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INTRODUCTION 

Ilthough the origins of ~mi\er+al  deiign lie in accessible or 
barrier free design. the pllilosoph! of this relatit el\ ne\$ deiign 
approach is concerned \+it11 more than r emo~a l  of bdrriers. It 
ieelii to eli~ninate discrirni~iation bj  design arid support full 
social participation for all members of sot k t \ .  There are t~ o 
u~lderhing assumptions in this idea. The firat is that all people 
can benefit frorn improxed iunction (used in broadest sense of 
the term). The cecond is that social participation requires 
re,pect and a~oidanc-e of stigma. Tlrui. urllilte barrier free 
design. vhich is con( erned +ole17 vith benefits for a specific 
group of people. uni~ersal  de-igri is concerned nitli the benefits 
for the entire population. 1nd. unlihe the' purely functional 
goals of atcessilrle design. unixersdl de4gn is concerned nith 
liov appearance affects social per( eptions. Llti~natelj. unixersal 
design sets its sights heFond hrealiirrp ph!sical barriers to 
in( lude the redefinition of disablenlent a i  a uni~ersa l  condition. 
a condition of difference that T$e all share (Bijli.1997). 

AIarry would argue that uni\er-a1 design education 4lould 
include a focus on therapeutic intenention. But. there is 
another equallj important tradition in educdtinn that has not 
been acltno~ledged sukticientl?. This secorid tradition origi- 
nated in the humanities and the social sciences rather than the 
professio~~s of eririronnlental design and rellabilitation. U hile 
the practitioners of barrier free design \$ere cle~eloping their 
technical ltnovledge haw. the proponents of disabilitj right> in 
other disciplines \+ere trling to underitand h o ~  social arid 
cultural conditioni are related to disallilit~ arid hou the? 
irlfluerice attitudei. ~ a l u e s  and practices in societh. Their ~lork.  
~ h i c h  has come to be called -'Disahilitj Studiez." is a cultural 
critique that r i m s  disahilit~ as wcialh defined rather thdn 
iolelj a function of impairment. By extension. the experience of 
dibahilitj and the social response to it inr oh es far more than a 
concern for function. 

Lrii\ ersal deiign. irr fac t. emerged through a cultlira1 critique. 
The need to design erir irun~~~t~ritb tu 1)e acc essible to and usable 
1.1~ people nith disabilities \$as ~ i e ~ e d  h j  becond generation 
propone~~ts  a i  a -\nlptoIn of d broad failure of society to 
incorporate disabilitj into its c cmaciousrres~. Their argument 
waa that if disabilit~ is percei~ed a- a "'~iormal" part of life - 
so~nething that colild happen to any of u i  - then the material 

world ~ l o u l d  be designed to arc ommodate it nithout the need 
for a political movement or professional specialt! . 4cc essibilitj 
and usabilitj. the! argued. sliould be a goal ol design right from 
the start. E ~ e r j  de4gner should Ire able to design an e m  iron- 
ment that uill benefit the broadest possible population. not just 
temporarilj able-bodied people. 

This lie\$ of uni\ersal design as a cultural critique is exciting 
for design educ,ation becaufe of the strong critic.al haw of most 

u 

d e ~ i g n  discipline>. Through thy larious formi oi design re\iex\. 
students are encouraged to de\t.lop skill\ of critical thinking. 
LTni\ersal deiign is too often p~esented as a therapeutic 
inter\entior~ or as an ideologit dl c arnpaigrr. tno  approac-hes do 
not engage critical p[ractice as it is understood in design 
academia. The popularit) of the Prir~ciples of Unilersal Design 
(Connel. et al. 1997) as a pedagogic framework and "attitudinal 
change" as a focus of in t r~duc t ion~  to uni~ersa l  design are 
examples of this emp1la;is. The prestriptile nature of the  
Principles adopt; the stance of therapy: the focus on attitude 
change is a form of ideologicdl indoctrination. 

To persuade those in design education to recognize t11e ralue of 
unix ersal design. a reflec ti\ e peddgig should be de\ eloped 
that not 0111) retains the oripirlal critical focus of unilerial  
deaign. hut alao in1 ol\ es -elf-( ritic ism to unc 01 er the significant 
intellectual foundation arid limitation; of the ideolog.  1 
reflectix e perspecti1 e \$ill help unix ersal debign educators to 
understand h o ~  others perreile the vorh and \+ill help delelop 
more effectit e educational pedapogies and practices. 
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SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM 

The 51 mbolit Interactionist st hool in phi lo+^\ de\ eloped a 
lwrywi t i~e  on self and societj that led to the contemporaq 
notion oi s o i d  (on~truction.  (&urge Herbert Rlead (1931) 
argued that shared meanings e loh r through social inters( tion. 
Soc iet! can be ~inderstood as a s~mbolic reprewntation of that 
interaction. C)rie*i w i s e  of self. or a  group'^ shared sense of ,elf. 
exol~eq from intelaction nith others and through an internal 
interaction in \+ hich I+ e imaginatix elj take the role of the 
-'other." Charles (-oolej ( alled t h i ~  procev '.The Loohir~g Glass 
>elf' (1 90%). 

Erom thiq perspecti1 e. the relatior14lip of material culture to 
qoc ial life i i  characterized 11! reclploc~t?. Material culture i:, a 
pl~lsiral order that hoth reflects and prescribei qotial order. 
Ph\iica1 artifact:, not o d j  tell us rnuch ahout the \tap d social 
s~s tem norlts. hut the! m a k  it norlt in specific v q i .  For 
example. the popularitj of cellular telephones throughout the 
uorld s!nlbolicall\ reflect. a global culture that puts great 1 alue 
on instantaneous ion~rnunication. i t  the same time. this culture 
(intluding the tec h r ~ o l o g )  enable* the increasing interconnec- 
trdne-s of people thruughout the \\orld. 

There are man\ cxamples of such reciproc it?. 1 plan of an! 
truildir~g. for exan~ple. giles us insight into vliich group of 
people in the inllahitirlg organization has the most pmer.  ard.  
it a l ~ o  channeli wcial hehaxior in u a t i  that ( a n  enforc e or 
counteract the p u r r  of specific inhabitants. The allocation of 
land in a c o m r i ~ u n ~ t ~  demon~trates tlie ~ a l u e  placed on different 
ac t~ri t iei  such a. recreation or education. It alio aiiects hon 
re.identq \kill utilize the tonlmunit~ lor t h e  purpose.. The 
appearance of auto~nobilei connotes the difiwente-. in the 
.tatuh or lifest~les of their o ~ n e r -  but it also contributes to 

Gilen thii rec.iproca-11 relationqhip. i t  i\ I IO  w r p i s e  that ial 
c.llan=r i. refler.teti b+ r h a n ~ r s  in our material \\orld. and that 
rharrgci in the material vorld contri1)utc~ to t l ~ c  progrecs of 
ioc ial thangt. itec.11. 111 I ulturr* nhere tradition- artx i t r o ~ ~ g  and 
clla~ige is slc~w. v e  f i d  niaI1j endu~iug patterr~i or mdtvrial 
I ulture with a particularh clear and l ionlo~er~eous formal 
laupuap. hoth in \oc alrular~ arid i!r~ta\ (we. to1 rumple .  
Hillier ant1 Hanson. 1984). But. 111anj other Iris t on4stent 
exarnpleq are a lw  repreiented in the I~istoric al record. 'iT here 
change is partitularl! rdpid and iornplex. the established and 
neu orders exist side 1 ) ~  4de. Thu+. toda) \ ~ r  fiucl prople using 
cell phones in place> vlicre the predonlinant material culture is 
pre-induitrial. 

The essence of uni\ e r d  design is to enable. through changes 
in thr  design of material culture. more competence. indepen- 
dence and social integration. eipetiall\ to pre\ iourl! disad~ an- 
taped groups. The rnatrrial feminiit ~ n o ~ e m e n t  is d priman, 
precedent lor this endealor. Ha\den (1981) deicribed the 
emergence of the material fernir~izt nlol ernent in the mid 
1800s. Earlj feminists recognized the relationship betneen the 
domestic e n x i r o ~ ~ m e r ~ t  and the status of women. 'The! argued 

that the nuclear hou~ehold  \\as su1~ported h! tlie unpaid 
domestic ~ o r l i  of women. The j  further argued that the burden 
of such work. ~ h i c h .  at the time. vaq far greater than toda!. 
segregated women and kept them from taking a leadership role 
in t omnlu~~i ty  life. ldupting an industrial model. the) showed 
11ov homes could be designed to he more efficient and 
houienorli could he nlechanized nit11 labor s a ~ i n p  delicec; in 
order to free l\omen from this burden and pi\ e them the time to 
pursue other \ocdtions. Further. the\ ir~\ented nev social 
organizations and building t jpes to house them that xould 
prolide a significant I ommunit! role. One of their idea:, \\as 
rernming the  acti~itier of food preparation from the home. 
Conmninity lutchens uould be substituted where u o ~ n e n  \\auld 
work for pay and prolidc the meal6 for d nhole neighborhood. 

I l an j  ideas promoted b j  the rnaterial fe~ninists el entuall! 
found their ma! into the nlainitream. for exarnple. taltr-out 
food, \. acuum cleaner< and housecleaning *en ices. Hmex er. 
the liberation prophe&ed h, the ma t~r i a l  feminibt theoristi did 
not come to p a s  in the \\a? the! expected. 5 hile most \\omen 
are I ~ O M  in the morldorte and are increasingl! taking on 
leadership roles in thy cornmunit!. the! ha le  not le t  achieled 
equalit\. 

The polic? to eliminate residential ir~stitution; ior people uith 
disabilitie, and replate them \\it11 sniall wale. corrimunitj 
residences has surprising parallel+ to the material f e n h i s t  
rrlmement. r)e-institutionalization qought to liberate people 



91 s t  ACSA ANNUAL MEETING LOUISVILLE KY MARCH 14-1 7. 2003 7 1 

The trdri~forrnation of the iuititution \\a, guided Jr, "-nornidli~a- 
tion t h e o q "  (1 olferisherger. 107%). The perception of wcial 
ditfe~rric e, drgiictl riorrnalization theoriiti. \\a* the loot cmse of 

the boc ial problems related to dihabilit!. Uisahility \\a<, in fact. a 
social construction of the 19th ( entur!. The) argued that if 
people \\it11 diiabilities are treated as ~ndr~lduuls  \\ho hale  
different ei, rather than a ( l c ~ s ~  01 peopk \\ 11o are differrnt. their 
sped ic  needs could be addreisecl tl~rougll d more hurnane 
apprua(11. Thus. in the design of facilitie~ for the nev 
cornmunit! -baked organizationi. "normal" em ironments I\ err 
(arid are) mandated. The definition of "normal" ha3 both 
programn~atic arid aesthetic cornporientb lrecausr the appear- 
ance of one's lixing environment can be stigmatizing. setting up 
social distant-e betneen people uitli disa1)ilitie- arid the rest of 
the population. 

The historical association of disalrilit! and social difference 
(defined as "de~iance") with institutions created strong .~mbol- - .  
ic content in architectural forms. Perhapi the   no st ob~ ious  
characteristic of institutions i- their scale. Traditionall\, they 
are rnut h larger than other residential building tjpes. The 
liighl, repetithe and regular appearance of institutioris was 
generated I r j  beliefs in tlie abilitj of order in architecture to 
imbue order in hurndn rninds and social heha~ io r  (Rotliman. 
1971). It persists as an iristitutional arsthrtic. The institutiori 
has a chdracteriatic ipatial s!ntax that reflects iti ernphasis on 
social control. \ibual exposure is high arid prilack is lo\\. 
Circulati~m patterns are generallj rnorr hierarchicdl arid direct- 
ed than in non-institutional settings. 

Normalizing an en\ironment. then. includes not onlj the 
dr~eloprner~t  of a -'non-institutional" aesthetic. but also. a 
spatial a~n tax  that creates a nori-institutional experience. e.g. 
t ulturallj normati\ e l e ~  els of pri\ a(,!. 

For people with diiabilities ser ere enough (usualh n~ental  
impairments and often ph14cal impairment> a* \+ell) that the\ 
c annot lil r iridependenth in the c ommunit\. group homes ha1 e 
heconie the alternatke to institutionalization. They are a form 
of ( ooperath e honiemalting nith a paid staff. ii~nilar in concept 
to the boarding home which at one tirne way a prelalent form of 
housing for j oung industrial orltrr* of both genders (Ha) den. 
1981). -1 major difierence. honerer. i i  that group hornes are not 
ouned b\ a resident manager but rathe] h j  agencies or 
organizations that manage net~\orlts of diipersed facilitiei. 

Be( au-r of the. percrption thdt Iargrr 11crmes arc. more coit 
efficient. most group horr~t~s  (in the I1.S.) l ~ o u s ~  0-12. T h e  
resident- often haxe both p l ~ ~ s i t a l  dncl rriental iriipairrnents. - .  
The  ~lormatixe form for a house i o  ldrgr in the 1.5. i i  t!picall! 
a 2-3 stor! structure. but the tlrgrce of disabilit! of the residents 
often precludes a rnultidor! driign. Tlluh these lionlei tend to 
look x er, different t l ~ r  other honlei in the immediate T icinity 
he( ause the) are r n u ~ h  ldqer  in land ( olerage and longrr and 
l o ~ e r  in profile. In the single fa~nil! ( ontext of rnoit -1merican 
communities. the group honie requires parliing for a large 
nurnber oi automobi l r~  to acco~nn~otlatr  t ~ o  shift- of staH (most 
of ~ h o m  drixe to worli) a> nell as ~ibiting profes-ional staff. 
Parliing a row ol -1-6 \el~iclcb at the curb is not socially 
acceptable in tlie low den,it! -1merica11 landscape. 

There are ~ n a n j  other phjsical differences betueen group 
homes and the t!pical A~nerican bingle farnil! home related to 
ditferent fire safetj requirenienti. the need to supenise  
medications, the need to prolitle an effi~ient workplace for the 
stafi arid. in seTere climates. the n w d  to prwide a protected 
area for loading and unloading uheelchair \an\ .  

The  amlimard and unusual appearance of man) group hornrs 
could be akoided b> d e ~ o t i n g  more reaurces to their construc- 
tion. especiallj bj reduc ing tllr nu~nher  of occupant,. H o \ \ e ~ e r .  
there is a lack of public support for the tonitructiori of l e q  
experlsi\e homes for those n h o  don't appear to he ir~corne 
generating members of socie t~ .  In truth. moqt. if not all 
resident, of group home6 are full) ernplo!ed or full! engaged in 
educational programs. hut tlie public perception is different 
because the! do not ~ o r k  in '-normal" occupations and are not 
s t u d ~ i n g  in c-onrentional educational facilities. The lack of 
resources dex oted to malting the group home fit more fmoothly - G A 

into the social fabric of coni~nunities is an instance of 
reciproc it,. The  social xalue of the residentp i i  reflected in the 
physical structure uf tlie buildings. -I sot ial polic \ that t omnlits 
adequate reiources i i  needed to i~npror e the ioc ial integration 
of people with qelere disabilities. In the L.S.. tlie current status 
of group home. represents the .'halt\\d\ ~ ~ r e g ~ i a n t "  nature of 
mucli current social po l i c~  toward people vith disabilities. In 
fact. one critic called it '-disalrled policj"' (Berhouitz. 1987). 

The  contradiction between the ideals of de-institutionalization 
and the realit! of facilities like group homes is fertile ground for 
u n i ~  ersal design education. It pro1 ides the opportunitj to  
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exarl~inr the relatior~ihip 1)etween rnm erncSnt. for ioc ial ju-tic tL. 

v,i id1 l,oli( J a11c1 en\ i1111mlentd1 deiigu. Br~ngiug d ( rit~idl 
jwriprcti\r to this in\e-tigation open- a didlogut' 'd)ol~t the 
plac tL 0 1  tli.abilit\ and how snc ial plic ! 11a- Idllcr~ -1lort of tht' 
iclc~al. Moreo\er. it  i* an exc ellent ground for exdmi~~ing the 
n a t u ~ r  of " n o r ~ ~ d i t \ " '  itself. hat i- "normal"? Ho\+ I I ~  t> 

idea. In fact. the material feminists p r o l ~ c l d  cooperati\e 
llouseherping for the broader population a, a u a j  to reduce the 
hu~den of unpaid do1ne4c work lor Itonlerl. Perhaps. as 
houzin; t!l)es e ~ o h  e, e.g. v n i o r  l lou~ing or hospice 11c)u~in;. 
thr  groul) homv \+ill he  less s t ipa t ized.  

1 petlagogj 1)aied on the concept of cooperati\ e houselieeping 
for 1-"~1111' \+ith <elere disabilities as an rntr) point to d broader 
sotial critique proIides an opportunit! to teach a more 
significant lesson. one that is transferable to almost an! other 
design project %here puhlic furld. are uietl to house a 
diiad~antaged I~opulatio~l. 111 fact. there are clear parallels \+it11 
I1ousing for older people. the  poor. studenti. people ~ i t h  1ILE 
and ~ i i t i m i  of domestic abuse. Can housing adopt a uni~ersal 
de4grr that \\ill actonlrnodate people who need significant 
ler el. of support and/or supen  ision? The challenge in this 
question is to find housing forms that e~nbod! the ideals of 
drrnocrdc! dnd icrial justice je t  meet the specific rleedi of the 
grouf~. This should include. in the conte\t of an academic 
exerciie. exanlinirig alternath r- to the 3ocial policie~. attitudes 
and economicf of the existing order a rd  hcnt those alternati~es 
n~ight p ~ m i d e  a basis for a different d r + ~  responw. B j  
engagir~c. thebe issues. unixersal design students exanline 
alternati~ e iocial realities and hou they relate to ph!+ic.al form.. 

Rlax 1 eher u a i  a German sociologist n h o  studied the elolution 
of l~ureaniracies in societies around the \+orltI (W e lm.  1921). 
Ba.rd t rn  his anal!sis. he  argued that the culture of the W e.tern 
\+orld (todar omL (ould extend thii to the incrrasir~gl! W ester 
rlized ?loha1 culture) .Iraq intreasingl! dominated b! the \dlues 
of eftit i enc~ .  predictabilitj. calt uldhilit! a d  introduction of 
nonhuman technologies. He called thii proce,s ratmnulzzatlon 
and ar&wed that bureaucracies \\ere the beit manifestation of 
thi-. proc ess. He obqened that the hureaucrac~ has a tendenc~ 
toward formal ratlor~alzzation - the iearch for the opti~num 

Tec hnic a1 Icno\\ledge i i  nec c.ssar\ to c~ea te  harrier free l~niltl- 
i n p  To deiign an  eflrcti\ e rarnp. for r \a~nl)le.  one mutt line\+ 
the maximum slope that car1 he negotiated I)! a sc~\erel\ 
diiabletl ir~tlixidual. e.g. a person \+ho uyes a uhrelc hair. Tho-e 
\+ithir~ the design proiession~ T + ~ O  had th r  requiiitc tec hnital 
lino\+ledge in the edrh d a ~ i  of the bdrrirr free tleiign 
rno\ement during the 19501 and varl! 1900. were the 
architect- of rehahilitdtion tai ilitiei and equipn~ent. Together 
~ i t h  rellabilitation profrsaior~alY arid consumer d d ~ c ~ t a t e ~ .  the\ 
in\ rnted the specialt~ of l~arrier free design. Tl~c. enlpl~dsiq on 
r e p l a t o p  actixitj as a \\a! to i ~ r l p l e ~ ~ ~ e n t  harrie~ flee design in 
the 1 .S. resulted from the general lach of techn~i a1 l ao~+ledge  
and interest in the subject uitllin the d e s i p ~  professions. 
Although \ohmtar! efforts u r r e  initiated during the edrh 1960s 
to encourage designers. pakic ularl! dl1 hitecls. to engage the 
issue. it hecame clear b\ the latta 1900c that a( I essil~ilit~ to the 
en~irorirrient could not be achie\ ed on a I oluntarj hasis. 

The first Federal legislation on bdrrier free design. the 
4rc.hitertural Barriers k t .  nas  passed in 1908. In 1975. a 
go\ ernment re1 ie\+ exposed the lack of compliant e \+ it11 this 
la\\ (GdO, 1975). Since then. succession of la\+< and 
regulations graduall) expanded the t!~)es of buildingb coxered 
and strerqthened enforcemer~t policie~ In addition. the tec h i -  
cal proliiions of regulations also great11 expanded. The initial 
\oluntarj standard \+as lesi tllan 10  page. ( ihSI 4117.1. 
1961). The same standard toda) has almost 70 pages 
(ICC/INSI 41  17.1. 1998). There has heen i or~sideral~le resis- 
tance to these standards from the Iruilding industq and the 
design professions (Steinfeltl. 1077). With the a d ~ e n t  of 
cornplrx regulatior~i. legal processei and penaltiri, the need for 
Itno\+ledge p e l +  hut it \+as not nec eisan. a i  in the earl! d a b ,  to 
learn ahout the  needs oi people with disabilities directl!: all 
that v a i  necessarj was to learn the repldtioni and the procew. 

Uthough adxocates support the regulator! proves to insure 
that at cesi is pro\ ided. t l~ere  i i  no q u e 4 o n  that the regulatoq 
system has e\olved into a11 '-lron Cage." TNO examples 
illustrate the p roh l~m.  

The 4mericanq with Dirahilitics k t  (-1L)iZ) has regulations that 
c m  er all buildings and public at cornmodations I-onstructrd 
u i th  Federal funding. Ho\+e~er .  the agent-j that del clop the 
rules that are used to specih the tec lmical design criteria. the 
L.S. 1ccess Board. ic not mandated (i.e. therefure not allomed) 
to del elop regulations for housing. The AID-4 Guldelmc\ (1 984) 
for puhlic accommodations are being relised to reflect nev 
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diffrre~ltei l)etx\cm~ tlir two -el. of criteria Illit the! arr. to 
a n \ o ~ ~ r  lmt a11 rxprrt. ~ e r !  ciiificdt to i i ~ ~ d .  'l'l~ni. arc11itc.c t i  
fori.rd to u ie  the ol)wletr deii;n ( riteria or folio\\ the Inorc- up 
t c ~  datr and in lp~o\  ed te( lmii a1 c-riteria and rid\ ha\ ir~g their 
huilding~ cited ds non-c omplidnt Ir! o\ crz~'dlous rcplatorb M ho 
old! dc c cspt cim~plin~~ct.  \\it11 a spec ific .et of starldards. 

.Ilthougli the I1.S. Federal ;or r r n m e ~ ~ t  clex elops the AD4 
G u ~ d ~ / z n r s .  each state in the cc)u~ltq rail dexelop I)uildinp code 
requirements lor ~ I Y  riiihilit! for use in the state. \Ian! states 
h d ~ e  ddopted the An1 Guidelines hut rndn! otherb hale  
del eloped their own stdudards. Thus. arcliitrc t i  and der elopers 
\zorhing in more than one itate hale  to linou the differences. 
T h r  rrquirernent. d r~e loped  11! laritrus states that are not in 
tend to LIP disseminated to other state< and c~errtuall! find their 
\\a! into the national standards. The acc e s ~ i l ~ i l i t ~  %dustq"* 
thriles on adopting ne\\ rules to address the needs of specific 
constituencies rather than completing rrsedrch on the needs 
and carefull, examir~ing the lalue of those requirements using 
empirical methods. Oxer time. then. the complex it^ of the rules 
has increased with que&mable results in terms of impro~ing 
accessibilit~. A serious negatix e bacldaqh fro111 the building 
industr! deleloped l~ecause of the arbitran and confusing 
regulatnn, situation. In fact, the detailed rules actual11 prohibit 
innolation through unixersal design in man! cases. 

Thus. \\hat started out as a social molenient to rreate equal 
opportunity access to resources in iocietj ha. been transformed 
into a bureaucratic exercise in enforte~nent. In the litigious 
US.. this has produced a 1 eritable ir~dustq of accesiibilit! 
"experts" vhose main technic a1 skills are renlernbering the 
details of the regulations and linoning llon the go~ernment  
interprets the~n .  \ hile creating emph!rnerit opportunities for a 
fen. the regulaton en\ironment has created an adrersarial 
relationship betneen adlocates on one side and architects and 
building omners and dexelopers on the other. RIoreoxer. it has 
r e d t e d  in a situation \+here the design profess~ons. both in 
academia and in practice, do not look upon barrier free design 
as an opportunit! for crea t i~e  design. The diicourse of barrier 
free design is basicall! ~ i e u e d  ah a part of building code 
compliance or tecllnical problem so11 ing. This is e ~ i d e n t  b j  the 
general lacb of aesthetic content in the literature on the subject. 
Most examples of barrier free design perpetuate the cold 
clinicdl looli of its institutional precedents. 

In general. the tendenc! to legislate reform can be understood. 
from the public'. perspectile. a. a lach of truit iu professionals. 
In conternporaq post-industrial societies. the belief in the 
goodnill of an elite professiorlal class golerned l)! its own 
itandards of ethics and interebts i i  no longer operathe. Thr  
histoq of barrier free design suggests that the public's mistrust 
ma\ be  ell-founded. Febz designers personallj identih ~ i t h  
the interests of people n h o  haIe disabilities. The regulatoq 

From the profe4on' i  p e r s p  ti\?. regulatior~. rcyresent an 
intrusion on the arc liitec t'. responi~hilit\ and d demonstration 
that the! are lwing control oxcr the power to rnake d e s i p  
decisions. Since the re;ulatiol~* c onstrain the \\a! buildings 
1001,. the\ also represent an dttdc 1%. b\ outiide interests. on the 
aesthetic dumain of architects. The shilt o l  pouer and territorial 
infringement 11dq put thr  professio~~ on the defens i~e  to the 
point \\here profesiional asiociatiur~i are just ds lilielj to resiit 
irnprcnirlg acc3es. to buildings a< the! are to promote it. 

Regulations in themwh es. ho\\e\er. do not ensure social 
change. Regulator\ acthit) is a political procesh in \\11ich 
negotiation and c o ~ i ~ p r o r n i ~ e  take place. The accessibilitj 
acliieled through regulations is on15 as extensile as the rules 
ir~corporated in them. Tjpicall!. these rules are nlininium 
requirements. Thus. the codification of barrier free design 
insures accessilrilit\ to a degree. hut tends to reduce creatile 
thinliing that might result in more ai cessible places. products 
and systerns. Perhaps the most limiting impact of regulations is 
that the! perpetuate the rn!tll that accessibilit~ is a technical 
problem rather than an opportunit! for engaging imagination. It 
is note\\orthj that uhen the design for Frarili Loyd W right's 
Guggenheim Museum was cornpleted. there  ere no regulations 
mandating access to public buildings. Lnfettered 1171 rules. he  
created an imaginati~e solution to the problem of maliing 
buildings accessible - lie ,loped the lruilding instead of build- 
ing a ramp. 

The critical examination of at cessibilitj regulations is a good 
point of departure for introducing unixersal design in dn 
educational context. Both facult! peers and students generally 
share the profession's anathen~a t o ~ a r d  imposition of rules 
from outside its norld and the loss of control mer  the territory 
of design. i l r i  educatior~al actixit! that starts ~ i t h  a critique of 
the r e p l a t o q  approach, exposing both the necessitj of 
regulations and their detrimental effect. can then mole  on to 
pose the challenge of alternati~es. 

111 opposition to the idea of designing to meet regulations that 
protect a class of people. the drixing idea behind unilersal 
design is that t h r  ph!sical rzorld should serxe the needs of all 
people including those nho  hare a disabilit!. This concept 
effectixel! transforms representation of a building user. Rather 
than designing d building for a stereot>pical axerage person or 
special interest group. unilersal design promotes a culturally 
pluralistic representation of building users. Rather than focus- 
ing on the blind adherence to rules. un i~e r i a l  design fosters 
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I n i ~  ersal design. h m e ~  er. goes quite a hit furtlwr than h p l ,  
transferring tee hnolog from the  realm oi rehabilitation to the 
general Lonsurner marlet. Succeqsful u n i ~  ersal debigns appeal 
to a broader constituencj because of their sound ergonomic 
principles and attrac ti\ e appearance. It is not enough to prolide 
d feature people \\ant: unix ersal deiign has to n~al i r  that feature 
ea-\ to uie and attractile to the con-umer. As e\eryone Itnons 
fro111 perconal experience. e l e n  re\ olutionar~ technologiei like 
the \ CR. t a n  he daunting hen it ( onies to usahilitj. 

I nit ersal design has be\ era1 characteristics that make it a more 
pmerful idea than barrier free design. First. it expands the 
conitituencj of design from disabled people to elderl~ peoplr. 
(hildren. nornen and others -110 ha1 e lwen under-reprebented 
in the design consc~iousness. Second. the tocui oi unilersal 
design is on inxention rather than replation. Third, unirrrial 
dr4gn o\ercomes the perpetuation of iot ial diilerenc e. The 
idea is to infuse design with an  inclusixe approach. Barrier free 
design. on the other hand. is associated \tit11 the bureaucratic 
(ulture. which lead- to the Iron Cage. Its underljing concern 
for people is disguised and hidden h! regulation. \thich ii 
aswciated \\it11 social control. In particular. design b! regula- 
tion assumes there is on14 one "hest" \<a! to do something. And. 
it* c o~ls t i tuenc~ is limited to people ~ i t h  disabilities and the 
ac tessibilitj indu.tn. Lnil ersal design ofters a nrn  pl~ilosophi- 
(a1 position for the practicing professional. It offers an 
opportunitj to "eliminate the faicisn~ in our heads" (Har~e!. 
1980. p. 45) b j  incorporating the perspecti~eq of group& that 
hale been mdrgirdized 1)) the design profesionc. 

I n i~ r r sa l  design ii not. of course. immune to a nrgatke 
r onnotation from the perspecti\ e of formal rationalization. The 
lei, name itsell connotes a sirlgle unixersal ".solution" to an! 
drzign proldern - the "-one best \\a, ."' The idea of a senbil)ilit\ 
that responds to all. can too easily he percei~ed as a doctrine 
that denies the legitinlac j of man? particular perspecti1 ei. 
L nil ersal design. if narrowlj c oric eil ed. t ould submerge the 

( l ~ ' l n a ~ ~ d i  norrnati~ e appcLdrdnc tLs. ~ r j t v  tirip t11r a\arit-garcIv 
I ~ ~ a u - e  of its ( o ~ m o t d t i o ~ ~  ot dilic*renc (.. Thii is. in iorne Mars. 
I cmtrddic tor, to the. icled of rrri1)rdc in;? tliHerrnc t.. El rn  prol~le 
\\it11 di-a1,ilitiei are 1)roud of their d ~ l l c ' ~ c ~ ~ ~ c  r.. tlie di.tin( tionr 
that rnal\e the111 ur~iqur. 7'11~) juct t1011"t uant to Iw btigmatized 
lwcdu~r  of them. I)e+iper+.  partituldrh tlloie ~ 1 1 0  teach in 
a t~ t l en~ ia .  are iuipiciou* of an ideolopb that dppedi-i to reject 
diHerer~c r and explo~dtoq formal t~xploration~. That is ~ 1 1 ~  u e  
belie\ e that the term "incln-ir e desiprl" or the European t r r ~ n  
'*Drsign for Ur' are morr accurate tr~niy foi \\hat uni~ersa l  
dr,ign is all about. paltic u l a r l~  he( auw u e  haxr had to imest  
nlucah time o\e~corning the falie pert eption. drcc rihed ah01 e. 

UTOPIANISM 

" E c r n  daring ottcmpt to n~c~hr  n p m t  cl~urge zn 
eustzng rondztzons. P I  e n  loft\ 7 1\1on of n m  posslbzl l tz~~ 
f ir  the human race. hus been lo2~le r l  utopron." Enlrna 
Goldman (c. 1912. first puhlishcd in Slmln~a11.1972) 

Ultimately. the  uni\ ersal design idea is a utopian notion. This 
label 'utopian' has both positi~ e dnd negatil e connotations. On 
the one hand, it embrat e- idealism. the opti~nistic helief that 
- ~ e s .  it can he  accomplished - \ \c  can do it". On the other hand. 
it suggests inlpracticalit!. the impoisihilitj of reaching a goal - 
the naiwtb of belie1 ing that -it could happen' and perhaps e\ en 
the inabilit! to separate fantay and realit!. 

RLaq uni\ersit! facult! are v a q  of utopian claims. The! argue 
that the term 'urii~erqal' is a specious and dangerous concept. 
There has. after all. been an enormous amount of wffering and 
waste in the uorld due to the adoption of uni~ersa l  solutions 
and demise of pluralism. In fact. hnilersal deqign' is. according 
to the experts "'deiign for all people." hut. to the outsider, the 
concept of 'design for all' seems an impoiiibilit>. 

Ltopian ideas hale  a tendencl touard absolutiqm. The term 
-'uriix ersal" itself. meaning "including or t OL ering all or a whole 
collecti\el, or distributil el! vithout limit or ex( eption.-' (Hoad. 
199%) corn e j  s an abolutist agenda. There arc L er! feu (if any) 
indances of absolutes in our norlds. The pro( lamator) nature 
of absolutes can c low the possibilit! of critical exarnination.*' 

ELe? utopian notion creates sltepticiiin in intellectual circles 
hecause of the  inl~erentlj exclusile nature of most ideologies 
and groups espousing those ideologic,. In the earl, dajs of its 
e\olution. those within the uni\ ersal design dihcipline present- 
ed it (uhether intentional or not) ~ t i t h  a k i d  ot redempti~ e or 
iahation approach. Either one had -seen the light of u n i ~  ersal 
driign' or one \+as still 'in the dark of form-dri~en design". 
Those who had -seen the light' \\ere 'baled' and it was their 
obligation to enlighten the rest of the ~ t o r l d -  to spread the 
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(,oupleti uitli this i i  the riatural tr1idcwc.j fur propo~ie~it. of a 
utopian contept to ilismiis other t i p s  of drcigrl e\ploratior~. 
that. he( duse oi different goal5 drld agerida. do not e~nhrac e th t~  
princ iplc- 01  thv rnm cment. To the outsider. tnn( 11 of tht' uorl\ 
produ(ed Ir! other designeri i-. t p o  ltrcto. deiincd h j  the 
p r o l ~ o ~ i e n t ~  of u n i ~  rrial drsign a- illtyitiniate (or not diicu*- 
+ion-~+orthi)  because it doe-11.1 adliere to the stated P~I I ICI~IP\  
of n r ~  crwl D C S I ~ I  (C0111iel. t't dl.. 1997). The Principles at 
tiinci. at t a \  lrarriers or di~ider. I w t ~ e e n  'riglit' driigri arid 
hrorig' design. R hen presented or perceked a- a dic hotorriou~ 
t hoke. tliere are man, other legitimdtc debign enterpriies that 
are &-legitimized: the work ot tliow experi~nrntirig wit11 form- 
drixen eririronmentb that prirndril\ are intended to challenge 
our preconceptions of spatial organizations and co~iditions. the 
nork of phenornenologist~ u h o  explore ensironrnenti and 
product\ \lit11 the interition of heighte~i i r i~  our phlsical 
experiences. arrd exen the ~+or l \  of propor~ents of sustainable 
deiign. a field that exen share< the utopian prripecti~e and 
\thoie practitioners are natural alliei. 

Facult! u h o  teach from these c~ther perspecti~ri  often argue 
that the design of the material storld should create phrsical 
challenges. a position diametricall? opposed to the unixersal 
design principle of reducing effort and maliing the en\ironrnent 
intuit i~e and simple to use. 4nd. in fact. people do enjo! and 
xalue man! acthities that require added effort and cauie 
incon~enience. Examples include the child who enjojs the 
strain of reaching to turn on the hatliroom faucet while 
irnagining that so~neda! she'll be lrig enough to turn it on 1)) 
herself. the athlete u h o  wants to push phjsital al~ilities to the 
extreme. or the eiixironmentali\t \tho lalues the additional 
effort required to emptj a cornposting toilet because it reducei 
ern ironmental pollution. 

11-0 excluded are those whose uork is intended to create 
disturbing and unsettling conditions for the d e  of ( hallenging 
social. cultural. political. and/or economic precorir eptions and 
pro\ oliing critical reflection. Examples in( ludr Re1 ingtori'~ 
Luminous 1 eil Bridge Project in Toronto. uhit 11 call* attentior1 
tu the proble~n of suicide. part. of Jahn's Chicago Stock 
Exchange in which (according to some critics) tlie panic of 
potential nlarltet crash is iricorporated into tlie interior \pace of 
the building. These \+orki seem quite inappropriate lor the field 
of u n i ~  ersal design - perhaps el en ar~tithetical to it. Thei don't 
fit the definition or the mold that ha\ been established. and. 
therefore, the! are not considered in the discourse. The 
~m~ble ru?  4lthough the zntrntcon~ of unixersal deiign are 
in( l u i i ~  e. its structure is inherenth encluvr r: therefore. it* 
practices contain contradictions. 

Thew harriers could prel ent thr discipline from adopting a set 
of critical perspecti1 es and. ultimatelj. a critical practice - a 

-l* 11otc.d she. utopiarl i t l e s  ha\e a positire side as itrll. The 
three priniarr characteristic,< of a ~itopian idea are idealism. 
tliarlgc. arid t ritique. 111 of tlirce are po i i t i~ r  attribute\. 
Uthougli an al~solutc. idealis111 (an  he n a i ~ e  and inconiequen- 

tial, an iclealim tempered \+it11 prag~natii~rl is uhat  distiri- 
guishes the mundanr from the signific'ant in design. Moreoxer. 
the courage to take r i k -  arid -earth for nev approaches. 
perspectises and ~olutionq are attributes \slued higlil~ h j  most 
design educator.. Finallr. ari(d)  noi it irnportantl!. utopian ideas 
emerge fiorn a t ritique of the ita(us quo. E hen e~nbrac ed 
thoughtlessly ~ i t h  slogarierring and rnilitani 1. outsiders yues- 
tion the sinteritj of this critique. But. ~ 1 1 ~ 1 1  adopted ~ i t h  
considerable reflection and articulated well. educators should 
respect it as a lalid point of departure for good design. Thus, 
universal design. a i  a utopian conitrutt. liab the inherent 
qualities of a powerful design philosophr. one that should he  
respected b j  other facdt) .  T\+o utopian idras. are particularlj 
useful as a theoretical frameworl. for understanding and 
communicating uni\ ersal design in a positixe sewe as opposed 
to the  riegatixe. The first of these is Sir Thomas More's 
deliberate combination of the Greeh uordi  e ~ ~ t o ~ p ~ c ~  (good place) 
and outopza (no plac c) to generate the term utoma (IIore. 1975. 
originally published 15 16). The second is Ruth Les itas' 
contemporary description: 

[ultopid is the expressiori of the desire for a better Tta! of 
being. This intludes both the objecti\e. institutional 
approach to utopia. and the iubjectise. experiential 
concern of disalieriation. . . . It allous for the form. 
function. and content to change oxer time. - I d  it reminds 
us  that. ~ h e n e s e r  we think of particular utopiab. we learn a 
lot ahout the experience of liiing under an! set of 
coriditions b j  reflecting upon the desires x+hich those 
conditions generate and j et lea\ e unfulfilled. For that is 
the  spate mhich utopia occupieh. (Le~itas. 1090) 

More's definition i. place-dependent and Leiitas's is state- 
dependrnt. 1Iore's creates a space: Le~itas's fills it. The double 
condition of RIore's two aspects of utopia - good pldce. no 
place - sets up tlie possibilit! of introducing Lelitas's vie\+ as a 
mediating deli( e: the desired state is 11 here 'good place* and 'no 
place' intersect. 

These ideas of utopia can help n i  understand the spaces. 
places. objects. images and e\ents that are the results of 
unisersal design practice. The phjsical products arid place. of 
unil ersal design. and their attendant pq) thological states. often 
articulate the dichotom! inherent in desire - the utopian ideal 
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P\accb* and produe t~ that h a l e  the vharac ttlriitic - oj uni~erial  
tlesigrl ~ I Y  lcwated ( ogniti~ el! wmtwhrrr  Iwt\\ec.~l u l ~ a t  is and 
uhat ic desired. Tllui. the desired place l ~ e c o n ~ e ~  a '-11jr4tute' 
pld( r. This place of 'tiesign for all" i. a+!lnptotic.. namel\. an 
approach hetueen t ~ o  cwnditioni that continue- to mole 

The reflection required to p m u e  'an iricrearingl! infor~ned' 
itat? of c ~ n w i o u i n e i ~  i i  one form of critical practice. It if thi- 
reflec tile actixit] that has not I~eerl adrquatc~l\ ( ornmunic ated 
as d part of uni\er-al design prac tic?. More emphasis on this 
asprc t of u 1 h ~ r s a 1  de+n \$ill help to a( h i e ~ e  \alidation of the 
cone ept vithin both the academic dibcipline. and profession- of 
deaign. B hile empha4zing thc  positi~ e corniotdtions of utopian 
tl~inl&g. it is also in~portant to a\ oid reinforcing the negati~ e. 
L nil e r d  design educators can a\ oid espouiing an idealism 
that is oh ious l j  i~npractical. The\ can a ~ o i d  an ahwlutiiit . - 
stance that implies to one'i peer\ that their ox+n ~{orl. has little 
\ alue. Ind. they can ernhracr a real inc lusit enecs h:, adopting a 
tolerance of other perspecti1 es. ex en those that appear contraq 
to the espoused Prrnczples. Unil ersal design educator5 can also 
demonitrate the true iinceritj of their de\otion to inclusi\ ene+ 
1,) expanding the sphere of their interests and actix itics Ijejond 
disdbilitj to aging. gender issues. cultural differences. sustains- 
hilit\ and other isiues that might emerge as tulturei change. 
Thiq vill not onl! inform the de\elopment ot nnix ersal design 
a. a philosophical approach to design but alio huild bridges to 
other facult! n h o  allare equalh utopian perspecti~es. 

L n i ~  ersal design education could be enrit hed signifitantl! b j  
exploring and communicating the intellectual traditions that 
urlderlaj the concept. like the idea of reczprocitl hetx\een social 
life and material culture and the concept of soczol juctrce. Lqing 
the group home as an example. \\e hare demonstrated hou the 
contept of normalization has parallels in the theories of the 
earl) frnliriist molement. TI+ idea ha. iignificant i~nplitations 
for curriculum and criticism. especiallj in the deiign studio. B e  
~ ~ r o p o e d  that group homes could I-~r itudied a- a form of 
( ooperatix e houseliceping. 1 s  a corolla? example. the (om ept 
of independence can he examined as a basis for the design of an 
~ U ~ O I I O I I I O U ~  l i ~ i n g  unit. therel)! making connections to the 
w&nahle design mcnernent. n o  doubt there are n ~ n j  other 
.uch connections arid thus man! other thread< of intellectual 
disrourse that could inform our work. 

1 cult~lrcr/ ciztiyrr can he( onie part 01 all dviign projt'~'tii. TOO 
o f t t ~ .  design itudio in-truc tori g i \ r  a11 ii--iglrr~rrrt i11 thv form 

a propran to question and I ritiyue. exarriir~ing thr relat ior~sll i~~ 
k)etutw~ indterial c ulture and we ial life. i t u h i n g  the difiering 
iocial tlefinitioni of plat es or olqe~.ti and comparing the 
prrir~cbcti~ es of the c lient. the deiigr~er and the user a> '-other." 
A A 

The literature of disdhilitj studiei , an he an  e\c ellent rource of 
idea. for such a t ritique. Some iuggeatioi~i in( lude: 1. the 
i n p c  t of diiabil i t~ in public en( ountcri and ~ l l d t  ii  implied for 
the de+n of public pla( es. 2. I)erfectio~l and defornlitj in 
aeithetic xalues and Ithat the! irrq)l\ for fashion. of taste and 
st\le. 3. disdbilit? as a career arrd the inlplication for design for 
tllr lifespan.. 1. disabilit~ as "otherrress" ant1 iti relationship 

The idea that uni\er\al design ii an alternati~ e to the rule bawd 
approach oj harrier free design i. another pouerful cclucational 
"rate@. Since there i- I ~ U C ~ I  re4stanc.e to the rule based 
approach anlong (redti le designeri.. it can he used as a foil to 
generate interest among studenti in its alternati\e. Since 
students need to hnov the rule5 the) will ha7 r to f o l l o ~  \\hen 
the! enter prac-tice. an assignment through which they h a l e  to 
stud! them and unc 01 er their limitations and irrationalities ma! 
be an effectix e introduction to u n i ~  ersal design. From there. the 
underl>ing principles behind the rules can he unco\ered and 
students can be challenged to find solutions beyond rule based 
de4gn. 

4lthough p e d a g o ~  certairil:, should he the focus of unix ersal 
deiipn education. politics are a i  critical to the success of 
edutational xenturei as the  merit of pedagog. h a d e ~ n i a  is a 
place \+here interlie competition a~nong  ideas is a normal state 
of affairs. 4s adxocates of un i~e l sa l  design. u e  h a ~ e  to  be 
prepared to periiuade our colleagues and students of their 
intellectual \ alue. The concept of unix ersal de4gn has man! 
connotations that appeal to the xalues and perspectixes of 
progressixe acadernir culture. These include a concern for 
human \ alues. a c t i ~  isrn. rultural pluralism and social justice. 
Jet .  at the same time. uni~ersa l  drsign can hale connotations 
that can engender suspicion and resistance b j  other facult!, as 
well as studenti. These ir~clude the perception that universal 
design. as a utopian ( oncept. has an abcolute idealist agenda. an 
excluiionar~ structure and unrealistic goals. 

These negatix e connotations. hou ex er, can be wer t  ome with a 
fotui  on the intellectual traditions to \+hich uni~ersal  dri ipn is - 
linlied and b j  insuring an open. critical perspectixe in 
pedagog. m e  eipeciall:, need to ernpha~ize the idealism 
inherent in the  concept and. to a ~ o i d  the perception of na i~e te .  
u e  need to emphasize that uni~ersa l  design is a search for wajs 
to '"close the gap*' hetween the utopian ideal and the current 
status quo. The ideal of u n i ~  ersal design ma j  be more palatable 
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Ileilrt t i \  r thinl\ i~~g should Ire thr norm of uni\ erqal d e i i p  
ethlcdtion. ernph-king the critical stance that hrou,nht it into 
heirlg in the firit plate. % e nerd to practice an intluii\e 
~ntrllectual discour-e b, ac ltrro\+ledping conneitiorl~ to other 
per-pec ti\ e i  in edutation arid de - ip .  in particular. thwe that 
-here a utupidr~ character. e~r lp l~a&e the \ alue of dil r rs i t~  a d  
encourage a person-c entered design practice. 4nd. \+e need to 
Iw t o l e~a r~ t  oi other. more di\ ergerlt edurational perspertil Pi.  

re( opiz ing that tlwre i- a place for man\ I ieu points in design 
edut ation. 
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