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Material Knowledge  
and Cultural Values 

Lara Schrijver

Polanyi’s main proposition of tacit knowing is clearly articulated in his 
simple statement ‘we can know more than we can tell’. It appeals to the 
intuitive understanding that there are aspects to what we do that are not 
at the surface but that do constitute a kind of ‘knowing’ that informs 
what we do. Polanyi’s focus on the role of personal knowledge in tacit 
knowing has also revealed the fundamentally situated nature of know-
ledge. Polanyi argued that the aim of modern science in constructing an 
objective knowledge, detached from context and particulars, not only 
overlooks crucial aspects of knowledge but is in fact destructive of it.1 
His work has given rise to various investigations into how knowledge 
is constructed through both objective and quantifiable rules and tenets, 
and unstated habits or assumptions.2 Throughout, most of these inves-
tigations are fundamentally anthropocentric, which should perhaps not 
be surprising, given that Polanyi himself focuses primarily on the role 
of the (individual) human mind in the process of knowledge acquisition, 
noting that the mind is more real than a cobblestone.3 Nevertheless, in 
this article, I argue that his work opens the way for a more fundamental 
integration of matter and things into an understanding of tacit know-
ing, expanding the notion of the tacit from human agency in knowledge 
construction to an actor-network type of knowing. This is already made 
possible through the manner in which Polanyi articulates tacit knowing 
but becomes more plausible in the context of the ‘new materialisms’ that 
pay close attention to the independent role of things alongside human 
actors, suggesting that matter has its own agency.4 

Polanyi’s ideas on the tacit suggest that as much as we can codify some 
knowledge in rules and general tenets, there are important insights that 
are accessible but not necessarily explicated. In part, this has to do with 



Lara Schrijver114

what he identifies as a key feature of tacit knowing: the integration of 
subsidiary particulars within a coherent whole.5 Physical skills provide 
a relatively self-evident example; in learning to sketch a building plan in 
pencil, there are aspects involved such as drawing a straight line, approx-
imating horizontal and vertical proportions, and pressure on the pencil 
in order to modify line weight or thickness. These aspects are not them-
selves at stake; they are integrated into the focal knowing of how the plan 
should be drawn. Polanyi addresses this in relation to understanding and 
recognizing faces: the separate features are not themselves in focus but 
rather stand in the function of recognizing the face as a whole.6 This type 
of knowing requires more than explication and codification: it requires 
a certain knowledge of context and undertones. The unstated and un
codified elements of knowledge are in that sense subsidiary parts of a 
skill (or of understanding a network of features), which rarely come into 
focus but are crucial to its workings.

As noted above, many studies have focused primarily on the human 
agency in tacit knowing, informed by, on the one hand, individual know-
ledge, and on the other hand, its social context. Tacit knowledge is then 
explored as an eminently social process, typically founded upon the 
transfer of knowledge by example and through experience.7 In architec-
ture, for example, this focus on the role and agency of human actors can 
be studied in studio exchanges, where the interaction between teacher 
and student is informed by more than just explicit requirements such as 
programme. This might equally include the modalities of personal know-
ledge and experience (the studio master) as well as the general cultural 
habitus of the studio and the discipline.8 Yet alongside the tacit knowing 
residing in the designer or the design team, there are also material ele-
ments involved in this exchange. In architecture, this might materialize 
in the sketches or notes of a design meeting, or in the models used at 
different stages of the design process, all of which have remained slightly 
out of focus in this discussion. Notwithstanding an increasing interest in 
material objects and their agency in the world, the philosophical tracts 
on object ontologies remain somewhat abstracted, and conversely, archi-
tecture debates examine their objects closely but do not always attempt 
to draw more general insights from these particular cases. 

Moreover, with discourse shifting away from ‘objective’ truths since 
roughly the 1970s, a number of interesting theoretical positions have 
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paved the way for a more thorough evaluation of the role of material 
objects in these disciplines. Post-structuralist theory, science and tech-
nology studies, and actor-network theory are beginning to provide a vo-
cabulary for rethinking human agency and develop a more embedded 
discourse that regrounds human actants in perpetual relation to their 
material counterparts.9 As such, the rise in new materialisms and ideas 
such as ‘vibrant matter’ and material agency may help to include ‘things’ 
in explorations of tacit knowing.10 This would allow investigations into 
tacit knowledge to not only focus on the informal and unstated habits 
and conventions in social interaction — all tied to human perception and 
agency — but also to include the agency of objects. Building on the ideas 
of actor-network theory and contemporary new materialisms, this ap-
proach then extends the anthropocentric core of tacit knowing to include 
the non-human. 

Historical underpinnings: anthropocentric materialisms  
and cultural values

To bring these issues into focus, it is worth taking a brief detour through 
two earlier thinkers, John Ruskin and Siegfried Kracauer, who explic-
itly address material articulations in relation to cultural values and in-
tentions. In his reflections on (and concerns about) industrialization in 
building, Ruskin directly focuses on material and craftsmanship, both 
as an expression of vitality. In Seven Lamps, Ruskin in some fashion sit-
uates the architectural project itself as a translator between making and 
understanding, suggesting that an observer or user can directly appre-
hend ‘that some places have been delighted in more than others — that 
there has been a pause, and a care about them; and then there will come 
careless bits, and fast bits’.11 As such, he suggests a certain type of im-
plicit legibility — the kind that will allow a transfer of sensibility between 
craftsman and user by virtue of a hidden and further undisclosed mech-
anism.12 While Ruskin does not explain how this transfer might come 
about, simply noting that it can be immediately ‘seen’, it does articulate 
his difficulty with envisioning empathy and connection to things in the 
industrial age.13 Like many of his contemporaries, Ruskin was thinking 
through the consequences for buildings of industrial production. His 
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turn to the craftsman suggests that minor flaws, imperfections and ex-
pressions of individuality signal vitality. 

Another notable example of the values implicated in (artistic) produc-
tion is the work of Siegfried Kracauer, which has received increasing 
attention in architecture theory since the 1995 translation of his Weimar 
essays into English.14 Together with Walter Benjamin, he was one of the 
first to address the products of mass culture as a diagnostic tool — a form 
of seismograph — for the rumblings underneath the explicit societal val-
ues of a particular time. His work remains relevant today, particularly 
as it addresses the articulation of intentions and values in the cultural 
expressions of a society and its time. To Kracauer, this extends to both 
the explicit aims and wishes of a society, and its more hidden habits and 
values.15 In this sense, his work already provides a foundation for more 
synthetic explorations of value today, as it addresses more than simply 
isolated aspects or explicit propositions. His Weimar essays critically 
reflect on a variety of cultural expressions (Berlin cinemas, Hollywood 
films, hotel lobbies) in which he sees a more general cultural habitus. As 
such, he provides some grounds for the supposition that the architectural 
object itself (the building, the drawing, the urban plan) incorporates a tacit 
expression of values, which is thereby correlated to its explicit intentions. 

Bringing this idea of cultural values into the present, it becomes im-
portant to realize that matter itself has an autonomous existence along-
side the projected values. While Kracauer already articulates negotiation 
between explicit positions, tacit values and matter, current ideas on the 
agency of things recalibrate his work, setting matter more clearly at the 
core of understanding the relationship between cultural expressions and 
underlying values. This requires taking into account the alignment of 
intentions and values while simultaneously acknowledging that these two 
aspects are weakly aligned. There are correlations, tangible and some-
times even legible, but the bond between values and intention within the 
matter is situated in time and place; this bond can be severed and recon-
structed, infused with new values and cultural stories. This is perhaps the 
most important correction to modernist thinking in architecture, which 
built on a simplified version of Ruskin’s transfer of sensibilities to assume 
a self-evident and often causal relation between artistic intention and 
material articulation.
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It is this weak alignment between intentions and matter that has re-
mained somehow out of sight and that has the ability to bring the negotia-
tion between knowing that and knowing how into clear focus.16 Any form 
of alignment between what the artist intends and the observer perceives 
is based on a constellation of knowledge, perception and assumptions, 
and includes a broad spectrum of both implicit and explicit elements 
of knowledge. It is, moreover, situated in matter, which is itself an in
dependent actant. In this sense, the early insights of Polanyi and Ryle aid 
in differentiating aspects of human agency (in terms of experience-based 
and embodied knowledge) and material agency (in terms of its presence 
in knowing how). At the same time, the history of architecture thinking 
also provides valuable touchstones, which speak of the manner in which 
a building, an ornament or a drawing can contain dimensions of know
ledge and understanding. Particularly in the context of new and emerg-
ing ecological sensibilities, the very idea that matter can independently 
connect with its observer, appealing to an intention to treat it with care, 
for example, suggests the potential to renew the general understanding 
of architecture as something that matters. 

From human agency to actor-networks

The current shift to thinking through actor-networks and vibrant matter 
provides an additional perspective to the idea of a cultural diagnostic. 
In this perspective, the appeal to re-examine the values within things 
becomes about so much more — thinkers such as Timothy Morton and 
Jane Bennett reveal the unforeseen effects of matter, addressing things as 
autonomous entities that reconfigure the idea of human agency as it has 
been conceived throughout the twentieth century — they show how matter 
pushes back. Uncomfortable as this may be in resettling the boundaries 
between human and non-human actors, it is to some degree liberating 
and also familiar within architecture. It suggests that our things can have 
a life far beyond what we inject into them. It is here — in the complicated 
confluence of vibrant matter, human sensibility and contextual relation-
ality — that more is to be explored. 

One of the first moments that this deep interconnection between hu-
man agents and their material surroundings was approached as a new 
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theoretical perspective was with the emergence of actor-network theo-
ry (ANT) in the mid-1980s.17 The notion of care and concern was clear-
ly articulated by Bruno Latour in 2004 when he closely analysed the 
mechanisms of criticism and suggested that for critics, the thing that is 
assembled should be treated with care.18 Here, he brings the variety of 
associations that contribute to an object and its relationships, in order to 
show the beauty and simultaneously fragility of these constructions. Yet 
one might equally suggest that the things themselves are quite robust — 
Yaneva’s analysis of the OMA models shows something like this, when she 
traces the life of models within the office, including their recuperation 
for other projects.19 And this particular tracing shows hints of a weakly 
defined intentionality — the model of a project that has been fully artic-
ulated in relation to a particular question and programme, for example, 
can be recuperated as a model, understood at a different scale and then 
reworked in a fully different way. 

These complicated and often problematic correlations may lead to the 
conclusion that there is no inherent value-based dimension in architec-
ture.20 However, the very desire to build an alternate environment al-
most by necessity contains a belief in ‘the good’ embedded within the 
very material of the envisioned project. It is, however, precisely because 
the values are situational and weakly aligned with the material that they 
represent a continuing negotiation between context and intention. Some 
values and contextual dimensions may (appear to) be materialized, and 
these can be examined in relation to cultural values and ideas about their 
material articulation. 

There are some issues that may be useful to separate, however. The 
extended agency of ANT and new materialisms might be applied in a 
more limited fashion. Materials cannot themselves be said to have an 
ethical agency in the traditional sense, as brick and glass have no con-
sciousness. At the same time, the idea of a weakly defined correlation 
between intentionality and effects can help explore the agency and know-
ledge of material objects. For this, it may be more helpful to turn to the 
implicit ethical appeal that resides in perception and is more contextually 
dependent. Building is thus not a conscious agent but becomes a cultural 
agent in the sense of Kracauer: it is present, it can be used, it is perceived 
and discussed, and as such it not only engages with but also expresses 
the undercurrents of society. 
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In search of a material consciousness 

While the material dimension, as something that lacks conscious will 
or intent, may not have the same type of effects as human agents, the 
modern focus on universal tenets has negated the unforeseen effects of 
matter that is not delimited by human intentionality. Actor-network the-
ory and new materialisms are, at heart, deeply relational. They examine 
things in light of both their autonomy and their situatedness. As such, 
they introduce an openness in the object, which can be subsequently re-
coded and re-energized with new cultural codes. More importantly, they 
present an independence of matter, which reconfigures the typically in-
strumental relationships that modern science and architecture have as-
sumed: that matter is simply a tool to be manipulated. ANT addresses 
the contextuality of the network (which includes non-human agents) and 
adds the material object as an agent of equal standing to humans. This 
combination of the autonomy of material objects and the relationality 
of the network can aid in addressing the particularities of architectural 
examples. It allows for an examination of the life of things and their 
effects, of observers and of surroundings, and potentially their role in 
creating a general habitus. 

Might it thus be possible to envision some kind of ethical dimension 
that aligns with these new materialist approaches? This would suggest 
a mode of object-based reflection that allows for both the autonomy 
of the materialist understanding and the cultural values that are more 
relationally defined. This synthesis would require an awareness of the 
multiple appeals within the object, which both provide individual dis-
tinction on the basis of material properties and yet work in an integrated 
manner, appealing to more generally held cultural values. Additionally, 
it would require a permanent awareness of the incongruent relationship 
between intent and reception. The primary failure of political art is in 
its single-minded presumption of the reception of its ‘message’. While 
an embedded political or moral appeal may be conceived of as such by 
the observer of the artwork or work of architecture, there is always the 
possibility that it will be overlooked or misunderstood. At the same time, 
the history of architecture provides examples of attributes that suggest 
particular values. Fragility may not demand care, but it does suggest it. As 
such, I would like to argue for revisiting material architectural qualities, 
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which can be described and experienced, for their implicit promises — 
their desire, as it were, for a world more perfect than the one we inhabit. 

One final important condition to address is that of material resistance.21 
This positions the architectural object and its subsidiary components (de-
sign, drawings, models, realized building) as a material manifestation 
that engages with the individual observer and cultural network as a whole. 
As such, it moves beyond universalist ideas of architecture as a cultur-
al expression that provides a blueprint of societal codes and intentions. 
Instead, material resistance signals the autonomy of things. It shows that 
matter is not only shaped by human intentionality but also possesses its 
own qualities, and more importantly, that it pushes back. 

On a cultural level, particularly in this age of faith in the endless agen-
cy of humankind and technology, this may also include literal material 
resistance such as the limitations presented by the material used. These 
limitations then become instrumental in reformulating the sense of end-
less possibility, suggesting a level of humility. Necessary to this is an 
enhanced sensitivity to the implications of a material object — both on 
the level of immediate apprehension, in what is directly legible, and on 
the level of underlying suppositions, cultural codes and conditions of 
production. The vocabulary of architecture until now has offered many 
handholds for metaphorical expressions of values and ethical dimensions 
but relatively little correlated to the material object. More attention on 
the dimension may help us forward. This will immediately lead to more 
complexity — as the question of a ‘sustainable building’, for example, then 
encompasses much more than the immediate material impact or techno-
logical implications. It may include the spatial organization that enables 
various forms of reuse — not by technological flexibility but rather suf-
ficient space; it may be the kind of building that becomes a cultural em-
blem such that it remains valued enough to be reused; it may be the kind 
of building that builds upon its predecessors, or in contrast, something 
that presents a radical alternative. In all of these instances, however, the 
assessment is untenable if based only on a quantitative listing of costs 
and benefits; it requires a qualitative discussion, including contextualist 
arguments that explicate the implicit suppositions with which the building 
is imbued.
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The very notion of material resistance incorporates an appreciation of 
particularity, as each action (intellectual or physical) induces an encounter 
with the response of the thing — this specific thing — which may lead to 
general principles but is not in itself a general thing. At the same time, 
this approach does not, as some fear, eliminate the particularity of human 
agency and perception. The condition of judgement remains present, as 
a counterforce to technocratic ideas of optimization, to the possibility of 
scientifically identifying a ‘best’ practice within generally wicked prob-
lems. Questions of judgement go to the heart of what we hope to do and 
to be. In other words, if we take discernment and careful observation 
as the space to escape codification, as creating the room for the agency 
of matter as well, then perhaps this is where we can explicitly begin to 
define our value systems. This should stand in some kind of relation to 
rational discourse but will be reconfigured by its attention to matter.22 It 
simply requires an acknowledgement that ‘works of art have multiple 
dimensions of value, including not only aesthetic and moral values, but 
historical, sociological, political, anthropological and other sorts of val-
ues as well’.23 It is these multiple dimensions that ANT brings into focus 
and that new materialisms enrich with a more thorough understanding 
of material things as autonomous entities.

The history of architecture has mainly focused on anthropocentric 
values and the agency of the architect (such as due diligence and profes-
sionalism), assuming, or building on, a naturalized connection between 
human conduct and the results of design. By contrast, a materialist-ori-
ented perspective allows for unforeseen results and changing circum-
stances — precisely within the bandwidth of understanding some of its 
appeals and intentions to be tacit and, therefore, not ‘unknown’ but rather 
incorporating affordances by their very nature, and thus allowing for not 
only the unforeseen in reception and use but also for fundamental trans-
formations and recuperation.24 As is clear from the other articles in this 
book, this raises many questions both on the level of the design process 
(the perspective of the architect), the object (the material perspective) 
and the user (the relational perspective). In this sense, it encourages an 
approach of fostering relations, thereby situating ourselves back in the 
network of the world-as-it-is, as one of many agents, from wood wide 
webs to vibrant matter.25
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