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Source: https://www.smithsonianchannel.com/videos/a-powerful-great-white-shark-tries-to-flip-a-boat/30874



Tell me, while you watched this film, did you feel anything? 
Fear? Stress? Anxiety?

At the IA Summit around 2012 I recall a certain comment 
made in relation to User Experience Design which went 
something along the lines of:

“…we can never design the user’s experience because the 
user’s experience is always in their minds; we can’t design a 
person’s experience in the way that we can design a product” 

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LfckFEO_72I
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This is Steven Spielberg filming ‘Jaws’.

Source: http://www.oscars.org/collection-highlights/jaws

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OMuFYX8SRLI: “Why we like horror movies”

He definitely knew how to make us feel fear, anxiety and stress.
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This is a work called "The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of 
Someone Living" by Damien Hurst (1991).

Spielberg’s creation of the great white shark as an object of fear goes even 
further here. Hurst uses the shark to allude to life in death, or death in life. The 
idea of the shark lives on beyond its evident death, suspended as it is in 
formaldehyde. 

The new meaning of and for a great white shark, as created by Spielberg has 
become part of our social reality.

"The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living" by Damien Hurst.1991

Source: https://retrogradecanvas.wordpress.com/2014/01/12/the-mental-impossibility-of-damien-hirst-in-the-mind-
of-someone-living/

"The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone Living" by Damien Hurst.1991

Source: https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/jonathanjonesblog/2012/nov/14/death-lording-galleries-art-
more-alive
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Information architecture (IA) has been described as both an art and a science 
[1]. I’m not sure what this actually means…

I think it may mean design but in IA’s mainstream formulation, I think it means 
design premised on a sense-making proposition.
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1. Rosenfeld, L. M. (2015). Information Architecture: For the Web and Beyond (4th Edition ed.). O'Reilly Media.



In fact, its key offerings of “findability, usability and understanding” are far 
closer to engineering than design. 

Much of IA is attributed to the work of Richard Saul Wurman who described IA 
as “…the thoughtful making of either artifact, or idea, or policy that informs 
because it is clear.” (1996)
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Abby Covert entitled her book about IA “How to Make Sense of Any Mess”

And these three quotes from the website of the IA Institute (2017) all speak 
directly to sense-making.
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I feel that mainstream IA further positions this sense-making proposition 
premised upon a certain set of values: a history in science (specifically Library 
and Information Science) and relevance to contemporary technology and 
commerce (i.e. business). 

These positions are fiercely guarded. 

Source: https://redtiger243.deviantart.com/art/King-Ghidorah-sketch-697767763

The question this presentation asks is: what else could we find if we viewed IA 
from an alternative position? 
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I am the first African to keynote at this Summit. I am white. I need to 
acknowledge this. 

This photograph, taken by Ulli Michel (Reuters), captures a student anti-
apartheid protest at WITS University in 1989. The students run from tear gas 
fired by police. I attended this university some time later in the early 1990’s just 
as South Africa transitioned out of Apartheid and into a newly formed 
democracy. 

It was here that I studied my undergraduate degree in the History of Art and 
Philosophy. 
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Photograph by Ulli Michel 

Source: https://mg.co.za/article/2015-11-15-the-bells-toll-for-you



It was here too that I was introduced to John Berger who wrote this book in the 
1970’s. He is noted as providing a Marxist critique of the history of western art. 
For the most part he has informed my thinking on Art and he is a primary 
reference in this presentation.

Source: https://www.maharam.com/stories/rock_john-berger-ways-of-seeing

Source: http://www.mdpi.com/2076-0752/3/2/215/htm

I believe that Art is centrally concerned with the human condition. These 
therianthropic rock art forms (beneath ‘A’ in this image)[1] reveal humans 
transforming into animals, vice versa or just human / animal forms. 

Is it possible that these forms allude to a spiritual dimension of human 
experience? Do they allude to the codependent relationship between man and 
nature? 
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1. Orpen’s 1874 copies of the rock art at Melikane (a) and “Mangolong” (b) (Sehonghong River, Lesotho): (a) shows “rhebok men” 
who could tame “eland and snakes”; and (b) “submerged” men and women capturing a “rain animal” that is also a snake. 



This is a further therianthropic rock art painting [1]

Source: 
http://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10539/12687/George%20MSc.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Source: Unknown

Any discussion of the human condition needs to include social ontology in the 
context of social reality. This image (source unknown) refers to methods of 
Apartheid classification.
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1. “One of the therianthropic antelope at RSA LAB1. Note its pointing human-like finger” 



In the build-up to the genocide of Tutsi’s by Hutu’s in Rwanda in 1994, the 
Tutsi’s were referred to as ”cockroaches” on national radio.

Source: https://www.batzner.com/resources/blog-posts/wisconsin-cockroaches-to-watch-out-for/

Source: http://100photos.time.com/photos/heinrich-hoffmann-hitler-nazi-party-rally

Of course we have somewhat better known examples of such social 
ontological twisting as in that of the Nazi Third Reich in 1930’s and 1940’s in 
Germany. Let alone their ontological transformation of Jews to rats…
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There are positive examples too however. Archbishop Desmond Tutu (from 
SA) along with Nelson Mandela, introduced the idea of the ‘Rainbow nation’. 
He also spearheaded the Truth & Reconciliation Commission after the end of 
apartheid. 

Source: http://theconversation.com/us/topics/desmond-tutu-31539

The three circles of information architecture from the ‘Polar Bear’ book [1] 
describe content (of a website for example), users (such as end users) and 
context as business.
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1. Rosenfeld, L. M. (2015). Information Architecture: For the Web and Beyond (4th Edition ed.). O'Reilly Media.



I would suggest that ‘Context’ is actually social ontology in social reality.

Business, or any other frame, is but a point of view in the context of social 
reality.
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It is from this re-positioning that I’d like to speak about meaning-making in IA. 

I am not sure of any text on IA that explicitly states what happens in the centre
of this circle. It’s clearly a venn diagram so something is going on in the middle 
but beyond methods and techniques to integrate these elements not much 
more has been provided.
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In this image by Wurman he is explaining his LATCH theory of classification. 
Sense-making was, as previously noted, a central concern for Wurman. 

However, to say a dog is a pedigree is more than sense-making, we are also 
adding meaning to that particular dog by placing it in a certain category and 
labelling it as such. This is my example however I think Wurman took this 
meaning-making aspect of sense-making for granted. He was an architect 
after all and would have some art education or knowledge. He was interested 
in sense-making at a time when it needed to be explored and spoken of. 

I believe the IA community of practice has left the meaning-making element 
behind. 

Source: ‘Information anxiety’ R. S Wurman 1990

Source: http://www.designinginteractions.com/chapters/1

This is a reconstruction by Tim Mott of his original bar napkin sketch for the 
Desktop (Office) Metaphor [1]. Mott’s solution is a metaphor (the desktop) 
applied to make sense of a new technology…but the meaning-making still 
takes the form of the metaphor.
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1. http://www.designinginteractions.com/chapters/1



Perhaps sense-making is a bit like the idea that ‘art imitates life’ (as apposed 
to ‘life imitating art’)?

In this case art could be understood to follow or re-enforce mainstream ideas 
already present in society.
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This painting, “Mr. and. Mrs. Andrews” by Thomas Gainsborough (1750) was 
described by the art critic Kenneth Clark as follows: ”…this enchanting work is 
painted with such love and mastery ...” [1]  while Berger has this to say: “[Mr
and Mrs Andrews are] not a couple in nature as Rousseau imagined nature. 
They are landowners and their proprietary attitude towards what surrounds 
them is visible in their stance and expressions." [2]

“Mr. and. Mrs. Andrews” by Thomas Gainsborough (1750) 

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mr_and_Mrs_Andrews

We could probably identify 18th Century Hegemony as the point of view at 
play in Gainsborough’s painting.
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1. Landscape into Art (1949)
2. Ways of Seeing (1972)



If the mainstream represents the ‘view from within’…
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…what does the ‘view from without’ reveal?

These are the postcards from the edge. 
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The text reads: “This is not a pipe”

Magritte was part of the Surrealist movement. I interpret this image in a fairly 
direct way. To me, Magritte is saying that the canvas represents a platform for 
meaning-making, for discussion. Indeed it is not a pipe, it is a representation of 
a pipe. 

‘The Treachery of Images’ by Rene Magritte (1928 / 9). 

Source: http://artlistr.com/rene-magritte-7-interesting-facts/

At the intersection of context, point of view, content and users lies meaning-
making. 
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Lets stay with Magritte's absurdism. What do we get at the intersection of the 
set of all bananas and the set of all frogs?

We get the bananafrog. An entirely new species that I just created. 
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Perhaps meaning-making is a bit like the idea that ‘life imitates art’ (as 
apposed to ‘art imitating life’)?

Installation by Grafton Architects at the Sensing Spaces exhibition at the Royal Academy of Arts, London 2014. 

Art presents alternative ways of seeing, projected onto the viewer through the 
act of seeing, so that they may experience the alternative view. 
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‘Dead Dad’ by Ron Mueck. 1997.

Source: http://afasiaarchzine.com/2013/07/ron-mueck/



Detail of ’Dead dad’ by Ron Mueck. 1997

Source: http://afasiaarchzine.com/2013/07/ron-mueck/

‘Dead Dad’ by Ron Mueck. 1997.

Source: http://withreferencetodeath.philippocock.net/blog/mueck-ron-dead-dad-1996/

To me, this sculpture presents an experience of existential humility.
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“Sleeping Venus” aka the “Dresden Venus” by Giorgione circa 1510. It is 
believed to have been completed by Titian after Giogione's death. The female 
nude in the history of western art usually takes the form of a mythic being. The 
pose of the woman in this painting is a variation of the ‘odalisque’ pose. 

Sleeping Venus. aka The Dresden Venus. Giorgione circa. 1510 (Believed to have been completed by Titian after 
Giogione's death)

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sleeping_Venus_(Giorgione)#/media/File:Giorgione_-_Sleeping_Venus_ 
_Google_Art_Project_2.jpg

“Olympia” by Manet (1865) 

Source: https://www.flickr.com/photos/irinaslutsky/53278758

In contrast, “Olympia” by Manet (1865) also presents a female nude in the 
odalisque pose however, as Berger noted, the confrontational view of the 
woman of the viewer, the flowers and the black cat all encode a meaning 
suggesting that this woman is representing a prostitute. The prostitute in this 
case being a metaphor for the role of the female nude in high art hanging in 
the drawing rooms of male patrons. 

POSTCARDS FROM THE EDGE     |    BY JASON HOBBS     |     IA SUMMIT KEYNOTE: CHICAGO, USA     |     24 MARCH 2018     |     WWW.JH-01.COM      |     MAILTO: JASON@JH-01.COM

28



This meaning is re-presented in Annie Leibovitz (Vogue, December 2003) in 
her photograph “Alice in Wonderland”. Again we see the odalisque pose, used 
here to great effect, revealing how uncomfortable the female model is in her 
model home as she too confronts the viewer. 

“Alice in Wonderland” by Annie Leibovitz (Vogue, December 2003)

Source: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/95701560802009286/

A common technique for understanding art is to explore content and form and 
the relationship between the two. I have added context for the reason’s given 
in the last few slides. 
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One could argue that the interpretation of art holds many possible windows 
open to the potential hidden structures of meaning within art works. These 
hidden structures contain structural logic. 

These hidden structures, constituted by and as structural logic, may be 
described as “complex internal form” which I call semantic formation. 
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Duchamp’s “Fountain” (1917) photographed in its original position on 
exhibition by Alfred Stieglitz.

“Fountain” Marcel Duchamp (1917)

Source:https://www.pinterest.com/pin/95701560802009286/

Shocking, then and now. 

POSTCARDS FROM THE EDGE     |    BY JASON HOBBS     |     IA SUMMIT KEYNOTE: CHICAGO, USA     |     24 MARCH 2018     |     WWW.JH-01.COM      |     MAILTO: JASON@JH-01.COM

31

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OMuFYX8SRLI: “Why we like horror movies”



To understand this work in any way requires some knowledge of the time it 
was made.

Duchamp was part of the DADA movement, an absurdist movement at this 
time. What else was going on? Industrialization on a global scale, World War 
1, the Bolshevik Revolution, the end of Empire and photography (which one 
can imagine was having a profound impact on art). 

How could we interpret this work? 

The obvious interpretations include: art is only good for urinating on, the art 
establishment of the time is only worth urinating on and so on. 

It is what he has done to make the work that is so remarkable however, and 
indeed, he made nothing at all. This work is an example of one of Duchamp’s 
‘ready-mades’: objects taken from the world to be presented as art. 

In this work, the content is a urinal. The form too is a urinal. The context is a 
gallery. By manifesting the form and the content as one thing he foregrounds 
the idea in the work. He foregrounds the structural logic. In fact, the work is the 
structural logic. 

The art object has become pure semantic formation. 

It is in this way that he is considered the ‘father’ of twentieth century 
conceptual art. 

“Fountain” Marcel Duchamp (1917)

Source:https://www.pinterest.com/pin/95701560802009286/
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Semantic formations are information architectures. This is what information 
architect’s make. It is both sense-making and meaning-making as one, as two 
sides of the same coin. 

Left: Structural logic emerges from factors derived from considering context, 
content and users

Centre: Structural logic manifests as semantic formations

Right: Semantic formations become the contrived ontologies which are placed 
into the world
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Examples of semantic formation:

In Hebrew, the word EMET means ‘truth’ or ‘the truth is all-inclusive’. The 
three letters which constitute this word are the first, middle and last letters in 
the alphabet.
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Examples of semantic formation:

In the book “The Name of the Rose” by Umberto Eco the bishop refers to a 
categorization of livings as the celestial, terrestrial, aerial and aquatic. A 
special place is reserved for angels and demons. 

Source: https://reelgingermoviefan.com/tag/the-name-of-the-rose/

Examples of semantic formation:

Wordplay applies semantic formation to manifest humour.
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Source: https://apple.stackexchange.com/questions/171585/how-do-i-use-an-intersection-symbol-in-word

Examples of semantic formation:

Algebraic symbol systems
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Examples of semantic formation:

Grammar

Source: https://www.tes.com/lessons/Lv_B5-6yYAGb-w/the-sentence-and-its-parts-5

Examples of semantic formation:

Counting systems
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Examples of semantic formation:

Composition in writing, theatre and film.

Source: https://thisdata.com/blog/design-content-conference-2016-user-journey-mapping-dcc16/

Examples of semantic formation:

Mnemonic devices
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“Map of the Third World” Qiu Zhijie (2017)

Source: https://www.cnn.com/style/article/guggenheim-qiu-zhijie/index.html/



In A Tale of Love and Darkness (2005) the author, Amos Oz, as a young boy, 
has recently been granted a small space for the placement of his books 
alongside his father’s in their personal library. The author has chosen to 
arrange his books by height, much to the dismay of his academically inclined 
father:

"At the end of the silence Father began talking, and in the space of twenty 
minutes he revealed to me the facts of life. He held nothing back. He initiated 
me into the deepest secrets of the Librarians lore: he laid bare the main 
highway as well as the forest tracks, dizzying prospects of variations, nuances, 
fantasies, exotic avenues, daring schemes, and even eccentric whims. Books 
can be arranged by subject, by alphabetic order of author’s names, by series 
or publishers, in chronological order, by languages, by topics, by areas and
fields or even by place of publication. There are so many different ways”

To Library Scientists and information architects reading this passage, Oz’s 
descriptionvis a merely romantic and unspectacular look at what can be 
achieved when one categorizes books using their meta-data.

What is more interesting are the lines which follow immediately on from this:

"And so I learnt the secret of diversity. Life is made up of different avenues. 
Everything can happen in one of several ways, according to different musical 
scores and parallel logics. Each of these parallel logics is consistent and 
coherent in its own terms, perfect in itself, indifferent to all the others… So I 
learnt from books the art of composition”.
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Still from the film adaptation of ‘A Tale of Love and Darkness’ 

Source: http://www.imdb.com/name/nm7999180/mediaviewer/rm2643987200



Where does this alternative perspective leave us? 

For the field to grow and mature further perhaps we should expand the 
science, technology and commerce positioning. 
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Source: https://redtiger243.deviantart.com/art/King-Ghidorah-sketch-697767763



I would suggest that we consider a science, design and humanities position for 
the field.

Applying Nigel Cross’s [1] model for considering Design Thinking, we should 
grow our epistemic dimensions (our knowledge of the field), our praxis (how 
we do IA) and our phenomenology (critique and learning from the artifacts and 
objects of our practice).
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1. Cross, N. (2007). Designerly Ways of Knowing. Birkhäuser Architecture.
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#IAS18
http://www.iasummit.org/
http://www.iasummit.org/past-summits/ia-summit-2018/

Photograph by Andrea Resmini


