Footnotes for this article begin on page 117

Metadesign: Object and
Environment in France, c. 1970*
Larry Busbea

Almost as soon as the Francophone world belatedly and reluctantly
adopted the word “design” into its vocabulary, a corresponding term
also was introduced: “metadesign.” If the former term was accepted
as a more international and professional way to describe the activi-
ties associated with I"esthétique industrielle (which connoted only the
determination of the stylistic or formal aspects of designed objects),
the latter took on a less certain and, in some cases, even somewhat
ominous tone. The meta- prefix implied another level of meaning,
an alternate reality that transcended—or subtended—the world of
useful objects that populated the postwar French urban and domes-
tic landscape. Perhaps not surprisingly, Jean Baudrillard identified
metadesign as nothing less than the “political ideology of design”
itself.! For Baudrillard, metadesign represented a late stage in the
evolution of the industrial object; a stage at which the use value of
things was giving way to their sign-value, where everything was
beginning to partake of the same organizational logic; becoming
part of the same combinatorial, commutative milieu—one that was
ultimately synonymous with the economic and political system of
exchange.

However, there were other theorists and designers in and
around France who recognized the shift toward metadesign, and
were much more sanguine than Baudrillard. Among them was the
Belgian philosopher and cultural theorist Henri Van Lier. Although
he was not a historian of design, Van Lier recognized the cultural
significance of mass production; and the design of everyday objects
came to play an important role in his evolving weltanschauung that
was premised upon a kind of will to the network, to a world in
which all aspects of the post-industrial environment were connected
at a deep technological and structural level. In an Encyclopaedia
universalis entry “Les esthétiques industrielles,” rendered in the
plural to stress the simultaneous existence of three distinct design
“mentalities” that Van Lier described as the “rigorists,” the “demo-
crats,” and the “technicians.” Each group was identified with a
respective mode of production: the rigorists with équipement (best
rendered in this context as specific services or tools), the democrats
with items for popular consumption, or kitsch, and the technicians
with metadesign:
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These technicians recall that behind the prototypes created
by the designer, which are messages, there are codes
(constructive, plastic, operative, etc.). By perfecting these
codes, that is to say by rendering them as coherent and
open as possible, one cannot help but make a useful work.?

Van Lier’s appeal to metadesign as a linguistic or coded system of
designed objects reflected the epoch’s obsession with language; with
structuralism, syntax, communications theory, systems, cybernet-
ics, and semiotics. In this sense, it was analogous to Baudrillard’s
description of objects as signifiers detached from their function; float-
ing in a combinatorial field. But the two theorists arrived at opposed
positions. Baudrillard felt that the convergence of the design of
objects and that of cybernetic systems could only signal further social
alienation. Van Lier, on the other hand, took an operative view of
metadesign that maintained that the greater the technical and semi-
otic convergence of objects in the built (designed) environment, the
more fully man could be a productive part of the system.

The purpose of this essay is to examine both sides of this
ideological divide, and moreover to trace the development of these
ideas and how they intersected with historical circumstances, and
technological and sociological discourses. Although it was hardly
in wide use at the time, the word “metadesign” is helpful because
it encapsulates these complexities, and signals perhaps the nearest
thing we have to a synthesis of object theory and design practice.

It will quickly become clear here that metadesign is an impor-
tant variation on the methodological use of semiotics (or semiology)
in design; ostensibly the recognition that, besides being transpar-
ent, functional implements, objects communicate.® Typically, this
understanding of design semiotics was one in which information
was transmitted from object to user, and has traditionally been seen
as an extension of functionalism. This application of semiotics would
be formulated at the Hochschule fiir Gestaltung at Ulm by Tomas
Maldonado, Max Bense, and others, including the French sociologist
Abraham Moles, whom I will discuss at length below.*

However, metadesign and its various synonymic formula-
tions signaled another understanding of semiotics as it related to
design. As Baudrillard’s invocation of “total design” suggests, a truly
structural approach to signification implicates not simply individual
objects and their “sign value,” but the way in which things interact
among themselves within a given environment. Signification is then
a function of the play of differences among the elements of this
ensemble—a matter that for some commentators became quite liter-
ally about grammar and syntax. Maldonado’s student at Ulm, Gui
Bonsiepe, would recognize the two modes of semiotics that concern
us here:

The hypothesis that the world of objects and the world

of signs are identical in structure may well yield fruit.
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Moreover, the communicative aspect of the user/product
relationship—and these are based on sign processes—
will constitute the most important part of a theory of
industrial design.®

If Bonsiepe (and the vast majority of design theorists in the late twen-
tieth century) privileged the communicative, or semantic aspect,
to use semiotic terminology, of industrial design, there was in the
French context an explicit attempt to come to terms with the other
half of his equation: that the “world of objects and the world of signs
are structured identically.” In considering metadesign, we must take
quite literally this idea that the collective ensemble of objects in the
world was treated as a kind of “syntactical” field, to use the termi-
nology of Charles W. Morris, to be deciphered and manipulated by
the user and perfected by the designer.

That there was a continuum that stretched from the smallest
individual object, through the user, to the environment or milieu was
a common leitmotif of the postwar European design avant-garde.
It is echoed in Italian architect Ernesto Rogers’s call for a complete
redesign of everything “from the spoon to the city,” or Swiss artist
and designer Max Bill’s similar formula, “from the smallest object
to the metropolis.”® But metadesign was a new phase in the evolu-
tion of the modernist gesamtkunstwerk—it was not simply a willful
crafting of an ideal, aesthetically consistent environment, but also a
quasi-scientific approach to the world, not only as designed, but as
found. Thus, metadesign was an attempt to synthesize the world of
objects as projected by design and the world of objects as understood
by anthropology: to reform not only the processes of conception and
production, but consumption and social use as well.

After all, the brief appearance and sporadic use of the term
at the end of the 1960s marked the culmination of decades of object
theory in France: the more or less systematic analysis of the making
and using of things. Taken together, these theories phased through
virtually every discursive mode from the poetic treatments of the
surrealists and Francis Ponge in the interwar period, continuing
after World War II with Henri Lefebvre’s 1947 “discovery” of the
epistemological category of everyday life. The fifties were marked
by a new sociological awareness of objects, thanks largely to their
postwar ubiquity, and several important theoretical statements
about technology’s effect on society. Between 1954 and ’58, a veri-
table explosion of design and technology-oriented texts appeared,
including Pierre Francastel’s Art et Technique, and two philosophi-
cally opposed works that would come to define the period’s ambiva-
lent relationship to technological progress: Gilbert Simondon’s Du
mode d’existence des objets techniques and Jacques Ellul’s La technique
ou l'enjeu du siécle (The Technological Society). (Incidentally, and not
without significance, Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Structural Anthropology
appeared in 1958.)” These seminal texts were supplemented by a
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slew of other popular and academic works; one of the most impor-
tant being André Hermant’s Formes utiles, a pictorial and theoreti-
cal summary of the activities of the Union des Artistes Modernes and
the related Salon des Arts Ménagers.* Alongside poetic and operative
design statements such as Hermant’s, a new critical discourse devel-
oped as a response to the new consumer society, signaled initially
by Roland Barthes’s collected series of essays written for Les Lettres
Nouvelles that appeared under the title Mythologies, and culminating
with Baudrillard’s System of Objects in 1968. All the while, popular
manifestations including the films of Jacques Tati, and the novels of
Georges Perec and Alain Robbe-Grillet, addressed the new ubiquity
of commodities with irony and not a small amount of cynicism.’

The intense technical and cultural attention paid to objects
in France had a very real impact on the culture of design itself.
Designers faced an uphill battle to transcend perceptions of their
activities seemingly inherited from 1925: the designer as luxury
cosmetic stylist, as someone called in during the final stages of
the development process to add fashionable appeal to whatever
consumer gadget. And if being saddled with the legacy of art deco
were not enough, France’s diminished cultural standing in the new
world order resulted in French design being widely perceived as
simply inferior to that of its American, Italian, German, and Japanese
counterparts.

Many French designers, especially those associated with
Jacques Vienot’s Institut de I'esthétique industrielle (Institute of
Industrial Aesthetics), were keen to reform design and design educa-
tion in France in the fifties and sixties."” This image of the designer
as ex post facto shaper of object “skins” was combated with various
appeals to a deeper conception of what design could be. These were
registered in the journal of the Institute, which during the sixties
clearly avoided illustrating too many domestic appliances (les art
ménagers) or consumer gadgets, in favor of constant attention to the
design of industrial machines; examples of designers collaborat-
ing with engineers at the earliest phases of a project, the designer’s
role as ergonomist, and as architect of comprehensive design poli-
cies like those employed by IBM or Olivetti, whose efficacy was
measured in astounding corporate profits. From a more technical
perspective, new technologies and materials often were the focus.
Applications for plastics were especially appealing, and often cultur-
ally controversial."

But the Instiut sought to make a case for the relevance of
design, not only by appealing to technical and market conditions, but
to social conditions as well.? It was also for these reasons, certainly,
that the names of several high-profile theorists began to appear
in the pages of the journal of The Institute, L'esthétique industrielle,
which significantly in 1966 changed its name to Design Industrie.
Philosophically minded designers, including Georges Patrix* and
Jean-Lin Viaud, would periodically contribute theoretical essays;
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and then names such as Abraham Moles and the Italian philosopher
of aesthetics Gillo Dorfles also appeared.” Even a Monsieur Jean
Baudrillart [sic] participated in a roundtable discussion in November
of 1967.15

From Technological Coherence to an Object Ecology

The attempt to reform design, design pedagogy, and design’s public
image in France relied strongly on the theoretical project of describ-
ing the activities associated with design as being much more than
simply skin deep (thus the many appeals to sociological theory and
the importance of new technologies and materials). One theme often
encountered in the pages of Design industrie and other publications
is the attempt to posit a motivated connection between the inter-
nal structure of an object and its ultimate form. Thus, there was an
overwhelming drive toward integration as a new kind of functional-
ism; of an object’s appearance being an inevitable result of the laws
structuring its conception and use.

One of the most important sources for this integrative concep-
tion of design was Gilbert Simondon’s Du mode d’existence des objets
techniques.'® This book was a sophisticated philosophical treatment of
the evolution of technology since the industrial revolution. Indeed,
it went far in phenomenologically defining technical modalities
in what would come to be known as the “post-industrial society”
that France had apparently become.”” But Simondon’s was no mere
speculative cultural analysis. He looked at the actual mechanics
of industrial technologies, and more recent developments such as
communications networks to describe a world in which everything
was becoming more and more connected—unified, not by physical
function, but by relational placement within larger systems (groups
of machines, networks, etc.).”®

But Simondon’s text was also much more than a technical
guide. It was essentially a new humanism of technology. The book
positioned itself against recent technological statements by the likes
of Martin Heidegger, Jacques Ellul, and Lewis Mumford.” If, in these
works, the machine had been viewed as an artificial agent in the
environment that separated Faustian man from nature and alienated
him from the simple pleasures of artisanal handicraft, the devel-
opments described by Simondon would allow these oppositions to
find a new kind of resolution; a world in which man was seen as a
“permanent coordinator and inventor of the machines that surround
him. He is among the machines that function [opérent] with him.”*
Part of what necessitated society’s recognition of the integral role
of machines, according to Simondon, were transformations on the
plane of technology. The alienation of technology from the human
realm was partly effected by the “abstract” nature of the machinery
itself in the nineteenth century. For Simondon, technology in the
first industrial revolution had produced insular, highly specialized
machines and tools that served singular purposes. These “abstract”
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machines would eventually give way to the “concrete” technologies
of the twentieth century.

Perhaps the most famous section of the text, and one that
illustrates the movement from abstract to concrete, is one in which
Simondon describes the development of the internal combustion
engine. Here, the progressive development of polyvalent parts
helped to unify the functioning of the entire ensemble:

In the old engine, each element intervened at a certain

moment in the cycle (of combustion and compression), then

ceased to have any further effect on the other elements: the
parts of the engine are like people who each work at a given
moment, but who have no knowledge of the work of the
others.... The old engine is a logical assemblage of elements
defined by their complete and unique function. Each
element can best accomplish its own function in so far as it
is a perfectly finalized instrument, totally oriented toward
the accomplishment of this function.

The progression beyond the “abstract” finality of the engine led to

polyvalent, “concrete” elements:
There thus appear particular structures for each constitu-
tive unit, which can be identified as supporting structures
[structures de defense]: the cylinder head of an internal
combustion engine bristles with cooling fins. These were
at first simply an extraneous element, as it were, added to
the cylinder and the cylinder head for the sole purpose of
cooling. In more recent engines, however, these fins have
come to play a mechanical role as well by providing a
ribbing that serves to inhibit the distortion of the cylinder
head under the pressure of gases.... Now the two functions
are no longer distinguishable; a unique structure has thus
evolved, one which is not a compromise but a concomi-
tance, a convergence. The ribbed cylinder head may now be
made thinner, which allows for faster cooling. The bivalent
fin/rib structure therefore fulfills the two formerly separate
functions by means of a synthesis—and the result is far
more satisfactory in both cases: it integrates the two func-
tions and transcends them.?

The process of concretization, for Simondon, was one in which the
specificity of component parts gave way to a relational conver-
gence; a synthesis of distinct functions in polyvalent objects and
ensembles. While Simondon’s account of technological evolution is
more complex than the above very limited example (he allows for
the influence of “exterior” economic pressures, and special technical
circumstances in which differentiation of parts can serve a concrete
function).”? Overall, he describes the trend toward concreteness as a
trend toward synergy and interconnectedness.
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This integrative system was not limited to the physical
components of machines themselves. With the singularity of an
object totally de-emphasized, it was no longer a question of indi-
vidual components fulfilling well-defined functions within the
technological object. Instead, Simondon identifies functional “sub-
ensembles” within the larger ensemble of the technological object.
Remarkably, these concrete sub-ensembles begin to integrate even
the incidental byproducts of normal functionality, such as excess
heat or vibration. This opens the way for the concrete technological
object to supersede its material boundaries in an annexation of the
milieu of the object. As an example of this kind of annexation, of the
creation of what he termed an “associated milieu,” Simondon offers
the so-called Guimbal turbine, an underwater generator powered by
tidal water movement. In this engine, the mixture of pressurized oil
and water drawn from the ocean serves to generate power and dissi-
pate heat simultaneously. But the role of the associated milieu was
more complex than this simple example indicated. Simondon saw
the environment as a conditioning element that would actually affect
the adaptation of functional ensembles. Indeed, the dynamic nature
of the relationship between concrete technology and its environment
was such that the former “conditions the birth of a milieu instead of
being conditioned by an already established milieu.”? Therefore, the
technology placed within an environment transforms that environ-
ment, and vice versa.

Thus, Simondon had provided a technical description for
what would become an ethical imperative in French design: that
no single object could be considered in (aesthetic, social, or techni-
cal) isolation. Everything was connected; everything had (or should
have) its place in the great grammar of the world of objects.

That the relationships among objects and milieus would be
understood in terms of linguistic structures did not simply reflect
a metaphorical correspondence. Simondon’s text had much about
it that was structuralist: primarily his description of the chang-
ing importance of individual technical manifestations versus their
interrelationships. Later, Baudrillard appropriated Simondon’s
description of the internal combustion engine to establish his own
critical semiotics of the world of objects in which Simondon’s term
“milieu” became the more highly charged (especially circa 1968)
“system.”* For Baudrillard, there was virtually no distinction to be
made between Simondon’s description of functional synthesis and
language: “we are in effect at the level of language here and, by anal-
ogy, with linguistic phenomena; those simple technical elements—
different from real objects—upon whose interplay technological
evolution is founded might well be dubbed ‘technemes’.”*

That semiotics was essentially forged in the context of
design and the postwar proliferation of consumer goods is not
simple coincidence. Ferdinand de Saussure’s suggestion that his
structural analyses could one day be expanded into a science of
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semiology, which would concern itself with what he described as the
extra-linguistic “mass of anthropological facts” that constitutes daily
life, took on a heightened sense of urgency in the postwar economic
boom.”

One of the most ambitious attempts at this kind of applica-
tion (although it went far beyond a simple semiotics) is Abraham
Moles’s Théorie des objets of 1972. Moles was a sociologist, whose
theoretical interests were incredibly broad. Beginning with formal
and technical analyses of electronic and stochastic music, he soon
applied his cybernetic method to the visual arts as well as design.?
Moles was keenly aware of the way in which graphical signs and
everyday objects affected the environment at both a structural
level, as well as the more subjective level of individual experiences.
The first sentence of this text, “The object has become the essen-
tial element of our environment,” makes it very clear that Moles
had very much internalized the object-environment continuum
established in French object theory.”” Indeed, his book would go the
furthest in describing in exacting detail its social and psychological
mechanics. Moles’s project is unique for its time, but also appears
in retrospect as utterly symptomatic of the development of meta-
design. He incorporates many different ideological strands of the
period; from Henri Lefebvre’s critique of everyday life, to Maurice
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology; and attempts to reconcile these
with a cybernetic understanding of the world adapted from Norbert
Wiener, Marshall McLuhan, and presumably also the semiotic theo-
ries of Ulm colleagues Bense, Maldonado, and Bonsiepe.*

Théorie des objets is one-part exhaustive taxonomy of the types
of objects that people interact with on a daily basis (Moles himself
calls this “phenomenological statistics”), as well as a theorization
of the role of the object as privileged mediator between man and
environment. Indeed, Moles saw the purpose of the book as a way
to “draw the attention of the citizen of the consumer society, the
businessman, the designer, to an important phenomenon, which
may well become a defining aspect [of our society]. It is the problem
of the object, universal mediator, revealer of society in its progressive
denaturalization, constructor of the everyday environment, social
communication system....”* It quickly becomes clear in this instance
that Moles is little concerned with the aesthetics of things, or with
their individual efficacy or style. Rather, he will engage the social
functions of objects, as carriers of messages: “the progressive passage
of the function object to the communication object.”*

Moles held the object to be the exemplary tool for communi-
cation in a culture characterized by “the ‘massification” of socialized
life and the augmentation of social distance” in which “the human
presence is weakened, creating a sort of contemporary social void
that objects come to fill.”** Although he was careful to avoid using
the Marxian terms “alienation” or “commodity fetishism,” Moles
described a society in which social and personal life is irrevocably
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mediated by things. As we might expect, this involved the way in
which objects could connote wealth, taste, and other culturally coded
messages. But Moles seemed less interested in these individual
messages than he was in the system of communication itself, which
he held to be commensurate with the totality of objects and how
these were deployed in the environment.

For Moles, the idea that objects transmitted information was
inseparable from the fact that objects always are deployed en masse
in “structured groupings” as he would call them. Thus, objects when
taken together (always in a particular space) have a syntax, and
“constitute a set, an ensemble of inter-relations.” Moles took this
idea of relations quite literally, and sought to apply demographic
methods to his analysis thereof: “Here, the objects know themselves
and others, they cohabit, coexist in a defined space. The population
of objects in an apartment, a workplace, etc., respond to this defini-
tion. We can therefore establish sociometric distances, of vital spaces
and the laws of coexistence (Lebensraum) that tend toward an ecology
of objects in general.”*

For Moles, a world of human interaction had largely been
replaced by the human manipulation of myriad objects whose func-
tional and symbolic connections constituted the ambience of every-
day life. He understood object ecology as the sum of both kinds of
interaction: the more or less direct semantic conception of human
use, as well as the syntactical correspondences between objects them-
selves. The latter formed a literally spatial network; a sphere of life
in which the postindustrial citizen dwelled. This sphere, in turn, was
made possible via the cultural and technical processes of concretiza-
tion imagined by Simondon.

From Functionalism to Metadesign

But if the object ecology was the new technical milieu of contem-
porary society, what was the designer’s role? At least in Théorie des
objets, Moles contented himself with a sociological analysis, stopping
short of operative design statements. However, some years earlier, he
had tentatively suggested in a brief article in Design industrie some
ways in which his ideas could be turned toward the conception
of things. For Moles, design was indeed at a crossroads and faced
what he termed a “crisis of functionalism.”** The crisis arose from a
fundamental conflict between Bauhaus doctrine and the accelerated
production of goods made for a consumer society: “the contradic-
tion between the neo-kitsch of the supermarket and the comfortable
asceticism of function.”?*

How could the reductive, semantic conception of functional
design that sought absolute adequation between means and ends
compete in a world filled with the semiotic noise of planned obso-
lescence, high-pressure advertising, and kitschy preciousness? For
Moles, the answer lay in an expansion of the conception of func-
tionalism—one that would be entirely compatible with metadesign,
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although he did not invoke this term. Functionalism had to detach
itself from purely material and ergonomic considerations: “The soci-
ology and psychology of objects, general sociology, political econ-
omy, the ethics of the adaptation of the individual to the world, move
toward the construction of an enlarged neo-functionalism, which is
in conflict with the neo-kitsch of the consumer unconscious.”*”

Within this expanded field of neo-functionalism, the designer
had a new world of post-industrial tools at his or her command:
“... among others, computers, machines that design automatically,
combinatory processes, game theory, and listing.”* Moles envi-
sioned a new system design based in sociology and statistics that
would allow functionalism to encompass not just a rudimentary
and directly physical notion of use, but a far more nuanced idea of
semiotic function that comprehended the social and communicative
uses of things.

Simultaneously with Moles, Henri Van Lier engaged the same
social and design questions. Specifically, in an essay published in
1967, entitled “Culture et industrie: le design,” Van Lier was more
explicit than Moles had been in describing a neo-functionalist
program and how such a program had to be conceived as metade-
sign.” For Van Lier, metadesign was an extension of Bauhaus func-
tionalism that transcended the semiotic idea of the object as message
(denoting function, connoting value, etc.). It was rather a method of
designing or establishing the basic “elements of a code” that could be
used to generate specific objects. This metalanguage of design would
establish sets of forms, tectonic and ergonomic principles, as well as
the possible syntactic links between objects in a given milieu: a kind
of grammar of design memes.

Van Lier had taken his cues from designer and theorist,
Andries Van Onck, who appears to have been the first to use the
term “metadesign.”* Van Onck (an Ulm graduate) posited metade-
sign as analogous to a metalanguage—"a language used to talk about
language”—and he based his schematization of it on the semiotics
of C. S. Peirce and Charles W. Morris, dividing both metadesign and
design into linguistic levels of syntax, semantics, and pragmatics; the
last being a term to describe the reception of signs by interpreters
(or users)." Just as Moles would, Van Onck saw great potential in
mathematical tools such as systems theory, group theory, and topol-
ogy as ways of describing syntactical systems to arrive at a “rational
formalism,” or a “formal language” of designed objects.”? However,
he stopped short of using the idea of metadesign as a way to describe
the syntactic links among objects in the world.

On the other hand, Van Lier immediately sublimated the
idea into a kind of environmental discourse that encompassed the
technological milieu and the object ecology alike. Van Lier’s idea
of metadesign was one aspect of a much larger cultural project for
the theorist. In other writings, Van Lier had attempted to extend the
basic lessons of Simondon’s notion of concretization to culture as a
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whole.® He insisted that the reseau or network was the exemplary
model of the contemporary world, and that no entity (person, idea,
or thing) should be considered independently of the system of links
between it and the rest of the technical milieu. This idea of the world
as network was one in which the individual identity of elements
within the network was minimized in favor of the laws govern-
ing its structure. Accordingly, this structure was to be a dynamic
and evolving entity; a self-regulating cybernetic system constantly
honing its technical efficiency and eliminating informational and
technical “redundancies” (a term taken from information theory).
Culturally and politically, Van Lier’s desideratum was a distinctly
post-capitalist view of the world: a system that, unlike capitalism,
was not based upon the caprice of a market economy, but which at
the same time did not resort to the kind of political totalitarianism
that he saw in socialism.

Design became a key component in Van Lier’s projected
system because the objects that people use every day were presum-
ably the material links between them and the larger milieu or
network (following Moles). Van Lier deplored the state of contem-
porary design, seeing it bifurcated into two equally unfortunate
models: on the one hand, the world of market-oriented “styling”
that attempted to seduce consumers—via coercive advertising—with
new coverings for existing technologies; and on the other hand, the
system of standardized, state-imposed production—with its own
coercive “propaganda”—characteristic of socialism and fascism. The
problem, ultimately, with these two alternatives was that both placed
undue emphasis on the semantic messages of individual objects,
leading to a kind of product-oriented mentality that ignored the all-
important rules governing the relations between objects, and that
produced a kind of semantic “anarchy.”#

Beyond these two systems, Van Lier identified an approach
that held much more promise: information design. Arising from a
postwar necessity for flexible, evolutionary production that relied
less on the “brute force” of machines than on their ability to adapt
to their environments and to interface with one another (Simondon'’s
concretization), the cybernetic model of information transmission
and feedback became key. But information design was not just a new
model for industrial technology, it also carried over to a consider-
ation of industrial products themselves: “It became apparent that
the product also comprised information, communication even, and
one could therefore distinguish in it a code, a message, and a redun-
dancy.” Van Lier continued: “But in order to compose his message,
the designer had to, more or less consciously, draw out a code from
a system of general structures received as references in his milieu.
“...The theoreticians of information have proposed making these
elements of code the object of a metadesign, saving the term design
for the particular messages.”*
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Van Lier described a world in which specific things always alluded
to an underlying system or code; whether it was the ideal prototype
as it related to the individual exemplar, or the sets of social relations
that linked the individual object to the greater ensemble of objects
in a given environment. For him, the ideal system was one in which
the underlying code was as carefully designed as possible, so that
the specific messages or objects it produced would be as efficient and
yet as open-ended as possible.

In metadesign the object is perceived as a particular instance of
an evolving structure.... Inscribed directly in a family of clearly eluci-
dated curves, a mirror “designed” by Max Bill projects its variations
without being obliged to overhaul its initial project; the supports
on a seat by G. Rietveld are conceived at a level of generality that
already includes their application to different pieces of furniture....
[In metadesign] there exist fewer things than elements, or better yet,
operative structures, which are always reorganizable in space and
time. It diverts the creator and user from a fascination with the object
to the continuity of the network.*

While Moles had undertaken the sociological task of
describing man’s changing and ambivalent place in the object ecol-
ogy, Van Lier described its utopian horizon: a world, effectively,
without objects; a world in which, rendered not only as “signs” but
as pure information, form would cede its materiality to the network
“in which information is in principle more fecund in so far as it
is less saturated, more open to other pieces of information.”* The
sum total would be a system that designed objects whose functional
specificity melted away in favor of polyvalent spatial connections,
and whose value could only be measured in terms of their syntactic
openness. Van Lier thus tied everything together, describing a world
where forms and functions were less things than dynamic messages
transmitted across the pathways of a completely networked
environment.

It was precisely this idea of a semiotic/cybernetic totalizing
system that chilled Jean Baudrillard and prompted him to attack
both Moles and Van Lier. The specific circumstances of Baudrillard’s
critique of metadesign are significant. It originally was formulated
under the auspices of Emilio Ambasz’s Universitas program, which
the architect had attempted to realize from his position at the
Museum of Modern Art in 1971-72.% Conceived as a new kind of
educational institution, Universitas, according to Ambasz, would
have addressed itself to the deepest and broadest conception of
designing, not individual objects, but networks and environments—a
brief that had direct connections to the idea of metadesign, though in
the ideal Universitas, the scope would be much grander.* Baudrillard
saw the clear connections between Ambasz’s thinking and that of the
theorists of metadesign I have been concerned with above (in fact,
Moles was on the Universitas advisory board), and when invited
to participate in a symposium formulating the scope of Universitas
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in January of 1972, took the opportunity to condemn this ideologi-
cal mutation of functionalism under the auspices of the “political
economy of the sign.”*

Baudrillard saw in the Universitas the institutionalization
of metadesign that entailed the “universal semantization of the envi-
ronment in which everything becomes the object of a calculus of
function and signification.”* He saw, just as Moles and Van Lier had,
the imminent dissolution of the material and semantic specificity of
the discrete object under the pressure of technical concretization,
and, more important, an ineluctable evolution toward milieu and
ensemble: “An ‘aesthetic’ ensemble is a mechanism without lapses,
without fault, in which nothing compromises the interconnection of
the elements and the transparency of the process: that famous abso-
lute legibility of signs and messages—the common ideal of all manip-
ulators of codes, whether they be cyberneticians or designers.”*

Baudrillard considered Van Lier’s and Moles’s concep-
tions of metadesign to be the worst kind of naive neo-humanism:
“Having revealed the advent of sign value and its indefinite exten-
sion on the basis of rational productivity, [Van Lier] sees in it, with-
out hesitation, an absolute progress for humanity.” Baudrillard saw,
rather, “a semiurgy and an operational semiology, which are only the
developed form of controlled participation.”*® These developments
were inscribed in the same modernist historical trajectory used by
Moles and Van Lier. According to Baudrillard: “from Gropius to
Universitas, there is a continuous succession of stages toward what
could be termed a metadesign, a meta-political economy which is to
neo-capitalism what the classic liberal economy was to capitalism.”*
Thus, the semiological network of connections between objects
was posited by Baudrillard as ideological, commensurate with the
economic system of exchange—a literal spatial milieu or ambiance
of abstract equivalencies in which man is completely immersed;
an inescapable network in which every gesture that is ostensibly a
creative act of communicative will is in fact mandated and predeter-
mined by the laws of the network itself.

Metadesign was a crepuscular method. Baudrillard saw in
it an ascendant geist—an ineluctable, ideological movement toward
integration. The theories of Moles and Van Lier, therefore, had the
feeling of formulating the foregone; celebrating the inevitable. For
them, the attempt to rationalize the “communication object” as
Moles described it was a last-ditch effort to stave off the “seman-
tic anarchy” of a global economy in which production was clearly
outpacing design.” If their utopian dreams posited a world with-
out objects, the opposite was about to come to fruition—a world
of the free play of images and things. In this sense, postmodernism
and metadesign seem like polar opposites; the latter being theo-
rized just as the former began to dominate culture. But in a much
more perverse model, it was not the one that replaced the other,
but rather that global integration made the “semiological abuse”* of
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postmodernism possible, creating a seamless network for the inter-
play of apparently contradictory signs.” In other words, the syntactic
network of metadesign enabled the semantic playfulness of post-
modernism. The refusal to recognize this relationship is ultimately
what lent metadesign its sense of nostalgia. It was, in the end, just
another formulation of visionary functionalism; the dream that the
means and the ends of design would be synthesized once and for
all.
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