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Introduction

Over the past decade there have been occasional suggestions

that the term “design” is worn out from overuse by writers who
snatched onto a trend without really understanding its meaning or
dynamic and now want to move on to another trend, which they
also do not understand. The term is no longer suitable /accept-
able/desirable/ persuasive/ relevant/ attractive for general use. It
may be too dangerous or threatening, requiring too much thought
or explanation for the wider audiences that are now involved in
the work of design, whether as makers or consumers. It may not
fit the current trend of popular conversation in this year or that
year of business publications or academic programs or social
programs. The term should be discarded or disguised or hidden
from view, avoided in company names, book titles, journal articles
and on business cards in favor of terms that are less challenging or
difficult to understand, in favor of terms that are more vague and
euphemistic. Readers may make alist[ here ].

For the design community, however, there is less ambivalence
about the term. Popular trends may come and go, but the core of
design remains in the mind and imagination—and in the discipline
of professional practice. This takes us to Design Issues, whose goal
is to provide a forum for the discussion of the role of design in
contemporary life, involving, as it must for deeper understanding,
the interplay of history, theory and criticism as well as the pluralistic
interplay of contrasting perspectives and approaches among those
who practice design as well as those who study it. This goal is
evident in the selection of articles for this edition of the journal. They
address a wide range of issues that demonstrate not the decline of
a term but its growing significance and maturity as a key concept
of cultural life.

One of the terms often substituted for design without careful
thought is “innovation.” In the first article of this edition, however,
Mike Hobday, Anne Boddington, and Andrew Grantham explore the
relationship of design and innovation, offering an “innovation stud-
ies” perspective on design. As they explain, this is part of “a broader
question of where design could be positioned within the social
sciences as the subject expands across an increasingly wide range of
business and social activity.” This is the first of a two-part series in
which they provide valuable definitions of key terms and show how
innovation papers have, indeed, revealed the central importance of
design in business innovation. In the second part of this series, to be
published in the next issue of the journal, they examine “the emerg-
ing field of design thinking” in relation to innovation studies.
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The next article, “The Design Stance in User-System
Interaction,” addresses the issue of how users interact with designed
systems. In addition to discussing situated interactions and the
humane approach of treating people as active, intelligent human
beings and not simply passive elements in complex systems, the
author, Nathan Crilly, addresses the issue of sophisticated users
who have the capacity to recognize that designed systems have been
designed. He develops the idea of a “design stance,” a term coined
by philosopher Daniel Dennett. This is a novel approach to interac-
tion design that suggests a subtle and complex relationship between
designer and user in situations where the designer has been more
like the Cheshire cat, invisible but for his smile.

From the user’s recognition of the designer in the system, we
move to “The ‘Designer’—the 11th Plague”: Design Discourse from
Consumer Activism to Environmentalism in 1960s Norway.” The
central theme of this historical study by Kjetil Fallan is the transfor-
mation of critical design discourse in Norway in the 1960s, where
Victor Papanek’s concern for “design for the real world” became
part of a broader effort to move design “out of its comfort zone” in
postwar Scandinavian work. It is a move from consumer activism
toward environmentalism, pointing toward, in the words of novelist
Dag Solstad, a change in modernity “from aesthetics to politics.”

The origins of design in craft, where the designer and maker
are one and the same person, are echoed in the contemporary world,
where craft continues to take a variety of forms of practice rang-
ing from crafting of software to shaping objects of everyday needs
and rituals. In “Subtle Technology: The Design Innovation of Indian
Artisanship,” Ken Botnick and Ira Raja suggest this as a point of
departure: “Looking closely at craft-driven cultures still alive in the
world can provide remarkable insights into contemporary problem-
solving. For models of sustainability and economy, nothing could
improve on the working methods of the craftsman, sourcing his
materials locally, wasting nothing, delivering custom goods made to
order—again, locally.” This is the beginning of a discussion of craft
in Indian culture and of several themes that cross between design
and craft. The goal of their study is to challenge what they call the
hierarchy separating professional design from craftsmanship as well
as the opposition that privileges individual identity above undiffer-
entiated communal identity.

In “Gestalt and Graphic Design: An Exploration of the
Humanistic and Therapeutic Effects of Visual Organization,” Julia
Moszkowicz questions the overall assessment of the effect of Gestalt
theory on the discipline of graphic design. Recognizing the connec-
tion of Gestalt psychology and the origins of graphic design in the
twentieth century, she challenges a tendency in later interpretations,
including postmodernist writing, to view the connection in negative
terms. She argues that the negative view comes from a reductive
view of Gestalt theory, shaped around the isolated study of abstract

Design/ssues: Volume 27, Number 4 Autumn 2011



form. Instead, she counters “the negative impressions of Gestalt
theory with detailed historical work, revisiting the primary texts of
its early proponents and highlighting its development into a recog-
nized therapy. At a time when graphic design is engaging actively
with notions of interactivity and audience participation, Gestalt
theory offers productive ways of thinking about possible struc-
tures for orchestrating positive human experiences.” This suggests
a useful reassessment of the nature and role of the Gestalt approach
in design.

In the next article, “Indigenous Knowledge and Respectful
Design: An Evidence-Based Approach,” Norman W. Sheehan
introduces a theme that some in design have considered only at a
distance, the theme of indigenous knowledge and indigenous knowl-
edge systems. Indigenous knowledge is defined variously as knowl-
edge that is unique to a given culture or society or an information
base that facilitates communication and decision-making in local
circumstances. It is regarded as dynamic and constantly influenced
by experimentation and creativity at the local level, contrasting with
external or universal knowledge systems generated through institu-
tions such as universities. Sheehan, an Aboriginal designer, educator,
and researcher, introduces the concept of indigenous knowledge as
an ontological concept because it situates inquiry “within an intel-
ligent and intelligible world of natural systems, replete with rela-
tional patterns for being in the world.” With echoes of the dialectical
method of physicist and philosopher David Bohm, he explains that
indigenous knowledge understandings “arise in partnership with
these existent and sustaining patterns of relation.” The goal of the
paper is to promote a more socially responsible and environmen-
tally engaged vision for design. One of the features of the approach
that is explored in the paper is the concept of “respectful design.”
For Sheehan, respect “is based on this ancestral understanding that
we all stand for a short time in a world that lived long before us
and will live for others long after we have passed.” In turn, respect-
ful design “is founded on how design positions itself in relation to
natural systems and the social world.” Sheehan discusses different
aspects of this concept and gives special attention to the process of
conversation or discussion that grounds design in a local commu-
nity and also to the importance of “visual dialogue.” At first, this
article may seem remote in its references and applications, grounded
as they are in Aboriginal culture in Australia. As reading unfolds,
however, one may well begin to understand how closely connected
this approach is to some emerging ideas about participatory design
and co-designing, related to the design of systems and environments
grounded in community—sometimes in this journal called fourth
order design.

The final article is Per Galle’s “Foundational and Instrumental
Design Theory.” The author focuses on the relationship between
these two approaches to design theory and then, based on that
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relationship, moves on to explore more closely the nature of
foundational design theory. The initial step is to consider three works
in design literature, classic works by Herbert Simon and Donald
Schoén and then Klaus Krippendorf’s more recent book. Though none
of these authors employ the theme of foundational and instrumental,
as Galle acknowledges, he seeks to compare the works in the light
of that distinction. Following a useful and insightful discussion
of these works, the author then discusses the features of a “good”
foundational theory of design. This discussion includes insights into
the nature of a possible convergence of definitions in such a theory.
This essay is a meaningful contribution to investigations of the
theory of design, and the discussion of important works by design
theorists is, in itself, a contribution that should encourage others to
engage in further treatment of important texts in the field.

Following the articles in this edition, we have a review by
Kipum Lee of a recent service design conference held in Boston in
October 2010 and organized by the Service Design Network. This
review is valuable for its contextualization of service design as well
as for its assessment of the recent conference held in Boston. It is
clear that service design is an emerging practice, and one that stands
in need of more theory and reflection. Lee provides an extensive
review of previous conferences in this area held in Europe and the
United States. He identifies key concepts as well as the evolving
themes of practice and theory.

We are also pleased to offer several book reviews that will
interest many readers. Nathaniel Boyd and Jack Henrie Fisher review
Uncorporate Identity, Metahaven by Daniel van der Velden. Kjetil
Fallan reviews Design and Truth by Robert Grudin. Brian Donnelly
reviews Unimark International: The Design of Business and the Business
of Design by Jan Conradi. Jesse O’Neill comparatively and in combi-
nation reviews The Transformer: Principles of Making Isotype Charts by
Marie Neurath and Robin Kinross and From Hieroglyphics to Isotype:
A Visual Autobiography by Otto Neurath, edited by Matthew Eve and
Christopher Burke. Laura Forlano reviews A Fine Line: How Design
Strategies are Shaping the Future of Business by Hartmut Esslinger.
Finally, Erik Stolterman reviews Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of
Things by Jane Bennett.

Bruce Brown
Richard Buchanan
Dennis Doordan
Victor Margolin

In the Design Issues Introduction of the Spring 2011 issue, the editors
made a mistake in the pronoun usage when referring to Ashley Hall.
We regret the mistake and apologize sincerely for it.
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The classic product development studies
include K. B. Clark, “The Interaction of
Design Hierarchies and Market Concepts
in Technological Evolution,” Zeseggel
Ealicy, 14:5(1985), 235-51; K. Ulrich,
“The Role of Product Architecture in the
Manufacturing Firm,” SefSistaa.
24:3(1995), 419-40; and C. Y. Baldwin,
and K. B. Clark, Design Rules, Vol. 1: The
Power of Modularity (Cambridge, MA:
MIT Press, 2000). Design management
texts include, for example, R. Cooper,
and M. Press, The Design Agenda: a
Guide to Successful Design Management
(Chichester: John Wiley and Sons. 1995);
and M. Bruce and J. Bessant, Design in
Business: Strategic Innovation Through
Design (Essex: Pearson Education,
2002). Also see two recent practice-
oriented teaching textbooks on design
management and strategy K. Best,
Design Management: Managing Design
Strategy, Process and Implementation
(Lausanne: AVA/Academia Publishing
SA 2006); B. von Stamm, Managing
Innovation, Design and Creativity
(Chichester, John Wiley and Sons. 2008).
These are discussed in Part 2 of this
article (forthcoming).

An Innovation Perspective
on Design: Part 1

Mike Hobday, Anne Boddington,
Andrew Grantham

Introduction

This paper analyzes innovation and design from a management and
economic perspective. The management sciences, innovation studies,
economics, and the social sciences in general have, traditionally,
paid little attention to design as a core creative industrial and
economic activity. This situation is now changing as innovation and
management studies increasingly recognize the technical and wider
role of design in business and economic activity. Within the social
sciences, including management studies, one might think that one
of the natural “homes” of design research and teaching would be
innovation studies—a well-established subject area that focuses on
the role of research and development (R&D), engineering, science,
and technology in the economy. However, with the exception of a
stream of important product development and design management
research, this expectation is not fulfilled.! As this paper makes clear,
within mainstream innovation studies, design has been largely
absent from theory, teaching, textbooks, and research.

The purpose of this paper is therefore to provide an
“innovation studies” perspective on design, focusing on design in
business and the economy. This approach can be seen as part of a
broader question of where design could be positioned within the
social sciences as the subject expands across an increasingly wide
range of business and social activity. Design potentially might thrive
in many areas within the social sciences, including strategy, entrepre-
neurship, and marketing in the business management area, as well as
in sociological, organizational science, and economic fields.

In this paper we argue that by developing an innovation
perspective on design, and a design perspective on innovation, both
fields stand to gain. The idea of the paper is to critically examine
the role of design in business and the economy from an innovation
viewpoint. First, we provide definitions and perspectives on the
terms, “design” and “innovation,” helping to define the boundary
conditions of both subjects. Second, we assess the treatment of
design in innovation studies. More often than not, design is either
treated in passing or entirely overlooked. This section also asks
why this neglect happens, given the recognized importance of
design in innovation. Finally, we assess the design discourse from
an innovation and social science perspective, showing how design
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Department of Trade and Industry (DTI),
HM Government, 2005).

M. Jahnke, Innovation Through Design
Thinking: an Experimental Study of the
Implementation of Design Thinking in
Non-designerly Firms; Report for the
Doctoral Education Seminar on 25%
Level (Gothenburg, HDK, School of
Design and Crafts, Business & Design
Lab, The Faculty of Fine, Applied and

Performing Arts University of Gothenburg,

2009), 13.

G. Cox, Cox Review of Creativity in
Business: Building on the UK's Strengths
(London, HM Treasury, 2005), 2.

as a human-centered, core creative activity in business challenges the
overly scientific, rational view of the firm and many of the standard
intervention tools of innovation management. Part 2 of this paper
(in an upcoming issue of Design Issues) builds on this analysis to
illustrate the gains that can be achieved by bringing the fields of
innovation studies and design/design thinking closer together.

Definitions and Perspectives
Clearly defining the terms “design” and “innovation” is important
for achieving the purposes of this paper, as well as for establishing
the boundary conditions of the paper. Neither term is unproblematic,
and both have changed over time. In innovation studies, innovation
has traditionally been defined as the successful introduction of a new
or improved product, process, or service to the world or market-
place.2 However, this definition does not capture the incremental
innovations that can lead to large gains in productivity and product
quality. These innovations are often a major source of structural
change and economic growth.® In developing countries, and
sometimes in advanced nations, incremental innovation tends to
occur from “behind the technology frontier,” defined by leading
firms in the advanced countries and usually measured by the ratio
of R&D to sales. Therefore, following Nelson and Rosenberg and
Schmookler, we define innovation as a product, process, or service
new to the firm—and not just new to the world or marketplace.* This
broader definition encompasses the stream of minor innovations that
follow from radical new products and processes. Thus, innovation is
not only a product but also a process—one that involves the lengthy
development and application of new knowledge and skills, rather
than being an easily identifiable event. In this paper, we stick mainly
to this “Schumpeterian” definition. However, it should be noted that,
in recent times, the definition is often reduced and simplified into
“the application of a new idea to create value.” Sometimes, the term
is broadened beyond technological innovation to include organiza-
tional innovation®—because the two often go hand in hand.®

The meaning of design has also changed over time. Tether”
provides a review of dozens of, often contradictory, definitions. One
key agreement is that design should no longer be seen as “styling,”
but as a core technical element or activity, central to industry and
services throughout the economy. Herbert Simon’s general definition
is useful as foundation: “Design is the transformation of existing
conditions into preferred ones.”® However, this paper follows Sir
George Cox’s definition because it also involves the needs of the
customer or user: “Design... shapes ideas to become practical
and attractive propositions for user or customers. Design may be
described as creativity deployed to a specific end.”® Also note that
the concept of design, like innovation, has recently broadened to
include non-technical areas of human activity, such as policy, organi-
zation, and social issues.
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Policy, 14:5 (1985), 235-51; K. Ulrich,
“The Role of Product Architecture in the
Manufacturing Firm”, Research Policy,
24:3(1995), 419-40; and C. Y. Baldwin,
and K. B. Clark, Design Rules, Vol. 1: The
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MIT Press, 2000). Design management
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and M. Press, The Design Agenda: a
Guide to Successful Design Management
(Chichester: John Wiley and Sons. 1995);
and M. Bruce and J. Bessant, Design in
Business: Strategic Innovation Through
Design (Essex: Pearson Education,
2002). Also see two recent practice-
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(Lausanne: AVA/Academia Publishing
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There are many “pockets” of design and
new product development management
research (e.g., the management of
design/new product development

and design management in small and
médium-sized firms). However, these
pockets tend not to feed into mainstream
innovation theory, management, or policy.
No single agreed-on title is used for

this field of study. It began as science
and technology policy studies and now
overlaps considerably with evolutionary
and institutional economics, as well as
energy, environmental, management, and
organizational studies.

Juxtaposing these two sets of evolving definitions is useful in
that there is clearly considerable overlap, with design as a technical
activity playing a central role in the broader innovation process.
Indeed, by any reasonable modern definition, design is a central
part of industrial innovation.

The Treatment of Design by Innovation Studies

When we examine innovation studies as a medium-sized subject
area that conducts research and teaches innovation around the
world, we see that design is either treated in passing or, more often,
is entirely overlooked, apart from within specialized groups.'®
This oversight applies not only to teaching (e.g., there are 156
post-graduate Business Management courses in the UK alone that
include innovation in their title or module content), but also to
research, textbooks, theorizing, and other educational activities."!
To answer “why should this be,” it is helpful to look briefly at the
way innovation studies has evolved.

The field of innovation studies developed after World War 11
and has now spread to most corners of the world.'? It has two main
sources: (1) economists and other social scientists, frustrated with the
way mainstream economics deals with the economy (e.g., usually
in highly theoretical, abstract models, with little notion of history,
institutions, science, or technology); and (2) engineering schools that
began by teaching the management of technology to their students.
Both sources now teach technology and /or innovation management,
with masters courses proliferating during the past 20 years or so.

The theoretical and research side of innovation studies is
dominated by “renegade” economists. They look in detail at the role
and effect of technological innovation in the wider economy, in the
industrial sector, and in individual firms. Joseph Schumpeter, the
pioneer of the idea of creative destruction, attributed a paramount
role to technology in economic cycles. Professors Richard Nelson,
Sidney Winter (in the United States), and Christopher Freeman (in
the United Kingdom) followed in Schumpeter’s footsteps, providing
us with a much better understanding of the importance of innovation
in economic activity of all kinds. There are now dozens of scholarly
journals and hundreds of social scientists working on almost all
aspects of innovation. Today, innovation studies goes beyond
technology, looking at innovation in organizations, business strategy,
and government policy.

However, when we look for a sensible or systematic
treatment of design, we find it curiously absent. Design is sometimes
mentioned, usually as one of the sequences of productive activity
running from R&D to engineering, manufacturing, branding,
marketing, and finally to distribution. Often it is not even mentioned
in this sequence. Sometimes it is treated as a subset of the “D” of
R&D, or more often, as one of the engineering sub-tasks that goes on
within firms. Research and R&D are given prominence in research,
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productivity (see, NESTA, The Innovation
Index: Measuring the UK's Investment
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National Endowment for Science,
Technology and the Arts, 2009).

A. Hatchuel, “Towards Design Theory and
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Programme of Herbert Simon,” Journal
of Management and Governance, 5:3—4
(2002), 260-73.

H. A. Simon, “A Behavioral Model of
Rational Choice,” in Models of Man,
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Essays on Rational Human Behavior in

a Social Setting, ed. H. A. Simon (New
York: Wiley, 1957).

For example, R. Buchanan, “Wicked
Problems in Design Thinking,” Design
Issues, 8:2 (Summer 1992), 5-21; F.
Collopy, Firing on All Eight Cylinders,
Position Statement for the Conference:
Convergence: Managing and Designing
(Cleveland: Weatherhead School of
Management, June 2010), 17-9; R. J.
Boland, F. Collopoy, K. Lyytinen and Y.
Yoo, “Managing as Designing: Lessons
for Organization Leaders from the Design
Practice of Frank O. Gehry,” Design
Issues 24:1 (Winter 2008), 10-25.

V. Walsh, “Design, Innovation and

the Boundaries of the Firm,” Research
Policy 25:4 (1996), 509-29; Tether,
“Think Piece.”

measurement, theory, teaching, and policy. The Frascati Manual
of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) traditionally has provided agreed upon international
definitions and measurements of R&D, and within it, government
policies (more often than not) are all about research, with R&D
usually synonymous with innovation.!® For example, the main
EU policy for innovation and competitiveness, to which member
states agreed and then enshrined in the Lisbon Treaty, called for EU
investment in R&D to increase to 3% of GDP by 2010. There is no
mention of design.

As a result, the social sciences in general and innovation
studies in particular have a very poor conceptualization of design
as a creative economic activity at the firm, industry, and wider
economic levels. We have few systems of measurement (especially
compared with, say, R&D), and in leading innovation texts, we find
scant treatment of design, which is reflected in most graduate and
post-graduate innovation courses. For this paper, we reviewed ten
of the most highly cited recent textbooks on innovation. None has a
chapter exclusively on design, and most have only a few references
to design in the index pages. Design is certainly researched and
taught in other subject areas (e.g., especially in design schools). But
surely a subject called “innovation studies,” which purports to teach,
consult, educate, and advise business and government, should also
deal systematically with design—and place design at the heart of
theory and research.

One source of this problem may be the theoretical orientation of
innovation studies. As Hatchuel points out,** the dominant approach
to innovation is based on Herbert Simon’s idea of human problem-
solving within “bounded rationality.”’® This Nobel Prize-winning idea
was a breakthrough at the time in that it overturned the mainstream
economic assumption of perfect rationality. However, by treating
innovation in general and design in particular as processes of solving
problems, design as a core creative activity seems to have been left
on the sidelines. As a result, much of innovation theory and teaching
is appropriate for operational (e.g., routine) activities, but not for
understanding creative and routine-breaking activities—of which
design is one of the most important. Several important contributions
now make this point in different ways.°

However, just noting this absence does not provide the
whole picture. Identifying why design is not dealt with properly
in innovation studies is actually quite hard. There is certainly
no opposition to the idea of design, and there are, in fact, a few
extremely good innovation papers on design that stress its central
importance in business innovation.!” In addition, a tradition of
design management research and teaching is centered on product
and process design in large and small firms.'®

One possibility is that, in the face of hostility from educational
structures and single-discipline subjects, innovation studies (which
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is inherently multi-disciplinary) took to focusing on and modelling
what could be more easily measured. R&D spending as an input to
innovation is recorded by firms and governments internationally,
while patents as a major output of R&D are also filed and recorded,
leading to a great deal of theorizing, measurement, and techno-
econometric modelling of R&D performance at the firm, sector, and
economic levels.!” Perhaps the popular notion of organizational

“routines”?

and capabilities (defined as bundles of routines), drew
attention away from design as a creative process, central to business
success and renewal.”!

At the business practice level, there is little research on how
designers work together creatively to develop solutions to complex,
seemingly intractable, multi-disciplinary problems. One exception
is Bucciarelli, who delves inside the real world of designers.22
Another insightful book on engineering design is Vincenti, who
shows how engineering knowledge differs fundamentally from
scientific knowledge but is no less valid.”® Conklin reveals how
successful design teams work together.** They do not “rationally”
plan in advance a complex new product or system, beginning with a
concept or specification and choosing among solutions, in a Herbert
Simon problem-solving fashion.?® On the contrary, by recording and
analyzing the discussions of designers at work, Conklin shows that
multi-disciplinary design teams tend to begin with a very rough
approximation of the “problem” (e.g., a new product) and then
“leap” forward to generate possible solutions. They then move
rapidly back to re-framing and re-specifying the problem, repeating
this process again and again. Not only do they not move forward in
a rational, linear fashion; they also design within teams, in a social
process, which includes other specialists and potential users who
provide immediate feedback, negative and positive, so they can all
eventually arrive at a practical, agreed-upon way forward.

Design and Innovation Management Studies

Increasingly, management scientists and organizational theorists are
recognizing and so re-conceptualizing the role of design and design
thinking in business, generating a new sub-field of academic inquiry
and graduate and post-graduate teaching.”® Few take an explicit
social science innovation perspective, although organizational
psychologists, notably Karl Weick, historians of technology such as
Vincenti and others have much to say about the creative, ambiguous,
and “messy” processes of design.” Within innovation studies, the
role of design in business is typically viewed as a technical activity,
rather than as a strategic activity of wider relevance to management.
Even in this narrower domain, design is poorly understood. As
Tether shows, design is usually treated as a sub-function in firms
(e.g., within engineering), sometimes “hidden” within R&D or
between the R&D and marketing functions (see Figure 1).
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Tether presents evidence to argue that companies that invest
in design perform better against most indicators.” He also notes that
design activities within firms are underreported because “who does
design” is often unclear: Is design strictly a professional activity,
or is it undertaken by a range of non-recognized and unqualified
personnel?

Tether also shows how design maps onto so-called Third
Generation innovation “coupling” models,” whereby a role for lead
users is envisaged for product specification, design, and re-design
(see Figure 2).* Here again, design is viewed as a bridging function,
located somewhere between R&D and manufacturing/marketing.

Using data from the UK Design Council’s National Survey of
Firms, Tether shows that, in the UK, only 33% of firms view design
as a strategic business tool (e.g., for company differentiation) and a
contributor to bottom-line performance.

Tether provides an interesting collection of modern definitions
of design; however, a commonly agreed-on definition or a clear
taxonomy of different kinds of design (e.g., architecture, product
design, service design, and graphic design) is not yet apparent. No
doubt, each category has its own professional trajectory and stage
of maturity. The design fields appear mostly to be at a pre-para-
digmatic (or pre-disciplinary) stage.” This interpretation is confirmed
by Poggenphol et al., who show that little agreement emerges on
the meaning of key design terms,” or on what constitutes core

The “Coupling Model” of Innovation with Design as a Bridging Function
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knowledge, and that a reasonably coherent research infrastructure
is lacking. However, because design is so human-centered and
situated in practice, one possibility is that some fields of design may
never become a professional discipline in the sense of engineering
or accountancy.” It may always be subject to evolution, diversity,
and inter-disciplinarity, relying on human imagination, rather like
software engineering.*

A key omission in the field is an understanding of how
different design fields map onto various sectors and industries,
including the many service sectors. Much of the design management
literature focuses on manufacturing, whereas the service sector is a
far larger proportion of most economies. To illustrate, manufacturing
accounts for around 13% of GDP in the United Kingdom, 12% in the
United States, and 13% in France, compared with around 75% for
services.

In addition, a highly significant literature on design has
emerged in the product development field, a branch of innovation
management. Clark® introduces a new theoretical framework to
examine the relationship between design decisions and choice of
customers, using examples from automobiles and semiconductors.
Clark argues that the logic of problem solving leads to a hierarchical
structure for the evolution of design, which, in turn, has a shaping
influence on the dynamics of competition.

Building on the work of Clark and others, Ulrich* integrates
ideas from design theory, software engineering, and other fields to
illustrate how product architecture operates as a scheme by which
the functions of the product are allocated to physical components.
Ulrich examines, in depth, the far-reaching implications of the role
of product architecture across manufacturing, showing how it relates
to various aspects of firm performance.

Design and innovation are also approached from a product
platform perspective in the product development literature. For
example, Baldwin and Clark develop the concept of design rules,”
whereby design occurs within a product or system, and the design
limits imposed by the increasing complexity of artifacts are overcome
through the product or system’s modularization. In their study of
computer design, using the case of IBM’s System /360, they attribute
design evolution to the application of six modular operators: splitting
a system into two or more modules, substituting one module design
for another, augmenting (or adding a new module to a system),
excluding a module from a system, inverting to create new design
rules, and porting a module to another system.* Innovation occurs
when a design becomes “truly modular,” in that changes in one
module do not affect other modules. In other words, as long as
designers follow design rules pertaining to the architecture of the
artifact, they are free to innovate without reference to the product
architecture.
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Baldwin and Clark’s contribution is significant in that they
also seek to quantify the effect of modularization in terms of system
value. They introduce the concept of the modular cluster to represent
firms and markets that are host to the “evolution of a set of modular
designs.”* Such firms benefit from reductions in transaction and
agency costs and from collaboration and distributed working.

Another notable body of research in information systems
deals with design science. One prominent example is Hevner
et al.,* who show how the field of design science tries to extend
the boundaries of organizational and human capabilities through
the creation of designed artifacts. Hevner et al. show how design
science can produce artifacts in the form of a construct, a model,
or a method, with the goal of creating technology-based solutions
to business problems. In effect, this move provides a rigorous,
research-based approach to process innovation through the use of
information systems in organizations.

In the field of innovation management, some researchers
have tried to show how design can be more effectively deployed
in business, treating design as a definable resource that needs
purposeful management. Meanwhile, Walsh points to the diffuseness
and variety of design types, which renders the conversion of design
into a strategic asset for firms very difficult. Design clearly covers
a wide range of fields, activities, and tasks, including product
performance, process efficiency, cost, ease of manufacturing,
aesthetics, user friendliness, durability, and ergonomics. It remains
an ill-defined activity in terms of organizational boundaries, often
resulting in difficulties for managers as they try to coordinate it and
for teams as they try to work together effectively.

In contrast, Whyte et al. argue that design can be used as a
strategic resource within a firm;* they draw from new models of
innovation management, central to which are advanced simulation
and prototyping tools. They argue that the latter can enable
design teams—particularly those working on complex, large-scale
projects—to coordinate development activities inside and outside the
firm, engaging clients in the design process and presenting ideas to
end-users, clients, managers, funding institutions, and planners.

In an effort to identify key factors that work against the
effective use of design in businesses, Whyte et al. offer an extensive
checklist drawn from innovation studies, including continuous
improvement, lean manufacturing, teamwork, and new product
development tools.” Whyte et al. argue that there is no guaranteed
recipe for success in design,* but there is consistency among
researchers about the kinds of factors that support the management
of any process, including design. These factors include:

¢ Top management commitment;

e Clear concept definition;

e Voice of the customer (e.g., dedication to the market and
customer inputs throughout the project);
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e Product advantage (e.g., differentiated unique benefits,
superior customer value);

e Well-planned and adequately resourced launch;

e Tough decision points and stage gate model, with close
monitoring at each stage;

e Overlapping/ parallel working;

e Concurrent or simultaneous engineering to aid faster
development, while retaining cross-functional involvement;

e Choice of structure (e.g., matrix, line, project) to suit
conditions and task; and

¢ Cross-functional team working, involvement of different
perspectives, use of team-building approaches to ensure
effective team working and to develop capabilities in
flexible problem-solving.

Best and separately von Stamm recommend similar tools from
innovation studies, treating design as a function within a firm that
can be managed and exploited to good effect and recommending
structured processes, stage gate models, and other management
processes and tools.

One limitation of this fairly standard innovation perspective
is that it tends, implicitly at least, to privilege a particular view of
“the firm”—typically a large manufacturing firm or service provider
characterized as a rational, “machine-like” entity amenable to
process improvement and fine tuning. However, as noted—and
paradoxically, from the design field itself—modern design thinking
challenges this view of the firm as a decision-making, rational
entity.

Also, from a broader social science perspective, we should
also acknowledge other competing metaphors for representing
business organizations. For example, Morgan compares the dominant
“organizations as machines” view with other metaphors of the firm
(e.g., as intelligent “organisms” responding to their environment in
an open system, rather than as a sealed unit of machinery).* He,
and many others, point to organizational leadership, intelligence,
learning, motivation, ambiguity, informality, power, conflict, and
“anxiety” in shaping organizational culture and performance.
Indeed, “the firm as a machine” view has its roots in the scientific
management approach, pioneered by Frederick W. Taylor.* This
view has long had its critics, beginning with Mary Parker Follett
who, even as a member of the Taylor society, criticized Taylor’s
perspective, arguing that firms were deeply social and no strictly
economic units.*

This critical analysis is not to say that structure, order,
and management tools cannot be useful. However, they need to
be appreciated and deployed within a more holistic, “human”
appreciation of the firm, and their limits require acknowledgement,
as well as study. Hobday and Brady and Davies and Hobday," in
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their work on complex software processes and other major high
technology projects, argue that management tools and systems
need to be combined with practitioner engagement (e.g. in the
development of tools), empowerment, motivation, and leadership
if the firm is to succeed. Much of the failure of software projects,
for example, stems from an overly rational approach to project
management.

In the case of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs)
and micro-entrepreneurial activity, the problems of adopting a
process/machine-based analogy is intensified because such firms
typically operate much less formally than large firms do. In this
context, a “managing the process” approach is even less appropriate.
Recognizing this lack of fit is important because these firms actually
make up the vast majority of business organizations and account for
the vast majority of the employed population.*

Unfortunately, research into design and new product
development tends to assume a process/ rational approach, rather
than looking deeply into the social and cultural nature of different
kinds of SMEs and the “universe” they inhabit. As Woolgar and
Vaux show from an ethnographic perspective,® this world is a vastly
different from that of the typical perception of an SME. SMEs are
typified by limited capabilities and informal character, compared
with the model of the rational large firm. Small firms cannot be
treated solely as decision-making entities any more than large firms
can (and perhaps much less).

Indeed, the idea of design as a human-centered, core creative
activity in business challenges the overly scientific, rational view of
the firm and, with it, the standard intervention tools of innovation
management. The design approach to tackling complex or
“wicked” problems raises considerable doubts about the validity of
process-based, rational approaches to organizational improvement—
calling instead for a human-centered approach that emphasizes
leadership, informality, and ambiguity in the organization. From
a management perspective, if organizations do not conform to the
rational, decision-making view, then standard management tools
can be ineffective or even counterproductive. Instead, management
approaches should focus on understanding the social life of firms,
learning how they manage the “white spaces” between the boxes on
the organization chart so as to harness the power of informal organi-
zation.® At the very minimum, a rebalancing in favor of human-
centered management is needed, as shown by the design thinking
movement, as we discuss in detail in Part 2 of this article.

Conclusion

In general, design has been poorly conceptualized, researched,
and taught by innovation studies. Although the meanings of both
innovation and design have changed over time, one key agreement
is that design is a core technical and creative activity, central to
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industrial and service innovation throughout the economy. However,
if we examine innovation studies, design is either treated superfi-
cially or entirely overlooked, apart from specialized pockets of
research and teaching. This “gap” applies to innovation teaching,
research, textbooks, theorizing, and other educational activities. As
a result, the social sciences in general, and innovation studies in
particular, have a very poor conceptualization of design as a creative
economic activity at the firm, industry, and wider economic levels.
In addition, few systems of measurement have been developed and
applied, especially compared with R&D.

One possible reason is that the dominant approach to
innovation conceptualization is based on Herbert Simon’s idea
of human problem-solving within “bounded rationality,” which
treats innovation in general and design in particular as processes
for solving problems. As a result, design as a creative, generating,
change-inducing activity has been “left on the sidelines.”
Nevertheless, a few extremely good innovation papers on design
do reveal its central importance in business innovation and there is
also a long tradition of design management research and teaching
centered on product and process design which accepts the signif-
icance of design.

From an innovation and social science perspective, the
treatment of design as a human-centered, core creative activity in
business challenges the overly scientific, rational view of the firm
and, with it, many of the standard intervention tools of innovation
management. In the next segment of this article, we examine the
emerging field of design thinking, showing how it promises not
only to deal with the creative, ambiguous, and “messy” processes of
design but also other domains of complex or “wicked” problems. We
also argue that, by combining some of the frameworks and insights
of innovation analysis with new approaches to design, both areas
stand to gain.
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The Design Stance
in User-System Interaction
Nathan Crilly

Introduction
Ideas about what users think and do have always had an important
place in the theory and practice of design.! These ideas are especially
important when trying to understand how users interact with
designed systems, whether those systems are physical products,
digital interfaces, or more abstract services. In recent years,
traditional concerns for the users’ efficiency, safety, and satisfaction
have expanded to also include issues like meaning, engagement,
and fulfilment.? Consequently, attention is now focused on
how interactions are situated in contexts of use,®> how users are
constructed during interaction,* and how interaction can itself be
aesthetic.’ These broader concerns reflect a more humane approach
to users, respecting them as active, aware, and intelligent people
rather than just viewing them as being less predictable than the
designed systems with which they interact.®

This article suggests that fully respecting users’ sophistication
means acknowledging that they have the capacity to recognize that
designed systems have been designed. That is, as users interact with
systems, they may reason about the design processes from which
these systems result. Such reasoning may help users predict the
behavior of systems, especially when they consider how designers
might have expected users to act. Furthermore, this reasoning may
also influence other aspects of how users experience a system,
including the meaning that it holds for them, their engagement
with it, and the fulfillment that it brings. This article refers to these
phenomena as users adopting a design stance towards the system.

The term “design stance” was coined by philosopher
Daniel Dennett, who proposed that an effective way for users to
reason about how a system will behave is to think about what it
was designed to do.” The design stance and other related concepts
have received a great deal of attention from philosophy, psychology,
and a broad range of other disciplines that are concerned with the
interpretation and use of artifacts. Despite Dennett’s prominence,
and despite the relevance of the design stance to how people interact
with designed systems, this concept has attracted relatively little
discussion in the literature on interaction and design. This literature
also contains very few empirical studies that can be related to
the design stance, and in any case, those studies that are relevant
primarily focus on other phenomena. Consequently, the role of the
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The designer thinks about the system and the
user, and the user thinks about the system.

This diagram exists in various forms, but all forms depict how users
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Figure 2

The user thinks about the designer of the
system, and also about the designer’s
thoughts about the user.

interact with systems independently of designers, and how designers
communicate with users through the systems they design."

In the traditional mental models approach, the user’s
understanding of the system seemingly develops without the user
being aware that the system has been designed. There is no explicit
acknowledgement that users have the capacity to recognize that they
are users —users whose interactions with the system will have been
anticipated. As such, in Figure 1 the designer is viewed as having
an image both of the system and of the user’s interaction with it,
but the user is viewed simply as having an image of the system.
What is not shown is that through interaction with the system the
user might also form an image of the designer, and also an image of
the designer’s image of the user. This image that the user holds of
the designer need not be well formed and need not be accurate for
it to influence the user’s response to the system (see Figure 2). Note
that unlike Figure 1, which presents acts of design and acts of use
in the same view, Figure 2 only presents acts of use; the designer is
imagined by the user, and only the system, the user, and the user’s
thoughts are actually depicted.

If users were to view technological systems as a consequence
of human thought and action, they could reason about those systems
on the grounds that they result from intentional design processes.
This orientation towards the design process might allow users to
better explore, discover, and anticipate the behavior of technological
systems because they would recognize that use of those systems
has been considered and designed for. For example, such awareness
of design might help users to determine where a particular feature
could be (“where would the designer have put it?”) or how something
might be operated (“how was I expected to use it?”). In approaching
technology in this way, users could exploit their wealth of experience
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in social interactions, leveraging their knowledge of how people
think about people to understand how a designer might have
thought about them. Where this social knowledge is more developed
than users’ technical knowledge, their awareness that the system has
been designed might promote interactions that are more effective
and more rewarding. In other words, it may be better for users to
think about why the system is the way it is, rather than to just think
about what the system is or how it works.

The Design Stance

The perspective illustrated in Figure 2 can be related to Dennett’s
design stance. This is just one of three stances that Dennett claims
people adopt when they are making predictions about how things
will behave.? On Dennett’s account, for relatively simple things (e.g.,
doors and chairs), people can predict the behavior of objects purely
on the basis of physical structures obeying physical laws. In adopting
this “physical stance” toward objects, people use some intuitive
grasp of physics to predict that, for example, pushing the back of a
chair beyond a certain point will cause it to topple over. (Compare
the adoption of this stance with the perception of “affordances,” a
concept that is typically used to emphasize a relational capacity for
action rather than an intuitive means of prediction.)?

For things that are more complicated than doors and
chairs (e.g., clocks and calculators), most people have insufficient
knowledge of the physical structure and workings to reliably predict
how those objects operate simply by adopting the physical stance.
Instead, people adopt a “design stance” toward such objects, which
allows them to make these predictions based on the assumption that
the object will behave as it is designed to behave. Having some idea
of what a calculator is supposed to do when a button is pressed gives
people some clues as to what it might actually do. Or, with respect
to computers, and in Dennett’s own words,

[Ml]ost users of computers have not the foggiest idea what

physical principles are responsible for the computer’s

highly reliable, and hence predictable, behaviour. But if
they have a good idea of what the computer is designed

to do (a description of its operation at any one of the

many possible levels of abstraction), they can predict this

behaviour with great accuracy and reliability, subject to

disconfirmation only in cases of physical malfunction.'

Although Dennett refers to the users’ ideas about design, in recent
discussions of the design stance, considerable debate has arisen as
to whether design stance reasoning is based simply on knowledge
of the system’s function (without reference to the designer’s
intentions) or whether it is based on knowledge of the designer’s
intended function.”” However, in contrast to the biological organisms
with which Dennett is primarily concerned, the functions of
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technical systems are generally taken to depend on the intentions
of the system’s creator. Therefore, to adopt a design stance toward
a technical system is to reason about what the designer wanted
and about how the designer acted. Throughout this article, it is this
stronger version of the design stance (or the “designer stance”) with
which we are concerned.”

If the behavior of simple things can be predicted with the
physical stance, and more complicated things with the design stance,
Dennett suggests that a third stance is adopted for things that are yet
more complicated still. For things like animals and people, neither
the physical stance nor the design stance is effective; instead we must
adopt an “intentional stance.” Here, intentions are attributed to the
things themselves, and their behavior is predicted on the basis that
they will behave in ways that suit their own goals. For example, if
we recognize that an animal is hungry, then we can predict how that
animal will behave when it is presented with food by expecting that
it will act to satisfy its drives.

The adoption of the intentional stance need not be reserved
just for truly intentional systems; someone might predict the
behavior of a computer by adopting the intentional stance (e.g., if
its sophistication suggests that it is taking goal-directed actions).
Similarly, someone might adopt the physical stance to predict the
behavior of a calculator (e.g., if it were being dropped), and someone
might predict the behavior of an animal’s heart by adopting the
design stance (e.g., if Mother Nature were thought to have designed
it to serve some function). As such, although it might at first seem
that the stance a person adopts is determined by the type of entity
with which they interact, it is really determined pragmatically by
some trade-off between the reliability of the predictions that a stance
permits and the efforts required to make those predictions from that
stance.”

The Scope of the Design Stance

Dennett’s three stances have been very influential and have partic-
ularly attracted the attention of philosophers concerned with the
mind, its workings, and its evolution.”* However, psychologists
have also taken an interest in Dennett, and the design stance is now
explicitly associated with a significant stream of experimental work."
This work has shown that people name and categorize artifacts
according to what they believe the designers’ intentions were. For
example, a collection of things called “clocks” might all be considered
to be clocks even if those things take different physical forms (e.g.,
analogue and digital clocks), and even if they do not all tell the
time (e.g., because they are broken or need a new battery). This is
because these things were all intended to be clocks, and their form
and behavior are just clues to this intention. Conversely, something
might very well resemble a clock (perhaps a child’s drawing) and
something might accidently permit the time to be read (perhaps the
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moving shadow from a building), but if people don’t think those
things were intended to be clocks, then those things won’t be thought
of as being clocks.?

Beyond psychological research, and independently of
Dennett, the inference of creative intentions is considered to be of
central importance to the interpretation of many acts and media.”
This perspective is notably influential in the study of spoken and
written communication,? but it also is important when considering
paintings,” prehistoric relics,* architecture,® cinema,* consumer
products,” branding,® and advertising.” Although the disciplines
that study these various kinds of artifacts use different terminology

e

(e.g., “intent attribution,” “inference of intention,

”ou

persuasion
knowledge”), they all describe phenomena closely related to
the design stance, and all consider those phenomena to strongly
influence how artifacts are experienced. The attribution of design
intention therefore affects not only what an artifact is, but also what
it means and how it is responded to.

Those disciplines that focus on how people construct an
image of an artifact’s creator implicitly invoke the idea that people
have beliefs about other people’s thoughts. More formally, the
concept of folk psychology (or naive psychology) is used to describe
this common-sense knowledge of cognition that lay people use to
predict and explain the behavior of others.* This knowledge is not
always correct and does not always permit accurate predictions,”
but it is still influential in determining how people interact socially.”
In these terms, we might consider whether people possess a folk
knowledge of design that tells them how a technical system came
into existence, what decisions have been made about it, and what
drove those decisions. Such reasoning involves folk psychology
being applied through abduction: Rather than predicting human
behavior on the basis of some naive understanding of psychology,
people explain the results of human behavior (the system) on the
basis of some more or less naive understanding of the design process
and the psychology behind it.»

From across the range of disciplines that have been concerned
with something like Dennett’s design stance, we see that when
people reflect on the agent responsible for a system, these reflections
might influence more than just predictions about that system’s
behavior. Instead, these reflections might also influence the way
in which people categorize what a system is, understand why it
is there, and assess its aesthetic and symbolic value. To cover this
range, the term “design stance” is here used in a broader sense than
Dennett himself used it. However, there is good precedent for this
expansion in the large body of psychological work that is conducted
under the heading of “design stance” research.* Consequently, in this
article, “design stance” is used to refer to the way in which users’
engagement with systems is mediated by their conception of the
design activities from which those systems result.
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The Design Stance in Human-Computer Interaction

Although concepts like the design stance have excited those
disciplines concerned with the interpretation of artifacts, this
emphasis on interpretation disguises a lack of attention given to
the design stance in studies of interaction. Because of its emphasis
on man-machine relations, a natural place to look for such work is
the field of human-computer interaction (HCI). However, Dennett’s
stances—and especially his design stance—have attracted much less
attention in the HCI field than might be expected. For example, there
are only a few general HCI texts in which Dennett is mentioned,
and in those texts it is typically his intentional stance which is
emphasized.” Dennett’s three stances are distinguished from each
other in some more specific theoretical discussions,* where they
are related to alternative categorizations of reasoning offered by
Rasmussen,” Pylyshyn,* and Zuboff.* However, in none of these
works is a concept like the design stance offered as a challenge to
conventional ways of understanding how users might appraise or
interact with systems.

Moving away from general HCI theory, Dennett’s stances
appear to be of most interest to those studying how humans interact
with robots, animated characters, and other, seemingly sentient
devices.” In particular, Terada and colleagues have conducted
experiments to discern which stances people adopt when responding
to different types of robots,* artifacts,” and entities.” In these labora-
tory-based studies, the researchers applied verbal and non-verbal
self-report techniques to elicit the stances that users adopted with
respect to the systems they interacted with or observed. Although
all three of Dennett’s stances were considered (and ostensibly
revealed), Terada and colleagues interpreted the design stance as
simply requiring consideration of a system’s function, rather than as
requiring the attribution of intentions to the system’s creator. Their
perspective is therefore fundamentally different from that developed
in this article, but in any case, it is actually the user’s adoption of the
intentional stance that they are promoting.

While HCI robotics promotes the intentional stance, there is
work in HCI semiotics that seems to promote something like the
design stance, albeit without reference to Dennett. In an independent
argument, de Souza says that technology users may recognize that
they are not interacting with autonomous machines, but with the
product of a rational human mind.* This recognition allows users to
interact with technology by exploiting their expectations about the
intellectual and creative behavior of other people—the designers. In
this sense, de Souza views the designed system as a designer-to-user
message, the meaning of which is: “Here is my [the designer’s]
understanding of who you [the user] are, what I've learned you want
or do, in which preferred ways, and why.”* de Souza and Leitdo thus
propose that designers follow a process of “semiotic engineering,”
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which can guide users toward inferring the design rationale from
which the system results.*

Although work on semiotic engineering has suggested that
something like the design stance is adopted by users, the focus
of that work is quite different from what is proposed here. First,
semiotic engineering originates in linguistics, and the interfaces to
which it has been applied predominantly use conventional symbols
in the form of verbal instructions, menu lists, and graphical icons.
Second, this attention to explicit communication leads to asking
questions primarily about voice: Who is seen to be saying what to
whom? Third, it is the designer who is emphasized, including the
messages that the designer can send and the interpretations that
the designer can encourage. Consequently, there is no focus on how
users might respond to interfaces that are less explicitly communi-
cative (e.g., physical interfaces), and the reported qualitative studies
do not reveal that users have some conception of the designer.”
Therefore, although semiotic engineering promotes the idea that
users adopt something like the design stance, it is actually that this
idea is assumed; it is not elaborated on or investigated directly.

The idea that users adopt the design stance, and that
this should be encouraged, stands in opposition to the work of
researchers who have focused on “the media equation,” a theory
which proposes that people respond to media (e.g., computers) in
a manner equivalent to how they respond to people. For example,
in considering how people orient to sources, Reeves and Nass
assert that consumers do not think of advertisers (but compare
this with modern marketing theory),* and that computer users do
not consider computer programmers.* To test this theory, Sundar
and Nass conducted an experiment in which one group of partic-
ipants interacted with computers that were labeled and referred
to as “Computer,” and another group interacted with computers
that were labeled and referred to as the work of a “Programmer.”
Because the researchers found clear differences in how the different
participant groups appraised the computers, they concluded that
“humans working with a computer are not orienting to an unseen
programmer but instead are interacting with the computer as a
distinct social actor.”®

It is in explicit opposition to Dennett that proponents of the
media equation claim that users do not normally consider designers
during interaction. However, these researchers do acknowledge that
users think about the designer of the system when things go wrong,
and that these thoughts are useful when reasoning about how to put
things right.” Their experimental results might thus be reinterpreted
as suggesting that when users adopt the design stance, this changes
their experience of the systems with which they are interacting. They
report that this change in experience led users to consider the system
as being less friendly, less playful, and less effective.”> However, the
users in these studies were forced into adopting the design stance;
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nothing had gone wrong, and users were not reasoning about how
to put things right. Questions remain over what circumstances might
promote the spontaneous adoption of the design stance, and what
effects the design stance might have under these circumstances.

The Design Stance in User-System Interaction: an Account

To explore how the design stance might be adopted and what
possible effects its adoption might have, what follows is a detailed
hypothetical account of an interaction episode. The account permits
easy reference to a concrete example and conveniently covers a
number of different aspects of the design stance within one extended
episode. Although a single comprehensive account of this sort may
be difficult to achieve empirically, the expectation is that individual
components of such an account could be generated through experi-
mental, observational, or self-report methods.” In the account, a
user (called Ursula) adopts the design stance as she reasons about
the location of a control within a motor car. The paragraphs are
numbered to permit later analytic commentary on specific incidents
in the overall episode.

1. A friend of ours, Ursula, doesn’t own a motor car but has
hired one for the weekend so that she can visit her family. Once
her journey has started, the weather becomes increasingly overcast,
and when a light drizzle starts up, the windshield wipers are soon
required. Ursula, who used to own some other brand of car, instinc-
tively reaches for the wrong control and activates the turn signals
instead of the wipers. In doing so, she experiences some frustration
as she wonders why these things can’t be the same for each car
model. As Ursula continues along the busy road, the gusts from
passing trucks mean that the windshield requires regular wiping
and regular spraying from the washer nozzles.

2. Ursula’s rental car had not received a proper service before
being rented out to her, and it soon runs out of windshield washer
fluid. The car and the washer system are now brought to our friend’s
attention as she pulls into a service station to fill the washer reservoir.
Not seeing any convenient source of water that could be used to fill
the reservoir, Ursula decides to buy some bottled water from the
service station. Looking for a large bottle of water in the refrigerator,
she is struck for the first time by the motifs of purity that adorn the
bottles. The pictures of mountains and streams stand in stark contrast
to the image that she has of her future self pouring this expensive
water into the car’s washer reservoir.

3. Once back at the car, Ursula sits down in the driver’s seat
to activate the hood release mechanism. She reaches under the
steering wheel to feel about for the lever that she expects to find
there, but she doesn’t find it. Ursula swings her head down to the
side to get better a look at the situation and is confronted with a
smooth, featureless panel. She sits back up and looks quizzically at
the dashboard, examining each of the switches and their associated
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symbols. She vaguely expects that one of these switches will have
a little pictogram of a car with its hood open, but none of them do.
Becoming frustrated, Ursula opens the glove compartment to find
the owner’s manual for the car, but the manual is missing.

4. During her time looking for a lever, a switch, or a symbol,
Ursula mutters things like “where is it?,” “where can it be?,” and
finally “where have they put it?” Ursula has now looked in all the
places that she expected the control to be, all the places that she
thought it plausibly could be, and has now started to think about
where some unspecified agent (the “they”) could or would have
placed it. Ursula starts hopelessly flipping down the sun visors to
see what’s behind them but mutters “no... they wouldn’t have put it
there,” and as she opens the glove compartment again to search for
the lever, she says, more emphatically “oh, that’s ridiculous, I can’t
have been expected to look in here!” Thinking about where they could
possibly have thought she’d look, Ursula next examines the space
between the front seats and the space between the driver’s seat and
the door. Neither approach is successful.

5. Feeling that she has exhausted the possibilities inside the
car, Ursula steps outside. She peers at the front of the hood but sees
only a lip to pull up on, with no obvious catch or switch to release it.
The only prominent detail is the badge that marks the brand of the
cat, a badge that is covered, like the rest of the car, in a thin layer of
road spray. “It could be a button...” she says, but even as she reaches
toward it, she hesitates, thinking “...but it gets so filthy; they couldn’t
have wanted me to touch that.” As she pushes on the badge it doesn’t
move in, but it does feel loose. She presses it again, and as it pivots
slightly upward, she shifts the direction in which she applies her
force; the badge now swings cleanly out of the way, revealing the
keyhole that opens the hood.

6. With the keyhole now exposed, Ursula is relieved to have
found her way in and also irritated that she had to search for so long.
This irritation is diffuse, directed partly at the car, partly at herself,
and partly at those responsible for the system. As Ursula twists the
key in the lock, she notes that she’s never had to use a key to open
the hood before, but reasons that without the key, the hood wouldn’t
be secure. “That’s clever!” she says, as she considers the problem that
someone must have solved and as she recognizes that the car badge
stops the keyhole from getting too dirty. With the hood now open,
the remainder of the refill procedure proceeds without incident, and
Ursula is soon back on her way, with this episode now thankfully
behind her.

The Design Stance in User-System Interaction: a Commentary
The preceding account relates to the design stance in various ways.
To illustrate this, the following analytic commentary considers
each stage of the episode in turn, using paragraph numbers that
correspond to those used in the account.
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1. Ursula’s first reported awareness of the car is when she
experiences some mild frustration over the differing placement of
the controls in different car models. In activating the wrong control,
she has become aware of an undesirable situation (variation in
control placement across models) and has imagined some preferable
alternative (standardization). Had she continued to reflect on this
matter, she might have reasoned about why things are the way they
are (perhaps constructing some historical cause) and imagined how
change might be brought about (perhaps imagining some system
of legislation or incentive). If these thoughts brought design—both
its failings and its potential—into Ursula’s awareness, this would
increase the likelihood of her adopting the design stance in future
interactions with technology.

2. In purchasing water to fill up the washer fluid reservoir,
Ursula notices the motifs of purity on the bottles in a way that she
has not done before. The use to which she is about to put the water
makes the packaging features incongruous and thus conspicuous.
Just as the accidental activation of the turn signal control brought the
car to her attention before, the rhetoric of the bottle design is now
more prominent than it would otherwise have been. If Ursula had
reflected on this further, she might have identified why those features
are present, considered the effect that they have on consumption
choices, and judged the extent to which this marketing approach
is acceptable. However, perhaps as with the matter of the control
placement, she is at this moment too distracted by other things and
insufficiently motivated to consider this issue in greater depth right
now.

3. Because Ursula has to locate the lever for the hood, she first
looks where her previous experiences direct her to look—perhaps
without being fully aware of what she is doing. When this approach
proves unsuccessful, Ursula then looks in the places where she
expects the control might reasonably be. This move could involve
something like the physical stance; a mechanical connection between
the lever and the hood is tacitly assumed, and therefore the lever is
expected to be close to the hood. Searching based on prior experience
and on reasoning about the system’s operation is unsuccessful,
but this repeated failure serves to bring the system prominently
into Ursula’s consciousness and prompts her to adopt some other
strategy.

4. In Ursula’s frustrated mutterings, we finally see our first
clear evidence that the design stance has been adopted. In saying
“where have they put it?” Ursula reveals her awareness that certain
agents (“they”) are responsible for the system with which she is
interacting, and that those same agents have taken actions (“put”)
that have determined the location of the control she seeks. In saying,
“I can’t have been expected to look in here!” Ursula further reveals
her awareness that these same agents would have thought about
her need to find the control and that they would have held some
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image of how that control would be sought. Ursula has now shifted
from a physical stance to a design stance: She is reasoning about
the plausible location of the control on the basis of some imagined
agent’s expectations of her own actions.

5. Ursula’s reasoning about the agent’s reasoning is most
evident when she hesitates to touch the car’s badge. Ursula here
sensibly anticipates that the agent would not have wanted her to
unnecessarily interact with some predictably dirty part of the car.
Ursula here attributes a user-centered perspective to the agent, and
in doing so she almost misses her opportunity to locate the opening
system for the hood. The design stance here works against Ursula
because the image she has formed of the agent and the design
process is incomplete. Without knowing all of the motivations and
constraints that the agent was driven by, Ursula might overlook a
broad range of technical, economic, and aesthetic influences.

6. With the opening system located, Ursula’s experience of
the car (and her reflection on that experience) is influenced by the
image of the agent that she has now developed. Her frustration and
disappointment are aimed not just at the car as an inanimate object
or at herself as an uninformed user, but also at the agents responsible
for the car and its design. Her experience is not all negative though;
as she reasons about the explanations for some of the system’s
features, she gains satisfaction from feeling that her security and her
convenience have been considered. Ursula now sees the implemen-
tation of the lock and its cover as resulting from the concerns of a
human agent who has tried to solve problems on her behalf.

Discussion

In addition to the particular sequence of events considered in the
commentary above, Ursula’s interaction episode points to three
general sets of issues that warrant discussion here: First, there are
issues of what factors prompt the adoption of the design stance;
second, issues of whether it must really be a designer that is
imagined; and third, issues about what knowledge of design users
actually have. We shall now consider each of these issues in turn
before reflecting on how such matters fit with the developing
literature on design and interaction.

In the example with the car, our user is placed in a situation
where her expectations have been confounded, and yet she is highly
motivated to determine the location of the control. The car and
its design have thus become salient in a way that they might not
have otherwise. This idea of heightened awareness can be seen as
an extension of Heidegger’s distinction between ready-to-hand and
present-at-hand,> a distinction that is commonly made in discussions
of interaction.” In this view, a system is seemingly non-existent to
users (ready-to-hand) when they are focused on the work to be
done, but the system becomes salient (present-at-hand) when some
“break-down” occurs. The design stance takes this progression

Design/ssues: Volume 27, Number 4 Autumn 2011



56

57

58

Martin Woolley, Design, Product
Identity and Technological Innovation
(PhD Thesis: Sheffield City Polytechnic,
1983); M. Woolley, “A Comparison

of Design and User Perceptions,” in
Objects and Images: Studies in Design
and Advertising, ed. S. Vihma (Helsinki,
Finland: University of Industrial Arts,
Helsinki, 1992): 76-85.

Jodi Heintz Obradovich and David D.
Woods, “Users as Designers: How
People Cope with Poor HCI Design in
Computer-Based Medical Devices,”
Human Factors 38:4 (1996); 574-92;
Pieter E. Vermaas and Wybo Houkes,
“Technical Functions: a Drawbridge
Between the Intentional and Structural
Natures of Technical Artefacts,” Studies
in History and Philosophy of Science 37:1
(2006): 5-18.

Dennett, The Intentional Stance, 2.

further and suggests that this present-at-hand condition can also
lead the user to become more conscious of the designer’s actions. In
this sense, we might expect that the design stance is more likely to
be adopted when a system is prominent in the user’s mind, whether
because of interest, surprise, or frustration.

Our user is not explicitly invoking some image of a designer,
but rather some diffuse and non-specific agent, “they.” This agent
is somehow taken to be responsible for how the system is, is
assumed to have had some choice over how the system works, and
is thought to have considered how the system might be used. From
an external perspective, this might sound like the role of a designer,
but the user need not necessarily assign that label to the agent. Users
might recognize that systems result from various motivations and
constraints, even if they do not explicitly consider these to be design
issues.”® Therefore, the design stance is best considered as an analytic
perspective on user-system interaction, rather than as a description
of how that interaction is necessarily conceptualized by the person
involved.

Our user’s adoption and implementation of the design stance
is influenced by the knowledge she holds of what might generally be
called “design,” even if she would not necessarily use that term. This
knowledge need not be founded on reliable sources, but might be
composed of suspicions, rumors, misinformation, and various ideas
from popular culture. As users modify the systems they use, and
as they devise workarounds and fixes for the systems’ deficiencies,
they are themselves involved in design activities, and so they also

learn about design by doing it.”’

Design knowledge might thus be
incomplete, inconsistent, and dynamic, as hints and fragments of
information are pieced together over time from different sources. In
this sense, knowledge of design is assembled and developed through
the course of people’s lives and might be influential, even if it is

inaccurate.

Conclusion

In the opening pages of The Intentional Stance, Dennett says that
“Philosophy does not often produce stable, reliable ‘results’ the
way science does at its best. It can, however, produce new ways of
looking at things, ways of thinking about things, ways of framing
the questions, ways of seeing what is important and why.”*® In line
with this suggestion, this article has taken Dennett’s own concept of
the design stance as a starting point for considering how users might
respond to and interact with designed systems. A strong version
of that concept requires the inference of design intent, and a broad
version considers the influence that this exerts on experience, as well
as interaction. Interpreting the design stance in this way offers a new
perspective from which user behavior might be viewed and from
which designed systems might be analyzed. Such a perspective fits
with recent work on design and interaction—work that has opened
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up to consider the full richness of human experience. With a more
sophisticated understanding of users now gaining ground, the way
seems well prepared for acknowledging that they can recognize
themselves as being users and can anticipate that designers have
designed systems with them in mind. Exploring the implications of
users adopting such a stance has the potential to expand and refine
our basic understanding of user-system interaction.
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“The ‘Designer'—The 11th Plague™:
Design Discourse from Consumer
Activism to Environmentalism in
1960s Norway

Kjetil Fallan

In 1962, designers were branded as fadmongers and named the
Plague itself by a Norwegian botany professor who took it upon
himself to defend the duped consumer. In 1969, design students
under the guidance of Victor Papanek and his Norwegian host were
renovating a derelict backyard in a run-down part of Oslo in the
name of environmental regeneration. These two rather remarkable,
but highly dissimilar events exemplify a significant transformation
in critical design discourse in Norway during the 1960s. Whereas
the broader streams of design discourse at the time revolved around
the disintegration of the traditional applied art movement in the
aftermath of the Scandinavian Design frenzy,' these more radical
factions sought to drive design out of its comfort zone established
in the prosperous postwar period.

This article explores how the more radical components of
design ideology that slowly gained momentum throughout the 1960s
now and then came to the fore in the Norwegian design community.
In various and not always coherent ways, petitions were made for
increased attention to the social and moral responsibility of design.
Nevertheless, a discernable shift in focus in the course of the decade
can be identified: In the early 1960s, critical design discourse aligned
with consumer activism, campaigning for product longevity and
against faddishness, whereas ideas associated with ecology, resource
management, and environmentalism emerged as the most pressing
topics toward the end of the decade.

At the risk of slightly anticipating events, one might say
that this criticism questioned what design for the real world would
entail. The critique arose both within and outside the design
profession. Some outsiders pigeon-holed design and designers as
immoral minions of capitalism and catalysers of consumption. At
the same time, a small but vocal group of insiders engaged in serious
soul-searching, questioning established practice in the profession.
One of the more interesting expressions of these radical design ideals
came with the declaration from a young design educator that “We
have teacups enough!”—conveying a (symbolic, if not actual) break
with the applied art movement and its devotion to more beautiful
everyday goods.
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Figure1

Dizh wilid from the geer-to-table range
“Glohane” marufachured by Persgrund
Frrsalznstabrik (1 958), designed by Tias

Eckhoff. Courtesy of the Naticral Museum of

Art, Architecture and Design. Photoarapher
Anna Hanstean Jarre,

The Design Plague
In Spring 1962, on the pages of the business magazine Farmand
appeared an article titled “The ‘Designer’—the 11th Plague”
{“"Designeren'—den 11. Landeplage”) * The article was authored by
Knut Fegri, a professor of botany at the Unaversaty of Bergen. Both
the author and the venue were thus cutside the remit of the design
comumunity, but the nature of the allegations made commanded its
attention nonetheless. Adding te the provocative force of Fagri's
criticism was his chedee of title: a paraphrase of the title of a famous
and much disputed lecture given by the poet Arnulf @verland at
the Nerwegilan Students’ Society 1in 1951 called “Christianity, the
Tenth Flagiie”—an incident causing much public commetien and
even ending up in court on a blasphemy charge

Why. then, did the botany professor consader the designer
a plague? Fagr's tirade was occasioned by a personal frustration
with the discontinuance in 1960 of the production of the Porsgrund
Porselenstabrik oven-to-table set Glohane, designed by Tias Eckhoff
in 1935 (see Figure 1). The decision ended possibilities of supple-
mentary purchases, and Fagri poured out hiz wrath in several
directions: (1) toward consumers, for “not apprecating the difference
between buying a service and buying a summer hat;* (2) toward the
manufacturers, for constructing consumption {“If they can get the
summer hat mentality sufficiently inculeated, one might reach the
peint where people scrap their tableware once a year in order to
follow the ‘designer” fashien. Then we'll be tallang sales.”);* and (3)
toward the media for being completely uncntical and full of awe in
relations with the designers and thus failing the mission to guide and
counsel the public on matters of consumerism.

Howewer, as the title clearly announces, Fagri's primary
target was the designers—who he consistently referred to as
“designers,” effectively exploiting the derogatory potential of the

quotation marks:
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Heirung was sales manager at Porsgrund
from 1954 to 1959, when he moved back
to his native Trondheim to manage the
tableware retail company Andreas Moe,
selling Glohane and other Porsgrund
products. One of his tasks at Porsgrund
had been to come up with names for

all the factory’s products, among them
Glohane. Viggo B. Heirung in conver-
sation with the author, October 14, 2005.

Viggo B. Heirung, “'Designeren'—den 11.

Landeplage,” Farmand 15, 1962, 63 and
Jacob Aall Mgller, “’Designeren’—den
11. Landeplage,” Farmand 17 (196):
3-5. Glohane was not manufactured at
Porsgrund Porseleensfabrik, but at the
sister company A/S Saniterporselen,
maker of sanitary ware, where it had
been baked between that factory's usual
production bakings of toilets and sinks
to fill spare capacity. This spare capacity
vanished as A/S Saniteerporselen
experienced an increase in demand

for its core products. Because of
differences both in material and baking,
the production could not be moved to
Porsgrund Porseleensfabrik.
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knehgner,” Farmand 20 (1962): 75.

Tias Eckhoff interviewed in Ragnhild
Bjelke, “Vurder ikke dekoren isolert,”
Bonytt 27 (1967): 213.

The task of the “designer” is to produce new forms, and the
worst thing that could possibly happen to him is that he
produces a truly good, permanent form: what is he then to
do the rest of his life? ... The “designers” must demonstrate
that they are indispensable: exit Glohane, damn the
customers, they are always without rights. And next time,
the customers say damn Norwegian crockery, let us stick to
foreign standard designs, those we can at least find again.®

The crux of Feegri’s criticism was thus that the designers were self-as-
serting, egocentric, and cunning opportunists, turning everything
they laid their hands on into ephemeral fashion products, while also
being utterly servile to and uncritical of the manufacturers’ immoral
and irresponsible perpetual novelty pursuit. The flaw that could
be—and indeed was—observed in Faegri’s argument, though, was
the degree to which he empowered his enemy: He seemed to believe
that the designer made the decision to discontinue the manufacture
of a product—if not directly then at least indirectly, by way of new
designs making existing products (appear) obsolete.
Both the former sales manager of Porsgrund Porseleensfabrik,
Viggo B. Heirung,” and the director, Jacob Aall Meller, felt compelled
to lecture the botanist on the realities of industrial manufacture: The
discontinuance of Glohane, they both proclaimed, had nothing to do
with the product’s design, nor did it result from new designs taking
its place; instead, it was a question of manufacturing capacity.® In
response, Faegri simply adjusted his aim slightly and claimed that
these explanations did not change anything. The manufacturers had
to appreciate that launching a product entailed responsibilities and
that discountenances and short production lives was a deceitful
and immoral practice.” Aall Moller concurred with Feegri that the
perpetual quest for novelty was a nuisance but blamed it on a
frivolous and irresponsible public. The designer just did his job the
best he could, concluded the director, with a plea: “Professor Feegri,
let the designer off the hook!”*
Even the designer—Glohane’s designer, Tias Eckhoff,
at that—agreed that we have ...been bestowed with a
disturbing quest for novelty. The porcelain follows the ever
more rapid changes in fashions; the models’ production
lives seem to be getting shorter and shorter. The manufac-
turers must sell and the pressure for novelties rises as the
product must be adapted to the broad market. The result is
that one often ends up in quaintness. Both form and decor
become mannered."

Although Eckhoff had left his position as design manager at
Porsgrund in 1959, it seems he agreed with his former colleagues
Heirung and Aall Meller that this deplorable situation could not
be blamed on manufacturers or designers: Washing their hands of
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the responsibility Feegri assigned to them, they held the whimsical
consumers and their uncultivated taste responsible for the
development.

By this time, the criticism accusing designers of contin-
uously supplying manufacturers with novel designs for the sake of
novel designs appeared from several quarters. Feegri’s accusations
resembled those of other independent critics who accused designers
of unscrupulously serving the profit greed of industry and commerce,
designing alluring, instant garbage.? Perhaps more surprising was
when an industry representative, the economist Alf Midtbust,
who served as director of the National Federation of Furniture
Manufacturers, expressed similar attitudes. As in Feegri’s case, a
product Midtbust wished to purchase had been discontinued—this
time an armchair known as Kaminstolen, manufactured by Aarnees
& Hjelm and designed by Adolf Relling in 1946."° As a represen-
tative of the industry, Midtbust understandably aimed elsewhere:
The novelty-crazed public was an easy target for him as well. More
interesting is his critique, however carefully worded, of the design
community for being overly keen on experimenting. According to
Midtbust, this attitude only complemented the consumers’ desire for
novelties and thus contributed to what he saw as a pressure on the
manufacturers to constantly bring out something new."

Returning briefly to Knut Feegri’s contribution, the role of
design and designers in the consumer society clearly was beginning
to be questioned from several quarters, especially expressed as a
concern for frivolous consumption and illegitimate novelty of
design.” Still, there is reason to suspect that Feegri’s criticism
represented more than a vehement disgust for fashionism and
novelty craze. As a botanist, he developed a strong interest in and
passion for climatic studies, ecology, resource management, and the
preservation of natural resources.”® Although these dispositions were
not explicit in the Farmand articles, we can plausibly suggest that his
aversion to what he considered an increasingly ephemeral character
of many products had other underpinnings as well. Indeed, if we
interpret Faegri as implicitly linking consumer society and industrial
design with ecology and resource management, his criticism surely
becomes poignant.

As we have seen, Faegri was opposed by representatives of
industry, who accused him of a poor understanding of the realities
of commerce and industry, as well as of shooting the pianist. Because
no designers had retorted, Arne Remlov, editor of the leading
design magazine Bonytt, took it upon himself to speak on behalf of
the profession. Remlov based his defense on the presumption that
Feegri held an antiquated view of the design profession, reminding
the professor that design was not just about the superficial form
and color of an object. Also, the Bonytt editor displayed a far more
positivistic attitude toward change than Feegri:
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Is it not ... natural and appropriate that [the designer]

seeks to improve the items for which he is responsible? ...
Generally one might say that reaching other results is a sign
of greater knowledge, that it in other words is what we call
development.”

The wheel kept on turning, Remlov argued; development was a good
thing, and the designer was by no means the weak-willed marionette
that Feegri claimed. On the contrary, Remlov asserted: The designer
is an earnest and righteous professional with impeccable moral
standards. A decent designer would never give in to modishness, but
would only present designs representing genuine, uncompromised
improvements.”* With the benefit of hindsight, it is tempting to
speculate whether Faegri’s criticism perhaps would have fallen on
more fertile soil had he made a more explicit link between commodity
production and ecology and resource management—a connection

environmentalist critics would highlight just a few years later.

The Morality of Materials

In the meantime, a very different, but equally fascinating, take on the
newfound concern for the contextual morality and responsibility of
design took form as a growing propaganda for the use of indigenous
materials. This message was most clearly expressed in the field of
furniture design. It started out in the latter part of the 1950s as a
modest critique of the proliferation of teak as the material of choice
in furniture production. This early critique was based chiefly on the
fear that the phenomenon resulted from the popularity of Danish
furniture—the classical fear of fashion, one might say. But in the
1960s, teak was joined by other exotic types of wood (e.g., mahogany
and rosewood) as targets of criticism, and now they were criticized,
not for being a fad or a fashion, but for being alien, false, and
extravagant in the realm of Norwegian furniture production.”

In 1965, the National Federation of Furniture Manufacturers
issued a design competition for furniture in pine and birch, and
the Norwegian furniture fair in Stavanger featured many of these
designs, as well as other furniture in these materials.* Bonytt joined
in and propagandized willingly and enthusiastically for the use of
pine and birch, which could be found in abundance in the extensive
Norwegian forests. Because these were indigenous materials, they

”ou

were deemed “genuine,” “true,” “honest,” and “moral.” In other
words, pine and birch were portrayed as “real” materials suitable
for designing for the “real” world.”

In historicizing these aspects of the critical design discourse,
we face a potential methodological fallacy: We must be careful not to
extrapolate more recent ideas, such as sustainability and eco-design,
back into the 1960s.% Still, this caution should not preclude a
considerate interpretation of the new advocacy of indigenous

materials as a possible expression of a more or less articulate concern
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Figure 2

Modular system furnitura in pine
manufactured by Trysil Municipal Forast
Diztrict (1965, dasigned by Edvin Helseth.
Courtasy of the Norwedian Dasign Couril,

for resource management in the context of product development and
design processes. This campaign for genuineness and naturalness in
the product development process can be seen as a reflection of the
campaign for genuineness and naturalness in the appropriation and
use of products, so explct in the consumption cnitique discussed
above. We might say that these two campaigns made up each end of
the growing concern for the contextual merality and responsibility
of design.

A telling case in this connection is the third design
competition organized by the Furniture Industry’s Trade Council
in 1965. First prize was awarded to the Siesfa easy chair, submitted
by designer Ingmar Relling and the manufacturer Vestlandske
Mebelfabrikk A /5. This remarkable product has been in production
ever since and is one of the biggest suecesses ever to emerge from the
Norwegian furniture industry® In her comment on the competition,
Bonytt co-editor Liv Schjedt reticently seconded the jury’s decision;
her real concern, however, was with a contribution that did not
enthuse the jury:® The interior architect and furniture designer
Edwvin Helseth had been commissioned by Trysi Municipal Forest
District to design a furniture system intended for manufacture by
various local enterprises outside the established furniture industry.
The motivation was to create viable business in rural districts, thus
requiring low costs of investment, production, and material, and
low skill requirements. Based on this program, Helseth designed
chairs and tables made up of simple, medular elements based on
standard plank prefiles, each requiring minimal tooling, machining,
and finishing (see Figure 2). The system highlighted ease of assembly,
and the material was local pins.

Thus, these features were in line with the campaign for
genuineness and naturalness, expressing on the production
side the contextual merality and responsibility of design. But
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A very curious example of such approval
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Knut Berg, Stephan Tschudi-Madsen, et
al. (eds.), Norsk kunstnerleksikon 2 (Oslo:
Universitetsforlaget, 1983): 165.

Schjedt’s enthusiasm was further fueled by her assessment of the
furniture’s functionality and usability aspects, falling in line with
the consumption side of the same discourse: robust dimensions for
longevity, rounded and flexible back rest for ergonomics, adjustable
parts and particular nursery versions for child friendliness, arm
rests below the table top for floor space economy, and low prices for
affordability. In other words, the design was considered an attempt
to create a low-impact, high-yield product—a design for the “real”
world.

Although Helseth'’s furniture system—dubbed Trybo—did
not impress the jury of the Furniture Industry’s Trade Council
design competition, it later won approval elsewhere.” The system
was expanded to include a vast range of furniture types when its
manufacture began in 1966, and was also incorporated into the Trybo
prefab, modular leisure cabin designed by Helseth and his colleague,
the architect Hans Usterhaug—a project that was presented to an
international public on the pages of the British Council of Industrial
Design’s Design magazine.” The Norwegian Design Centre jury used
much the same arguments as Liv Schjedt had done in her ode to the
Helseth furniture when they awarded Trybo the Norwegian Design
Award for 1967:

The Trybo pine furniture shows originality and

independent thinking and is an exceptionally good example

of product development based on strictly limited raw
materials and production facilities.”

This remark, combined with a commendation of the project’s aspect
of regional development and local industry integration, clearly
indicated that this part of the industrial design community showed
increased concern for the contextual morality and responsibility of
design. Helseth himself explained his motivation for the project as
based on a strong social vocation:

I believe ... that of greatest interest is the utility article which

can be used by different persons with different needs, what

I will call the social furniture, the aid ... The artifact must

never become a goal in itself, but be thought of as part of

a context.”

Hence, Helseth portrayed his design philosophy as a way of solving
“real” problems for “real” people living in the “real” world. Design
should serve humans and facilitate life—not create imposing objects
of desire. Helseth later became involved in a project that was far
more radical in this respect, when in the early 1980s he worked with
the Norwegian Agency for Development Cooperation (Norad) on
developing school furniture intended for production in Tanzania.®
His revolt against what he in the 1960s saw as aestheticizing
tendencies in contemporary Scandinavian furniture design made
Bonytt's Harriet Clayhills label Helseth the enfant terrible of the
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design community. She depicted much Norwegian furniture design
as becoming conformist, conservative, and pedantic: “But then you
have the obstinate and insubordinate Edvin Helseth as a hair in the
soup. He who does not want to make fine furniture.””

Still, the most unconventional Norwegian furniture to see
the light of day in the 1960s must have been the pieces in plastic-
reinforced cardboard designed by interior architect Terje Meyer.
According to Meyer, the idea was to develop furniture that would
be as cheap as possible, primarily aimed at young people. The
solution was not to cut corners in conventional furniture production,
but to think outside the box, the young designer proclaimed. After
eagerly promoting his ideas in Bonytt in 1967, he managed to get a
manufacturer on board.” And just as the material and concept were
unconventional, so were the manufacturer and the retailer: The
packaging manufacturer Strongpack A /S produced the cardboard
furniture, and it was sold through the fancy boutique Bobolina in
Oslo. Given that an arm-chair sold for NOK 40 (USD 7) and an easy
chair for NOK 70 (USD 13), Meyer must be said to have reached
his goal of making furniture “so cheap that they can be thrown
away when you get tired of them.”* Despite the very low prices, the
cardboard furniture never became a big seller, and its production
was soon discontinued.

How this disposable furniture fit in to the emerging debate
on environmental awareness is another story, but Meyer did become
involved in this debate when, shortly after, he participated in a
project for the development of an electrical van. Meyer and fellow
designer Bjorn A. Larsen were hired to design the fiberglass-re-
inforced polyester body of this peculiar, aluminum frame vehicle
developed by Einar Kjelland-Fosterud and his fellow engineers. The
project was funded by the Ministry of Industry, and environmental
concerns were a prime mover in the project, in addition, of course,
to industrial development. Three vehicles were built at Stremmens
Veerksted around 1970, but series production never came about.*

“We have teacups enough!”

Despite Helseth and Meyer’s involvement in pioneer projects, it
was another designer who, more than any other, would explicate
the emerging interest in the potential of design as social activism
within the profession. Roar Heyland developed a strong passion
for the contextual morality and social responsibility of design from
the mid-1960s—interests he had ample opportunity to express when
he joined the Bonytt editorial committee in 1965 and, more signifi-
cantly, began teaching design methodology at the National College
of Art and Design in 1968. As an indication of this disposition, he
was on the Norwegian Design Centre jury that hailed Helseth’s Trybo
furniture, discussed previously.® When interviewed by his Bonytt
colleague Harriet Clayhills, he proclaimed with great pathos that
“it is irresponsible to use design as a selling point for any given
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sofa bed model.”* To Hoyland, real design was a complex task not
to be taken lightly. Social and human requirements should always
be its motivation and guideline, but designers could only succeed
in changing our environment and society by acknowledging that
design also was a decidedly profane and worldly activity:
We must break free of regarding design as merely a
drawing task. Technology and economy enter the picture,
it is a question of analyses, tests and trials... The designer
must, in collaboration with technicians, engineers, and
economists, have a grounding on which to promote his
ideas.”

Hoyland thus seemed to envision the designer as a figure in which
pietistic morals, social responsibility and aesthetic culture joined
forces with rational thought, technological know-how and business
instinct. In other words, he saw the designer as a great Renaissance
Man—much like a hybrid of John Calvin and Leonardo Da Vinci,
slightly genetically enhanced by contribution from Karl Marx.
Another important point for Hoyland was to purge design of its
snobbish and elitist tendencies. The designers should engage in
projects aiming to solve “real” problems for “real” people living
in the “real” world. The cultural and social influence of a product
was proportional to its affordability, proliferation, and number and
frequency of product-user interactions. Thus, improving the design
of a milk carton was, according to Hoyland, much more important
than to design yet another beautiful and expensive chair.*

This attitude can be said to have reached its zenith when
Heoyland in 1968 hung a poster in his classroom at the National
College of Art and Design that said “We have teacups enough!”* In
other words, designers had more pressing tasks at hand. This highly
symbolic act may be seen as an attempt at a final showdown with
the old Paulssonian idea of more beautiful everyday goods (vackrare
vardagsvara), which for half a century had been such a dominant
idiom in Scandinavian design.® The irony is that the act took place
the very year the Norwegian Applied Art Association celebrated
its fiftieth anniversary and the National College of Art and Design
celebrated its hundred and fiftieth anniversary—a school that had
been the breeding ground for the applied art movement in Norway.
Two decades later, Hoyland even became Rector of the school.”

While Hoyland encouraged design activism and social
responsibility from within the profession, similar attitudes also
began to appear in design criticism authored by non-designers. The
art historian and writer Gerd Hennum, who occasionally freelanced
for Bonytt, announced a remarkably radical stand on the social
and political responsibilities of design when she interviewed the
young American designer, Edward Hubbard Yonkers, and titled
the article, “Design—A Wealth Phenomenon in the Rich Part of the
World.” Yonkers, a graduate of the Institute of Design at Illinois
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Institute of Technology, had at the time of his 1968 visit to Oslo
spent two years in India trying to apply his design expertise to the
fundamental problems and primary needs of a developing country.*
Deeply moved by the young American’s commitment and devotion,
Hennum wrote:
The industry to which design can be applied in the rich
countries often produces products which do not fulfill the
consumers’ genuine needs, but the fictitious needs created
by PR and advertisement and are necessary in order to keep
the machinery of wealth going.*

Hennum quoted Yonkers to the assertion that the way the economic
system of the Western world exploited industrial design:
...can seem quite absurd even to a designer when seen in
relation to the fundamental needs of the major part of the
world’s population. It is essential that we think in a global

context if we are to survive.

That an American designer in 1968 should come to Norway
preaching the gospel of design as a tool for solving real problems for
the real world, even promoting design as aid to developing countries,
must have been somewhat surprising to the Norwegian design
community, given the reputation that much of American design
had in European design circles for being excessively commercialist.

The Future in Our Hands

Nine years after Knut Feegri wrote “The ‘Designer’—the 11th Plague”
in which he accused the designer of being the devil’s advocate by
selling his services as fashionism or by styling to an industry that was
stuck in a spiraling quest for profit, some of his central arguments
were taken up in Bonytt—but again not by someone belonging to
the design community. An article titled “The Sales Carousel,” a
critique of the consumption society, appeared in an otherwise quite
de-ideologized Bonytt.*® The author was Erik Dammann, who was
about to become one of Norway’s most dedicated, radical, and
idealistic promoters of social change in the 1970s. In the late 1960s,
having become disillusioned with the consumerism his job at an
advertising agency required him to promote, Dammann moved
with his family to the small island of Savai in West Samoa to live
among the natives for half a year. He was so struck by the traditional
Polynesian culture of sharing and distribution that the stay changed
his life. Back in Norway, he left advertising for good and dedicated
his life to promoting a better world, an alternative society based
on cooperation, sharing, and experiences instead of liberal market
economy, competition, and consumption. In Dammann’s criticism,
just as it had been in Faegri’s, the designer was one of the principal
targets:
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krik Dammann

The main problem for the restless consumers of the West

15 not just that there are too many advertisements, but

just as much that there are too many matenal goods to
advertise for. The affluence is not created by advertisement,
but by industrial researchers, product developers and
industrial designers, by engineers, chemists, artisans

and architects—all those who work in production and
commodity trade. Of course, there 1s nothing wrong in
producing and selling goods that bring the buyer pleasure
and enrich his way of life. The problem is that a substantial
part of the goods that are manufactured today are not
produced to give the buyer increased satisfaction in the
long run, but to make him dissatisfied with what he
already has, so that he will replace his possessions at an
ever increasing rate ... OF course there are designers who
primarily strive to create timeless products that simply
have good and functional form. The problem is that they
are a minority ®

In addition to the striking similarities between the criticisms
of Dammann and Fagri, there is also an important difference.
Fecall that Fagr, despite strong evocations of his experfise and
interest in ecology and resource management made no explicit
link between these concerns and the commeoedity production he
criticized. Dammann, on the other hand, clearly states that ecology
and resource management, together with soeial justice, humanist
values, and natural and cultural experiences, motivated his enitique ¥
Although striking, this difference between Fagri and Dammann
is hardly surprising, as much had changed—in terms of political
climate, knowledge production, and public mentalities—between
1962 and 1971.

As for Dammann, he continued his work throughout the
19705 and bevond. In 1972, he published a book called The Future in
Cur Hands (Fremtbiden i vdre hiender), in which he portrayed the glaring
inequality of living conditions between the developing countries
and the West and argued for a society of reduced production and
consumption and a more fair distribution of resources (see Figure
3).# The book. which included a preface by eco-philosopher Arne
Naess (who had recently, in 1970, retired from his professorshup at
the University of Oslo at the age of 58), formed the basis for the
establishment twe years later of the environmental orgamzation/
movement bearing its name. The movement grew during the 1970s to
have more than 25,000 members and cbtained considerable political
influence.

Dammann's critique seems to correspond with contemporary
campaigns elsewhere, as well. In Germany, Wolfgang Haug indicted
design for serving as the “Red Cross of capitalism” in his Knitik der
Wizrenasthetik (Critigue of Cononodity Aesthetics) from 1971 % A kindred
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and contemporary, but far more disseminated, critique of design
as the lackey of consumer society was offered by Victor Papanek
in his famous book, Design for the Real World.* Papanek, of course,
traveled far and wide with his mission to reform design practice, but
his Scandinavian connection is of particular interest in the present
context. Design for the Real World was first published in Sweden in
1970, under the far more polemic title, Miljon och miljonerna: design
som tjinst eller fortjinst? (translated The Environment and the Millions:
Design as Service or Profit?). The English edition appeared the
following year, in 1971. The book came about as a result of Papanek’s
being a guest lecturer at the Konstfack University College of Arts,
Crafts and Design in Stockholm from 1968 to 1970, and he also guest
lectured at design schools in Helsinki, Copenhagen and Oslo.”' Here,
his radical ideas found a ready audience among the more progressive
elements of the Scandinavian design community.

During a trip to Stockholm in 1968, just after he began
teaching at the National College of Art and Design, Roar Heyland
met Papanek and promptly invited him to Oslo. Papanek accepted
and stayed for a week as a guest at Hoyland’s house while giving
all-day lectures that attracted virtually every student at the design
school. Theory was accompanied by action: During two weeks in
January 1969, Papanek and Hoyland staged an event where they and
their students redesigned and transformed a notoriously neglected
and polluted communal back yard in one of the city’s less privileged
neighborhoods into a more agreeable recreational area, complete
with a playground, furnishings, greenery, and all. This stunt even
made it onto national television news broadcast.®

Already in 1969, then, a year before the first version of his
famous book was published, Papanek’s radical ideas on the social
and moral responsibility of design were reaching Norwegian design
students. According to Papanek, presenting the Oslo project in the
book, the social aspects of it had quite an influence on the aspiring
designers—and on other students as well:

The students were appalled to find that the backyard was

infested by rats and that the children played with the rats

and thought of them as pet animals, something of the

order of small dogs. We saw that design would have to go

beyond a playground to include factors of public health

and hygiene. Because of the social relevance of this project,

other students from the Architectural School [Oslo School

of Architecture], the School of Landscape [Norwegian

Agricultural College, Dept. of Landscape Architecture], and

Oslo University [University of Oslo] became interested and

volunteered their help, even though students from these

schools normally have little or no contact with the State

School of Design [National College of Art and Design].®
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Marrying social responsibility with environmental regeneration,
Hoyland and Papanek’s backyard playground project became
emblematic of the new critical design discourse taking hold at the
turn of the 1960s.

The reorientation of critical design discourse traced in this
article, from consumer activism toward environmentalism, can also
be couched as a politicization of design criticism. That part of the
design discourse was moving in this direction was of course no
isolated process, but a shift in what might be called the seamless web
of sociodesign.> This sense of (need for) change, felt so strongly in
many progressive parts of society at large, has been described quite
poignantly by the novelist Dag Solstad, who let his radical historian
protagonist recall the sentiment of 1971: “I suspected that modernity
had changed from aesthetics to politics, from art to revolution.”*
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Subtle Technology:
The Design Innovation
of Indian Artisanship
Ken Botnick, Ira Raja

Craft culture is human culture. The impulse to shape by hand objects
of everyday needs and rituals, or those things whose role it is simply
to delight us, is an innately human quality, and one that may be
traced to human prehistory. If we accept that crafting objects by hand
is one of the defining traits of being human, then our present state
of culture—in which craft has disappeared in the “overdeveloped”
world and is rapidly disappearing in the developing world—should
cause us to pause and think about what it is that has been lost or
is about to disappear. Craft in the industrialized nations is detined
by preciousness, and an extraordinary value is attributed to the
handmade as an exotic species. In the developing world, it is either
considered to be lowly hand-work, or a resurrected practice for the
poor to gain access to valuable foreign exchange. Caught between
arock and a hard place, we in the West fetishize the object, while in
the developing world we romanticize the humble craftsman and his
poor condition. But neither of these approaches really looks past the
artifact (as either fetish or commodity) to the role of craft as a catalyst
for spurring thought and innovation in society. We may lament the
loss of the beautiful objects we now view in museums, but what if
the ultimate value of craft lies not in the artifact but rather in the
process by which it comes to be?

Looking closely at craft-driven cultures still alive in the world
can provide remarkable insights into contemporary problem-solving.
For models of sustainability and economy, nothing could improve on
the working methods of the craftsman, sourcing his materials locally,
wasting nothing, delivering custom goods made to order—again,
locally. Innovation and adaptability are the two skills most required
of a craftsman to sustain his livelihood, and so we see simple and
useful innovations introduced to age-old functions as society’s needs
and its materials change. Tools are simple and multi-functional.
Knowledge transfer is direct, from generation to generation. But
most importantly, the process of shaping materials into objects, of
meeting functional needs, and of fulfilling simultaneous longings for
beauty and creativity involves an expression of fundamental human
agency that is manifested not only as an artifact or a commercial
object but equally as stimulus to innovation. This paper pursues the
idea of craft as stimulus. It does this through an exploration of the
element of design thinking in everyday craft practice in India.
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Intimacy

The intense energy of Indian streets is the result of remarkable
human activity, evident not just in the milling crowds but also in
the visual exuberance of colors, patterns, signs, and symbols that are
mostly tashioned by hand. This juxtaposition gives rise to a peculiar
(and delightful) contradiction: on the one hand, the impersonal
anonymity habitually associated with large crowds; on the other,
the intimacy of an environment that has largely been brought to
life by human touch. Intimacy in this scheme of things is not some
throwback to an archaic world, and to aftirm the intimacy of crafts-
manship is not to sentimentalize the practice. Rather, intimacy needs
to be seen as a quality that has both creative and practical dimensions
in contemporary design practice and is the fertile ground from which
innovative practice springs.

Drawing upon a popular axiom from contemporary design
circles—"making is thinking”—we take the position that experiential
knowledge is the most direct stimulus to innovation. Inherent in any
craft practice are the multiple and repeated stages of simple hands-on
contact between the craftsperson and her materials—a process that
uniquely equips the craftsperson to deal with unexpected and
unforeseen problems. The intimate, experiential knowledge of the
craftsperson is irreducible to abstract principles. To draw on the ideas
of the economist, Friedrich Hayek, such knowledge is impossible to
translate into statistics, which are generated “precisely by abstracting
from minor differences between the things, by lumping together, as
resources of one kind, items which differ as regards location, quality,
and other particulars....”? The process of generating statistics would
thus seem to call for an elimination of the very basis of innovation
that lies in the knowledge of detail—knowledge that only the “man
on the spot” (as against a central authority) might possess. The
craftsperson is in possession of this on the spot knowledge and
we call the mode of design thinking born from such an experience
“subtle technology.” We further propose that the Indian craftsperson,
faced with the demands of a population that is continually testing
the limits of its resources, may be seen as a model for sustainable
and innovative strategies that are applicable to contemporary design

practice.

Anthropomorphism

Human desire for intimacy is often manifested in our natural
tendency to anthropomorphize everyday objects. A vivid example
of this tendency may be found in Indian “truck art.” Driving through
the scrubby desert landscape along the road from Ajmer to Udaipur
in western India, for instance, it is not unusual to find wooden stalls
selling brightly colored ribbons, hair extensions, and plastic tlowers,
all manner of strings and sequins, images of gods and goddesses,
signage, and more. The chief clients for these objects are truck drivers
who buy them not, as one might think, for their wives, left behind at
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Figure 1 (above left)
Truck with eye.

Figure 2 {ahove right)
“| am the holy basil plant of your courtyard.”

home when the men embark on their long and frequent road trips,

but rather, for that other beloved in the driver’s life—his truck.

Purchasable accessories are only a small part of “truck art,”
which has a special place in Indian street design. The trucks are
also lovingly painted in lavish colors and motifs, including birds,
flowers, animals, young maidens, and also often body parts, such
as eyes and lips. Painted eyes are meant to counteract the “evil eye”
of ill-intentioned people or strangers in the vehicle behind the truck
(Figure 1), but when painted strateg-ica]ly on or near the windscreen,
they serve to endow the truck with a face of its own!

Figures are often also accompanied by textual references that
cast the truck in the role of a female lover. The Hindi text on the back
of the truck in Figure 2, “Main Tulsi Tere Angan Ki” (“T am the holy
basil plant of your courtyard”), for instance, is a reference to the
title of a 1978 box office hit Bollywood film. In the film, Tulsi, the
hero’s mistress, with whom he 1s deeply in love, dies after giving
birth to their son, who is then lovingly raised by the hero’s lawtul
wite. The phrase, which appears with remarkable frequency on the
back of trucks in northern India more than three decades atter the
film first hit the screens, not only feminizes the truck but also at
once recognizes its rivaling claim to the man’s affections; meanwhile,
it finds the rhetorical means to accommodate that claim within a
familial framework, through a reference to popular melodrama.
However, the meaning of Tulsi is not exhausted by the film reference.
Tulsi stems are carved into beads, the beads shaped into necklaces,
and the necklaces worn by “wives for the good of husbands;” thus,
the reference also invokes the idea of the truck as a loyal, faithful
wife whose Tulsi decoration will protect the driver/husband.

If Tulsi is richly symbolic of a romantic relationship between
the truck and its driver, other text opts for a more direct line of
address, albeit along the same vein. A truck encountered along the
same road from Ajmer to Udaipur had a message painted on the tuel
tank that cast the vehicle as an extravagant beloved (a “Queen”), and
pleaded with her to check her excessive consumption of the precious
“water from Iraq:” Iraq ka paani/ Thora kum pi meri rani.
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In their work on anthropomorphism, Epley et al. argue
that the need to anthropomorphize often speaks of a desire to
establish social connections with other humans. Through anthro-
pomorphism this need can be satisfied by enabling the perception
of a human-like connection with non-human agents.2 Truck drivers
travel long distances and often spend a lot of time away from their
families. It is precisely because people in India are traditionally
quite connected socially that even a temporary disconnect from the
social context may result in the manifestation of anthropomorphism.
However, to mobilize the language of intimacy to articulate one’s
relationship with one’s source of livelihood may have other, even
more tangible consequences. To draw again upon the work of Epley
et al., the universal tendency of people to attribute human-like
properties, feelings, and motivations to real or imagined non-human
agents and objects enables them to interact more effectively with
their environment,’ enhancing their ability to make sense of a
non-human agent’s actions, reducing the uncertainty associated with
it, and increasing confidence in predicting how it might behave in
the future. Thus, anthropomorphism may be linked with a fear of
1.J.ncert'a'mty.aL Commercial vehicles, being a source of income for their
owners and therefore playing a role in their owners’ welfare, are thus
far more prone to being anthropomorphized than private vehicles.?
Treating machines and other tools of trade as human also means
that they are deemed worthy of respect and concern and not to be
viewed as mere objects, which may have further implication for how
well one is able to master their technical and mechanical alspet:ts.6
The phenomenon of anthropomorphism described thus indexes the
creative and practical uses of intimacy.

Embellishment

The pleasure signaled in the sheer excess of truck art is not fully
explained by the anthropomorphism thesis. Trucks are not rigged out
in flowers, sequins, and hair extensions simply to facilitate the myth
of their humanity. The embellishment of trucks also fulfills a creative
urge, the signs of which are distributed widely in Indian culture. This
observation leads to an important corrective to the history of human
cultural development offered by the ethologist Ellen Dissanayake. In
her book Art and Intimacy, Dissanayake uses “elaboration” as another
term for her earlier concept of “making special.” However, as she is
caretul to point out, making something special is not only making
it beautiful. Positioning herself against conventional histories of
humanity, where the artistic impulse is considered to be a relatively
late development, Dissanayake argues that, on the contrary, it was a
primal impulse, originating in prehistory in the intimate reciprocity
of ancestral mothers and infants. The “special” for Dissanayake
arises less from a transcultural desire for beauty than from a basic
human need for intimacy—both of which are fulfilled in the creative
act of elaboration.”
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Figure 3 {above left)

A simple strengthening would not have called
for the care this backhoe bucket shows inits
design of welded bracing, Rajasthan.

Figure 4 {above right)
Sound as embellishment.

Figura 5 {lower right)
Decorated elephant.

Elaboration connects the maker (and user) to a unique
cultural context by employing shared aesthetics in color, pattern,
and material, even as it enables makers to mark the object with their
individual stamp, their personality—to announce to the world their
role as creator. Embellishment is a way of making something one’s
own, giving it an identity. In India, it is a way of expressing “I care
enough to make this beautiful.” Thus, the elaboration tulfills a dual
purpose: to designate something as belonging to an individual and
to make it special (Figure 3).

Making functional things—cups, chairs, signs, books—is
creativity applied to meeting a need; meanwhile, embellishing that
object requires the maker to take time, to ask more questions—
questions about its function, about the person who will use that
object, and about how to distinguish that object from the universe
of things that surround it. Embellishing is the way we identify the
object as part of a larger cultural tradition using colors, symbols,
patterns, and even language. It is what takes a generic, functional
thing and places it tirmly in a larger cultural context. It makes the
object simultaneously more particular to the maker’s personality
and brings it into the shared cultural values of beauty and function
(Figures 4 and 5).
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Figure & (above left)
Used saris are soft enough to cradle children

Figure 7 {above right)
0ld saris are used here as fencing around a
newly planted vegetable garden, Rajasthan.

Adaptability
Scarcity of resources can place demands on people to become more

adaptable and innovative in their daily life, and examples of contem-
porary Indian design thinking aimed at maximizing resources are
ubiquitous. This perspective includes the kind of design thinking
that is required to ensure multiple afterlives for the crafted object
once its principal usefulness has been exhausted. However, while we
see the craftsperson’s contribution as the genius applied in forming
material, we rarely give him or her credit for more abstract design
thinking about the broad implications of the creation.

The unstitched garments of India, the sari and the lunghi, are
two of the most obvious examples of objects made for a use cycle
that calls for endless adaptation of the original product. The adaptive
reuse cycle is made possible, however, only by the simplicity of
the original garment. The simplicity of the original shape of the
garment—a rectangle with no additional stitching—lends itself to
endless numbers of adaptive re-uses once the textile has become
too frayed or thin to be used as clothing. Of course, the original
weavers of saris were not thinking of a complex design process that
would allow for such reuses; they were simply producing yardage
off their looms that could be easily wrapped for clothing or other
uses. The ingenuity of design adaptation in this situation came after
the original sari; now, a worn garment in India is seldom considered
“waste” because the tact of its “worn-ness” and age have made it
perfect for re-use as a pillow, baby sling, or even a fence (Figures
6 and 7). (In contrast, today we pay minimum wage to laborers in
Bangladesh to sandblast jeans for the world marketplace so that they
have the right touch of softness pre-made. But this immediate, and
unnaturally achieved appearance comes at considerable cost to the
health of the workers and to the environment.)

In India, where petrol is precious and space on the roads at
a premium, adaptive thinking leads to some innovative, and often
dangerous, means for moving materials to market. The grain trucks
seen across India have been transformed into balloon-like structures

using soft, expandable sides, rather than rigid panels, so that they can
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Figure 8 {above left)

The use of soft and expandable sides allows
for these overloaded trucks to carry the
absalute maximurm, which also maximizes the
danger of encountaring one on the road.

Figure 9 {above right)

The shape of the basket places the load high-
est on the back and allows for more to be
carried in every trip, Manali.

Figure 10 {lower right)
A beautiful cow-dung and clay floor in
Ahmedabad.

carry an expanded amount of grain. These grain carriers sometimes
strain credulity and safety as farmers try to include every extra grain
in their load in order to make their trip more profitable (Figure 8).

In a similar fashion, women in the hill state of Himachal
Pradesh, in North India, who have to carry animal bedding and
fodder up steep slopes on a daily basis, have adapted a cone shaped
basket so that most of the weight is forced to the top of the load,
making them easier to carry, while allowing, again, for a load that
exceeds the structure of the vehicle (in this case the woven basket)
(Figure 9).

To practice effective, sustainable, and adaptable design is
to engage in an intimate understanding of the object being made,
the material of which it is made, and the complete lite cycle of the
material and process, beginning to end. Cow-dung, for example,
has myriad uses in Indian life and is never considered mere waste
product. The use of cow-dung as flooring material represents the
epitome of subtle technological design thinking (Figure 10). Consider
the completeness of the cycle: This floor began as soil and sunlight,
then as grass to feed the cows, which then became the dung collected
by women across India for fuel and fertilizer. The dung is mixed
with clay and water, then applied to the floor with the hands while
it is still wet, allowing it to be shaped by the hands of the maker to
eventually become a firm, impermeable, cool, clean surface. In this

photo of a tloor in Ahmedabad, one can trace the fingertips of the
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Figure 11 (above left)
Terracotta cups, or “kulhad.”

Figure 12 (above right)

A leaf bowl on a train platform in Rajasthan.

floor maker by the swirls left in the surface to dry, the ridges gently

massaging the feet that walk over them. The maker of the floor must
be sensitized to the degree of comfort of the ridges; too much canbe
uncomfortable to stand on. The beauty of the tloor isn't just in the
teeling in the sole of the foot as it encounters the ridges of the floor;
the etfect of the swirled pattern on the eyes is also appealing and
soothing. Rather than a monochrome, two-dimensional, plane of a
floor—a result that would be achieved by choosing a tool to smooth
the surface instead of using the fingers—we see a gentle interplay of
shade and shadow as light plays across the surtace. This floor even
has pleasing aural qualities, producing a quiet inside the home by
virtue of its sound-absorbent properties.

A similarly complete cycle can be found in the terracotta
tumblers (“kulhad”) used for serving tea on train platforms, or the
leaf bowls that are filled with dal and quickly handed off to arriving
or departing passengers (Figures 11 and 12). When the bowl becomes
saturated (passengers must eat in a hurry, even as they must find
their seat), it can be discarded on the railway platform, where it
becomes fodder for the cows; the terracotta tumbler can either be
reabsorbed into the soil, or is sometimes reused by the potter to

make new cups.

Hand-Painted Signs
The visual landscape of an Indian street i1s a whirlwind of letters,
symbols, words, and images, often made personal by the hand and
eye of the sign painter. Indian sign painters lavish attention and
flourishes on letters and symbols in the same way other craftspeople
attend to the objects they make. In the streets, letterforms take on
shades of anthropomorphic life—sophisticated, three-dimensional,
visually complex expression, where the very surface on which the
painter works often becomes part of the message itself. The sign
painters have turned letters into form, with the possibility of formal
expression and nuanced meaning around each linguistic corner.
Indian sign painters are in love with dimensionality and
make liberal use of it in their work. Three-dimensional rendering
of letterforms has become a shared aesthetic—almost an affectation
of Indian sign art. However, because the work is handcrafted, the
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Figure 13 {above left)
Parvathagiri sign, painted with skilled three-
dimensional rendering.

Figure 14 {above right)

A painted signboard in Warrangal employs a
heightened three dimensional effect oriented
toward the passersby on the street.

shared aesthetic gives rise to a wealth of ingenious embellishments

as the shape and the form of letters prove to offer an almost limitless
palette. These three-dimensional letters represent sophisticated
thinking on the part of the sign makers about the rendering of three-
dimensional space in two dimensions. Almost all letters get some
sort of dimensional treatment, usually in the form of outlining or
a drop-shadow; this sign in Telugu, from the town of Parvathagiri
in Andhra Pradesh, is a brilliant example of dimensional painting
(Figure 13). The blocky shape of the letters immediately implies a
solidity, underscored by the shading at the top and left side of the
letters. For good measure, the painter has included a black shadow
at the bottom, to establish the figure-ground relationship and further
enhance the sensation of dimensionality. Placing the word diagonally,
and subtly shading it from dark to light, also implies depth within
the frame of the sign itself. The word image emerges from dark
to light, moving toward us in space. The word at the bottom
with light colored outline shows a typical technique for implying
dimensionality, and the letters look flat compared to the dimensional
ones above, thereby enhancing the dimensionality of the words at the
top. Another sign seen in Parvathagiri—a seeming hotbed of three-
dimensionality in visual expression—shows a unique, single-point
perspective to ifs composition (Figure 14).

While the Telugu sign shows a conscious, innovative use
of geometrical space to convey movement and facilitate dynamic
interaction with viewers, other signs show an equally impressive,
or perhaps even greater, understanding of space and dimensionality.
Painted signs on walls present a unique challenge. How does the
painter deal with the continually changing topography and surface
texture of the wall on which he paints? Sometimes this interaction
results in surprising, even ingenious alterations of the message, as
in this image tfrom a wall in Ahmedabad (Figure 15). Faced with
painting the same advertisement repeatedly along a foundation wall
of a bridge over the Sabarmati Rives, the painter seizes the chance to
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Figure 15 (abave left)
Underwear sign in Ahmedabad.

Figure 16 (lower laft)
The classic Indian tiffin.

Figure 17 (right)

A watertap near Kalleda, Andhra Pradesh.

add dimension, humor, and delight by incorporating a drain opening
in the wall as the navel of the torso. Rather than being flummoxed
by such an inconvenience, this painter exerted his agency, shifted
the relationship of the torso to the holes in the wall, and created
something unexpected that makes the torso come alive. And the
mynah bird enjoys its home all the same.

Modularity

Modularity, as a characteristic of design thinking, has efficiency as its
guiding principle. Born of the competition for space and resources,
the modular impulse in design seeks simple solutions to problems,
which can be seen in the graduated sizes for water pots, and in the
cultural icon of India, the tiffin. Modularity not only allows for
space-saving efficiencies; it also allows one unit of the module to
perform dual functions: at one moment it is container, at another itis
lid. In the case of the tiffin-carrier, an incredible range of efficiencies
are achieved in a compact construction: It is space-saving, easily
transportable, easily cleaned, and designed to retain maximum heat
until the food is eaten (Figure 16).

The water-carrier is an andent image in Indian art, and one of
the arresting images still seen in many parts of the country. Women
collect water from a distant source, carrying it on their heads back
to their homes, just as women have done for perhaps thousands
of years (Figure 17 ). Contemporary design of these vessels, called
the “matka” in Hindj, is testimony to the power and constancy of
shape as a driver of Indian design thinking. The original water vessel
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Figure 18 {above left)

Kitchen interior in Warrangal.

Figure 19 {above right)
Vagetable cartin Punjab.

was most likely the calabash, a hollowed gourd with hardened shell,
perfect for holding water. Because the gourds had round bottoms, a
system was required to hold the one rounded surface, the calabash
bottom, comfortably on another, the head. Thus was created the
“eendi”—a doughnut-shaped headpiece designed to hold the pot
securely while the women walked. We see this same system today
especially in North India, and whether the matka is made of brass,
terracotta, or plastic, its shape bears direct resemblance to the
original—rounded bottom and all. This design seems a little counter-
intuitive to westerners, who would imagine the water vessel needs a
flat bottom to sit perfectly on another surface. But the matha and its
shape persist. And it is possible to see that the design of the matka
supports the concept of modularity in design because of how the
graduated scale of water pots is designed to allow one to fit inside
the other, forming a lid for the one below (Figure 18). Access to clean
drinking water will, we hope, one day be a reality across India.
But development of that system is woefully slow, and so women
continue to bear the responsibility of supplying their families with
water, at the cost of tremendous physical effort and time.

Displays of foed, cloth, and tools in shops across India
are powerful evidence of the importance and persistence of
Gestalt grouping principles. Retail techniques, such as displaying
goods in windows and interiors so that consumers can browse
and window-shop, are conventionally associated with upscale
department stores—a distinct development of the nineteenth century
in the west, the analog of industrialization, and the catalyst for
consumerism. But the marketing of ordinary goods—which often
are sold on the sidewalk or from a wooden hand-cart, or even on
a basket carried on the head—also often involve elaborate design,
display, and sales patter that have remained unexamined. Most
Indian marketplaces demonstrate the extraordinary care taken to
display fruits and vegetables in appealing and imaginative ways
(Figure 19).
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Figure 20
Used tool display in Ahmedabad at the
Sunday Market.

To order and categorize by color, shape, and size, or to create
a lively pattern with the goods being sold seems to be inherently part
of the selling process. Consider the image from the Sunday Market
in Ahmedabad of used tools arranged carefully by size, color, and
use in a modular construction. Diverse sets of objects can then be
mserted to create something resembling a typology of tool types
(Figures 20). Perhaps this came about because the shop owners never
had very elaborate structures to show their wares. Having only a
simple cart or stall is an impetus to arrange things stylishly and in
appealing ways, as if to overcome or de-emphasize the limitations
of the surroundings. Whatever the reason, it is clear that even shops
serving the laboring poor invest time and energy in the display of

goods.

Conclusion

Since the turn of the twentieth century, design has come to be defined
as a professional activity decoupled from the manufacturing process.
This separation has established the design profession in hierar-
chical opposition to craftsmanship. Post-industrial society has even
expanded the gap between the professional designer, whose practice
has become increasingly strategic and information-driven, and the
traditional role of the craftsperson, accustomed to making decisions
in response to on-the-spot conditions of materials and demand
for the product. Through this series of examples of hand-crafted
objects from everyday life in India, we have tried to show that the
design thinking inherent to the practice of the craftsperson is a
reflexive and dynamic model—one that is worthy of attention for
its innovative and individualized solutions. The examples used in
this article have been chosen to illustrate the role of intimacy—with
materials, techniques, and even clients—that shapes the work of the
craftsperson. Design strategies fueled by this intimacy are manifest
in the modularity, adaptability, and embellishment that shape the
craftsperson’s thinking and doing.
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In addition to challenging the hierarchy in professional design
and craftsmanship, this paper has alse sought to challenge a parallel,
and once again hierarchical, opposition between the privileging of
individual identity in western cultures and the valorization of a
supposedly unditferentiated communal identity in more traditional
societies such as India. The examples cited show how embellishment,
in the form of colors, symbols, and patterns, allows us to identify a
generic, functional article as part of a cultural tradition; meanwhile,
they simultaneously illustrate how embellishment makes the object
reflective of the maker’s distinct personality. They reveal how Indian
aesthetics represent both the shared cultural values of beauty and
function and the individual “signature” of the maker—the mark by

which crattspeople individuate their work and make it their own.
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Gestalt and Graphic Design:

An Exploration of the

Humanistic and Therapeutic Effects
of Visual Organization

Julia Moszkowicz

Posters on the streets ... could disseminate socially useful
messages, and they could train the eye, and thus the mind,
with the necessary discipline of seeing beyond the surface
of visible things, to recognize values necessary for an
integrated life..."

Writers and historians in the field of graphic design have long
acknowledged a connection between Gestalt psychology and the
origins of this field.? In “Writing Lessons: Modern Design Theory”
(1988), Ellen Lupton describes an emergent relation between Gestalt
psychology and the practice of design in and around the Bauhaus in
the 1920s. She states that: “Gyorgy Kepes recognized the usefulness
of the new psychology, and he directly incorporated it in his Language
of Vision.”> Lupton argues that around this period, Gestalt psychology
established itself as a dominant approach to visual communi-
cation in Europe and America, gaining importance as a significant
form-giving methodology, both in Berlin and at the New Bauhaus,
Chicago (where Kepes was employed as a tutor in 1937). Indeed, a
close inspection of the Language of Vision reveals a dedication to the
three pioneers of Gestalt psychology: Kurt Koffka, Wolfgang Kohler,
and Max Wertheimer (on the inner sleeve). Furthermore, an edited
collection of essays by Gyorgy Kepes, titled Sign, Image, Symbol
(1966), includes a contribution from Rudolf Arnheim, a renowned art
critic who studied with Kohler and Wertheimer at Berlin University
between 1923 and 1928.

While this intellectual connection between Gestalt and
Graphic Design is irrefutable, the overall assessment of Gestalt’s
effect on the discipline is more open to question. Many of the Gestalt
applications to graphic design from the 1930s onward are viewed
(by those in design practice and education) as outmoded, and in this
respect Lupton’s interpretation is typical. Indeed, the fundamental
principles of Gestalt are widely characterized in negative terms,
especially once postmodernism had been widely accepted in the late
1960s and early 1970s. In an edition of Design from 1968, for example,
Corin Hughes-Stanton exalts the rise of postmodern design at the
expense of “old” design thinking. He argues that “The essential
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point is that the new design thinking is free-wheeling, and, unlike
the philosophy which gave coherence to the Bauhaus or Modern
school of design, it has not had, nor does it show signs of having,
any dogmatism towards actual design forms.”®

This paper argues that such a rejection of Gestalt, however, is
based on a binaristic, reductive view of the early discipline. Gestalt is
critiqued for its abstract and universalistic terms and for its implicit
support of the idea of autonomy, whereby human perception and
visual forms are accorded relative independence from the vagaries
of socio-historical concerns. Lupton, for example, proposes that a
Gestalt approach to visual communication is predicated on “the
isolated study of abstract form.”” This paper pursues a different line
of critical analysis, offering a historical relation of works that are now
generally neglected, returning to the pioneers of the discipline as part
of a timely reorientation of Gestalt thinking. The paper counters the
negative impressions of Gestalt theory with detailed historical work,
revisiting the primary texts of its early proponents and highlighting
its development into a recognized therapy. At a time when graphic
design is engaging actively with notions of interactivity and audience
participation, Gestalt theory offers productive ways of thinking about
possible structures for orchestrating positive human experiences.®

In particular, the paper draws conclusions about the
therapeutic aspirations of the discipline; for if Gestalt has been
deployed largely as a dispassionate theory or methodology within
the field of graphic design, this deployment has been at the expense
of its original aspirations toward making people, in society feel better.
As I demonstrate in this paper, Gestalt theory is interested in the
quality of human experience even at the very moment when it tries
to quantify that experience. Consequently, this paper challenges the

"o

oversimplified caricature of Gestalt as a “scientific,” “objective,” and
“abstract” theory, encouraging heightened awareness of significant
distinctions between its psychological-scientific and philosophical-
theoretical aspects. In the process, the paper offers a wider range
of conclusions about Gestalt’s contribution to design methodology,
ultimately arguing that the therapeutic values of Gestalt approaches

have been overlooked in favor of its formalist critique.

The Laws of Visual Organization

There is little doubt that Gestalt theory has been used to devise laws
of visual perception within the fields of Fine Art and Graphic Design,
and that the Bauhaus— and its associates—provide a focal point for
its development as a critical methodology within these disciplines.’
In The ABCs of [triangle, square, circle] the Bauhaus and Design Theory
(1993), Ellen Lupton and J. Abbott Miller describe how Gestalt
theories became central to design education after World War II and
discuss how Gestalt psychology was actively used by Gyorgy Kepes,
a designer who taught at the New Bauhaus in Chicago between
1937 and 1943. According to Lupton and Miller, Kepes used Gestalt
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principles to establish a systematic approach to visual organization,
preferring visual forms to have a timeless “function” rather than a
specific social “meaning.”®

Lupton and Miller say little more about the full range of
individual laws themselves, as their analysis is focused on Gestalt’s
interest in figure-ground relationships. They describe how Gestalt
psychology identifies “active positive figures” (e.g., typographic
forms or words) and the way in which they emerge only on “passive
negative grounds” (e.g., white space or a blank page). Lupton and
Miller state that: “Gestalt psychology offered design a grammar of
frames, demonstrating the way a figure emerges against a neutral
ground, which itself recedes as the necessary but invisible conditions
of perception” [emphasis added]."

The description of Gestalt figure-ground principles soon
gives way to an interpretation of their consequences for the history
of Graphic Design. As the quotation reveals, a forceful argument
develops about the “grammar” and “language” of post-war design,
and how the laws of Gestalt provide a scientific basis for the
development of its trans-historical formal and objective preoccu-
pations (or rules). Lupton and Miller insist on the universal(-izing)
tendencies of Gestalt psychology, which are perceived as producing
common laws of visual perception and, hence, as establishing
repeatable, ahistorical methods for making things “to be seen.”” The
two describe how Kepes drew “heavily” on this universal, acultural
aspect of Gestalt psychology, foregrounding the use of transcendent
visual percepts over and above timely and culturally sensitive visual
motifs.

Gestalt psychology is thus presented as a discipline that
encouraged post-war designers to believe in the spontaneous
emergence of good form (within the viewing subject, at least, because
designers do have to work toward its formation). It is suggested that
Gestalt psychology promotes an understanding of the visual domain
that operates as a consequence of spontaneous brain functions;
indeed, the capacity to view images is not a skill acquired through
the accumulation of lived experience, enculturation, and learning
(as a semiotic approach would argue). The viewer no longer needs
to know something; she simply needs to see, and then the “good”
Gestalten (or design) will emerge. Lupton and Miller conclude that
“Gestalt theory challenged this belief [that an ability to make sense
of visual data] ... is a learned skill, asserting instead that the brain
spontaneously organizes sense data into simple patterns: Seeing is
a process of ordering.”"

This notion of the “spontaneity” of vision seems to pose a
problem for Lupton and Miller, who interpret such a belief as a type
of ahistorical transcendence. Indeed, in an earlier account, Lupton
characterizes Gestalt psychology as working with an independent
and universal version of perception—one that is free from the
vagaries of time, person, or place.” Within these terms, Gestalt is
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problematic because it does not admit a more complex view of
how people engage with images; it does not embrace a conception
of meaning or reading and is only interested in the seeing of forms.
Lupton states that: “According to Gestalt theory, the brain sponta-
neously orders and simplifies sense data into structured, wholistic
patterns [sic] ... Like the ‘grammar’ of design, Gestalt psychology
characterizes vision insofar as it can be quarantined from the context
of everyday experience.””®

At this point, distinguishing between different approaches
to Gestalt thinking would be useful. While it is widely recognized
as a form of Experimental psychology within the field of Graphic
Design, it is also acknowledged—by those practicing in the field of
Psychology—as an experiential mode of therapeutic relations that is
organized around the interactive and real-time engagement of the
client-counsellor situation. As Rudolf Arnheim explains in his seminal
text, Art and Visual Perception (1954), there is a need to distinguish
between Gestalt theory, Gestalt psychology, and Gestalt therapy.'

In Art and Visual Perception, Arnheim adopts a dismissive
attitude toward therapeutic developments in the Gestalt discipline,
arguing that: “The principles of my psychological thinking and many
of the experiments I shall cite below derive from Gestalt theory—a
psychological discipline, I should probably add, which has no
relation to the various forms of psychotherapy that have adopted
the name.”"” Even so, the distinction between theory and therapy
is helpful, indicating alternative readings for the role of Gestalt
in Graphic Design. In addition to an experimental science and
psychology, for example, Gestalt can also be seen as a humanistic
methodology that is actively engaged in studying the therapeutic
effects of formal relations that transcend the two-dimensional plane.
According to this proposition, the notion of integration is not simply
about presenting coherently designed forms in the visual domain;
it is also about the effect of the world of objects on the subjective
disposition of human beings (or the audience-object/designer-client
relation).

This line of enquiry is pursued by the psychologist, Fritz
Perls, who is largely responsible for taking Gestalt toward a
therapeutic direction. In 1922, Perls was living and working in
Berlin. Looking back on this experience in the 1960s, Perls notes
that “Starting afresh. Most Exciting. We We! I enlarge the non-family
world. We: bohemians, off the beaten path. Actors, painters, writers.
Creating a new world. Bauhaus, Briicke, Dadaism...”** Although he
did not become fully established as a Gestalt psychotherapist until
he moved to the Esalen Institute in 1964, Perls had clearly started
exploring the therapeutic potential of Gestalt techniques in America
in the 1930s and 1940s. These techniques came to be formalized in
publications such as The Gestalt Approach and Eye Witness to Therapy
(1973), and involved a determined focus on the here-and-now,
an encouragement toward self-awareness through physical and
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sensational aspects of the body, and an enhanced appreciation of
one’s relation (as a part) to the whole. All of which is a far cry from
the monolithic accusations of abstraction, cultural indifference, and
a refusal to produce meaning within design discourse.

Initially, this link between Perls and a therapeutic turn within
Gestalt thinking might seem tenuous and arbitrary. However, a
closer reading of the Language of Vision reveals how this alternative
view of Gestalt techniques amplifies the overlooked aspects of
Kepes’s “grammatology.” In particular, the work of Perls echoes
the humanistic tendencies of the latter’s design methodology, in
that his approach demonstrates an interest in a stable social subjec-
tivity alongside a formal visual grammar. In his primer on design,
Kepes argues that the organization of the visual field corresponds
to the organization of the socio-economic plane. Kepes argues for
the experiential as well as the experimental dimensions of design;
integration and synthesis are conceived in terms of living, thinking
processes that aspire to introduce a sense of wholeness within the
human subject, as well as on the typographic page.” Writing during
World War II, he identifies “the urgent need of an equilibrium” in a
way that applies to the human spirit as much as to visual forms.

The Pioneers of Visual Perception

Roy Behrens is one of the few critics who has challenged this
dominant interpretation of Gestalt as ahistorical and blind to the
socio-cultural aspects of design. He defends Gestalt from Lupton’s
accusation of “indifference to cultural meaning” and challenges
the argument that its problematic character resides in the way in
which it “isolates visual perception from linguistic interpretation.”
However, he does not engage in direct intellectual exchange with
established accounts (e.g., the key text by Lupton and Miller);
instead, he brings an entirely different set of concerns into play.
Behrens depicts the Gestalt discipline in terms of its pioneers and
disciples, arguing for the significance of its theory in terms of an
historically situated community. For Behrens, Gestalt is a set of living
relations, a community populated by individuals actively engaged
in psychology, intellectual criticism, and science.” He focuses, for
example, on the relationship between the main protagonists of
early Gestalt psychology—Koffka, Kohler, and Wertheimer—and
traces their connections with other scientists, artists, and writers in
the 1920s and 1930s, such as Arnheim and Kepes. In the process,
he overlooks the philosophical constitutions and methodological
dispositions of this broadening Gestalt community.

However, revisiting the writings of those who first inspired
Kepes's interest in visual perception reveals a highly nuanced and
shifting view of Gestalt principles.” In an overview of his contri-
bution to the discipline, for example, Max Wertheimer describes how
Gestalt psychology is interested in studying “thought-processes,”
particularly those that lead to “new solutions.”? Although it looks
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for laws of problem solving, Gestalt pioneers believe that thinking
is ultimately a messy business, influenced by “human emotions”
and “attitudes.”? Indeed, problem solving is not exclusively an
orderly and rational exercise, but one characterized by “living
thinking processes.”? A purely logical approach to problem solving,
Wertheimer argues, strips these living, thinking processes “of all
that is alive in them.”* Rather than quarantined from everyday
life, Wertheimer identifies human subjects who are completely
bound up in “the context of everyday experience.”” Against this
drama of emotional turmoil, Wertheimer develops an argument for
the productive value of finding oneself in a position to anticipate
outcomes within the moments one inhabits; the therapeutic effect of
an emerging “Gestalten” is viewed against a backdrop of individual
confusion and disorientation.

In Productive Thinking (1945), Max Wertheimer describes how
people’s everyday relations are unsteady and argues that people are
driven by a desire for order and clarity in an object-world full of
strains, stresses, disturbances, and ambiguities. He then proposes
a model of idealized practices, formulating a problem-solving
methodology for those seeking a stronger sense of decisiveness (such
as psychologists, educators, artists, and laymen). Wertheimer wants
to help people overcome this tendency toward chaos and temporary
associations; he wants to organize their world and experiences in
ways that will support them. Indeed, the book is characterized by
an overriding awareness of the uneasy contingency of situations
and people’s individual struggle to stay on top of things; it offers a
narrative of social and personal uncertainty. The aim of the book is to
show the reader how to see things more clearly, how she or he might
start to introduce structure into the world and make purposeful
connections between things. He states that: “For real understanding,
one has to re-create the steps, the structural inner relatedness, the
requiredness.”? In essence, he offers a model for strategic thinking;
the book proposes learning from our (immediate) experiences.
Furthermore, the indication is that some of these observations are
made in retrospect; only by looking back on “confusion” can we
stand a chance of recreating a movement toward internal order. Is it
any wonder, then, that a social communicator such as Kepes wanted
to implement some of these ideals? It is a treatise on thinking clearly
oneself and helping others to develop such clarity.

Indeed, this reading of Gestalt offers up a humanistic and
purposefully situated theory, one that is much less mechanistic and
universalizing than the interpretation of Lupton et al. Wertheimer
says that: “the function of thinking is not just solving an actual
problem, but discovery, envisaging, going into deeper questions.”?
Although Gestalt is bound up with the idea of experiments and
finding out, of generating knowledge and even explicit laws, rarely
is it suggested that these laws operate in exclusion of other types
of thoughtful practice. Indeed, Wertheimer is critical of “logic,”
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for example, and the way in which it places the world into causal
relations. He challenges the practice of making connections (a
priori) before the world of object-relations has demonstrated a fuller
potential toward other kinds of structural relations and intercon-
nections (a posteriori). He is all for grasping a situation as it happens
and making sense of it afterwards, concluding that: “Central to the
theory is the transition from piecemeal aggregation, superficial
structure, to the objectively better or adequate structure.”®

Revisiting Wertheimer’s work, we can start to appreciate the
way in which the laws of Gestalt are intended to offer summaries
of human tendencies. They are offered tentatively at first, based
on observations of subjects within the controlled conditions of
a laboratory; they are not simply abstract rules to be followed or
imposed. One of the major laws for Gestalt, for example, is the
Pragnanz principle. According to Wertheimer’s son, this term refers
to a tendency whereby “the organization of the field tends to be as
simple and clear as the conditions allow.”* This organization, he
argues, is undertaken by a human subject — specifically in relation
to the object-world that he or she encounters. This world is not
constituted as always already autonomous and self-organizing,
merely operating in relation to the viewer. In “Laws of Organization
in Perceptual Form,” (1923), Max Wertheimer is very much present
in the text, describing himself standing by a window. He clearly
indicates that he cannot order the world exactly as he pleases
but that he is subject to a tendency in human perception (and the
arrangements of his everyday situation) to seek out wholes rather
than fragments. “When we are presented with a number of stimuli,
we do not as a rule experience ‘a number’ of individual things, this
one and that and that,” he notes. “Instead, larger wholes, separated
from and related to one another, are given in experience; their
arrangement and division are concrete and definite.”*

In Principles of Gestalt Psychology (1935), Kurt Koffka continues
this theme of the shifting relations of perception, describing how
both the viewing subject and the object-world are characterized by
“shifts towards a minimum of energy.”* Building on a fundamental
belief in the Pragnanz principle, Koffka then introduces another
law of Gestalt—one that Lupton et al. describe in terms of figure-
ground relationships. He describes how human perception tends
not only toward simplicity, but also toward three dimensions;
indeed, we see space filled before we see surfaces and empty
planes.’* However, the emergence of a space filled is ultimately
predicated on other conditions in the object-world. Another law
of perception states that people see the whole before the part; for
example, the page overrides the dot.” Koffka describes how “the
point is not sufficient to break the homogeneity of the well-defined
unit in the visual environment.”* This suggests that the forces of
uniformity and similarity overcome the other forces at work on
the human subject, who is able to resist—for a while at least—the

Design/ssues: Volume 27, Number 4 Autumn 2011



38
39
40

Ibid.
Ibid., 153.
bid., 122.

force of non-homogenous elements. Equally, proximity produces
the same kind of forces as homogeneity; things that are brought
closer together (or closer to the viewer) “overwhelm” the “discon-
tinuous” and “non-unified” forces.” Finally, closure has a strong
effect on the viewer. Closure, states Koffka, leads to a consideration
of the foreground over the background, which tends to bleed away
from view. Indeed, circles are an idealized form—they have “good
shape”—because they contain the world and thus hold the viewer
in place.®

Clearly Koffka presents an argument for the control and
management of such forces (of closure and homogeneity), although
there is a strong indication in Koffka’s and Wertheimer’s writing
that the same elements can lead to an experience of dislocation
and interruption. While these teachings of Gestalt might advocate
the production of an integrated worldview and promote a holistic
attitude toward visual perception, in the process of discovering the
rules, the teachers are forced to acknowledge the possibility of a
different world order. In this respect, the theory is simultaneously
dogmatic and problematizing. Gestalt operates with a preference
toward completion and closure in the visual field, but in the process
of mapping its isometric relations, there is an acknowledgement
of shifting states of awareness and organization (a “before” and
“after” mapping). Implicitly, there is a place for non-relations, for
the non-emergence of forms, and for other kinds of forces to come
into play. Indeed, Koffka discusses how Gestalt is interested in “the
discovery of the forces which organize our environmental field into
separate objects.”” This is the focus of his research, yet this does
not preclude a wider range of forces—cultural and historical—from
entering the picture. These early Gestalt psychologists see themselves
as operating within a specific discursive arena, countering one type
of understanding with another. Koffka et al. have a strong sense of
locating an underbelly of experience that has been overlooked by
prior modes of understanding the world; they are advocating the
“psychophysical.”

In this way, the Gestalt pioneers ask the reader to pay
attention to the quality of objects and their interrelations, proposing
that changes to “in and to” object-worlds lead to changes in human
experience. States Koffka, “Functionally, space is never purely
visual.”* This point is significant because it highlights the way
in which the laws of Gestalt have been misappropriated and/or
misunderstood in the history of graphic design. If Kepes uses them
as a way of explaining “the laws of visual organization,” this is not
to say that Gestalt offers itself to be appropriated only in this way;
this use is merely one interpretation by the designer. While Kepes
uses the basic laws of Gestalt to structure his own designs, there is
no evidence to suggest that the psychologists themselves affirmed
this particular appropriation of their ideas. As the text reveals,
Koffka is clear that you can play around with the forces of visual
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perception and that life experiences are never simply visual. (At the
very least, they are also thoughtful and behavioral.) He argues that
Gestalt psychology sees mind, matter, and life as interconnected,
offering particular solutions for those who would attempt a fuller
integration of their moment-to-moment experience. There is no
evidence to suggest that this integration is permanent and uncondi-
tional; indeed, it is usually described in terms of contingent and
shifting relations.”Before a fact can become a fundamental fact, a
setting must have been prepared for which all facts take their more
or less prominent places,” says Koffka." This statement suggests that
Gestalt is open to a wide range of contexts, even while it asserts the
specific context of the subject-object bond of formal relations.

Koffka’s discussion acknowledges, for instance, how
a familiarity with forms has a bearing on how they are seen.
Although Gestalt theories say that simplicity is more easily read than
familiarity, acquired learning—or cultural familiarity—nevertheless
has a part to play in our engagement with objects. While looking at
things is bound up in a complex set of relations, some aspects offer
themselves up for easy viewing—as though they adopt formations,
can be self-consciously structured, and encouraged to work with the
dynamic organizational tendencies of human perception. According
to Koffka, “Figures less simple..., however familiar by previous
acquaintance and however much practiced in special experiments,
were never completed in the slightest.”# Thus, we are reminded that
Gestalt is not simply a discipline characterized by a set of laws, but a
series of observations located in experiments with human subjects.
It is a “living thinking” discipline that aims to counter metaphysical
abstractions and draw conclusions about the power of shape, color,
contrast, and repetitions on the viewing experience.

Strongly conveyed in all these writings is that figure is
constantly being lost because the ground is changing; in fact, the only
consistent aspect of visual organization made apparent is people’s
requirement for order and stability within their unsettled field of
relations.® Gestalt is offered as a set of observations that have the
potential to provide techniques for stability. It presents a range of
possible anchorage points to help the human subject, who may be
lost in something, to find himself or herself again: simplicity, 3D (or
“visual depth”), homogeneity, familiarity, similarity, and proximity. It
is a method of solving the problem of a potentially chaotic world and
life experience—one that encourages us to look back and assess the
“requiredness” of our journey and to identify a point of departure
and arrival. Gestalt invites the human subject to develop some kind
of awareness of the original conditions and their structural relation
to the outcome. And the forces at work are not only formal; these are
merely the forces that early Gestalt psychologists tend to focus on.

Gestalt as Therapy
In Gestalt Psychology in German Culture (1995), Mitchell G. Ash
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describes how Gestalt psychology has more than one aspect to
its development. In addition to its character as a natural science
(previously outlined), Gestalt psychology harbours a philosophical
side as well. Ash outlines Wertheimer’s interest in Philosophy,
how he was “inspired” by the work of Christian von Ehrenfels and
Edmund Husserl’s Logical Investigations.* He describes how Koffka
studied Philosophy at the University of Berlin and how his interest
in daily life and detailed observations of the everyday world led him
to pursue the emergent discipline of Psychology. Turning away from
the abstract formulations of the metaphysicists (who were all mind
and no body), Koffka states that: “I was too realistically minded
to be satisfied with pure abstractions.”* Indeed, it is only Kohler
who trained exclusively as a scientist, studying Mathematics and
Science before moving to Berlin in 1907 and pursuing a career in
Experimental psychology.*

Ash describes how Wertheimer, Koffka, and Kohler worked
on laboratory-based experiments together in Berlin in 1910 and 1911.
While these experiments related to physical perception and human
behavior, they were informed by concepts that drew on a range of
philosophical dispositions.* States Ash, “Theirs was a dispute about
how to construct a science of sensation, based on deeply conflicting
philosophical commitments, styles of theorizing, and investigative
strategies.”* They were united, however, by a belief that there is more
to seeing than passive internal responses to external stimuli. They
agreed that “structured wholes” are presented to consciousness via
a complex viewing relationship; it was never a matter of action and
response. (Their argument was for humans as mediators, for humans
being in the world). The viewer is seen to be an active component in
the process of visual perception, constructing figures out of a total
perceptual field. As Ash highlights, for these Gestalt pioneers, “the
entity that results from the knowledge process depends in many
respects not only on the object, but also on the observer.”®

Ultimately, as Ash demonstrates, the early psychologists
took Gestalt in different directions—a clear indicator that there is
more to Gestalt than scientific objectivism and cultural indifference.
Wertheimer, for example, moved toward cultural anthropology and
ended up writing a treatise on “creative thinking.” Indeed Kepes
himself could also be understood as taking Gestalt in particular
directions. At turns, he works with Gestalt as a natural science,
reproducing Kohler’s diagrams and Koffka’'s pronouncements on the
visual impact of proximity and similarity on the viewing subject.”
At such times, he is consciously building toward a methodology
for design—one predicated on visual organization and plastic
grammar. At other moments, Kepes works with the philosophical
undercurrents of Wertheimer’s approach, focusing on the effect of
the contemporary social world on the human subject and asking:
Is there more to life than this?® Kepes displays great attentiveness,
concern, and care for the plight of humans, noting that:
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One cannot bear chaos in one’s psychological space any
more than one can bear chaos of the optical impacts of
geographical space. Man organizes the optical chaos by
forming meaningful spatial wholes. So does he organize the
chaos of his psychological space, by forming visual images
of his desires, temporary equilibriums in the perpetual
conflicts of pleasure and reality.®

Kepes advises artists and designers about the need to generate
therapeutic social effects, helping people overcome cultural chaos
and disorder via the production of appropriate visual forms.*
He makes specific references to the living situations of his time,
including the rise of commodity culture,® the prevalence of
“inhuman conditions,”* the ubiquity of “social contradictions,”” and
contemporary beliefs about war and economic crises.* Indeed, The
Language of Vision is actually an argument about design as therapy;
it is a manifesto for social change through positive visualization. In
this regard, Gestalt is being practiced as a therapeutic philosophy
and not simply as a natural science predisposed toward structure
and order.” Kepes states that:

Today, the dynamics of social events ... have compelled

us to exchange a static iconography for a dynamic one.

Visual language must thus absorb the dynamic idioms of

the visual imagery to mobilize the creative imagination for

positive social action, and direct it toward positive social

goals.®

In “Writing Lessons: Modern Design Theory” (1988), Lupton admits
that: “Kepes’s book thus begins with the isolation of visual form from
its linguistic and cultural contexts, and culminates with a hopeful
reintegration [sic].”* Yet, she ultimately settles for an established
teleology, arguing for the progressive evolution of a visual language
and grammar in graphic design. She says that, “Despite this final
synthesis, however, abstraction remains the guiding force of Kepes’s
theory [sic].”®

Such a reading ultimately underplays Kepes’s humanistic
approach and, in particular, the degree to which it was informed
by the same principles of Gestalt. Historians and critics in the
field of Graphic Design are advised to question this automatic
dependence on a reading of Gestalt as always-already a science and
as an ahistorical and acultural approach to visual communication.
This interpretation overlooks the experiential concerns of Gestalt—
specifically its interest in human subjectivity and the production of
positive and helpful visual effects.

In 1929, one of Wertheimer and Kohler’s “brightest students”
was invited to lecture at the Bauhaus; among those in attendance
was Paul Klee.® Between 1930 and 1931, Count Karlfried von
Durckheim ran a course on Gestalt at the same institute; this time
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Wassily Kandinsky and Josef Albers were in attendance.* In 1954,
Gyorgy Kepes designed the cover for Rudolph Arnheim’s text, Art
and Visual Perception. These events are evidence of a strong and
undeniable link between Gestalt psychology and the teaching of art
and design in the early part of the twentieth century. However, what
they fail to disclose is the diversity of ideas and approaches within
the discipline. Gestalt is not simply a science of visual organization
(with fixed laws) but also a set of concepts with philosophical and
therapeutic dispositions toward the state of human subjectivity.®

Conclusion

I've argued in this paper that there is a strong and undeniable link
between Gestalt psychology and the teaching of art and design in the
early part of the twentieth century, specifically in the work of Gyorgy
Kepes in the Language of Vision. Gestalt is a complex discipline with
diverse philosophical, scientific, and social orientations. As indicated,
both Wertheimer and Koffka had studied Philosophy and read the
work of the phenomenologist, Edmund Husserl. Indeed, Gestalt
psychology emerged at an exciting historical moment, when a
diverse range of voices, interests, and disciplines collided.® The
work of Gyorgy Kepes can be usefully re-read in the context of this
collision, whereby Gestalt can take many turns: scientific, humanistic,
mechanistic, and therapeutic.

The diverse individuals, institutions, and ideas—discussed
under the nomenclature of Gestalt—are linked by a shared interest
in experimenting with perception and making direct observations
from human experience. Despite these connections, however, Gestalt
has been consistently characterized—within the field of Graphic
Design History and Theory—as a unitary science with abstract and
unchanging laws. As this paper has demonstrated, such a reading
of Gestalt is grossly oversimplified; it is an interpretation that is
predicated on the practice of taking Gestalt theory out of its original
(and ongoing) contexts. As Roy Behrens and Mitchell G. Ash have
shown, Gestalt is a populated and variegated theory—one that has
humanistic as well as experimental aspects. This paper has added
to this re-appraisal of Gestalt by revisiting and re-reading the texts
of its early pioneers, specifically Max Wertheimer and Kurt Koffka.
Their work demonstrates a strong interest in social, historical, and
therapeutic relations, in a way that overturns the dominant reading
of Gestalt as an “autonomous” scientific theory. As the work of
Gyorgy Kepes further reveals, Gestalt is about people (not just forms)
and human tendencies (not just spontaneous brain functions). If only
it were reinterpreted in this way...
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Indigenous Knowledge

and Respectful Design:

An Evidence-Based Approach
Norman W. Sheehan

Introduction

As an Aboriginal educator and researcher, my work in Aboriginal
cultural contexts is situated among the most gifted and productive
population of artists, storytellers, and performers. This creativity is
amazing, considering that the life conditions of Aboriginal people
in Australia are among the worst in the world. A conception of this
disadvantage can be seen in the life expectancy of Aboriginal peoples
living in Queensland, which is 20 years less than the Australian
national average. At present, we are conducting design-based
social and emotional well-being research projects with Aboriginal
community groups in partnership with Link Up Queensland.! As
an Indigenous Knowledge (IK) academic, I work in design because
design fits well with the visual and narrative basis of Australian
Aboriginal cultures. Ethical frameworks for research in Indigenous
contexts require participant-level engagement because we work
with populations trying to recover from generations of violation.?
Healing in this context is a trans-generational project to re-dress
health inequity.® The social and emotional well-being of Aboriginal
communities is a fundamental component of this objective,
which suggests that visual and narrative approaches are essential
methodologies.*

The term “respectful design” emerged from my contributions
to Faculty of Design planning at Swinburne University of Technology.
Although the phrase “respectful design” has some promise across
the field of design, I present the IK approach described in this paper
to promote a more socially responsible and environmentally engaged

vision.

Indigenous Knowledge and Respectful Design
IK is a layered understanding that includes divergent streams of
knowledge related within natural systems. IK generally is ontological
because inquiry is situated within an intelligent and intelligible
world of natural systems, replete with relational patterns for being in
the world. IK understandings arise in partnership with these existent
and sustaining patterns of relation.

IK encompasses many divergent traditions that share
many similarities; however, the most common shared thread of
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IK is the experience of colonization.® Direct experience of colonial
devastations has situated IK as an incisively critical and resilient
ideology.® Colonization is very similar, regardless of context, because
it is a recurrent action that implacably sweeps others and their
understandings from the landscape. Colonial movements rend the
world open for exploitation, establish zones of social and material
entitlement, and routinely deny responsibility for subsequent social
and environmental trauma.” As production-centered cultures expand,
climates change, and as the social and environmental consequences
of these movements impact on the world, an increasing number of
groups experience this destruction.®

IK operates from the assumption that the world is alive and
active in the same way that humans are alive and active. Respect is
based on this ancestral understanding that we all stand for a short
time in a world that lived long before us and will live for others long
after we have passed. From this view, we can never know the full
implications of any action; thus, IK respect is about showing care
and awareness in the way we identify, explore, and assess meaning
because we know our view is always incomplete. In some contexts,
Indigenous respect is a productive inaction, where we remain still
to observe the shifting patterns of others as a basis for future life-af-
firming action.

Indigenous respect preserves difference opposition and
division in the knowledge that we all inhabit a living mutualism.
In this sense, respect is a situated awareness that establishes clear
demarcations so that responsive communications are made possible
between opposing factors.’IK recognizes that natural systems intelli-
gently respond to our violating acts and have the power to moderate
human agency by making the world less livable for us. Respect
involves a generationally deep observation of relations between
humans and the movement of natural systems. It also involves a
refusal to become the same as the oppressive powers that control
our lives. This respect works because we know that natural systems
are life-positive relations that make the world more alive and livable
if groups make the correct choices. In this sense, Indigenous respect
is an ontological learning principle that does not seek or propose an
ultimate truth. Instead, IK seeks to identify positions that support
life-affirming patterns embedded in our “being-with” the natural
systems of which we are a part.

IK accepts that diversity is the basis of creativity and
adaptation; therefore, it does not strive to convince others to become
the same. Instead, IK proposes autonomy as a general principle.
Autonomy generates a more complex, reflexive, and adaptive organi-
zational state through individuated and diverse responses than could
be achieved through any imposed understanding or central locus of
control.””

Respectful Design presents the challenge of addressing
natural systems by thinking more deeply, divergently, and connec-
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tively through design. The IK conception of Respectful Design is not
based on what design is, what design does, or what design means;
it is founded on how design positions itself in relation to natural
systems and the social world. When informed by IK, Respectful
Design is an aspiration for a deeper situational awareness that
generates many divergent spaces where innovation can contribute
positively to the well-being of the whole.

In my limited understanding, design is the active human
intersection between materials products, social interactions, and
environments; therefore, design occupies a pivotal position for any
change in cultural direction. In modern society, design is central to
production-oriented culture—a position that limits and directs design
possibilities. Despite this control, design continues as a universal
human process of engagement with the world through materials
culture utility and possibilities. Design has always shown respect
for the outside appearance of things because design acknowledges
the “interior” social and cultural significance of utility. Respectful
Design requires a slight shift in this conception, so that design learns
to inform material and social production concerning the “inside”
cultural shifts that enable life-affirming utility with the “outside”
world of natural systems."

Visual Dialogue: An IK and Respectful Design Method

Deep equity is the inclusion of all identities, features, and factors
because they are assumed to be equally aware, alive, and capable
of voicing their concerns. In IK terms, deep equity requires
methodologies that devolve the inherent power of leadership
and equalize engagements across the research context. This stand
may be contested, but if we adopt this position as a first step, our
dominance over the context is minimized, and data are less centered
on designer/researcher assumptions, projections, and desires. In this
sense, the bias of IK research is toward deep equity as an informa-
tional holism for human subjects and the environments we inhabit.
Dialogue, or “yarning circles” as they are known in Aboriginal
vernacular, provide the equal sharing space where deep equity can
be achieved. This space presents a challenging learning context,
particularly in western knowledge contexts, because yarning circles
are a de-centering initiative, whereas normative pedagogic and
research modes codify information, centralize its interpretation, and
regulate through its dissemination.”?

Yarning circles are conducted under the simple rules that each
person speaks in turn, holds authority for the time they speak, and
reciprocates by speaking responsibly from self and not about others.
This simple sequencing structure provides a safe space that enriches
the creative potential of a group because, as the speaking role
moves, individual statements become more spontaneous, merging
and connecting to become an emergent and creative conversation
between minds."”
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Visual dialogue is an IK extension to the dialogic system, and
it works because design is synonymous with human being in the
world. In the same way that birds are related and continue through
“nest,” humans are related and continue through “design.” The
opportunity presented by this ontology is that visual dialogue can
be conceived as an approach that investigates cultural, social, and
environmental practices through visual and interactive processes
embedded in the being-with of human groups. This approach fits
well with the visual philosophy of IK, wherein making and sharing
images is a deeply productive interaction—with each other and
the world—that conveys significance and engages us relationally
within the original shared cognizance of all “things.” The IK
conception of an original shared cognizance is often referred to as
the [Dreaming]."

Images position humans to view together and share
explanations so that we can understand them. This relational agency
establishes and maintains visual significance through cycles of revisi-
tation and observation-learning. In this way, visual images not only
draw relations “in;” they also “hold” relations together because
images culturally connect the visual, cognitive, social, and pedagogic
systems. Through visual philosophy, design is apprehended as
an external mind that depicts the mobile and evolving shared
consciousness of a collective. In this view, design is not just a process
that produces new objects, changed situations, or enabled futures; it
is the connective process that constitutes externalized cognition. The
opportunity that production-oriented cultures miss is the one for
informative engagement within natural systems relations, through
the shared consciousness provided by visual philosophy.’®

Visual dialogue is a versatile education and research program
that commences with a simple design problem and a routine that
prompts groups to engage in a range of interactive exchanges and
negotiations that lead to a solution. The first stage in these examples
involves the creation by participants of a drawing on a card; the card
connects with a simple edge register pattern so that when a card is
arranged next to the other cards, a whole group pattern emerges. The
difference between dialogue and visual dialogue is that the visual
arrangements are negotiated through movements, without speaking.
The researchers usually start the visual dialogue and explain the
routine once, and then let “divergences” and “mistakes” become
part of the free play, with images prompted by the routine. This
freedom creates many possibilities that produce many layers of
information. The following brief examples illustrate the potential
of this approach.

Two Perceptions

In this visual dialogue routine, undergraduate participants were
divided into groups to draw on cards and silently arrange the cards
into a final pattern. Four participants were situated as observers and
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asked to record the negotiating movements of the cards and focus
on any emergent images that occurred. The final arrangement of one
group was in categorical order from left to right. The observer stated
that the group broke the rules because only two participants made
most of the rearranging moves. These moves tended to continually
group the relational designs according to the internal structural
qualities; thus, they involved a struggle for inclusion that centered
on the divergent appearance of one particular card.’

The observer said that she really loved the final arrangement
of the design because of the little “bird” shape that emerged in
the central four cards. To the observer, the little bird appeared to
be fluttering out from the “cage” structure on the right toward the
“foliage” on the left. This observation was a surprise to the group
because no one perceived the bird image during the negotiations, but
the image was immediately apparent to everyone as soon as it was
mentioned. From the group perspective, this bird image was a potent
and emergent narrative that arose from the exclusion/inclusion
struggle between two participants and included both of their cards.
This group routine demonstrated not only that emergence is possible
within a material context, but that it can be the most significant
learning experience in that context. The image also mediated the
conflict in the group because a simple image and potent message
emerged from the conflict and amazed everyone.

Breaking Rules

In the second example of visual dialogue, the final assessment task
for a group of student teachers was to complete a connective design
on a card and write a single word on the back that expressed a deep
equity principle. Half the group was delayed, so those present were
set the task of arranging their cards without showing each other the
words written on the back; thus, they set a visual dialogue routine for
the rest of the group to complete when they arrived. When the late
arrivers were invited in, they were shown a large circle of colorfully
drawn cards loosely arranged around a central card placed on a
sheet of paper. The task given to these participants was to rearrange
the cards in relation to the four themes written on a sheet of paper
and then to reveal the words written on the back of each card. The
second group of students did not connect the cards either; they left
the same card in the center of the arrangement, and they rearranged
all the other cards into four smaller circles around each of the four
themes. Then they called the others back in, turned the cards over,
and read out the words in sequence. In this double blind exercise,
the amazing result was that, with very minor adjustment, the cards
made cogent sentences that fitted with the assessment task and the
themes (words added are in italics).

e Risk the compassion of unconditional love.
e Respect and honor non-judgmental relationships.
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e Inclusive values of imagination, humility, and freedom in
the seen and unseen world.
e Integrity is the foundation of identity in mutual belief.

One of the participants described the experience in this course as
learning how to build a small culture in a room using images and
then being shown how to work with others in a group to operate this
“culture;” thus, knowledge emerged from group interactions as in a
conversation with unseen intelligence."”

Just the Spark
The Sustaining Connections project provides training for facilitators
in the visual dialogue process and then supports the development
of connective art workshops in Aboriginal communities across
Queensland. Responses to this project have been positive; one small
rural community completed the project months ahead of schedule,
with exceptional outcomes. Initial reports from participants stated
that the program was just the thing people were waiting for. It is
difficult for us to imagine the levels of marginalization experienced
in these communities, but the comments offered by a social and
emotional well-being worker in support of the project show how
significant even small cultural instigations can be: “Many people
here keep out of sight in their houses because, out here, life is easier
if they just keep to themselves. The project got people out and got
them together for a positive, self-identifying experience—something
valuable to them—and a really strong, creative group emerged.”"
The paintings produced by this group connect together to
produce a large mural that will be digitally recorded and exhibited.
From these early results, it seems that the simple, connective
structure is a spark that can spur cultural innovation toward social
cohesion among marginalized groups.

Engaging Natural Systems
The obvious question that arises in relation to these examples
is this: Where is the natural systems engagement in these IK
processes? This question reveals a peculiar trait of western/modern
societies, which assume that natural systems must be controlled or
excluded to enable civilized stability and order. Following from this
assumption, engagement with natural systems requires a visitation
with untouched traditional, wild, or sacred places or understandings
“outside,” somewhere far away from civilization. Given the reality
that all humans are natural systems, biologically enmeshed in the
environment, and that, even in the most sterile or contaminated
places, growth emerges and challenges human control, this assumed
separateness is highly suspect.

IK accepts that natural systems relations are a constant,
like gravity always connecting an incredibly diverse potential for
growth in all contexts, regardless of disturbance. One difference
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between western and Indigenous knowledge is that emergence is
generally accepted in IK as a feature of natural system relations and
that it demonstrates that we are working respectfully with these
relations. In this sense, natural systems relations are the “gravity”
of our biosphere, and creative emergence in its innumerable forms
signifies the relational gravitas, the dignity and intelligence, of this
systemically alive world."”

In a visual dialogue held in a small inner city park, one
student observed that when Uncle David (an Aboriginal elder)
started to speak, a kookaburra flew up and perched on a branch
right above his head. The bird stayed still, looking down until he
finished speaking, and then flew away. The student was amazed that
this occurred, amazed that the indigenous participants saw this as
a normal event, and amazed that none of her colleagues noticed the
bird. Culture provides the framework in which we operate, and each
cultural framework promotes and maintains assumptive structures
that define our understanding of the world, the way we perceive
in our shared contexts, what is possible, and what we expect to
happen when we act. In visual dialogue, knowledge often emerges
and fits with the actions and intent of groups. This outcome is not
magic and special; it is simply inherent to the structure that a visual
and relational outcome will emerge from a visual and relational
process in a way that reveals a visual and relational world. The
most significant outcome of visual dialogue is that it experientially
demonstrates that a change of assumptive framework also changes
outcomes in ways that challenge normative expectations.

Visual dialogue is most valuable because the structure of
learning/ inquiry promotes emergence, and this approach negates
normative concepts of power and control. Indeed, the teachers/
researchers are often marginalized in the most positive way
because participants and the context cannot be rendered passive
or assumed to be inert. In this way, visual dialogue is a training
model for cultural innovation because it demonstrates that when the
assumptive basis changes, so does everything else. Visual dialogue
is a deep activism because it goes beyond political contestation
and resistance to reveal and play out cultural assumptions; thus,
everyone experiences the influence that assumptive structures have
in everyday practice.

Envisioning Respectful Design as an Evidence-Based Approach
The continuing health inequity of Aboriginal Australians
demonstrates the immense difficulty societies have identifying
and addressing problems that originate in their own marginalizing
processes. Good evidence is not possible in many of these contexts
because the best evidence is often socially unacceptable.®

In many social, institutional, and corporate contexts, evidence
is implacably entwined with power and control. In settler societies,
attitudes and processes that skew evidence are deeply ingrained
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especially within the institutional systems that seek to redress
Aboriginal disadvantage.” Conflicting data are also fabricated
through politically sponsored counter-research that supports many
forms of exploitation. EBR must be well defined because it should
be open to contestation; however, in many critical zones, even
the best evidence is systemically and intelligently undermined. If
design seeks to become respectful in a manner informed by IK, then
design needs to reconfigure the evidence base to reveal and explicate
ideological bias and systemic cultural resistance.”

EBR, by definition, operates in contexts that are not unknown
but require reevaluation to monitor situational change, often
using new methods for inquiry. This reevaluation presents some
difficulties; for example, the word “evidence” is easily misrepre-
sented and might be taken to mean information presented as a basis
for judgment within a fundamentally public and political debate.
This allows competing forces to play on and obscure research in
critical contexts (e.g., the environment), stalling responses to pressing
concerns and resulting in a general anxiety. In this sense, defining the
evidence base as the most accurate and current knowledge of the situation
or context is essential because it provides the certainty required to
support community well-being, in contexts where problems affect
everyday life.”

EBR as it is understood in health inequity is based on
principles for best evidence identification. Adapting these EBR
principles to identify a best evidence-based practice for Respectful
Design opens up a distinct stream of methodological development
informed by the IK conception that design is ontologically human.
This proposal presents design with elemental tools that may assist
methodologically in the development of a design standpoint
that acknowledges our inter-reliance embedded within natural
systems.*

Equity Comes First

The primary value underpinning EBR is a deep commitment to
equity. This principle is not scientific and rationally derived; it is,
instead, a value position asserting that everyone in a population
has a right to information that is accurate, meaningful, relevant,
and understandable. This value position is derived from social
determinants research that directly relates inequity to poor health
through practices that are unfair, unjust, and disempowering.
Equitable research is necessary because there is a direct correlation
between good data, the equality of all participants, and informed
and empowered action. This value contrasts with arguments
asserting that differences in social and environmental awareness
are a consequence of informational complexity; cultural differences;
or disinterested, resistant, and backward communities. IK informs
us that an explanative gap between researcher and participant
population is a methodological failure that seeds vulnerability.
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IK proposes that the best basis for evidence in a context is the
empowered, informed, and aware inhabitants of that context. Equity
is therefore a first principle for Respectful Design.?

The Context Is Alive

The space we inhabit cannot be assumed to be the null void that was
contrived as the background for early theory development in the
physical sciences. Objects, beings, and the interactions and relations
between them generate social and natural spaces. In this sense, social
and natural space is alive and has a history and a feel that influences
all inhabitants. IK recognizes the living quality of space because
space exercises a positioning power on us all. Like any living thing,
social and environmental space has exterior apparent conditions and
internal hidden processes that are essential to the life of the space and
all life within. Social and natural environments share these relational
dimensions, where the most significant elements are often hidden
from view. IK respect is a context-relevant pragmatism required
because inquiry must be aware of deeper inter-reliance, especially
when so many social and natural spaces have been disrupted,
violated, and wounded.

Equity practically situates inquiry within social and environ-
mental space that at the very least has been disturbed by previous
acts. Equity is a value position within the mainstream assumptive
base; however, in the assumptive base of the colonized, deep equity
is a scientific principle because it reinstates the essential connections
that make evidence gathering possible and findings authentic. As
is evident in the many ethical frameworks devised for research in
Indigenous contexts, IK deploys deep equity to foster a safe social
space where inquiry can be conceived and owned by the margin-
alized in ways that contribute to their well-being. In this sense,
participants are the only reliable experts concerning their social
space, its features, and effective inquiry in this context.® Respectful
Design focuses on methods that activate this contextual expertise to
reveal the informing voices of social and natural systems.

Negotiation Is Good Science

Respectful design is founded on a belief that negotiation offers the
best basis for research design and that dialogue and visual dialogue
are very effective forms for negotiation. Research is a relation-
ship-building process across a participation field, where dialogic
and visual approaches establish equal negotiations to ensure that
“science” (e.g., the necessary concord between the method of inquiry
and the features under investigation) is maintained as the primary
objective. Design and research are human activities, so it simply is
not good science to study other humans from an imagined distance
or to examine one group from the assumptive basis of another.
Information about a group is not the same as information from a
group; humans with different experiences see things differently, and
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this difference has immense value for the Respectful Design evidence
base. Through visual and dialogic negotiations, Respectful Design
authentically cedes ownership of methods in the interest of good

human science.”

Diversity Is Also Good Science

EBR demands methodological diversity because no single approach
to the collection and analysis of data can be favored over others.
The context-independent prioritization of a particular method
cannot generate good evidence because fallacies easily emerge and
are promulgated when data are evaluated through an imposed
evidence hierarchy. Particularly in cross-cultural contexts, the
legitimacy of evidence depends on the correspondence between
the method and the assumptive context in which it is implemented.
Respectful Design appraisal of evidence should address the question
of research ownership directly by designing investigations that open
up pathways for diverse research partnerships. Best evidence arises
from the researched when they maintain possession and control of
their information, formulate and apply their own language for
description and analysis, and engage authentically in ways that
provide opportunities for new self-conceptions.?

The Whole Truth

EBR is holistic, not simply because it strives to include the
understandings of everyone but because good evidence necessitates
whole-system problem identification. The lesson from health inequity
is that research must embrace socio-economic, historic, cultural,
and environmental issues and must include consequences from
the dominance, exploitation, denial, divisive attitudes, disarray,
and unexamined negative behavior often apparent in problem
spaces. Differences in problem identification expose deeper levels
for analysis because the same negative features are often seen from
different perspectives as right and good. The holistic approach is vital
because it situates Respectful Design so that it intercedes in divisive
contexts and productively weaves together views that silence others,
views that are silenced, and views disposed to contest the data with
findings that authentically emerge and are apparent to all. In this
way, the holistic approach strives to render evidence informative,
relevant, and useful across all dimensions of a problem space.”

Resilient Evidence

The power of evidence is limited because humans create
understandings that are experienced as something more than human
products. Thus, many social domains habitually defend assumptive
frameworks that influence the way things not yet known will come
to be known. Causal pathways often intersect with and potentially
undermine beliefs that are deemed essential to individual and group
security. A complete understanding of causal pathways requires the
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suspension of judgment so that all assumptive frameworks may be
equally related as key informing elements of a problem space.

Communicating diverse evidence without judgment creates
space for groups to self-identify assumptions that are methodolog-
ically causal. This de-centering aspect of Respectful Design produces
resilient evidence because the refusal to judge other beings and
the ability to equitably represent even those things we may see as
aberrant preserves divergent views and deepens the engagement
of all participant groups. This ontological equality also provides
opportunities to redefine our conception of evidence, maintains
the different views necessary to address extreme subtlety and
complexity, and increases the persistence of evidence across divisive
contexts as an independent and enduring influence.*

Sustainable Evidence

Evidence must exhibit descriptive growth and flexibility because
societies and cultures are fluid, dynamic processes, and causal factors
are also shifting and changing. Planning for sustainable evidence
means considering the extent to which the evidence represents the
living and dynamic relations and tensions in the research context.
Equity negotiation and non-judgmental inclusion present Respectful
Design with an opportunity to embed dynamic social variations and
differences into evidence. In the interest of sustainable evidence, it
is essential that design must respond to these dynamics as a whole
because, together, they constitute a fluid interactivity that can be
disturbed, ignored, or harnessed.

Research findings are generationally embedded in social
dynamics that often automatically render those findings redundant
or irrelevant. EBR cannot be a transient fashion or trend. Through
Respectful Design, evidence has the potential to become sustainable
because it is re-conceived and positioned as a companion movement,
embedded through cultural innovation into the long-life of social
groups.™

In the same vein, societies are aware that we can no longer
assume that the world is a passive reservoir of mere resources that
“appear” as material in our products and that “disappear” when
utility has ceased. In IK terms, everything in natural systems is
alive because we all have entwined and interrelated origins and
destinations. Respectful Design ultimately involves the life-cycle
design of “material” as a cultural innovation embedded within
production, so that progress can be reconceived as a companion
movement within natural systems.

Explicate Bias

All research methodologies are cultural artifacts; therefore, bias
is more or less present in all data. An imperfect solution is to
acknowledge this fact and to determine the effect that bias has on
data selection, analysis, interpretation, and the communication of
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findings. In doing so, we cannot assume that an underlying truth
free of bias exists. Bias is a pathological condition in some contexts,

s "o

established in terms of “for,” “against,” “neutral,” and many other
socially approved positions that have been adopted in relation to
certain others and their understandings. Indeed, bias may inhabit
and inform a group’s conception of reality, rewarding abhorrent acts
against human and natural systems.

Regardless of the assumed or actual veracity of these different
positions and the validity of arguments applied to them, it is the
very sense of entitlement to assess, contest, and decide “truth” for
or about “others” that directly correlates to biased evidence. Making
decisions about natural systems as if they are “other” is a dangerous
form of this pathological bias long recognized by Indigenous peoples
as a feature of modern culture. Bias also inhabits the normative
structures of research that privilege certain methods for inquiry.

Respectful Design workers must be the first to know,
understand, and communicate their biases and make the influence of
their perspectives on evidence and products explicit. Finally, the key
task of Respectful Design is to implement, test, and refine method-

ologies that normatively expose and explicate bias.*

New Wicked Problems

Wicked problems arise and prevail in contexts where conflicting
understandings exist, data are socially entangled, political
imperatives prevail, and epistemic conventions limit problem
identification. We might see global warming and Aboriginal health
inequity as examples of problems that prevail because they emerge
from and are perpetuated by behavior that is integral to social life.
Solutions are often seen as a threat in these instances because they
reveal social, economic, and behavioral entanglement with the
problem. As populations grow and environments change, we can
expect a future where wicked problems increase and have a greater
effect on individual well-being.

In response, Respectful Design aims to preemptively create
spaces for cultural innovation. Cultural innovation happens when
a group perceives its” own assumptive framework and related
implications and attempts to generate a responsive adaptation of
its own socio-cultural formation. Respectful Design proposes that
cultural innovation through many locally co-designed shifts can
create new possibility spaces—spaces where embedded problems
are newly identified through fundamental and at times co-designed
changes to the cultures of inquiry, innovation, and production.®

Respectful Design: Respect as a Beginning

Respectful Design involves the recognition that Indigenous
Knowledge (IK) is a case in point for the wicked problems embedded
in modern progress. Although IK is often valued as a source for
theorizing about human cognitive origins and as a resource for
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product development, it is routinely considered primitive, surpassed,
and irrelevant. The origin of this bias can be discerned in the work of
the colonial anthropologist, Lewis Spence, who stated that the native
mind had no concept of reality because of an inability to distinguish
between the animate and the inanimate: “Therefore, the savage
imagines every object that surrounds himself to be like himself:
instinct with life.”?* For generations, eugenic theory informed
colonial practices applied to aborigines in Australia, Africa, and the
Americas, wherein improvement in the stock of humanity and a
focus on the commercial value of human life justified implacable
actions against these mentally unfit and economically unproductive
others. Vestiges of these assumptions continue embedded in contem-
porary policy, developmental theory, health research, and societal
attitudes.”

In a similar way, climate change can be seen as an indicator
of an ontological flaw in Western understanding because the
supposedly inanimate world /environment is actually responding
to human intrusions in ways that are difficult for modern society to
grasp. The threatening reality of this view is that modern production-
oriented cultures’ inability to adjust affirms this ontological flaw as
a source of the wicked problems we face. In this critique, Western
production-oriented development is described as “scavenger
ideology,” in which every being and every value eventually is
consumed by self-serving production.

In this context IK strives to position Respectful Design where
it can intercede as an advocate for a deep equity, where all social
and natural systems are seen as equally alive, related, and interde-
pendent. IK continues to present environmental devastation, human
rights violations, and health inequity as ontological issues caused by
flawed conceptions of being. Respectful Design is informed by the
view that respect is a fundamental refuge, and an essential non-vio-
lating weapon, in a continuing battle for the well-being of us all.*

In Australian Aboriginal contexts, research is traditionally
conducted through visual images and narratives, which provides a
60,000-year history of inquiry behind this approach to knowledge.
Design and visual techniques work well in research because these
processes embody and practically play out the evidence-based
principles of Respectful Design already described. In our meetings
of the Faculty of Design at Swinburne University, Professor Frank
Fisher called for a new lens through which we might see the way to
sustainable futures. Respectful Design may show that we already
have the lens because the thing we most need to analyze and adjust
is our own cultural assumptions. Design is a constant socio-cultural
mirror that IK seeks to reposition so that we might shift our view of
ourselves to one where the pressing necessity that we design-with
natural systems becomes visible.
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Foundational and Instrumental
Design Theory
Per Galle

Introduction: Two Questions about Design Theory

It seems fairly commonplace that the way designers conceive of the
nature and purpose of design will affect their practice. To illustrate,
consider three designers: For the first, design is a crusade against
boredom and indifference; for the second, the goal is to minimize
a cost-benefit ratio; and design for the third empowers socially
disadvantaged people. Each of these designers would probably
come up with rather different proposals even if working from the
same brief. No doubt, the nature of such direct connections between
individual designers’ conceptions of design and their practice is
complex and interesting. However, what I consider here is a different
way in which basic conceptions may affect design practice: indirectly,
via research.

Just as designers produce design proposals, design researchers
produce design theory. And just as the raison d’étre for design is that
(some) proposals give rise to artifacts that people appreciate and
use, the raison d’étre for design research is that (some) design theory
conveys facts and possibilities that facilitate, accelerate, or improve
design practice, if taken into account by a designer. I call such
theory instrumental (design) theory. Examples include theory about
design processes (method if actions are prescribed); about function or
aesthetics of particular artifact types; and about historical, cultural,
and technical contexts of design.

Furthermore, just as designers have conceptions about the
nature and purpose of design that affect the proposals they produce,
s0 too, I submit, do design researchers have such conceptions that
affect the instrumental theory they produce; thereby, they indirectly
affect design practice—provided such instrumental theory is
adopted by designers. This proviso is crucial. A designer who
thinks of design as an artistic endeavor, for example, is not likely
to adopt an instrumental theory for optimizing technical efficiency.
For an instrumental theory to be adopted by a designer, the basic
conceptions of the nature and purpose of design on which the theory
was based must match those of the designer. If the basic conceptions
underlying instrumental theory are left implicit or remain unclear,
even designers who could benefit from adopting it may ignore the
theory, or regard it with suspicion. Therefore, instrumental design
theory should not stand alone, but should be supported by theory
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expressing its underlying conceptions about the nature and purpose
of design—what, accordingly, I call foundational (design) theory.!

So foundational and instrumental theory should be developed
in a coordinated manner. This coordination does not mean, however,
that every design researcher must produce both kinds of theory, nor
indeed that even the most specialized instrumental theory must
be supported by an equally specialized foundational theory of its
own. On the contrary, workers in “basic research” might see it as
their mission to produce whatever foundational theory is needed
to support instrumental theory produced by colleagues in “applied
research,” while the latter should consciously and critically use
foundational theory already available. To prevent excessive fragmen-
tation of design as an intellectual discipline, only a limited number
of incompatible foundational theories should be tolerated, so as to
reflect whatever genuine disagreement exists in the field.

In the remainder of this paper, I explore the idea of
coordinated theory development, focusing on two questions:

(1) What, more precisely, is the relationship between founda-
tional and instrumental design theory?

(2) Given the nature of that relationship, what is good founda-
tional design theory? Instrumental theory is “good,”

by definition, in the sense that it “conveys facts and

possibilities that facilitate, accelerate, or improve design

practice, if taken into account by a designer.” This explains

the limitation of the second question to foundational theory.
To provide empirical background for the two questions, I first
revisit three landmarks of the design research literature. Herbert
Simon’s book, The Sciences of the Artificial,> and Donald Schén’s, The
Reflective Practitioner—How Professionals Think in Action,® are widely
recognized in the design research community as cornerstones of two
major “schools of thought” (although both books deal with a wider
range of phenomena than design). Arguably, each of these books has
initiated or at least epitomized a design research paradigm, in Kuhn’'s
sense.* My third landmark is Klaus Krippendorff’s more recent book,
The Semantic Turn— A New Foundation for Design.®* Whether it will
create a paradigm of its own remains to be seen, but it certainly
aspires to do so. None of the three authors distinguishes founda-
tional and instrumental theory in quite the way I propose to do.
However, I show that they can be read and compared in the light of
that distinction. Let us keep the two focus questions in mind, so as to
consider some answers to them toward the end of the paper.

Simon: Design is Problem Solving

Simon defines design very broadly: “Everyone designs who
devises courses of action aiming at changing existing situations into
preferred ones.” And “so construed,” he says, “design is the core of
all professional training; [what] distinguishes the professions from
the sciences.”® These professions include engineering, architecture,
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business, education, law, and medicine. However, Simon’s idea of
design soon narrows considerably because, according to him, solving
a design problem amounts to finding a solution to a constraint
satisfaction problem—and sometimes maximizing an “objective
function” as well, thereby turning the problem into an optimization
problem. A solution is given by a combination of values of a set of
“command variables,” representing the sought-after artifact in its
environment. Constraints on the values may represent natural laws,
or goals to be attained.”

This brief outline roughly suggests what I see as Simon’s
foundational theory. At a more political level, he laments what he
sees as an unfortunate tendency of universities and professional
schools, after World War I, to replace the teaching of design with the
teaching of “applied” natural sciences: physics and mathematics in
engineering schools, biology in medical schools, finite mathematics
in business schools. This development, he says, was driven by
a hankering after academic respectability, combined with a lack
of respect for traditional design theory, which was perceived as
“intellectually soft, intuitive, informal, and cook-booky.”®* However,
despite the label of “applied,” such sciences do little to provide
students with the design competence they need. So to resume their
responsibility for relevant training, while achieving the desired
academic respectability, Simon suggests that professional schools
introduce and teach a new kind of design theory: “a science of
design, a body of intellectually tough, analytic, partly formalizable,
partly empirical, teachable doctrine about the design process”*—his
version of what I call instrumental theory.

Simon develops no instrumental theory but recommends a
number of topics for a design curriculum: utility theory, statistical
decision theory, computational methods of optimization and
constraint satisfaction, formal logics, and more. In the third edition of
his book (cited here), he notes that some steps in this direction have
been made, under the influence of the first edition, and contends that
“[t]he need to make design theory explicit and precise in order to
introduce computers into the process has been the key to establishing
its academic acceptability.”

This research paradigm of technical rationality underlies a
huge amount of design research, particularly in the field known as
“design computing.” I do not attempt a review here. Suffice it to note
that, after spending many years working with design computing
under the research paradigm represented by Simon, I eventually
became disenchanted with it. One reason was its underlying
assumption that a design problem can be specified with a high
degree of completeness prior to the “search for solutions.” As my
awareness of this assumption grew, I regarded it with mounting
suspicion because it seemed at odds not only with my own
experience, but also with persistently reported observations about

"1

the tendency of design problem and design solution to “co-evolve.
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Furthermore, the formalization of design solutions in terms of a given
set of “command variables” (even if organized into sophisticated
data structures, “objects,” or clauses of logic programming) seemed
to me increasingly a straitjacket to the agile creativity called for in
real-world situations. Thus, notwithstanding the benefits that formal
methods offer in specialized contexts (e.g., layout and routing of
integrated circuits), I've come to believe that, on the whole, Simon’s
idea of a new general “science of design” (e.g., instrumental design
theory) along these lines is a dead end.”

Schon: Design is Conversation with the Materials of a Situation
Like Simon, Donald Schon leveled a severe criticism against profes-
sional training in the United States after World War II. However,
what Schén saw as the problem was not undue reliance on applied
science, but a more general “positivist epistemology of practice”*
that led precisely to the kind of technical rationality advocated by
Simon. His main objection to Simon’s proposed “science of design”
is that it “can be applied only to well-formed problems extracted
from situations of practice.”** According to Schon, this is seldom
possible because, as he puts it, “[i]n the varied topography of profes-
sional practice [...] there is a swampy lowland where situations are
confusing ‘messes’ incapable of technical solution.” He admits that
there is also “a high, hard ground” where problems are amenable
to technical methods. However, such problems “are often relatively
unimportant [...], while in the swamp are the problems of greatest
human concern.”" Schon describes this challenge to developers
of instrumental design theory as the dilemma of rigor or relevance.
Either you can apply sophisticated technical methods to relatively
unimportant problems; or you can face the “messy but crucially
important” problems that leave you to your own devices of
“experience, trial and error, intuition and muddling through.”'¢ The
“messiness” involves such phenomena as “complexity, uncertainty,
instability, uniqueness, and value-conflict,” which do not fit methods
of technical rationality.”

For Schon, good design is a prime example of reflective
practice:® the flexible process of trial and error that a practitioner
engages in to deal with the “messy” problems of life. To cite Schon’s
characteristic phrase that summarizes his foundational theory, design
is “a conversation with the materials of a situation.”” The designer
“shapes the situation, in accordance with his initial appreciation
of it, the situation “talks back,” and he responds to the situation’s
back-talk.”* This conversation should be “reflective” in that the
designer is critically aware of his or her current understanding of
problem and actions, and is ready to revise that understanding.
Schon develops this account in detail, notably by means of an
elaborate case study of architectural design.' Rather than an abstract
and self-sufficient “science of design,” above and beyond practice,
Schon seeks “an epistemology of practice implicit in the artistic,
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intuitive processes which some practitioners do bring to situations
of uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and value conflict.”*

When it comes to a possible instrumental design theory,
Schon’s view is more balanced than Simon’s. He acknowledges the
value of applied science to “some parts of some practices,”? yet he
strongly opposes the conventional (positivist) separation of research
from practice (as well as means from ends, and knowing from doing).**
He proposes a radical change in our conception of research versus
practice, which makes it difficult to distinguish instrumental theory
from practice itself. For, according to Schén, a good practitioner,
whenever faced with the messiness and uncertainty of a unique
professional situation, is triggered into “reflection-in-action,” which
involves undertaking “on-the-spot experiments” that conform to
certain standards of “rigor” of their own®—standards that signif-
icantly depart from those of conventional experiments under
laboratory conditions. Schon accepts these alternative standards
without qualms, which leads him to the remarkable conclusion that
“research is an activity of practitioners.”* The controversial nature of
that view is exacerbated by Schon’s discussion of the practitioner’s
on-the-spot experiments in such terms as “the sort of science that
does not appear in the scientific journals.”? I suspect this idea may
have contributed to the widespread confusion about “practice-based
research” in design, and may have fueled the heated debate that still
goes on about whether design practice, in itself, should count as
research in academic contexts.?

This being as it may, Schén nevertheless adds that “there are
kinds of research which can be undertaken outside the immediate
context of practice in order to enhance the practitioner’s capacity for
reflection-in-action”—reflective research, he calls it.” And just as Simon
saw elements of a “science of design” emerge, so Schon holds that
there are four kinds of reflective research, “each of which already
exists at least in embryo.” Here, I discuss the four kinds of research
in the context of design and evaluate them only for our current
purposes—namely, as proposals for instrumental design theory.

(1) “Frame analysis”® is a study of how practitioners frame
(e.g., understand and state) the problems they deal with, and the
roles they assume. For example, at a general level, an architect may
see himself as a historicist, a modernist, or an advocate of good
craftsmanship. At a particular level, one frame (e.g., guiding idea)
for addressing a site-planning problem might be the effect that slopes
of the site have on the geometry of clusters of buildings placed along
them.” Each such frame directs the designer’s focus of attention and
shapes his or her actions in a certain way. Often the frames are not
consciously acknowledged, so bringing them to light can help practi-
tioners actively construct their professional reality, rather than taking
some version of it for granted.

It seems both desirable and feasible that frame awareness be
kindled in design students during their training. One way to do
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so would be by asking them to reflect on and make explicit their
own framing of a particular project, and to explain how these basic
assumptions and guiding ideas affect design products. This exercise,
in effect, amounts to asking the students to produce instrumental
theory of their own. Another way would be to expose students to
research by others on the history of existing artifacts, where the
research aim is to reveal how the artifacts were shaped by their
designer’s (implicit) framing. (This paper may be seen, incidentally,
as an attempt to analyze basic frames of design research—its founda-
tional theories—rather than design practice.)

(2) According to Schon, “repertoire-building research”?
would help practitioners become familiar with a stock of precedents
or exemplars to which situations encountered in practice may be seen
as analogues and that may provide guidance in dealing with those
situations. For example, an architect’s repertoire might comprise
historical buildings and Italian hill town architecture, as well as
patterns of reasoning used in certain situations.

Case studies as part of a design curriculum might draw on
research on design history, which would thus provide instrumental

r o

theory by contributing to the students’ “repertoires” (in addition to
enhancing their frame awareness, as already discussed).

(3) “Research on fundamental methods of inquiry and
overarching theories”® is the examination of episodes of practice
so as to discover how competent practitioners overcome difficult
situations by restructuring (reframing) them in the light of theories
from apparently unrelated domains. As an example, Schén describes
how a product development team was trying to devise a new kind of
synthetic bristle for paintbrushes, but did not make headway until
one member saw the paintbrush as a kind of pump, and brought
pumping-theory to bear on the case.*

Schon’s discussion is rather sketchy at this point and unrelated
to design; but if I interpret him correctly, the third kind of “reflective
research” is subsumed under the more general fourth kind.

(4) “Research on the process of reflection-in-action”® is a
systematic recording (by means of “protocols”), observation, and
analysis of actual practice, possibly involving some degree of
intervention by the researcher.

The case studies reported in his book exemplify this
approach—notably the architectural site planning case* in which
Quist, a teacher of architecture, reviews work by Petra, one of his
students. Their conversation and sketching during the review
session was meticulously analyzed and interpreted in terms of
Schon’s conceptual apparatus of “reflective practice.”” This case
study became a model for many subsequent protocol studies of
designers’ work.® A good example is the study of student design
teams by Valkenburg and Dorst, where Schon’s terminology is
explicitly used and clarified.” No doubt exposure to results of such
studies can prepare prospective designers for the “messiness” of the
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“swampy lowlands” of design practice in a way that supplements
and reinforces their own evolving experience. In this sense, Schén’s
fourth kind of reflective research has something valuable to offer by
way of generating instrumental design theory.

Krippendorff: Design is Making Sense of Things

The level of ambition of Krippendorff’s book is daunting. His
opening sentence reads: “This book introduces a new way of concep-
tualizing design as a professional practice and as an activity that is
constitutive of human beings generally.”* As clearly as one could
wish, this statement sets the goal of developing a foundational
theory. The essence of Krippendorff’s theory is partly suggested
by his dictum: “Design is making sense of things.”* He urges that
the design profession undergo a semantic turn away from merely
“shaping the appearance of mechanical products” to “conceptu-
alizing artifacts, material or social, that have a chance of meaning
something to their users.” The semantic turn is a turn away from
“technology-centered design” toward “human-centered design.”#
Schon’s foundational theory was human-centered, too, by virtue
of its focus on the designer. Krippendorff’s theory more broadly
emphasizes the importance of “stakeholders” in design, including
the users of design products.

His semantic turn is supposed to do for design what the
linguistic turn did for philosophy in the twentieth century. The
linguistic turn in philosophy involved a re-orientation toward
language as a source of insight into philosophical problems.* Given
this view, the importance of discourses (roughly, socially institution-
alized ways of thinking, talking, and acting) becomes evident, and
Krippendorff’s explicit aim on behalf of the design profession is to
make it “redesign” itself by “starting to talk differently about design,
the world it can affect, what to do, and how to proceed”*—in short,
by consciously changing its professional discourse so as to bring
about the semantic turn. In this respect, Krippendorff’s endeavor
is similar in nature to what Schén called “frame analysis,” but in
Krippendorff the exercise is not to be undertaken at the scale of a
single design problem, design project, or designer, but at the scale
of the entire profession.

The semantic turn itself rests on the “axiomatic” assumption
of human-centered design: that “meaning matters more than
function” (inherited from product semantics).* Construing the import
of Krippendorff’s semantic turn as a foundational design theory, it
seems fair to say that, in accordance with its axiom, it amounts to
regarding design as a matter of proposing realizable artifacts in such a
way as to anticipate and justify what they will mean to others”"—that is,
what their “technological, social, and cultural consequences” will be
to the stakeholders.* According to Krippendorff, designers should
lay claim to expertise in a “second-order understanding” of artifacts:
an understanding of how others understand artifacts.* Such “extraor-
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dinary sensitivity to what artifacts mean to others, users, bystanders,
critics [...] has always been an important but rarely explicitly
acknowledged competence” of designers, he says; it is an expertise
they should now bring into focus and promote as something that
no other profession offers, and they should appreciate it as “a solid
rhetorical ground from which to justify their work.”*

Krippendorff unfolds this foundational theory at length in
terms of the meaning of artifacts in relation to their use, to language,
to their life cycle, and to “an ecology of artifacts.” Eventually, he
proposes a “new science for design”*'—an instrumental theory—in
a manner similar to what Simon and Schén had done. He offers a
list of five features of his “science for design.”® The list may seem
rather speculative at first, but subsequently Krippendorff associates
a number of methods with each feature. In brief summary, the features
and methods are as follows:

(1) Design is concerned with what does not yet exist, with
innovation and “making things happen.” Thus, the science for design
should not mimic methods and traditions of natural sciences, which
are “searching for generalizable patterns that existed in the past.”
Associated methods include brainstorming, creativity-enhancing
techniques, and systematic combinatorial techniques.” (Some of the
latter are related to methods proposed by Simon.)

(2) Designers need to know which “futures” (proposed
changes) constitute improvements and which do not, and for whom.
Thus, designers must acknowledge and take into account the visions
of people affected by a proposal, and the science for design must
support the requisite second-order understanding. Associated
methods include the use of fiction, interview techniques and focus
groups, observation of user behavior, analysis of think-aloud
protocols recording user interaction with artifacts, ethnography, and
participatory design.*

(3) Second-order understanding (e.g., obtained by the
methods just identified) should inform design decisions. Describing
this feature, Krippendorff contrasts design with engineering:
“Engineering has it easy,” he says, because it “is concerned [only]
with the functional aspect of technology” and therefore does not
require any second-order understanding, whereas design methods
must be concerned with the users’ understanding, and with social
aspects of artifacts. The methods associated with this feature are
design methods proper; they focus on how stakeholders attribute
meanings to artifacts, and “at least in principle,” they render design
proposals that are empirically testable (or rather, that can be evaluated,
because “a projected future cannot yet be observed” [see item 1]).
Krippendorff sketches “five proven methods” of this kind.” One of
them, for example, is about “designing artifacts that are informative
(expressive) of their workings.”

(4) Designers need a rhetorical understanding on which to
base the validity of their claims about design proposals. Rather than
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making feeble appeals to aesthetic sensitivities and unsupported
predictions of cultural trends, or borrowing validity criteria from
other disciplines, designers should be able to rely on the science
for design to provide ways for them to “substantiate the claims
made for their designs.” Such “semantic claims” must convince
“skeptical stakeholders about the virtue of a design”* and, as noted
under item 1, they always concern the future. In contrast to claims
of engineering, a designer’s semantic claims are not justifiable by
mathematical theories, and Krippendorff lists five ways (if not
exactly methods) of convincing the skeptical stakeholders.” For
example, “methodological validity” consists of a critical examination
of the design process that led the designer to a proposal, in analogy
to a natural scientist’s critical examination of the circumstances
under which an experimental result was obtained.

(5) Apart from critically investigating design from within
and supplying designers with “reliable concepts, methods, and
knowledge,” the science for design “has to sustain the viability of
its own discourse”—but not through a philosophy of science, for a
“philosopher of science who would target the science for design is
condemned to remain outside it and therefore [to remain] only of
marginal importance to designers.”* The science for design should be
both “a science of making and a philosophy of realizing artifacts with and
for others.” Apparently, the notion of the “viability of discourse” is to
the entire practice of the design profession what “validity of claims”
is to the particular design project (see item 4). The methods proposed
to ensure viability*” include systematic collection of experience from
successes and failures of projects, scholarly documentation of design
discourse, institutionalization of design research, and self-reflection
in collaboration with relevant stakeholders to ensure that design
research develops its own research paradigm.

As should be clear by now, there are significant parallels
among Simon, Schén, and Krippendorff. While Simon and Schén
open their discussion by thoroughly criticizing the status and role
of professions in society, Krippendorff’s critique of the design
profession is equally acute, only more implicit. It surfaces in the form
of occasional warnings about making unsupported claims, uncrit-
ically adopting research paradigms from other fields, mimicking
natural science, or surrendering one’s territory of expertise to other
disciplines. Krippendorff’s ideas on the validity of semantic claims
(see item 4) are crucial to the project of ensuring academic respect-
ability through instrumental theory (“science for design”). It seems
to be analogous to, but far more level-headed than, Simon’s “hard”
program of achieving academic respectability by forcing design
theory to fit computerization, or indeed Schon’s “soft” endorsement

a7

of practitioners’ “on-the-spot experiments” as a yardstick of
theoretical rigor.
But there are significant differences as well. Where Simon

focused on the prospective artifact as a system, and on technical
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methods for determining it, Schon introduced the designer as
a human element, and Krippendorff expands the scope of his
foundational theory—partly by extending the range of designed
artifacts under consideration and partly by including other relevant
stakeholders in addition to the designer.® This extreme degree of
human-centeredness and the central position accorded to the notions
of meaning and second-order understanding are probably what lead
Krippendorff, in one important respect, to narrow the scope of his
instrumental design theory: As noted, he draws a sharp distinction
between design and engineering, excluding the latter form consid-
eration. Indeed, Krippendorff seems to endorse the somewhat
simplistic view succinctly rendered by Owen: “In simplistic
terms, it is sometimes said, ‘designers work with thing-to-people
relationships, engineers work with thing-to-thing relationships.””*' In
contrast, Horvéth’s survey and classification of topics in engineering
design research readily accommodate them both:® thing-to-people
relationships and thing-to-thing relationships.

Discussion: What is the Foundational-Instrumental Relationship?
As we have seen, Simon, Schon, and Krippendorff have contributed
to design as an intellectual and academic discipline by assuming
a foundational design theory and suggesting instrumental design
theory, albeit without making that distinction. However, their instru-
mental theories would point in very different directions if consulted
by a designer for practical guidance.

Is it because their foundational theories are logically
incompatible and therefore entail incompatible instrumental
theories? The answer is negative, in that a foundational theory is
not literally an axiom system, and an instrumental theory is not a
system of theorems that follow by deduction. Simon, for instance,
might have maintained his position that design is essentially a
matter of problem solving in planning the improvement of existing
situations, without being forced to conclude that such problems be
solved mathematically or computationally.

Nor are the basic tenets of Simon’s, Schén’s, and
Krippendorff’s foundational theories logically incompatible. Design
as problem solving could, conceivably, be conducted as a Schénian
“conversation with the materials of a situation” (although frequently
redefining “command variables” would be cumbersome), while also
being conceived of as a search among numerous prospective artifacts
that are anticipated to make sense to their stakeholders, along the
lines of Krippendorff’s “semantic turn.”

Judging from these observations of the foundational theories
in Simon, Schén, and Krippendorff, it would seem that, by way
of answer to our first focus question (see the introduction), the
relationship between foundational theories and the instrumental
theories that emerge from them is not well-defined at all; it is rather
too subtle—or merely too fluid—to be described in precise terms of
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logic. Perhaps the adequacy of the three sample foundational theories
for supporting powerful instrumental theory is best described
metaphorically—in terms of the potential a flashlight might have for
lighting up a dark room. The clarity and concentration of the beam
of light it emits determine what we see, but only up to a point, for
very much of what we see depends on where we point it.

Thus, even though in hindsight we may consider Simon’s
instrumental theory a dead end, and therefore tend to reject his
foundational theory of design as problem solving, we should ask
ourselves if this rejection is justified. Is it possible, after all, that
nothing was wrong with the idea of design as problem solving, but
only with the particular way Simon used it as a flashlight in the
darkness—and with the way many of us pointed it in the wrong
direction as well?

In comparison, Schén’s flashlight may seem a bit dim
(powered as it is by a low-wattage idea of design proceeding by
trial and error); yet he managed to light up what Simon missed:
the human power of creativity. However, this fresh insight does not
exhaust the potential of Schon’s flashlight; as noted, “frame analysis”
was one of the more promising possibilities he suggested.

The beam of light from Krippendorff’s flashlight is bright
and firmly directed toward the stakeholders of design. It appears to
reveal bits and pieces of an answer to the practitioner’s request for
guidance. However, its light is oddly monochromatic and, no matter
where we might point it, it lights up only the meanings involved
in thing-to-people relationships. The thing-to-thing relationships it
leaves in the dark—with the engineers.

Discussion: What is “GOOD” Foundational Theory?
What the readings would suggest is that instrumental theories might
well be affected by one’s foundational theories, but in rather obscure
ways. Furthermore, foundational theory tends to be stipulated
without justification regarding its usefulness in supporting instru-
mental theory. Thus, when it comes to answering our second focus
question, about what a good foundational theory is, we are at a loss
for guiding principles.

Once more, let us turn to a lighting metaphor for help.
When deciding how to light a room, generally the recommendation
is to distinguish among and combine three kinds of lighting: (1)
general lighting to provide overall illumination that allows you to
walk about the room safely; (2) task lighting for more concentrated
illumination where you perform certain kinds of recurring activities
(e.g., cooking, reading, sewing, etc.); and (3) the occasional accent
lighting, to provide visual interest or drama to the room by locally
highlighting particular features (e.g., the texture of a wall, drapery,
or prized possessions, such as a painting or a house pl.am’c).63

If the problem with current major foundational design
theories is that they work somewhat erratically, like flashlights
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lighting up only what they happen to be pointed at, then perhaps
we should begin to look for foundational theories that work more
like, say, a ceiling lamp that provides general lighting to the room of
design. The light source of such a theoretical fixture would be a good
definition of design—one that is not unduly colored by values and
that illuminates the subject matter that our instrumental theories
should address to serve design as a professional and intellectual
discipline. However, it should illuminate nothing beyond that subject
matter.

The instrumental theories, on the other hand, should work
by analogy to task or accent lighting: like task lighting if they are
intended to support a particular type of design task (e.g., graphic
design or design of databases, furniture, diesel engines, sculptural
ceramics, or organizations), and like accent lighting if they are
intended to draw useful lessons from the study of individual cases
(e.g., prized possessions, such as the Life & Work of Jern Utzon,
or the success of Philippe Starck’s “Juicy Saliff” lemon squeezer).
This elaborate metaphor of task and accent lighting is a conjecture
that I pursue no further here. As an afterthought to our discussion
in the previous section of our first focus question, the metaphor
explains how instrumental theories might fit into and supplement a
foundational theory, whose purpose (more to the point of the present
section), is to endow the entire body of theory with some measure
of unity and to determine what should count as design research and
what should not.

In terms of the lighting metaphor, our concern here is the
notion of a foundational theory that works like a fixture for general
lighting, with a definition of design as its source of light. Of the
three theorists whose work we have reviewed, only Simon offers an
explicit definition: design as devising courses of action for “changing
existing situations into preferred ones.” Persuasively elegant though
it is, it covers many situations that are obviously irrelevant to
design research or design as a profession. For example, it includes
as “design” the neighbor’s cat planning when and from where to
jump at the mouse she has spotted in my garden, or me contem-
plating an impulse to kick off my shoes under the conference table
because my feet are getting hot. As we saw, Simon overcompensated
for this hyper-generality by, metaphorically speaking, encapsulating
his definition in a dark lampshade with a single narrow opening
toward formally specified constraint satisfaction and optimization
problems.

Any definition of design focuses attention on a particular
range of phenomena, and the less “shading” we need to add
subsequently to modify that range, the better. Still, there is no
fact of the matter that dictates a single “correct” definition. As
Buchanan once put it, “battles over the correct definition of design
are fruitless.” But we should recognize “that definitions serve the
purpose of shaping a particular line of inquiry and that the field
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will be vital as long as definitions come and go [...].”* However, as I
have argued elsewhere,” too much coming and going of definitions
may disintegrate the body of design theory and compromise
the credibility of design research. In addition, developing one’s
definition(s) of design in a more principled way than picking
whatever might provoke a lively debate is surely possible. I would
suggest that definitions of design be developed according to the
following criteria:

(1) Public acceptability. The definition should resonate
intuitively with the use of the word “design” in common parlance,
as well as in relevant professional, educational, and research organi-
zations. (Otherwise, communication is hampered by confusion.)

(2) Suitable coverage. The definition should cover a range of
phenomena that is neither too narrow nor too broad (or hetero-
geneous) for the concept of design to be useful as a tool for thinking.
(If too little is covered, the concept is seldom relevant; if too much is
covered, attributing the concept to a particular phenomenon conveys
very little meaning.)

(3) Explorative potential: The definition should explicate
design in terms of other concepts that suggest fruitful avenues of
research and understanding. (This potential may be dispensable but
is obviously desirable.)

Even so, Buchanan is right that there is no single “correct”
definition. However, in the interests of unity and credibility,
we should use these (or similar) criteria in making an effort to
converge—if not on a single definition, then on at most a small
handful of alternative definitions, representing whatever genuine
disagreement may exist among competing schools of thought. To
illustrate my point, let me suggest a definition and briefly evaluate
it according to the criteria.

Design: Creatively proposing an idea,® so as to enable
yourself or others to make an artifact according to the idea.”
Following Hilpinen, I take an artifact to be “an object [not necessarily
material] that has been intentionally made or produced for a certain
purpose.”®

To argue for the public acceptability of this definition, I would
point out that it does not imply actual making of an artifact. This
circumscription is quite in accordance with common parlance, where
“design” is used not only in cases where an artifact is eventually
made, but also in cases where a designer merely proposes an artifact,
as is often the case for students of architecture. Furthermore, I believe
the definition corresponds well to what people of various professions
do who call themselves “designers,” and to what students learn to
do when taught to “design,” whether for engineering or for more
artistically based disciplines. No doubt there are good reasons to
differentiate the various design professions, but there are good
reasons, too, for clearly conceptualizing and addressing what they
have in common: in Margolin’s words, “to define new points of
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contiguity and to facilitate greater collaboration between different
types of designers while making it possible for individual designers
to address a greater range of problems than most now do.”® The
definition offered is an attempt at just that, and by the same token,
it would appear to have suitable coverage: It does not restrict attention
to a narrow professional specialty or product type, or to a particular
methodological approach; nor does it, on the other hand, include
blatantly irrelevant phenomena, such as mouse hunting or shoe
kicking.

The explorative potential of the definition is more difficult
to assess in advance. No doubt it is possible to define design in
some other way, without referring, as I did, to creativity, to ideas
of prospective artifacts, and to the purposes (be they utilitarian or
artistic) that these artifacts should serve if eventually produced.
But I cannot imagine that it is possible to practice or teach design
without familiarity with these concepts. And familiarity deepens
with exploration.

We should not forget, however, that just as it takes more than
a light bulb to make a lamp, it takes more than a definition to make
a foundational theory. Part of this additional material is already
available in the literature on (the nature of) creativity, artifacts, etc.,”
and more is likely to emerge from using the explorative potential of
the definition (or that of other definitions). In particular, it seems to
me that, to obtain a sufficiently deep understanding for coming up
with a full-fledged foundational design theory, we need to address
the vexed questions that arise from the simple fact (highlighted by
the definition, but inescapable no matter how we define design) that
at the time a given artifact was designed, it did not exist.”

For example, according to a widely accepted understanding
of properties, they are always properties of some existing entity.”
From this perspective, as long as the artifact did not exist, it could not
have had any properties. Thus, at the time of its design, the artifact
could not have had the particular property of serving its purpose. How
then, could the designer know (or be confident) at that time that the
artifact would eventually serve its purpose? Prediction rather than
predication of properties appears to be involved, but what exactly
does that mean, and what, if anything, makes it reliable?”” How,
indeed, is design possible—thrusting forward, as it does, into an
empty space of non-existence?
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Beyond Blueprints and Basics:
A Service Design Conference Report
Kipum Lee

On October 29, 2010, the Service Design Network' held a one-day
intensive Service Design Conference in Cambridge, MA. The
conference was hosted by Microsoft at the New England Research
and Development Center and organized by Shelley Evenson,
Jamin Hegeman, Mark Jones, and Birgit Mager. One goal of the
conference was to formally extend into the United States the conver-
sation around service design that has been developing in Europe.?
Another goal of the conference was to develop a community around
service design by providing an opportunity for those practicing and
interested in the subject to come together.

The roughly 110 participants included practicing profes-
sionals from a variety of fields—healthcare, hospitality, government,
public services, software development, and design consultancies—as
well as academics from design and management schools. The partic-
ipants also came from all over the United States, Canada, Germany,
and South Korea. Some identified themselves as service designers
in their line of work or inquiry; others have only recently become
interested in service design. The participants embraced this diversity
and sought new ways to find connections and common ground
during the gathering.

Although the conference did not have a specific title or theme,
the nature of its content and speakers provides some insight into the
issues that are of current importance, as well as the emergent issues
in service design. The six presentation topics were “Service Design:
An Organizational Challenge” by Oliver King, “The Behavior Chain:
Linking the Tools and Methods of Service Design to Meaningful and
Measurable Behavior Change” by Robert Fabricant, “Service Meets
Social” by Shelley Evenson, “The Digital Service Experience” by
Monica Bueno, “Architecting for Mass Collaboration: How Civic
Hackers are Building Better City Services with Government” by
Peter Corbett, and “Finding the Soul of Service Design” by Mark
Jones. King emphasized the capability of service designers through
the illustration of a successful project, Bueno provided heuristics for
successful service design outcomes in the form of lessons, Corbett
shared the experiences of civic hackers and the design of social
technologies, and the other three presentations contained substance
about the application of service design to social issues. In addition,
a panel led by Lew McCreary had Chris McCarthy and Lorna
Ross engage in a focused dialogue around services in healthcare
innovation.
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One way to reflect on this content and discover a productive
way to understand the relevant issues in service design is to consider
the three major themes that were woven throughout the conference:
service design and types of service products, service design and processes
of innovation, and service design and wicked problems. These themes
reflect some of the concerns and areas of controversy in the domain
of service design today. More interestingly, they are likely to be areas
of exploration in years to come.

The Expansion of Service Products

One major strand of inquiry concerned the new products made in the
name of service design. During the conference in Cambridge, it was
evident that the range of service products continues to grow. Such
growth is one way to follow the progress of the discipline.

Perhaps of all the presentations, Peter Corbett’s narrative
of “Apps for Democracy”—a mash-up competition for develop-
ers—best illustrates one of the growing frontiers of service products.
Corbett’'s work involves facilitating networks of ordinary citizens
who take available open-source data and produce useful and
meaningful products for public use. One service produced by
“Apps for Democracy” is a mobile application that indicates levels
of safety in different areas of Washington D.C. This app informs
individuals and families making decisions about where to live in the
nation’s capital by providing statistics of crime incidents as well as
a qualitative “threat meter.” This work, which amplifies the role of
the public as opposed to the traditional designer, illustrates a new
type of subject matter that has become part of the service design
discourse.?

Of course, public participation is not new in service design.
The second Emergence conference, at Carnegie Mellon in 2007,
began with a presentation about a public visualization platform
by Fernanda Viégas and Martin Wattenberg, called “Many Eyes,”
that enables anyone on the Internet to take a data source, such as
words from a political speech, visualize it, and share it with others.*
However, since 2007, more sophisticated technologies, especially
mobile platforms, have expanded the opportunities for collective
creation. In the context of these advancements, Corbett discussed
service applications for local businesses, the public sector, and
governments.

Such service applications and their development generate
new controversies in this burgeoning field. Products from initiatives
such as “Apps for Democracy” call for mass collaboration and the
creation of communities; however, participation requires a working
knowledge of how to manipulate the provided data. Thus, partici-
pation is still limited primarily to developers who are experts in
some way. As the discipline of service design matures, answers to
questions like “Who designs for services?” and “Who is being left out
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of the design process?” will dramatically affect the types of services
being produced.

Service Design and Processes of Innovation

Another significant theme of the event was the idea that service
design can provide a way to change an organization by contributing
to a process of innovation. As more organizations see the value of
service design work, a quiet optimism grows among designers that
demonstrating the ability to design for services through new ways
of thinking, doing, and making can alter the way organizations are
managed. This possibility for change was articulated several times
during the conference, and a good portion of the questions and
feedback from the audience were in response to this issue.

For instance, Oliver King, from the service design firm
Engine, shared some concrete examples of value-added services
for the travel industry. In conjunction with these services, Engine’s
project members challenged the client to create a service management
team that would develop and sustain the proposed services. King
also shared a model showing different levels of engagement at
which service design projects can serve as catalysts for organiza-
tional change.® At the lower levels, small projects provide insights
and commonly understood service design deliverables to clients.®
The middle level reflects a greater appetite for service design work
and integrates design capability into an organization. The highest
level activates service design at the system level, resulting in the
remodeling of an entire organization. This theme of service design
as a way to bring transformation to an organization challenges the
notion that it is just a tactical tool to be exploited for competitive
advantage. By engaging with organizations also at the middle and
highest levels, service design as a discipline has opportunities to
evolve and mature.

Although momentum appears to be moving service design
in a direction that offers organizations a means to improve and
innovate, there is no consensus yet on how this improvement
or reorganization should be achieved in practice. The lack of
agreement was evident in the opposing comments made during the
conference. Some who were present argued that the role of service
designers should include business competency; others responded
with comments that the strategy of service designers ought to only
include ways to successfully collaborate with management without
necessarily integrating business understanding into the service
design discipline. The difference is that one side argues that designers
should also be managers while the other position argues that there
should be designers with an appreciation for the management
aspect of the work. Such deontic positions are statements about
recommended courses of action and reveal a discipline that is still
in the process of figuring out how it ought to deal with issues of
managing and designing.”
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Service Design and Wicked Problems

The last theme of the conference explored a shift in the service design
community’s interest—from well-structured problems® toward
“wicked” types of complex social problems.’ This vivid way of
describing radically indeterminate problems was introduced and
explained by Horst Rittel, a design theorist, during the early 1970s.
According to Rittel, wicked problems are found in the context of
differing human and social perspectives, contested values, and
conflicting interests.

Before he turned to a methodology for dealing with wicked
problems, Rittel was initially preoccupied with a linear approach to
planning and designing. He labeled this type of approach, which
is appropriate for “tame” or well-structured problems, the first
generation design method.”” This method is usually characterized
by sequences, steps, or phases, he asserted, and is closely related to
the field of operations research." However, after Rittel began looking
at wicked problems, he developed in his work a design methodology
focusing on issues of planning, policy, and participatory design.

Like the first generation design method, service design has
been compared to the field of operations research.”? A significant
amount of service design activity has thus far consisted of delivering
insights and demonstrating innovative concepts resulting from linear
research or linear product development processes.” However, service
designers are becoming more interested in a wide array of social
problems and are shifting toward a new paradigm that focuses on
wicked problems.

This transition from a focus on tame problems to a focus on
wicked problems surfaced several times during the course of the
conference. In the panel on healthcare innovation, Lorna Ross, a
design educator and manager at the Center for Innovation at the
Mayo Clinic, raised concerns about recalibrating service design
in healthcare. In her experience, service design initially promised
organizations too much while only providing quick fixes and solving
simple problems. Planning for healthcare education and integrating
design within organizations are wicked problems since there are
essentially contested values at the core of both activities; hence, the
way service design communicates and executes its value propositions
needs to be reexamined. In the same panel, Chris McCarthy, from
Kaiser Permanente, shared that the most pressing issue in contem-
porary healthcare is the need for radical reform over entire systems.
In order to motivate caregivers to think about social issues, he and
his team at Kaiser Permanente have been responsible for building
an awareness of external conditions, that is, the situations and
environments outside of commonly understood domains within the
organization.” For example, one issue is the fragility of healthcare
systems in various countries. As decision makers enact policies

around the world that continue to limit the access of health services

Design/ssues: Volume 27, Number 4 Autumn 2011



14

This echoes Peter Drucker’s point that
information outside of an organization
may be the most important information
available to workers and managers.

See Peter F. Drucker “The Information
Executives Truly Need,” Harvard Business
Review (January—February 1995): 54-62,
and Peter F. Drucker, with Joseph A.
Maciariello, “Information Tools and
Concepts,” Management: Revised Edition
(New York: HarperCollins Publishers,
2008), 341-55.

Others have also called wicked problem
by other names. Russell Ackoff refers to
wicked problems as “messy” problems,
in Russell L. Ackoff, “Beyond Problem
Solving,” General Systems 19 (1974):
237-9, and Robert Horn prefers to call
them “social messes,” in Robert E.

Horn, “"Knowledge Mapping for Complex
Social Messes” (paper presented to

the Foundations in the Knowledge
Economy at the David and Lucile Packard
Foundation, July 16, 2001).

Horst W. Rittel and Melvin Webber,
“Dilemmas in a General Theory of
Planning,” Policy Sciences 4 (1973):
155-69.

for people due to the decline of resources, governments and organi-
zations face a significant challenge in maintaining services with
less financial support. When the concerns of the internal organi-
zation include global issues such as this, service design has a role
in stirring the passions of individuals and groups, and in actively
seeking leaders within the organization who have the vision and
wherewithall to champion programs and projects that align with
needs of the greater society.

Robert Fabricant of Frog Design and Mark Jones of IDEO,
both representing design agencies, also contributed to the theme of
service design and wicked problems. Fabricant, who has successfully
led a project that seeks to help HIV and AIDS patients in South
Africa through a mobile technology and home-testing kit platform,
introduced cybernetics and systems thinking as a possible way of
grappling with the wicked problem of changing people’s behaviors.
Jones described the types of well-defined problems that preoccupy
many designers and argued that the essence of service design might
lie elsewhere—in the types of social problems that he described as
being “hairy.”®

The points of the featured speakers were echoed by the
voices of participants who asked whether service designers are
properly using their skills to benefit the general public. One of
Rittel’s dilemmas after introducing the concept and reality of wicked
problems was trying to decide whose values to use in determining
what is best for society. How does one determine what is best for
the larger, civic welfare? Service design must deal with “problems
of equity that rising pluralism is provoking,”'* and reconsider and
reevaluate the idea of participation as it seeks to deal with wicked
problems.

Conclusion

Although the conference provided a view of the state of service
design today, it also showed how the conversation is changing.
During the entire conference, for example, the terms, “service
blueprint” and “touch point,” were hardly used. In fact, one presen-
tation suggested that the stabilized vocabulary of service design
needs to be challenged because there have been significant changes in
the way the subject is discussed and practiced. Using an appropriate
vocabulary not only helps to capture some of the sophistication in
service design today but may provide a way to project the hopes for
where the discipline desires to be.

The community is also changing. As more services of higher
quality are produced, as service design ideas become integrated
into organizations, and as innovative plans and policies affect social
problems, people will continue to contend with opposing ideas and
discover opportunities for transformation at the locus of partici-
pation, and new participants will come forward. The argument
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is repeatedly being made that service design can play a role in
improving our daily lives. The activity of designing for services is
dynamic, and the pathways toward greater participation have yet
to be explored.
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