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Introduction

The assumptive frame we take to this experiment is that design can never be ‘human-
centred’. Knowledge is dispersed in natural systems, in socio-technical systems, in 
representational systems, and in the intelligence of the relations between these sys-
tems. Technologies are living systems that actively design our being in the world 
in this way too (Schultz 2018). All these relations inform how humans relate to 
systems in their respective geographies, which informs how humans transfer that 
knowledge in relation with others in other geographies.

The collaboration in this chapter also represents a broader engagement between 
the authors over the past decade in which knowledge sharing and mentoring has 
been occurring in respectful ways. The genealogy of much of this thinking before 
these collaborations is best articulated by Sheehan (2011), in ‘Indigenous Knowl-
edge and Respectful Design’, and in Schultz’s (2018) PhD dissertation. Following 
this, in participating, tracking, and developing visualisations during this decade 
of collaborations, Schultz adapted and combined these learnings with other criti-
cal design and systemic thinking insights, coming to understand this practice as 
a ‘Critical Mapping as an Articulatory Design Practice’ (Schultz 2018). Here, we 
extend our reflections by stepping back, forging connections with previous work, 
and filling in necessary detail.

We return to important research by Sheehan in his PhD, titled ‘Indigenous 
Knowledge and Higher Education: Instigating Relational Education in a Neoco-
lonial Context’, on Ant Systems (2003). We bring this analogy into conversation 
with advancing concepts of ontological patterns and threats surrounding Indig-
enous respectful design. The visual patterns in this chapter generally model the 
natural systems of the red-meat ant (Iridomyrmex purpureus gp) in relation with 
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Visual Pattern Thinking  167

its surrounding environment while, at the same time, model the patterns of Indig-
enous respectful designs in relation with the darker side of modernity/coloniality 
and its respective ‘Dominant Design’ (Pink et al. 2018) patterns. The ant analogy 
is useful, because ants ‘maintain a specific local environment’ in order to ‘maintain 
their existence within the environment’ (Sheehan 2003: 82). They do so in a mutu-
ally beneficial dance of plurality with other environments and systems. Modernity/
coloniality, specifically dominating designs, as we will demonstrate, occurs when 
this plurality is broken down.

We present this approach to propose relational learning as understandings that 
emerge from the related beingness of surfaces, in the world, in environments, 
systems, cultures, designs, and our perceptions. In this, we propose the related 
livingness of all things at all levels as the ground or surface where the doing of 
Indigenous Knowledge occurs. We are respectfully reintroducing the universal 
capacity of design to represent, compliment, and propose interactions in ways that 
draw us all together (relate us) to discuss and understand together (in relation) with 
all the things we are related to in this place. In this, we step beyond interpreting 
symbols to define meaning, so we avoid the reshaping of symbols into objects. We 
propose the maintenance of significance through the living immediacy of these 
surfaces that emphasises the openness and truthfulness that lives in each surface of 
existence. In this, we respect the beingness of ancestral surfaces that share their sto-
ries with us through the connective relations that intelligently draw us to together 
to understand (Sheehan 2012; Pereira & Scharff 2002).

In short, ants build a nest. Each ant, workers, drones, males and females, and the 
queen are positioned in an environment based on the information that environment 
is providing them. They are in a systems relation with the environment. The ant 
knows its place and serves the entire environmental system through this knowing, 
‘by responding as it must to environmental systems and by actions such as consum-
ing carrion (rotting flesh) and keeping areas clean from outside attack’ (Sheehan 
2003: 83). They do this as a mutually benefitting balancing act with co-existing 
natural systems in their environment, such as other animals and plants all in rela-
tion with, and dependent on, therefore in service and maintenance of, their shared 
surrounding environment. This is a natural respectful design process. It is useful to 
understand how we might apply this to how we humans understand bringing into 
existence designs. Respectful designs inescapably bear outside attacks. Ants are 
outside attack irrespective of whether it is a small grasshopper, a little lizard, or a 
human foot. In the context of the following visual patterns, an outside attack that 
has been present and is still present in thousands of Indigenous cultures across the 
globe is hierarchical, non-relational, linear, logocentric thinking deriving from the 
‘darker side of modernity/coloniality’ (Mignolo 2011). These visualisations, hence, 
provide an experimental visual and spatial typology for the reader to see these 
attacks in relation with broader systems.

I (Sheehan) grew up with red meat ants. They were a constant companion in my 
early years. I came to understand them a little more when I was a farm labourer 
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168  Tristan Schultz and Norm Sheehan

and saw their cycles as significant in the life of Country. Later as a PhD can-
didate, I  saw a story recorded by early anthropologists about red meat ants and 
spoke extensively with Uncles about this way of being. The original story differs 
greatly from that recorded, but in the tradition of Indigenous Knowledge, the rela-
tion between red meat ants and colonising powers is striking. The centred sense 
of self, the domination of Country, and the building or roads and settlements fits 
so well between these ways of being that the model of representation employed as 
based on the Union Jack.

This visual experiment begins by coordinating oneself with the protected origin-
scent-pattern (Figure 15.1a). In Red Meat Ant systems, this protected origin scent 
is the queen. In our respectful design system, we can consider this protected ori-
gin scent as a relational intelligence that constitutes Country in which all things 
interact and coexist (Moran et al. 2018). A human designer designing with Coun-
try in mind, a notion recently referred to as ‘Country-Centred Design’ rather than 
human-centred design (Abdilla 2020; Hromek 2019, 2020), we suggest, would be 
driven to structure this scent as their assumptive frame through which they decide 
their protected origin ‘country-centred’ scent is the good scent and everything is 
established around protecting this scent. This protected origin-scent-pattern can’t 
live without a system (Figure 15.1b); a queen ant can’t live without the other ants 
playing their role, emitting the origin scent-pattern to the surrounding environment 
to signpost to all other living things. The assumptive frame of a designer, whether 
their origin-scent-pattern is place-based or a colonial ontology, also inescapably 
can’t live without a system. And the system can’t live without a protected origin-
scent-pattern (Figure 15.1c).

In this, we can best view the Red Meat Ants as a single body where each ant’s 
actions generates and shares knowledge; one ant biting food shifts the scent it emits 
to inform other ants to follow its trail to the food source and thus the whole colony 
is dynamically organised as one body.

So too, the red-meat(s)-ant-as-single-body system can’t live without a place 
(Figure 15.2a). This is true for the ant as it is true for any system. A system needs 
and is relationally connected to an environment, a climate, a humidity, and a tem-
perature. A  system, due to its origin-scent-pattern, is attracted to this place and 

FIGURE 15.1 � Visual Experimentations
Source: Schultz and Sheehan.
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Visual Pattern Thinking  169

FIGURE 15.2 � Visual Experimentations
Source: Schultz and Sheehan.

FIGURE 15.3 � Visual Experimentations
Source: Schultz and Sheehan.

co-dependent on its existence. A  system operates autonomously, yet, at least in 
the case of the ant, is in relation with other mutually beneficial system-places 
(Figure 15.2b).

Exemplifying this mutually beneficial system is seen in the way the Red Meat 
Ant lives around watercourses and contributes to the wellness of the environment, 
because it can clean up decaying animals thus protecting water sources from the 
toxicity of decay. This is a vital function that helps preserve all other species in 
times of drought. So, in the Red Meat Ant story, even the most dominating system 
plays a vital role for the whole.

Attracted by environment, and in service to the environment, respectful designs 
emit the protected origin/scent-patterns out to the environment (Figure 15.2c). The 
imperative of place-health is protected by respectful designs emanating from that 
protected origin. It is immutable to the extent it carries the origin, yet is mutable 
to internal producing factors and external producing factors as it relates to other 
systems, as we will see.

In the context of the analogy we are making with respect to design here, we 
can posit that each system inherently includes a socio-technical sub-system (Fig-
ure 15.3a), just as an ant system includes sub-system roles of ants, such as the male, 
the female, the workers, and other categories. Furthermore, each system inherently 
includes a representation sub-system (Figure  15.3b). The representational sub-
system is a way by which origin-scent-patterns share assumptive frameworks of 
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170  Tristan Schultz and Norm Sheehan

social and technical designs to their group, sustained generationally as culture. So 
the system now has an origin scent pattern to protect; a scent-emission pattern and 
a socio-technical sub-system pattern, which is shared through a representational 
sub-system pattern (Figure 15.3c).

The sub-systems represented here are also a kind of respectful engagement 
and perseverance where respectful design seeks, maintains, and advances through 
diversity; through maintaining each difference respectfully because this is essential 
for the whole. This diversity can be seen in deeper relations where Red Meat Ant 
are related to grass trees (Xanthorrhoea sp.) (say, for instance, as if visual pattern 
[Figure 15.2b] were both ant systems and grass tree systems). The livingness of 
diverse patterns across the ‘surfaces’ of place, story, and design constitute a way of 
knowing that describes layers of knowledge in relation to places that are essential 
to human actions and inform Indigenous doing. In this sense, Country is ontol-
ogy; it is the source of our knowledge about the world and our being in it (i.e. the 
inscriptions etched by the visual patterns are the layers of knowledge).

Respectful Design Patterns

Now we can explore in the context of Indigenous respectful design patterns ema-
nating out of a respectful design origin-scent-pattern to protect (Figure  15.4). 
These patterns occur in Indigenous cultures across the globe. Various research-
ers and practitioners otherwise distinct theories and ideas can be brought together, 
articulated, and summarised for our purposes here:

Becoming

Cultural anthropologist Tim Ingold explains ‘becoming’ in terms of ‘meshworlds’ 
of entangled lines of life, growth, and movement. For Ingold, ‘what is commonly 
known as the “web of life” is precisely that: not a network of connected points, 
but a meshwork of interwoven lines’ (Ingold 2011: 63). In this ontology, ‘beings 
do not propel themselves across a ready-made world but rather issue forth through 
a world-in-formation, along the lines of their relationships’ (Ingold 2011: 63). 

FIGURE 15.4 � Visual Experimentations: Respectful Design Patterns
Source: Schultz and Sheehan.
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Visual Pattern Thinking  171

Ingold’s analogy extends from Deleuze Guattari’s observations of the living organ-
ism as a bundle of lines of becoming – of lines of flight (Deleuze & Guattari 1987). 
Meshwork is an Indigenous respectful design pattern. The intelligence and intel-
ligibility of Country forms the basis for Aboriginal cultures in Australia where 
each place and Country holds significance in its livingness and knows before and 
regardless of any human interpretation. Our becoming is and always will be within 
these relations.

Inter-Epistemic Collaboration

Inter-epistemic collaboration is a respectful design pattern of plurality. In this 
pattern of maintaining a mutual balance of interrelated systems, shifting systems 
move into the background and foreground within ‘parameters determined by envi-
ronmental conditions’ (Sheehan 2003: 97).

In this sense, the knowledge of Red Meat Ants is related through story to 
grass tree because the sap of grass tree is astringent, and the scent of Red Meat 
Ants is antiseptic. Together these divergent ways of being collaborate to heal 
human wounds. These relations are visible and apparent if we know the Red 
Meat Ant story.

Mutable, Relational Cognitive Mapping, Pattern, and Dialogue

Because of inter-epistemic collaboration relations between systems, systems are 
cognisant and aware of the intelligence in these relations; therefore, they’re open 
to change, determined by internal and external producing factors. In this respectful 
design pattern, typologies are messy, temporally, and spatially multi-directional, 
open, and fluid.

This highly adaptive aliveness is also irreducible; therefore, human difficulties 
understanding our own consciousness, understanding environments, and under-
standing the universe are similar. In each instance, the respectful design proposal 
is that the intelligence of the whole responds to reductionist inquiry rendering 
singular answers null. This tells us that each of these things is not a puzzle that 
exists to be encapsulated to a human conception. We are obviously encapsulated 
in consciousness, environments, and the universe, and each one has patterns of 
relation therefore understanding relations that best inform our doing is much more 
significant.

Autopoiesis-in-Place

Arturo Escobar articulates a Latin American context that resonates with our Indig-
enous perspective of autonomous design as related to Indigenous respectful design. 
Autonomous design occurs when an autopoiesis of a place flourishes because 
designers have as their goal, the ‘realisation of the communal, understood as the 
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172  Tristan Schultz and Norm Sheehan

creation of the conditions for the community’s ongoing self-creation and successful 
structural coupling with their environments’ (Escobar 2018: 188).

Genetic Co-Evolution Through Kinship – A Respecting Ancestrality as 
Futurality

Auntie Mary Graham’s conception of Indigenous Philosophy is of a limitation of 
freedom within truth in place. Graham theorises:

[T]he land is the source of the law, land has us embedded in it, land has thrown 
us up – with the water we drink we take the characteristics of land up itself, 
genetically. This is scientific, not just spiritual. We are genetically bound up in 
country. 

(Graham 2017: 1)

As previously discussed (Schultz 2018), Graham is articulating something that 
Western psychology and neuroscience have only caught up to in the last decade. 
That human evolution has been shaped by gene–culture interactions, or ‘gene–
culture coevolution’ (Creanza et al. 2017; Goldman 2014; Laland et al. 2010; 
Sasaki 2013). Being genetically bound up in Country establishes symbolic mean-
ing through custodianship kinship laws with land and other lifeworlds, which 
means those lifeworlds are respected for holding place in the ordered meaning 
of human autopoesis (autonomy) and are revered for continuing to imbue land 
with symbolic meaning. This is thus a belief that upholds sustainment. But it is 
not only a belief. Over time, genetic coevolution biologically enmeshes humans 
and place in autopoiesis, meaning there is an onto-genetic-evolutionary agree-
ment of sustainment. In this Indigenous respectful design pattern, non-human 
ecologies are having a say in their futures; gene – culture coevolution renders 
their existence ensured (Schultz 2018: 83). The patterns of alive and diverse 
relations with Country both model and enact the co-autopoietic surfaces where 
true and lawful interactions of the kind proposed by Aunty Mary are real and 
powerful.

Praction

What Western philosophy names as praxis, Aboriginal fire management expert Vic-
tor Steffensen knows as ‘praction’ (Steffensen 2020). An Uncle passed this knowl-
edge to him, who said, ‘you have to have praction’, meaning ‘you have to take 
notice, you need to take notice of everything, if you don’t take notice, then you will 
get lost’ (Steffensen 2020: 145). To Victor, this means:

applying an action for the wellbeing of people, in a way that is culturally in tune 
with the natural world . . . an action that is applied to benefit the country and, 
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Visual Pattern Thinking  173

in return, benefit ourselves. If the activity does not benefit the country, then it 
is not praction.

(Steffensen 2020: 145)

We may know, in simple terms, praxis as theory-informing practice. In this rela-
tional view, Indigenous respectful design is the writing inscripted in the land. Victor 
and his Elders would ‘look at the ecosystem and read all the indicators to determine 
its health’ (Steffensen 2020: 145).

Diffuse Design

Social design researcher, Ezio Manzini, introduced two terms: diffuse design and 
expert design, that relate to the concept of respectful design explored here. Diffuse 
design – design when everybody designs – is an embedded Indigenous respectful 
design already, because ‘the precondition for existence is the active involvement of 
everyone’ (Manzini 2015: 83). From an Indigenous perspective, diffuse design is a 
reciprocal, co-creative dialogue where young people, non-designers, experts, and 
plural worldviews all interact and learn from one another to benefit community and 
place. By contrast, ‘Expert Design’ is a dominant colonial ontology.

Spatial Patterning: Wayfinding

As outlined by Michael Bond, spatial awareness constitutes ‘a sense of direction . . . 
the ability to store maps of the landscape in our mind’. He goes on to say that this 
awareness is an essential evolutionary skill and ‘quite literally part of our DNA, 
and may well have ensured human survival’ (Bond 2020: 7). This is because human 
animals need a dynamic cognitive map, constantly updated with information about 
one’s contacts and what they [and country] are telling one about the place they’re 
in. Archives of memory in place are held in cognitive maps in Country visualised 
as corridors or pathways of knowledge – some people describe as Dreaming tracks 
or songlines. Landforms and patterns in country are a type of writing, as (Neale & 
Kelly 2020: 53) describe, serving as a mnemonic rearticulated in ‘open’ songs, 
dance, and paintings (as per representational sub-systems described here). The hip-
pocampus, the main area of our brain for learning and converting short-term to 
long-term memory, is spectacularly good at associating memories with music and 
art, and even more so at associating memory with place (Neale & Kelly 2020: 87), 
all together forming a powerful knowledge and navigational system. Indigenous 
respectful design gives prominence to this ancient human skill,

making full use of several types of neuron that have a regard for space in the 
hippocampal areas of our brain, including head-direction cells, our internal 
compass and grid cells that mark our position in space, boundary cells that spark 
our distance from edges and walls, and importantly place cells, that are sensitive 
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174  Tristan Schultz and Norm Sheehan

to where we are in our environment and activate only certain places based on 
memories.

(Bond 2020: 42)

Neuroscientists have now learned what has always been embedded in Indigenous 
respectful design – that different spaces are represented by different combinations 
of place cells – by different maps. Our cells have Country embedded in them, like 
an index we can call up, if our ontologies are related and primed to listen.

Indigenous Socio-Technical Design Patterns

Continuing, we can visualise Indigenous respectful design patterns emanating out 
of a respectful design origin-scent-pattern to protect, summarised later in the con-
text of Indigenous socio-technical design patterns (Figure 15.5):

Commons Economies/Gift Exchange

Commons economies are designs that ‘privilege bottom-up, horizontal and peer-
to-peer methodologies, and design tools, yet involve top-down elements as needed, 
although always subordinated to the goals arising from the communal dialogue’ 
(Escobar 2018: 197). This is an Indigenous socio-technical design pattern shared 
among Indigenous cultures across the globe.

Agroecology

Agroecology can be conceived as Indigenous socio-technical design patterns that 
utilise land resources and its economy in ways that mutually balance with culture/
nature without creating a binary divide (Pascoe 2014; Pascoe & Gammage 2021).

Vernacular Engineering and Architecture

Built forms that are Indigenous socio-technical design patterns are in rela-
tion with the environment and climatic conditions, are able to easily be 

FIGURE 15.5 � Visual Experimentations: Indigenous Socio-Technical Design Patterns
Source: Schultz and Sheehan.
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Visual Pattern Thinking  175

disassembled to get out of the way, and derive and return to their surrounding 
environments.

Spatial Betweenness Structures

Indigenous socio-technical design patterns preference the intelligence of the rela-
tions between designs, not the design on its own.

Structural Coupling

Indigenous socio-technical design patterns would have as their main goal the 
strengthening of the ‘relational weave between place and people’ (Escobar 2018: 
188) for mutually enhancing self-organisation and autonomy.

Songlines

As introduced earlier, mnemonic and archival memory posits in place; in Country. 
These are Indigenous socio-technical design patterns shared through song, dance, 
and painting that articulate lines of navigation, shelter, and sustenance. Within 
this complexity, deeper enfolded and ancestral resonances emerge and play rela-
tionally along systems’ interfaces. These living relations lay out understandings 
that are generationally apprehended and reveal deeper relations. These deeper 
resonances can be practical and useful to doing such as the relation between Red 
Meat Ant and grass tree or they can carry spiritual significance that guides deeper 
understanding.

Cultures of Repair

Socio-technical designs that learn from innovative repair cultures constituted by 
billions of people across the globe making do with what is at hand through neces-
sity, voluntarily reducing wastefulness, or practising an ethics of care and cogni-
tive satisfaction in repairing things, are in-line with Indigenous respectful designs 
(Schultz 2017).

Technologies Amplifying Autonomy

Socio-technical designs that ‘considers the community’s engagement with heter-
onomous social actors and technologies (including markets, digital technologies) 
from the perspective of the preservation of the community’s autopoesis’ are Indig-
enous respectful designs (Escobar 2018: 188). Respectful designers would seek to 
‘delink their bodies and the bodies they’re designing with, from being at the ser-
vice of culturally destructive modernising and colonising technologies and instead 
relinking their interactions with technology to be at the service of being culturally 
productive autonomous humans’.
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Indigenous Representational Design Patterns

Next, we can visualise Indigenous respectful design patterns emanating out of 
respectful design origin-scent-patterns to protect in the context of Indigenous rep-
resentational design patterns (Figure 15.6). The representational sub-system is the 
sharing sub-system. This sub-system shares social and technical designs as culture, 
sustained generationally through memory archives. Memory archives are held in 
cognitive maps of Country visualised as patterns. Mnemonic patterns include vis-
ual patterns as knowledge transfer, oral and song pattern as knowledge transfer, and 
dance patterns as knowledge transfer (Neale & Kelly 2020). This is a neurological 
adaptation honed over endless generations, of making full use of the hippocampus 
to associate memories with repetition and gestalt qualities of song, music art, and 
dance mapped on place. This is a pattern-language of natural systems knowledge 
(Sheehan 2003: 110).

Event-Producing Factors

Just as with ants, Indigenous respectful design systems are mutable, to an extent. 
Origin scent patterns, socio-technical sub-systems and representational sub-
systems systems move and flow inside their own autopoietic and in relation with 
other systems but not at the expense of compromising the protected pattern in 
each respective centre (Figure 15.7a). Sub-systems and systems are guided by an 
environment attraction (place) to sense one another, enlivening the intelligence of 
the whole ecosystem. Indigenous respectful design is the process of making an 
event through environment attracted intersections. Events, while retaining origin 
patterns, make form, a legible pattern-language (Figure 15.7b). Respectful design 
event pattern-language is the protected origin-scent-pattern; the ontological design 
pattern of the system. The interaction between these sub-systems and their rela-
tionship with other systems is where knowledge originates – in the intelligence 
between systems (Figure 15.7c). When internal or external producing factors are 
dormant, respectful designs continue with default randomness mutually balanc-
ing the system and mutually relating with other systems. The pattern-language, no 

FIGURE 15.6 � Visual Experimentations: Indigenous Representational Design Patterns
Source: Schultz and Sheehan.
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Visual Pattern Thinking  177

matter how complex and layered interactions between systems become, remains 
the weft and weave.

When internal or external producing factors are active, respectfully designed 
transformative events occur that may nudge ontologies. A primary event-producing 
factor that makes active design events in the system is the relationship between 
origin scent-pattern and place (Figure 15.8a). The origin scent-pattern is always 
sensitive to the environment, its climate, and micro-climate (the place). Systems 
are cohesive because of the symbiotic relations between respectful designs and 
environmental conditions, unless major climatic conditions alter conditions.

Cool fire patch burning Country was a respectful design system in a symbiotic 
relationship with the environment up until 1788 across most of Australia. After 
1788 white settlement and coloniality brought with it large out of control hot fires 
that transformed a place (Pascoe & Gammage 2021). Cool fire patch burning is 
an Indigenous respectful design. The elimination design event of suppressing the 
knowledge of cool fire patch burning Country is a defuturing, colonial, Dominant 
Design – an event-producing factor that ontologically designed place for the worse 
by throwing a symbiotic pattern language in relationship with a natural systems 
knowledge into chaos.

Large out of control hot fires on the Australian continent are seldom ‘natural’, 
unless caused by lightning. Secondary event-producing factors of such fires, before 
1788, may have been escape burns or war (Pascoe & Gammage 2021: 149). In 

FIGURE 15.7 � Visual Experimentations: Mutable Respectful Design Patterns
Source: Schultz and Sheehan.

FIGURE 15.8 � Visual Experimentations: Active Design Events
Source: Schultz and Sheehan.
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178  Tristan Schultz and Norm Sheehan

those cases, outside attacks invoked an event on a system in which the system 
is required to respond (Figure 15.8b). As with ants protecting their queen, origin 
scent-patterns are protected by socio-technical and representational sub-systems 
that sense scent-emission intrusion and defend. Systems identify, tag, and respond 
to outside attack, to protect an origin scent-pattern (Figure 15.8c). Larger outside 
attacks are responded with larger defence ranges of scent-signalling for assistance 
and the respectful design defence event is increased.

Hierarchical, linear, non-relational worldviews are the wrong pattern for Indig-
enous respectful design systems, because they don’t fit with the protected origin 
scent pattern of the place. Their origin patterns derive from the darker side of moder-
nity/coloniality (Figure 15.9a). Their non-relational patterns sometimes attack con-
spicuously; sometimes, they attempt undetected infiltration by appropriating the 
ontological design pattern of the system (Figure 15.9b). The appropriation, such 
as early colonial attempts to burn Country while ignoring the pattern-language, 
colonises the pattern-language and a breakdown of the interdependence of systems 
occurs (Figure 15.9c).

This attack is most often informed by designed objects that substitute for 
respectfully designed relations, in the instance of colonial racism the image of the 
primitive substituted for relationships with Indigenous People and their knowl-
edge. Thus rendered worthless Indigenous Peoples and their understandings were 
simply irrelevant and often erased. The sense that a contact is an intrusion stems 
from the invasion thinking spread through colonial intrusions, In the flow of natural 
systems most contacts are mutually sustaining and symbiotic.

Dominant Design Patterns (Versus Respectful Designs  
Outlined Earlier)

We now have a visualisation of Indigenous respectful designs: protecting systems, 
outside attacks, and relations between sub-systems (Figure 15.10). Continuing, we 
can further visualise outside attack Dominant Design patterns emanating from the 
darker side of modernity/coloniality that continue to colonise Indigenous respectful 

FIGURE 15.9 � Visual Experimentations: Hierarchical, Linear, Non-Relational 
Worldviews

Source: Schultz and Sheehan.
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Visual Pattern Thinking  179

design pattern-languages, albeit knowing there is a fuller spectrum than can be rep-
resented here at play (Figure 15.11).

Intra-Epistemic Collaboration (Versus Inter-Epistemic Collaboration)

This occurs within the terms of ‘know-all’ epistemologies of the north, while epis-
temologies of the south, including Indigenous philosophies, are simultaneously 
appropriated and undermined during ‘collaborative’ Dominant Design pattern 
exercises. In this regard, co-design is a term often applied to interactions where 
Indigenous Peoples are included in the vicinity of design processes or Indigenous 
design processes inform the doing of government or other dominant agencies. 
Respectful design is not an intra-epistemic with humans its intra-epistemic relation 
is with the relations of Country.

Immutable, Mobile, Rational Mapping (Versus Mutable, Relational 
Cognitive Mapping, Pattern, and Dialogue)

Using Bruno Latour’s concept of thinking of the map as an ‘immutable mobile’ 
(Latour 2008) apparatus, Peter Hall describes how, in the colonial project, a map 
achieves a particular translation of power.

Once a territory is framed, surveyed, coded, represented, authorized and fixed 
in a medium – be it in print or more seemingly fluid interactive forms such 

FIGURE 15.10 � Visual Experimentations: Indigenous Respectful Designs
Source: Schultz and Sheehan.

FIGURE 15.11 � Visual Experimentations: Indigenous Respectful Designs Under Attack
Source: Schultz and Sheehan.
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as GIS – it becomes both resistant to alteration (immutable) and mobile, an 
instrument for preserving the meaning and truth of a scientific observation as 
it circulates.

(Hall 2014: 133)

Thus, herein lies the dialectic of mapping: maps, from a Dominant Design pattern 
perspective, mobilise effectively the more that they are presented as final truth, but 
that finality and truth contradicts and undermines truths in other localities where 
maps are mobilised. In this world, for any kind of more mutable process to occur, 
the price to pay is less mobility (Schultz 2018). For Escobar, this dialectic is as an 
‘impossibly large monster that cannot be changed’ (Escobar 2001: 161). A flip of 
the narrative requires no less than an ontological transformation in which more 
mutable processes occur. This task is immense, Escobar argues, given that ‘the 
very syntax of visualisation and mapping is inscribed with the interests of the dom-
inant forces that mobilized them’ (Escobar 2015: 146).

Colonising Place (Versus Autopoiesis-in-Place)

In contrast to autopoiesis-in-place described earlier, colonising place is a design 
that has as its goal the realisation of the individual and the creation of the condi-
tions for the community’s ongoing structural uncoupling from collective and com-
munal epistemologies in place. It is worth being explicit: colonising place is a 
singular and dominant design pattern.

Code/Space Evolution (Versus Genetic Co-Evolution Through  
Kinship – Respecting Ancestrality as Futurality)

In an Indigenous respectful design ontology, judgement comes from proper rela-
tions with place (Graham 2017). In a modern/colonial, technological, determinist 
ontology as Dominant Design pattern, judgement comes in the test of a sys-
tem’s ability to produce more universalising truth unbound by place: place-less, 
nature-less, culture-less, biosphere-less data (Schultz 2018). Geographers have 
defined this ‘truth unbound by place ‘environment as ‘code/space’ (Kitchin  & 
Dodge 2011). James Bridle explains that code/space ‘describes the interweav-
ing of computation with the built environment and daily experience to a very 
specific extent .  .  . such that the environment and the experience of it actually 
ceases to function in the absence of code’ (Bridle 2018: 37). He outlines how 
reading books (e-book purchases), listening to music (streaming), researching and 
learning (Wikipedia) and many other activities are governed by algorithmic log-
ics that amount to code/space becoming culture. In this Dominant Design pattern 
of a technological determinist ontology, reality is determined by computational 
code. Genetic co-evolution with place is cultured through representational sub-
systems, yet code/space recodes representation to culture a virtual place, a bit 
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of data in a string of code. This is precisely the future ramifications from the so-
called metaverse arriving today.

In all this separatist design, the functions of measurement (including its recur-
sive and generating algorithms) are assumed to have a universal agency simply 
because they are understood best by the human elites that develop them. This 
human understanding elevated through self-reference is a mirror image of the self-
certainty first conceived in the apostolic origins of colonialism. Measurement’s 
separation from phenomena (as if that was possible) and lack of relationships with 
others and the world is deemed to be its strength. We propose that the scientist has 
most often progressed in the same self-referential way as the conquistador with the 
future substituting as the sacred unseen elsewhere.

Logocentrism (Versus Praction)

The greatest issue presented by logocentrism is the assumption that the universe and 
the world are puzzle games laid out for us to understand driven by the underlying 
assumption that we are progressing towards such understanding because humans 
possess universal significance. This project is disturbing because rather than scop-
ing directions based on others, environments, or earth principles ‘our’ progress is 
presented as a universal benefit regardless of social and ecological impact. Rather 
than theory being the writing enfolded in and with Country logocentrism is a tech-
nical knowing of nature as separate from ‘us’, dominated by the Dominant Design 
pattern of Enlightenment’s hierarchy given to the immutably mobile written word 
(Derrida in Stiegler 2009). The Logos always advances regardless of the world in a 
theoretic space as if there is an overriding external entity that humanity can impress 
by developing certain understandings and holding them separate in our minds.

Expert Design (Versus Diffuse Design) and to Become (Versus 
Becoming)

As outlined by Manzini, in contrast to diffuse design, Expert Design is profes-
sional design knowledge. On the one hand, there is merit in people being trained 
to operate as professional designers and putting themselves forward as such (Man-
zini 2015: 88), but on the other hand, there is a problem when those professionals 
feel that they are equipped not only with the operational and conceptual tools 
but also with the colonising epistemological and ontological frameworks through 
which to think through design. This then becomes a Dominant Design pattern – 
a pattern-language deriving from the darker side of modernity/coloniality. Such 
expertise is a place where design can remain the well rewarded and influential 
servant of production, a place where the creation of objects substitutes for the 
design of good relations. The opposite of becoming is the all-encompassing, 
Dominant Design pattern of modern one-world project – utopia – to become an 
imaginary perfection.
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Ego-Centric Wayfinding (Versus Spatial Patterning Wayfinding)

Bond (2020) shares that psychologists have found that when finding their way 
through unfamiliar terrain, people follow one of two strategies: either they relate 
everything to their own position in space, the ‘egocentric’ approach, or ‘they rely 
on the features of the landscape and how they relate to each other to tell them 
where they are, the ‘spatial’ approach’ (Bond 2020: 98). The spatial approach, as 
described earlier, requires ‘the engagement of multiple regions of the brain’ (Bond 
2020: 96), while the ‘egocentric’ approach is a single point-to-point construct using 
less bird’s-eye view cues.

The modern Western mindset may well be ontologically designing an over-
determinant focus on the ego-centric approach and letting the spatial approach 
fall behind. Put simply, in the modern world there is less use for our inner cogni-
tive maps to their full potential to get around. Instead, we use code/space (GPS 
in particular) to outsource exercising our spatial memory. Research is showing 
that Alzheimer’s disease and cognitive decline can be attributed to an unhealthy 
use of spatial memories. Spatial memory is embedded in the pattern-language of 
Indigenous respectful designs. Endless generations have been co-evolving an opti-
mum brain exercise for achieving being-human. During just a few decades of the 
Dominant Design pattern of code/space systems, we may well be ontologically 
eliminating all this work.

Dominant Design Patterns (Versus Indigenous Socio-Technical 
Designs Outlined Earlier)

Continuing again, we can further visualise outside attack Dominant Design pat-
terns of socio-technical systems (Figure 15.12) summarised here.

Neoliberalism (Versus Commons Economies/Gift Exchange)

Commons economies and gift exchange are attacked by the Dominant Design pat-
tern of neoliberalism, which erodes commons economies and gift exchange.

FIGURE 15.12 � Visual Experimentations: Indigenous Respectful Designs Under Attack 
by Dominant Design Socio-Technical Systems

Source: Schultz and Sheehan.
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Agricultural Industry (Versus Agroecology)

Agroecology (such as cool fire patch burning) are attacked by the Dominant Design 
pattern of industrial scale agricultural industry, through monoculturalisation that 
destroys symbiotic pattern-languages and natural systems. One flight over Country 
shows millions of fenced paddocks and dams holding water for evaporation while 
reductions in river flows are extensively researched.

Gigantic Architecture (Versus Vernacular Engineering and 
Architecture)

Vernacular engineering and architecture are attacked by the Dominant Design 
pattern of gigantic architecture that overwhelms vernacular architecture. The 
Enlightenment rational ideals of controlling technology with an appetite for the 
quantitative; that is, the ceaseless counting and categorising of things is explained 
through Heidegger’s ‘gigantic’ theory, ‘in planning and calculating and adjusting 
and making secure, architecture becomes gigantic because cities can seemingly 
always be calculated completely, encapsulated, yet at the same time always have 
quantitative potential to “go bigger” ’ (Schultz 2018: 109).

Spatial Inversion (Versus Spatial Betweenness)

Spatial betweenness is attacked by a Dominant Design pattern of spatial inversion, 
outlined by Tim Ingold (Ingold 2011) as an ‘enframing’, because it is an inversion 
of movement, which is contrary to an embodied experience of navigating through 
place. Ingold contends that life is not unfolding inside places (place-bound), but 
place-binding: ‘along paths preceding along the way, leaving a trail, meeting and 
entwining in their trails, making knots, the more entwined (more social relations), 
the greater density of the knot’ (Ingold 2011: 148). Ingold uses the term ‘wayfar-
ing’ to describe this, noting Indigenous cultures around the world still actively 
conceive the world in this way. Conversely, a Western logic of inversion enacts a 
modern rational epistemology that designs one’s mental response towards compli-
ance, bound by regulations of place. Spatial Inversion coupled with over-emphasis 
on ego-centric wayfinding coupled with renting out spatial wayfinding to GPS all 
contribute to a degradation of the weft and weave of life along the way.

Structural Decoupling (Versus Structural Coupling)

Structural coupling is attacked by structural decoupling. Systems thinking have 
been articulating structural decoupling as a useful tool to think through leverag-
ing open-loop systems towards more sustainable systems (Capra 2015). However, 
structural decoupling from ‘place’ is a Dominant Design pattern – an unsustainable 
feature of the modern/colonial project – therefore, respectful design would be wise 
to distinguish between the two.
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Master Narratives (Versus Songlines)

Songlines are attacked by the Dominant Design pattern of master narratives. Mas-
ter narratives are design fictions that are immutable mobile stories mapped onto 
places deemed to be foreign territories. Songlines, by contrast, emerge from intel-
ligent relations beyond human conception and only apprehended through genera-
tional engagement with a place.

Cultures of Concealment, Cults of Newness, Techne, and Uncare 
(Versus Cultures of Repair)

Cultures of repair are attacked by a Dominant Design pattern of the proliferation of 
concealed, new, consumer-driven objects and things coupled with a disassociation 
from reflective action that has brought forth a deterioration of repair practices, a fis-
sure where social technologies now further compound an erosion of attention and care 
for repair. Added to this is our short-term attention span, where we only have ‘time to 
care’ for very few things and not for a very many other efficient, convenient, durable, 
reliable, distant, and imperceptible others in ‘no need of repair’ (Schultz 2018: 101).

Singularity (Versus Technologies Amplifying Autonomy)

Technologies amplifying autonomy are attacked by code/space and the Dominant 
Design pattern of The singularity. For those at the ‘posthuman future’ end of the 
spectrum, advocated by proponents of the likes of The Singularity – a great trans-
formation that Ray Kurzweil predicts will happen by 2045 (Galeon & Reedy 2017) 
the question is: how can ‘man’ eliminate a woman’s ability to give life and accel-
erate ‘transcending biology’ and transition cognitive capacities to ‘wo/man .  .  . 
wholly created by men through the machine’? (Schultz 2018: 86).

Dominant Design Patterns (Versus Indigenous Representational 
Designs)

On representational designs, we can explore how representational sub-systems are 
also attacked (Figure 15.13):

Visual pattern-language is attacked by Western aesthetic consumption. Oral and 
song pattern-language is attacked by Western aesthetic rhythmic consumption. 
Dance pattern-language is attacked by Western aesthetic erotic consumption. All 
representational sub-systems sharing knowledge through culture are attacked by 
the Dominant Design patterns of the Eurocentric gaze.

Respectful Border Designs

As has been outlined thus far, sometimes the outside attacks colonise by appropri-
ating the ontological design patterns of the system and a breakdown of the mutual 
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Visual Pattern Thinking  185

balance of the system occurs. In other times, respectful, relational worldviews do a 
dance of plurality, in a mutually balancing act that prevents each from dominance, 
affording each other’s existence in a lattice of relations that benefits the mutual 
wellbeing of the deeper level system (Figure 15.14a). In all cases, the system is 
attuned to a clean-up event (Figure 15.14b). A clean-up event is a respectful design 
event, a clean-up of the corrupted battlegrounds and a bricolage with the intelli-
gence between the clashing systems in order to gain meaning from the relations and 
bring into being new knowledge that could not have otherwise existed without such 
an event. At these borders, border ontological design patterns emerge. Respect-
ful border ontological design patterns can be visually represented in a way that 
the intelligence between the systems, speak (Figure 15.14c). The human observes, 
listens, and represents through visual observation-learning, by articulating through 
visual representation the respectful design event.

The intelligence of the whole system can be articulated by representing events 
and parts of the whole; the origin scent-pattern still speaks (Figure 15.15a). The 
visual observation-learning becomes the visual pattern-language – the story that 
corresponds with place and relates to stories in other places (Figure 15.15b). The 
visual pattern-language becomes an articulation of a genealogy of knowledge that 
protects the origin scent pattern and intelligence of a system-place. These consti-
tute an articulation of truth-in-place, and a continuous negotiation of knowledge in 
system-places and relations between systems-places. Going deeper, a generative 

FIGURE 15.13 � Visual Experimentations: Indigenous Respectful Designs Under Attack 
by Dominant Design Representational Sub-Systems

Source: Schultz and Sheehan.

FIGURE 15.14 � Visual Experimentations: Indigenous Respectful Border Ontological 
Design Patterns Between Systems

Source: Schultz and Sheehan.
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balance between symmetry and asymmetry illuminates’ layers of meaning and 
openings to deeper systems (Figure 15.15c). What visual pattern-language arises 
is an externalised cognitive mapping of border ontological design that can only be 
revealed through observing the between, through non-linear, relational visual pat-
tern thinking.

Conclusion

There are open questions to conclude. What respectful design scent is propelling 
the state of being of your design-pattern? Is there a socio-technical sub-system to 
identify? How is the socio-technical sub-system speaking, sharing, through what 
kinds of representational sub-system? What is your respectful origin environ-
ment to protect by bringing into existence your design? What is the environment-
attraction? What is your environmentally coordinated signal for change? How 
is the interaction between your design event inside your system relating to other 
systems? What is the intelligence between these systems? What is carrion – your 
rotting flesh? What is its outside attack scent signal that threatens your system? Is 
it mimicking your signal? How is it breaking down a sustaining mutual balance? 
How do you cleanse it? What do you eat; what do you bricolage? What is your 
respectful design event that takes place by way of this generative activity; what is 
the ontological design pattern of your system – your origin scent, your assumptive 
framework, that is propelling your futuring state-of-being?

When readers consider these questions, we can propose that respectful design is 
a theory for change. Respectful design is an engagement that opens up our cogni-
tive and social systems in ways that prompt Country to design back and influence 
our ways of being towards lawful and co-productive systemics.
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