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As systemic design develops and expands, its guiding epistemologies re-enter
the modes of thinking and acting through which it is developed. This recursive
structure forms root metaphors, where notions such as the system, the whole,
and representing complexity become taken for granted within systemic
designers’ everyday practices. While this process may be helpful in expanding
ways of working and maintaining the identity of the field, the uncritical
replication of these and other concepts may lead to discussions becoming
bounded within preconfigured pathways that can lead to problematic
consequences. In this dialogue session, we invite you to identify and explore root
metaphors in your own practices and to contribute to the interrogation of

systemic design’s underlying assumptions.

KEYWORDS: systemic design, sustainability transition, root metaphors, Gregory Bateson,

second-order systems, cybernetics

RSD TOPICS: Architecture & Planning, Culture & Society, Methods & Methodology,

Socioecological Design, Sociotechnical Systems



Introduction

As systemic design gains mainstream acceptance, it is important to interrogate its
underlying assumptions. As the field expands, its guiding epistemologies re-enter the
modes of thinking and acting through which it is developed. This recursive structure
forms root metaphors that are taken for granted as part of the intuitive habitus of
systemic designers’ everyday practices. Root metaphors such as the system, the whole,
representing complexity, or the use of co- as a prefix may be helpful in expanding tools
and methods and maintaining the identity of the field. But the uncritical replication of
these and other concepts may lead to discussions becoming bounded within

preconfigured pathways or to faulty logics being more difficult to interrogate.

The term root metaphors was introduced by Chet Bowers, building on the work of
Gregory Bateson, to acknowledge how problematic conceptual maps (metaphorical
interpretative frameworks constituted in the past) enter recursively into the
construction of today’s cultural and ecological realities. When in place, they have an
auto-instituting character and operate mostly unconsciously and in stories and
narratives—in this case, in the stories that systemic designers tell about themselves and
their work. Root metaphors are not scientifically or empirically addressable but rather

emerge more implicitly within practice sites.

In this dialogue session, we invite participants to collectively identify and explore root
metaphors in systemic design. All present join in relay form, picking up from each
other’s replies. Responses may be verbal, gestural, through drawing, through a poem,
or by any other means. The conversation is recorded, and a script is shared amongst
participants. In a second round of editing, we turn the script into a longer co-authored

text by the participants, accompanied by illustrations, and published in the proceedings.
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Agenda

90 minutes total

30 minutes - Introductions and setting the framework

20 minutes - Explore root metaphors in individual practices
30 minutes - Group summaries leading to a relay dialogue

10 minutes - Closing the session
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