent 
basis to help identify the virtues and shortcomings of past and current domesticity, and encourage-
ment to follow in the footsteps of the research. 

Notes  
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17 “Podemos redefinir conocimiento como un pensamiento codificado y empaquetado con la ayuda de cierto lenguaje, un lenguaje 
compartido por las mentes que intercambian conocimiento” Wagensberg, Jorge. El pensador intruso: el espíritu interdisciplinario 
en el mapa del conocimiento. 1a. edición. Metatemas 129. Barcelona: Tusquets Editores, 2014. Pag. 23 
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19 Satoyama (里山) es un término japonés que se aplica a la zona existente entre las colinas al pie de las montañas, 
el piedemonte, y la llanura cultivable. Literalmente, sato (里) significa tierra arable o gleba y tierra humanizada, y yama (山) 
significa colina o montaña.  
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