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Abstract 

This study proposes that the field of human science include an area to be called 
Aesthetic Inquiry that will address the work of creative artists, and especially that of 
writers.  This study also proposes to expand the existing area in philosophy called 
aesthetics and aesthetic inquiry to include concepts from human science inquiry.  This 
proposal is not to exclude Aristotelian episteme, but to include a more Platonic (artistic 
and creative) approach in order to enrich the ability of human science researchers to 
create deeper and richer studies.  As a corollary, an understanding of aesthetic inquiry 
may also allow creative artists and writers to deepen their understanding of the inquiries 
and methods utilized in undertaking a project. 

Arts-based inquiry in the human sciences is interdisciplinary.  It incorporates the 
questions of validity, legitimacy, and significance of traditional approaches as well as the 
questions of meaning and function that an artist asks in approaching work.  Explored in 
this study are two parallel and equal “tracks” of inquiry: art-as-inquiry, in the form of 
story-making.  The second is arts-informed inquiry that utilizes the tools of the arts in 
human science research.  This section addresses the area of human systems design and 
how arts-based inquiry enriches the “tool-box” of the designer and researcher. 

 

 

1. Arts-informed Inquiry and Story-making-as-Inquiry: Naming the Dragon 

Within this study, I have discussed two parallel areas of aesthetic inquiry: story-

making (art)-as-inquiry and arts-informed-inquiry.  These are to be thought of as two 

areas of inquiry that, while overlapping, are discreet as disciplines.  Story-making is the 

art of the fiction writer who draws from the long tradition of literary writing in Western 

 88



Arts-informed Inquiry/Kinyon 89

culture.  She or he composes novels, short stories, theatrical presentations, and poetry 

using imagination grounded in experience.   

Arts-informed inquiry is legitimate research that utilizes the techniques and 

disciplines of art and artists – painting, narrative, poetics, music, etc – in creating studies 

that are, according to Cole and Knowles, “the process and forms of researching and 

representation are informed by the arts rather than being based in them or even, perhaps, 

about them.  Arts informed implies that the whole project is imbued with the qualities of 

the arts” (p. 219).  

Objectivity: Riding the Tail of the Dragon 

Although the idea of pure objectivity within human science research has had 

recent detractors, (as example: Hooker, 1996), this stance of at least partial objectivity, 

none-the-less, suits my proposes well within this study.  Lu Chi told us this several 

centuries ago,  

Not knowing is like grabbing the tail  
to direct the head of the dragon. (trans. Hamill, 1991, p. 38) 

Inquiry: The Head of the Dragon 

This concept of inquiry itself can be (for the purposes of this writing) can be 

described as using a disciplined approach to engage in the “process of coming into 

knowledge.”  (Rothberg, 1993, p. 6) and also by Russell Ackoff: 

The products of scientific inquiry then are (1) a body of information and 
knowledge and (2) a body of procedures which enable us to better add to this 
body of information and knowledge (1962, p. 5).  

This paper seeks to place aesthetic inquiry into the realm of human science 

inquiry specific to the work of writers, particularly those exploring difficult, elusive and 

futurist ideas.  In this context it may also be said to be the process of utilizing an artist’s 
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approach as one guide in disciplined inquiry, as a sort of an adjunct or corollary to human 

science research.  Because of this limitation to my study, I focused primarily on the 

writers in the genre currently called “speculative” fiction, a genre that (more or less) 

includes science fiction, fantasy, myth-making, and magical realism.  

Writing-as-Inquiry: Knowing the Dragon 

Writing-as-inquiry is defined, in this study, as the engagement of the writer in 

creating art – as narrative fiction, poetry and in expository writing to a lessor degree.  

Cole and Knowles (2001), in “Qualities of Inquiry: Process, Form and Goodness” 

describe writing as inquiry as, “When writing is inquiry and inquiry is writing we write 

for meaning rather than to record meaning” (p. 213).  In a related essay contained in the 

same volume “Reimagining Inquiry”, Suzanne Thomas (2001) says, “I peer through the 

lens of artists, affirm the power of their work, and acknowledge ways that they creatively 

spark and inspire substance” (p. 277).  Writing-as-inquiry seeks, as Thomas goes on to 

describe,  

It is essential that research represents lives with authenticity and reflects the 
complexities and multi-dimensionalities of the human condition I must be 
evocative and intersect with the lives of others in a moving way; it must provoke 
deeper thought and transport the reader/audience to new worlds.  (pp. 280-281) 

2. Systems Design: Freeing the Dragon  

Design is primarily a thought and communication process, transferring ideas into 
action by communication.  It is a natural, expressed in the many activities we 
engage in.  For the teleologist, design means the conscious attempt to create a 
better world.  For the antiteleologist design is the conscious part of action.  
(Churchman, 1971, in Banathy, 1996 p. 12)  

Systems design within this study is that area concerning humans and the capacity 

of humans to create our collective future.  C. West Churchman (1971) in The Design of 

Inquiring Systems describes design as communication among people enabling collective 

 90



Arts-informed Inquiry/Kinyon 91

action.  Papeneck (1972) says that “any attempt to separate design, to make it a thing by 

itself, works counter to the inherent value of design as the primary matrix of life”  (p. 23).  

With that thought in mind I wish to digress – briefly – into culture.  Often thought of as 

the concern of anthropology and ethnography, the study of culture is the study of how we 

humans do things.  Ethnography is the study of social knowledge, sometimes called the 

collective knowledge and wisdom of a people: a city, country or ethnicity.  This is very 

broad, and includes many varieties of assemblages of people.  Some examples might be a 

corporation, a school, a neighborhood, a musical or theatrical ensemble, a religion, or a 

political or arts movement.  A specific intellectual movement, such as particular “school” 

of science inquiry can be said to have a culture of its own: a collectively agreed upon set 

of behaviors and norms pertaining to that assemblage’s way of doing things.  

Colloquially put, culture is the stuff we do all the time.  Bela H. Banathy (1996) in 

Designing Social Systems for the Changing Word said, “Culture is learned and structured 

and it embraces every aspect of human existence”  (p. 33).  Designers also engage in 

what is called design culture.  Design culture according to Banathy (1996) is,  

an integrated pattern of human behavior that is manifested in (1) design’s own 
distinct way of thinking; (2) the use of modeling, which is the language of design; 
(3) design concepts and principles that constitute the theory of design; and (4) the 
means and methods of design, by which creativity is applied in actions of 
inventing, making and doing.  (p. 33-4)  

When one enters the world of the arts, as a whole, one enters the expression of 

culture as much as the individual artists within a given assemblage of people in a 

palatable way that cannot be had in any other area of human endeavor.  Our artists’ works 

are the works that we, as a people, will leave behind long after our names and institutions 

are forgotten in the dust of time.  When archeologists “dig up” the past, it is the products 
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of ancient artists that come first to hand, and from those artifacts, the clues to the culture 

of a people may be found.  We understand, also, somewhat of the “place” of the artist her 

or himself within any given culture as well.  Praxitilies was the first to sign a sculpture, 

with that signing he changed the nature of how art was perceived within the ancient 

world.  A story was created by that action, that of “Pygmalion”: The story of an artist 

who fell in love with his own creation, and called upon Aphrodite to bring her to life.  

With divine intervention, Galatea was born.  (No one ever seems to have considered what 

Galatea, herself would have wished in the matter, once she lived, but that seems to be the 

way of ancient tales of this sort.)  

As designers must work within the boundaries and tools of systems design, so too, 

must the artist work within the boundaries of his or her culture.  An artist metaphorically 

gives life to his or her creations, and that life runs its own course through time and 

culture.  A good designer also brings life to the process of design, and this places both in 

the another important human job of creation: that of parenthood!  All three, the artist, the 

designer and the parent, must let go of the creation itself, so that it can live.  (A lesson 

that Pygmalion, too, might have had to learn as time went on.)  

Figure 1: Galatea, A Metaphor for Letting go of a Creation 

The story of Pygmalion and Galatea can 
serve as a metaphor for bringing art and 
work alive and then for letting go so that the 
creation can “live”.  The PreRapaelite 
painting The God's Fires shows the sculpture 
of Galatea by the legendary Pygmalion 
coming to in an act of divine intervention by 
the Goddess Aphrodite. 
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When the sculptor Praxitilies, the “genesis” for 
the mythical Pygmalion, signed his “Galatea” 
– Aphrodite of Knidos Praxiteles 
 – circa 350 BCE – he changed the role of art 
to artist while also creating a cannon for 
portraying the female nude.
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It is also incumbent upon an artist working in our present expression of Western 

culture to break through and expand boundaries.  The old adage concerning breaking 

eggs to make an omelet is part and parcel of original creation.  These two things, culture 

and the boundaries that culture creates coupled with the artist’s tendency to expand, or 

even break through those boundaries while also expressing the voice of a given culture 

may be why it has been difficult to define the nature of art – as a whole.  This paradox of 

boundaries may also serve as a factor as to why thinking about art as a form of 

disciplined inquiry has been difficult for researchers and artists alike to contemplate.  In 

his essay on poiesis, Whitehead (2003) gives this insight into both aesthetic inquiry as a 

way of thinking about art and art-making, and about the Western cultural mandate for 

artists to create original work:  

Aphrodite and Galatea, entitled “The God's 
Fires”, from the 2nd “Pygmalion” series, 1868-
70, Sir Edward Burne-Jones 

It is commonly thought that aesthetic inquiry into works of art reveals something 
of their appearances or representations, those aspects of a work’s perceptible 
qualities that ‘show’ themselves to human perception and thus bring about a 
response of aesthetic appreciation or aesthetic judgment.  We feel that an artwork 
tells us something about the mind that created it, and that behind such a work are 
the wellsprings of an active imagination.  The acts of creative imagination may 
take the form of objective works of art.  Thus the creatively imaginative 
individual is one who opens up new territories of being for him/herself and for 
art’s recipients, we who are its observers and receivers.  (2. Poiesis as ‘leading 
into being’, para. 1) 

It might be important to add this insight to this present discussion, also from Whitehead 

(2003), 
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I am conscious that there are Anglo-American, Eastern, and African approaches to 
aesthetic phenomena and artistic practice that have their stories to tell as well.  
The present format does not permit their proper evaluation here.  I am aware, 
then, that in concentrating on the Western story of art and its philosophy from a 
Continental standpoint, only a part of what would otherwise be a more complete 
picture is being revealed.  Other contexts and occasions are needed for the 
necessary articulation of the Anglo-American, Eastern, and African positions.  (1. 
Introduction, para. 1) 

I seem to be articulating an Anglo-American – even more precisely, a viewpoint 

from the West Coast of the United States, that of a female person of a certain generation, 

class and education – making Whitehead’s reservations as true of this study as of his 

own.  I would further argue that neither has Whitehead represented the whole of  “a 

Continental standpoint” in his presentation.  The subject under discussion is simply too 

unwieldy an area and artists and their critics are too diverse for any single writer to 

discuss all viewpoints with impunity.  

It may be useful, at this point, to note an important element of design culture 

(Banathy, 1996): “The constantly emerging new realities require continual design activity 

at all levels of society.  They require the creation and re-creation of our systems so that 

they will evolve with the new realities” (p. 37).  In this way, design does resemble the 

movements in literary arts that I am concerned with here.  It mirrors the long tradition of 

social discourse of writers and readers in our constantly changing civic arena.  Design 

gives me a toolbox to use in exploring this theme in not only a systematic way, but also 

in a systemic way without crossing fields of inquiry into poetics.  It does so by allowing 

for not only the onion skin peeling off of layers in the more traditional modes of science 

inquiry, but also by allowing for the deeper spiraling into the many layers of meaning 

artists, particularly literary artists, seek to use in his or her work.  As Banathy wrote 

(1996), “As we carry out design in a self-reflective and contemplating mode, we gain 
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insight and knowledge about design itself.  This knowledge informs both designers and 

researchers”  (p. 25).  So, too, as we enter this study in the spirit of self-reflection and 

contemplation, we can – I the writer/researcher and you the reader – gain knowledge 

about the inquiry of writers and come face to face with our own culture in a real and 

palatable way.  We may commence our discourse. 

3. Reflection: Do Design and Art-making Resemble One Another? 

There are many points of similarity between art and systems design, particularly 

in the field of systems design, to illustrate (partially re-assembled from notes taken at a 

lecture by Bela H. Banathy on systems design, June 1999 at SGSRC and partially from 

my own insights while using systems design in a workplace setting)1:  

Design is a future-making activity for controlled change. 

Design comes from the heart of what could be. 

Design is the conscious creation of homeorhesis 2. 

Humans may design; everything else evolves and adapts.  It is the evolution of humans 

that created the condition of design.  We are a natural part of the evolutionary process; 

therefore the Earth had a reason to evolve a designing species.  Without too much 

anthropomorphizing, this appears to be a daring and dangerous action on the part of our 

Earth. 

                                                 
1 One can find much of the source material for this section in Banathy’s (1996) Designing Social Systems in a Changing World Chapter 2, pp. 11-13.  I will refrain 

from quoting this chapter in its entirety in this present study. 

2 The term homeorhesis is borrowed from biology, derived from Greek for similar flow, is a concept encompassing dynamical systems which return to a trajectory, 

as opposed to systems which return to a particular state, which is termed homeostasis.  In ecology, homeorhesis as a concept is important, as an element of James 

Lovelock’s (1979) Gaia Hypothesis, where the system considered is the ecological balance of different forms of life on the planet. 
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Design consists of primarily of six types of activity: intelligence, analysis, 

synthesis, choice, communication, and interpretation.  The implementation of design is its 

concrete phase.  The failure of any one of the six fundamental types will usually assure 

failure to implement.  (Warfield, 1990; in Banathy, 1998, p. 13).  

 Design is an ephemeral process, once it is set in motion; it changes without notice, 

therefore, one must learn to trust the process. 

 Design is the creation/evolution of something from a collection of stuff.  In this 

way, it resembles art.  

 Design begins as an idea, or collection of ideas, intuitions, and gradually takes 

form, line, shape, texture and color – in this way, design resembles art.  

Design of real world organizations involving groups is very difficult to implement 

in our current cultural paradigm – however, it is necessary.  In this way, the work of the 

designer resembles that of the artist.  

Within the design process, room must be given for the revelation of “hidden 

structures” and insight; in this way, also, design resembles art.  

 … any attempt to separate design, to make it a thing by itself, works counter to 
the inherent value of design as the primary matrix of life. (Papanek, 1972, in 
Banathy, 1998, p. 13)  

When implementing the process of design, one becomes aware of changes within 

oneself as well as those, which occur without, and within the chosen system.  

Design is an imaginative jump from present facts to future possibilities.  (Page, 

1966 in Banathy 1996, p.12)  The steps to design are unique, variable, circumstantial, 

creative by design, and reflective of the environmental conditions requiring designers.  
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The design process of one set of conditions or circumstance can be learned from, 

but not replicated in a second condition or circumstance, in this way, also, design 

resembles art.  

Although there is much to be said concerning the much-touted “creative ecstasy” 

in the arts, I believe that this is only a small fraction of the purpose and experience of the 

artist.  The artist doesn’t paint “pretty pictures” on canvas, in words or in musical 

notations; he or she is involved in the formulation of a specific question, the exploration 

of that question, and possible answers to that question.  In this sense, the novel, painting 

or sonata is the “results” of an inquiry; much the same way a research paper is for the 

human scientist.  For the serious artist, expression, as was described in the start of this 

study, is only the beginning.  

4. Implications of Aesthetic Inquiry for Design Culture  

The Author Confronts the Dragon 

But this is only to be expected of dragons, who do not submit to the unidirectional 
causal requirements of history, being myths, and neither timebinding nor 
timebound.  (Le Guin, 1975a, p. 65) 

In the design community there are several important considerations that this study 

may confront in future.  If we are to follow Bela H. Banathy’s (1996) directive that to 

design for others is unethical then designers must invite as many voices to the table as is 

possible.  By incorporating the arts into design, imagination becomes a tool of design.  

Through story-making alternate futures are possible to describe, “the focus of designers is 

not the existing system.  They leap out and push the boundaries of the inquiry as far out 

as possible” (Banathy, 1991, p. 35).  Designers attempt to push the boundaries of what 

can be envisioned by reflection and transforming systems.  This is a difficult thing to 
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accomplish, as we confront the past to envision a different future, as Csikszentmihalyi, 

Rathund, & Whalen (1993) suggest:  

The past – represented by the determinism of instinct, the weight of tradition, the 
desires of the self – is always stronger.  The future – represented by the ideals of a 
life which is freer, more compassionate, more in tune with the reality that 
transcends our needs – is by far weaker… a vision of what might be.  (p. 162) 

Through imagination, minority voices may be heard: those of ethnicity, class, 

gender and children.  We may also invite – through imagination – those whose voices are 

silent because they are lost in time, oppression, or social constraint.  Or, those who 

belong to the myriad orders of creatures who share our biosphere and can only be heard 

when we humans give them voice.  In the systems community, there is – at times – a 

sense of “unknowing” the past.  “Designers are tempted to denounce the past to 

distinguish it from a promising future” (Banathy, 1996, p. 123).  

 While we must learn our way into the future, from the past we find our ground of 

being.  If we look to the recent past – the Industrial Revolution – with all of its turmoil 

and transition; we find the values and ethics that have shaped our modern era.  If we look 

to the ancient past, we find the stories of societies with ways of thinking and being in the 

world very different from our own – as the exploration of women’s history has taught us 

over the last half century.  If designers hear the stories and understand our histories, 

design may come from a grounded center, particularly when including minority voices 

and engaging in community building.  As Jane Yolen has reminded us in The Briar Rose, 

there are some things we must not forget, and as a Story Woman of our age, it is her task 

to re-make the story, keeping it alive and meaningful, so that neither it, nor the lessons 

learned, be forgotten.  To re-define, if we follow Banathy’s (1996) axiom that designing 

for others is unethical, then the literature I have included here adds voices to the 
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conversation – minority voices.  Thus aesthetic inquiry has the potential to keep designers 

from falling into Maturana’s trap of certainty – otherwise the “largest possible picture” 

(Banathy, 1996, p. 21) becomes mere utopianism.  As Le Guin reminds us, as we create 

utopias, we re-create the gulag – at times, the gulag is bigger than the utopia (1773/1979) 

because we lack models that are grounded in the experience of all the voices present.  

“Designers … focus on creating a new image of the system, define the purpose based 

upon the image, and select the functions that attend to purpose” (Banathy, 1996, p. 21).  

Axt nodded, chewing bread-apple.  “To weave some harmony among them, at 
least.  Life loves to know itself, out to its furthest limits; to embrace complexity is 
it delight.  Our difference is our beauty.  All these worlds and the various forms 
and ways of minds and lives and bodies on them – together they would make a 
splendid harmony.” 

 “No harmony endures,” said the young king. 

 “None has ever been achieved,” said the Plenipotentiary.  “The pleasure is in 
the trying.”  (Le Guin, 1975b, p. 97) 

Beyond the obvious ideas of using ideas and techniques “borrowed” from the arts 

to envision future systems such as role-playing or in scenarios as they are used in object-

relations programming or organizational design, arts-informed inquiry can assist in 

creating rich contextual methods of “envisioning of an image of the future” (Banathy, 

1996, p. 125) by utilizing story-making, poetics and the tools of creation.  Collective 

story-making is one powerful tool that I have participated in while designing an 

educational program in a school district.  I have also used this tool in peace groups as a 

powerful and evocative method to discover our collective voice and our goals for action.  

For further examples of this latter use, I will refer the reader to Starhawk’s body of work 

in peace and environmental activism.  Feinstein and Krippner (1985 & 1997) have 
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created a powerful method to discover meaning in dreams and personal mythology that 

utilizes tools gleaned from the arts in personal development and therapeutic techniques.  

The creation of rich evaluative tools (re: Richardson, MacLaren, Duran already 

discussed) utilizing arts-informed inquiry is another area that deserves attention by 

researchers in human science and by human systems designers.  

Here I must insert that I am not advocating that designers or other researchers in 

human science take up writing science fiction or poetry (as indeed many should not).  

Rather, I am proposing that researchers invite artists to the table and create new 

partnerships and shared authorship in co-creating a conversation that will allow for 

deeper, richer inquires into the world we live in.  
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