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 Introduction

When Design Issues was founded more than twenty years ago, the 
editors made a decision to call it a journal of history, theory, and criti-
cism rather than a journal of history, theory, or criticism. The intent 
was to insure a more holistic discussion of design that would facili-
tate connections between different types of design thinking, research, 
and discourse. The current issue is a particularly good example of 
such a discussion. It is evident, for example, as the reader moves 
from an historical article on the history of the HfG Ulm’s influence 
in Latin America to a book review on the gendered world of the 
Bauhaus. Although Design Issues publishes articles and reviews in 
separate sections, the journal sees both as related forms of reflection 
on design. Historical articles are never simply factual, nor is a good 
book review ever only opinion. In both forms, fact, interpretation, 
and judgment come into play. As editors, we have held that design 
history is as relevant to an understanding of the present as the past 
just as a book review can tell us as much about the reflective process 
of the reviewer as about the thought of the author.

The intricate web of discourse that constitutes the field of 
design studies and the practice of design research is addressed in a 
framing article by Guy Julier on the theme of design culture. Julier 
presents design culture as a new way to organize diverse modes 
of reflection on design, claiming that it transcends the limitations 
of other fields such as material and visual culture. He offers six 
ways to understand design culture that cover a range of activities 
from thought to action. Julier’s multidisciplinary and multifaceted 
approach to understanding the way “design is practiced, circulated, 
and perceived” involves the same kinds of shifts from one kind of 
reflection to another that we foster in the journal.

The articles in this issue provide a strong emphasis on 
history, although all are written from different positions and each 
is grounded in a different mode of argument. Silvia Fernández 
describes the influence of the Hochschule für Gestaltung Ulm on 
the spread of design education in Latin America in the 1950s and 
1960s. Highly conscious of design’s relation to economic policy and 
industrialization, Fernnández seeks to explain why the HfG Ulm 
was a particularly good model for Latin American countries. Eric 
Van Schaack also writes about a political subject, the production of 
American propaganda posters during World War I. He discusses the 
iconography of the posters but gives particular emphasis to how the 
Division of Pictorial Publicity, headed by Charles Dana Gibson, fit 
into the larger framework of America’s propaganda efforts. Jocelyne 
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Le Boeuf concentrates on the career of one person, designer Jacques 
Viénot but in doing so has much to say about the introduction and 
adoption of industrial design, known as industrial aesthetics, in 
France after World War II.

Stuart Walker’s article on enduring artifacts does not relate 
directly to any of the history articles but it does indirectly continue 
the relation to economics and politics by positing a view of artifacts 
that can broaden our understanding of how they assume mean-
ings that make them socially sustainable. Walker’s emphasis on 
sustainability is echoed by JohnPaul Kusz’s review of McDonough 
and Braungart’s seminal book Cradle to Cradle. Though Kusz agrees 
with much of the authors’ argument, he raises a fundamental ques-
tion about their methodology. While supporting their “cradle to 
cradle” model, he nonetheless asks how the authors can be certain 
of their claims without a quantifiable method that distinguishes their 
approach from those of others.

The reviews of Adam Kallish and Jonathan Schroeder also 
address contemporary themes. Kallish responds to Suguru Ishizaki’s 
attempt to answer the question of what skills and knowledge a 
designer needs to fully engage with digital experiences, while 
Schroeder looks at an unusual exhibition of trademarks and logo-
types at Stockholm’s National Museum and relates it to the thick 
catalog of scholarly essays that accompanied the exhibition. Design 
educator Roger Remington reviews Anja Baumhoff’s book, The 
Gendered World of the Bauhaus and finds a wealth of new material, 
despite the voluminous literature already published on the school. 
Designer Paul Shaw provides an expert’s opinion of Alan Bartram’s 
Five Hundred Years of Book Design and raises questions about 
Bartram’s “essentialist” method of judging the design of historical 
volumes by his own modernist standards. Jan Conradi, a teacher of 
graphic design and typography, reviews a book on typography by 
Willi Kunz, who uses his own work as examples to communicate a 
strongly personal method of design. 

As editors, we are pleased that our authors come from the 
ranks of design, design education, and scholarship. All are partici-
pants in the design culture that Guy Julier is proposing and their 
different forms of expertise and modes of reflection are part of that 
culture’s diversity.

Richard Buchanan
Dennis Doordan
Victor Margolin 
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The Origins of Design Education 
in Latin America: From the hfg in 
Ulm to Globalization1

Silvia Fernández

During the 1960s and ‘70s, the economies of Latin American coun-
tries, whether socialist, liberal, or conservative, generally reoriented 
themselves towards a policy of import substitution and industrial 
development. Design was placed within this overall industrial policy. 
The creation of the first institutions for design education proliferated. 
This reform was never completed, however. From the 1980s on, Latin 
America was dragged into globalization and a policy of foreign debts 
that generated a new form of dependence.

The current deep economic crisis in Latin America opens a 
space for critical reflection including, by extension, the role of design. 
The Hochschule für Gestaltung (hfg) ulm is a starting point because 
it had a great influence on the propagation of design education and 
design discourse in Latin America.

What were the contextual conditions that made this influ-
ence possible?

       1. The emphasis on industrialization was imposed by a 
change in foreign trade conditions. (Argentina, for exam-
ple, was the victim of a trade blockade imposed by the 
European Community.)2

       2. Governments, as a response to the dilemma of underdevel-
opment, formulated policies of national industrial upgrad-
ing, with management policies and the utilization of human 
resources, which included design as a profession.

       3. The local artistic avant-garde already had begun, in the 
early 1950s, to withdraw from traditional art, and extended 
their activities to the new field design.

       4. Latin American students and visitors to ulm returned to 
their own countries with new information.3

       5. Faculty members of the hfg established contacts, traveled, 
and participated in programs assisting Latin American 
countries in their development of the design profession.

Why was the hfg an important option for Latin American 
countries?

       1. It was the only institution that offered in this context an 
operative, concrete answer to the challenges of industrial-
ization.

   

1 This research has been carried out using 
bibliographies, published works, works-
in-progress, personal communications, 
and testimonies from the little-docu-
mented history of design education in 
Latin America. Factual errors that were 
found in a series of publications have 
been corrected. hfg ulm will be written in 
lower case, in the ulmian manner.

2 Julio Godio, El mundo en que vivimos 
(Buenos Aires: Corregidor, 2000), 18.

3 Jorge N. Bozzno, Proyecto: razón y esper-
anza. Escuela Superior de Diseño de Ulm  
(Buenos Aires: Eudeba, 1998), 142.
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       2. The hfg championed the insertion of design into the indus-
trial process, and discarded all artistic or decorative specu-
lations about design activity.

Lucila Fernández, in Modernity and Postmodernity in Cuba,4 argued 
with implicit reference to the influence of ulmian teachers in Latin 
America: 

It was in the middle of the crisis of the modern movement, 
towards the end of the 1960s, when the image of design was 
exported intensively to peripheral and unindustrialized 
countries. Perhaps it would appear that the ghost of the 
romantic escapes of the nineteenth century, and the idyllic 
lives lived outside of Europe, will now reappear. When the 
ideal gives way in Europe, hope places itself in other spaces 
overseas.

The idea of exportation does not fit the case of the hfg, and even less 
the adjective “romantic.” Max Bill, Otl Aicher, Tomás Maldonado 
(from Argentina), Gui Bonsiepe, Claude Schnaidt, and other teach-
ers and students were the propagators of the base of the school in 
Latin America, under the explicit wish of local authorities. In a rare 
case of inverse transculturalization, they motivated other European 
colleagues to get to know Latin America. Nor is it a case of the 
imposition of a model, since the school understood design as a tool 
of emancipation. Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Mexico, Cuba, Colombia, 
Venezuela, and Peru started design education during the 1960s, to a 
considerable degree with an ulmian approach.

 Latin Americans who studied at the hfg in ulm (thirty-one, accord-
ing to the school’s archives) include:

•  Brazil (ten): Jorge Bodanzky, Elke Koch-Weser, Frauke 
Koch-Weser, Almir Mavignier, Isa Noeira da Cunha, Yedda 
Pitanguy, Mary Viera, Günter Weimer, Alexandre Wollner, 
and Mario Giraldo Zocchio;

•  Argentina (nine): Marı́a Luz Agriano, Francisco Bullrich, 
Horacio Denot, Andrés Miguel Dimitreu, Mario Forné, 
Marı́a Fraxedas, Alicia Hamm, Roberto Hamm, and Jeanine 
Meerapfel;

•  Chile (three): Roger Magdahl, Eduardo Morales, and 
Eduardo Vargas-Stoller;

•  Mexico (five): A. Casillas de Alba, Marı́a Dı́az Gómez, Raúl 
Dı́az Gómez, Ana Marı́a Rutenberg, and Elena Graciela 
Vismara;

•  Colombia (two): José Gamez Orduz and Herman Tobón;
•  Venezuela (one): Maurice Poler; and
•  Peru (one): Elsa Villanueva. 

4 Lucila Fernández, Modernidad y posmo-
dernidad desde Cuba. Historiar desde 
la periferia: historia e historias del 
diseño (Actas de la 1ª Reunión Científica 
Internacional de Historiadores y Estudios 
de Diseño. Publicacions, Universitat de 
Barcelona, Barcelona, 2001), 73.
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Figure 1
Design institutions in Latin America created in 
the period between the fifties and the eight-
ies of the 20th century.
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This reality, little-known elsewhere, led Yves Zimmerman to sustain 
in his prologue, “Regarding Otl Aicher” for El Mundo como Proyecto, 
“Just as there are numerous publications of the Bauhaus, we, in turn, 
almost completely lack texts or testimonies regarding the hfg, at least 
in Spanish. This is due, no doubt, to the fact that there has been no 
debate over the innovative pedagogical propositions for design this 
school has to offer in Hispanic latitudes.”5 Perhaps there were neither 
texts nor discussion in Spain, but in the Latin American institutions 
for design education there was no lack of testimony, and much less 
confrontation, which, in the best ulmian style, was the way to design 
and learn. The hfg had shown itself as an institution of strong charac-
ter, free, self-critical, intransigent on programmatic questions, with a 
transparent educational strategy which more than once has pushed 
beyond the limits, clear in the area of project definition, immune to 
soft compromises, with strong convictions and objectives which went 
beyond simple academic formation and demanded of its participants 
social commitment and a critical attitude towards reality. These char-
acteristics often generated irreconcilable differences as a result of 
their own dialectic. These differences nevertheless resulted in inno-
vation that allowed for the definition of an avant-garde educational 
project that, due to its coherence, exerted during the 1960s a broad 
influence on the creation of design institutions not only in Latin 
America, but also on preexisting curricula elsewhere. “During the 
‘50s and ‘60s, all schools found themselves influenced by Ulm.”6

Testimonies
In 1950, the Museum of Modern Art in São Paulo (MASP) offered an 
introductory level course in craftsmanship and introduction to the 
arts at the Institute of Contemporary Art (IAC). The director, Pietro 
Maria Bardi, sustained that it was absurd that the largest industrial 
city in Latin America was totally unconcerned with the form of its 
industrialized products.7

The Institute’s first group of instructors included Pietro M. 
Bardi (art history), Lina Bo Bardi (industrial design), and Jacob 
Ruchti (basic course, brought with him to IAC from the Chicago 
Institute of Design and Moholy-Nagy’s ideas regarding design 
education).

In this first IAC course were—among others—students such 
as Alexandre Wollner, Antonio Maluf, Mauricio Nogueira Lima, and 
Emilie Chamie who participated in the concrete art movement and 
later on became pioneers of design in Brazil.

Lina Bo and Pietro M. Bardi brought a number of internation-
ally known personalities to Brazil, including Max Bill. In 1951, just 
before the First São Paulo Biennial Art Exhibition, at which Bill was 
awarded the international prize, MASP put together a retrospective 
exhibition of his work.

On the occasion of the Second Biennial in 1953, Max Bill 
again went to Brazil at the invitation of the Brazilian government to 

5 Otl Aicher, preface to Yves Zimmermann, 
El mundo como proyecto (Barcelona: 
Gustavo Gili: 1994), 8.

6 Klaus Lehmann, Victor Margolin, Jordi 
Pericot, Tony Russel, et al., Temes de 
Disseny Nº 6.  Pedagogía del diseño, 
Jordi Pericot, ed. (Barcelona: Escola de 
Disseny Elisava, 1996), 55.

7 Alexandre Wollner, Design visual, 50 
años  (São Paulo: Cosac e Naify, 2003), 
49.
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lecture in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo. He spoke about the creation 
of a new design school in Ulm, and asked Bardi to recommend a 
student for the new school. Alexandre Wollner went to Ulm and, 
after his return, became one of the most influential graphic design-
ers in Brazil.

Bardi closed down the IAC in late 1953.
In 1961, the University of São Paulo offered the first course 

in visual communication and industrial design. (In Brazil, the term 
“industrial design” covers both product design and visual communi-
cation.) But it was the creation of the College of Industrial Design of 
Rio de Janeiro (ESDI) that is the model for the hypothesis presented 
here: it came about through a political decision, in support of a 
national program for industrialization, and with the local artistic and 
architectural avant-garde’s explicit support from ulmian teachers.

In 1956, Niomar Moniz Sodré Bittencourt, executive director 
of the Museum of Modern Art (MAM) in Rio de Janeiro, met with 
Max Bill and Tomás Maldonado in Europe to develop an idea for a 
design school (Escola técnica da criação). Maldonado formulated the 
outline based on the ulm experience.8 Thus, the idea of a new school 
of design in Rio de Janeiro and the implantation of the hfg ulm are 
almost contemporaneous.9

In 1960, the capital of Brazil was moved to Brasilia. The City 
of Rio de Janeiro was transformed into the State of Guanabara; and 
Carlos Lacerda, a militant politician of the National Democratic 
Union (UDN)—a conservative party opposed to the Social 
Democratic Party (PSD), whose president was Jucelino Kubitschek—
was elected as first governor. The intensity and speed of Brazilian 
industrial development, which appeared to give the new State of 
Guanabara an important role to play, made the idea of creating an 
industrial design course attractive to the governor.

There were precedents for this. The Secretary of Education, 
Carlos Fleixa Ribeiro, had been the executive director of the Museum 
of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro (MAM) a few years earlier, and had 
created a working group in order to propose and define the base for 
the project.10

Between 1959 and 1960, Maldonado and Aicher taught the 
first courses at the MAM. Others were taught by Aloísio Magalhães 
and Alexandre Wollner (a hfg ulm graduate), both members of 
the foundation commission for the ESDI. Karl Heinz Bergmiller, a 
classmate of Wollner at ulm, moved from Germany to São Paulo 
in 1958. He became a member of the commission in 1963. His clear 
ideas regarding the teaching and practice of industrial design were 
decisive in the formulation of the study program.

The ESDI was officially created in December 1962, with a 
predominantly scientific-technical program. The ESDI was the start-
ing point for many other design schools that were created later on in 
Brazil, when its graduates became design teachers.

8 Laura Escot, “Tomás Maldonado: Notes 
de parcours d’un ‘intellectuel technique’” 
Tomás (Milan: Senior Service Books, 
2002), 99.

9 Pedro Luiz Pereira de Souza, ESDI, 
biografía de uma idéia (Rio de 
Janeiro: Universidade do Estado de 
Río de Janeiro, EDUERJ. Editora da 
Universidade, 1996), 3.

10 Pedro Luiz Pereira de Souza, ESDI, 
biografía de uma idéia (Río de 
Janeiro: Universidade do Estado de 
Río de Janeiro, EDUERJ. Editora da 
Universidade, 1996), 3.



Design Issues:  Volume 22, Number 1  Winter 20068

 In 1981, the National Council of Scientific and Technological 
(CNPq) started a broad industrialization program that explicitly 
involved industrial design. This was rather unusual because design-
ers generally do not have access to policy circles dominated by engi-
neers, economists, and other scientists. Gui Bonsiepe, at that time in 
Argentina, was invited to participate and moved to Brazil, creating 
in 1983 a design institute with the aim to train human resources 
locally—particularly design teachers from universities—and to intro-
duce design to medium- and small-scale regional industries.

The Argentine Connection
The strong influence of Tomás Maldonado in the local context 
started before his ulmian period. From the 1940s, the publication 
of the magazines Arturo (1944) and Nueva Visión (1951); his activity 
in the group Arte Concreto-Invención (1946); the publication of the 
first article about industrial design in Argentina in the magazine 
cea2 (1949), and through his teaching activities, he mobilized and 
established a new discourse in art and architecture.11

On his first trip to Europe, in 1948, he established contact with 
representatives from concrete art, modern architecture, and design. 
He interviewed personalities such as George Vantongerloo, Henry 
van de Velde, Max Bill, Max Huber, and Friedrich Vordemberge-
Gildewart.

The political-economic context in Argentina was ripe for this 
influence. Under the presidency of Arturo Frondizi (1958–1962), a 
systematic plan for Argentine industry was promoted by the govern-
ment.

In 1962, a group of representatives from Argentina visited the 
hfg ulm. It included Blas González (National Director of Culture), 
Jorge Romero Brest (Director of the Museum of Fine Arts), Ignacio 
Pirovano (industrialist and member of the National Committee of 
Science and Technology), and Amancio Williams (member of the 
Academy of Fine Arts).12

The government plan of 1962 included the creation of the 
Center for Industrial Design Research (CIDI) within the National 
Institute of Industrial Technology (INTI), with the objective of 
establishing relations between industry and design, and carrying 
out research and development (these missions varied with time, and 
eventually it became a center for design promotion).

The first manager of the CIDI was Basilio Uribe, an engineer. 
He organized seminars, expositions, design awards, and invitations 
to international specialists.13 Maldonado was a regular collabora-
tor. In 1966, Gui Bonsiepe, as a consultant to the United Nations, 
taught a course on packaging design. Uribe asked Bonsiepe for an 
extended curriculum for teaching industrial design. The curriculum 
was completed, although never implemented.

In 1968, sponsored by UNESCO, the Seminar of Industrial 
Design Education in Latin America was organized in Buenos Aires, at 

11 Tomás Maldonado, Escritos Preulmianos, 
preface by Carlos Méndez Mosquera 
(Buenos Aires: Ediciones Infinito, 1997), 
12.

12 ulm 6 (Ulm, January 1963), 39. 
13 Jorge Néstor Bozzano, Proyecto: razón y 

esperanza. Escuela Superior de Diseño 
de Ulm  (Buenos Aires: Eudeba, 1998), 
146.
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which the board members of the ICSID were present. The speakers 
were: Tomás Maldonado (ICSID President), Misha Black (UK), Arthur 
Pulos (U.S.), Roger Tallón (France), Iimari Tapiovara (Finland), Josine 
des Cressonnières (Belgium), Alexandre Wollner (Brazil), Teresa 
Gianella Estrems (Peru), and Basilio Uribe (Argentina). Among the 
seminar’s conclusions was:

If in our industrial reality the processes of craft fabrication 
belongs to an industrial protoform—industry with craft 
methods—it does not mean that our attitude to design 
should be less responsible towards the public to whom the 
objects are destined. What is more, it concerns everyone 
linked with the design of the human environment to adopt 
an objective attitude, which does not necessarily stifle 
creativity, but merely conditions it. What is necessary is a 
greater scientific knowledge of our society and a greater 
involvement in its reality.

In 1974, Gui Bonsiepe was designated coordinator of the Product 
Development Sector, which designed equipment for national needs 
(a bark-stripper for the quebracho tree, windows for the Patagonia 
region, solar-powered water heaters, charcoal-gasifying ovens, 
among others). The work ended abruptly in March 1976 with the 
military coup.

During the 1950s and ‘60s, five other design institutions apart 
from the CIDI were created: three at the university level (in the prov-
inces of Cuyo, Litoral, and La Plata); the Pan-American School of 
Art (1955), oriented towards advertising; and the Institute Torcuato 
Di Tella (1958). The Di Tella Institute depended on the Center for 
Visual Arts (CAV), directed by Jorge Romero Brest, with the aim 
to promote initiatives and the works of artists with experimental 
character. The Department of Graphic Design was directed by Juan 
Carlos Distéfano, accompanied by Juan Andralis and Rubén Fontana, 
among others. The CAV was closed in 1970.14

In 1958, the Department of Design and Decoration was 
established at the University of Cuyo (Province of Mendoza), with 
a Bauhaus profile. In 1959, the then director visited Ulm and met 
with Bill and Maldonado, although without updating the program. 
Under a new director, however, it changed in 1962 with two strong 
influences: the ulm school and the Royal College of Art.15

In 1960, the Institute of Industrial Design (IDI) was created 
at the University of Litoral (Province of Santa Fe), with explicit and 
exclusive ulmian influence putting more emphasis on cooperation 
between the university and industry.16 

The Design Department at the National University of La Plata 
(Province of Buenos Aires) formed its first design curriculum and 
started courses in 1961. Roberto Rollié, a member of the department 
wrote: 

14 Horacio Bedegain, Arte visual en el Di 
Tella  (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1986).

15 Guillermo Eirín and Ivette Colque, 
Historia del Diseño en Mendoza. Hasta 
1966 (Research project, Universidad 
Nacional de Cuyo, Mendoza, 2000).

16 Carlos Méndez Mosquera, “Veinte 
años de diseño gráfico en la República 
Argentina,” Summa 15 (Buenos Aires, 
1968).
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The importance of the ulmian model for myself and my 
colleagues is evident, including all of its critical postures, 
which, from Tomás Maldonado’s point of view, were 
directed towards the Bauhaus experience.17

University Rebellion and Socialism: Chile
Towards the end of the 1950s, the first proto-design courses were 
given with the title “Aesthetic Speculation about Domestic Objects,”18 
at the College of Fine Arts of the University of Chile in Santiago. The 
result was a “contemporary craftsman.”

In 1966, courses for design began at the University of Chile 
in Valparaiso, influenced by the Bauhaus and the integral design of 
Max Bill, with a faculty, for the most part, formed by architects, and 
at the College of Architecture of the Catholic University, with an art 
(sculpture, poetry, and theatre) and Italian design influence.

In 1960, the College of Applied Arts was founded at the 
University of Chile in Santiago. And in 1967, an industrial design 
workshop was implemented. Two factors determined industrial 
design education at this institution: one political, linked to the 
national economic development; and the other educational—the 
orientation and content of the existing design course was criticized 
by the design students because it was not up-to-date. It was unclear 
as to what constitutes the domain of professional industrial design 
practice. In October 1968, Gui Bonsiepe, an expert in industrial 
design under contract from the International Labor Organization 
(ILO), arrived from Germany at the request of the Christian-
Democratic government of Chile to work in a multidisciplinary 
program for the development of small- and medium-sized indus-
trial companies.

 The group of students who had criticized the design course 
at the University of Chile in Santiago contacted him, and started to 
work at the Technical Cooperation Service (SCT)—the counterpart 
institution of the ILO project. Towards the end of 1970, Bonsiepe 
was contracted by the government of Salvador Allende to direct, 
in the Committee of Technological Research (INTEC), a Product 
Development Group into which were integrated the four graduates 
and a young mechanical engineer. Later, some foreign designers also 
participated: Werner Zemp and Michael Weiss (both graduates of 
ulm) and Wolfgang Eberhagen. In 1973, Bonsiepe left Chile in the 
wake of the military coup. 

Design education in Chile was, in its time, the most advanced 
example in Latin America of design successfully integrated into a 
political-economic project in support of a social program.

Design, Production, and Education: Mexico 
Mexico is a singular case in which design activity linked to compa-
nies started earlier than formal design education. Many of these 
professional designers later became design educators.

17 Roberto Rollié, “La carrera de diseño en 
La Plata,” Silvia Fernández, coordinator, 
Tipográfica 2 (Buenos Aires, 1987): 4.

18 Fernando Shultz, Apuntes acerca del 
origen de las carreras de diseño en Chile 
(Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana, 
Mexico, 2001).
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According to Oscar Salinas Flores,19 during the 1940s, in the 
context of a government with a nationalistic bent, the Mexican furni-
ture industry began to integrate design. In this way, the first genera-
tion of self-taught professionals appeared. Clara Porset Dumas, 
of Cuban origin, was one of these pioneers. Educated abroad and 
having practiced with teachers such as Josef Albers, she moved to 
Mexico and was influenced by its culture. This polarity produced 
a syncretic design, which somehow manifests the tension between 
the foreign influence and the prehispanic roots that characterized 
Mexican design.

In 1961, the first industrial design course at the College of 
Architecture at Iberoamerican University was taught by designers 
Horacio Durán, Jesús Virchez, and Sergio Chiappa. The curriculum 
was modified in 1963 to allow for a Bachelor’s degree and, in 1969, a 
major in the subject was offered.20 Omar Arroyo, influenced by ulm, 
was its professor during the first four semesters.

In 1969, a few months after the creation of the design major 
at Iberoamerican University, design courses began at the National 
Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) in the College of 
Architecture, under the direction of Horacio Durán. Both recognized 
the influence of the Bauhaus. In 1972, the Autonomous University of 
Guadalajara also started courses.

The Metropolitan Autonomous University (UAM), from 1975 
on, based its courses on the ulmian approach, inviting educators such 
as Bernhard E. Bürdek (a graduate of ulm); Fernando Shultz (from 
Chile and a former member of the INTEC group); and Bonsiepe, who 
provided discourses that strengthened the foundations of design.

At the same time design education was growing at these 
institutions of higher learning, the Mexican government continued 
its policy of promoting industrial production and exports. In keep-
ing with this objective, the Design Center at the Mexican Institute 
for Exterior Commerce (IMCE) was created in 1971. It lasted for five 
years until 1976, and was dedicated to design promotion, profes-
sional training, and organizing awards for designers and the compa-
nies that employed them.

Another interesting example of design integrated into the 
development process is the case quoted by Salinas Flores in the 
redesign of the Mexican airport system, produced with national 
technology, under the direction of Ernesto Velasco León. The team 
intervened in everything from public to operational areas, and even 
in the development of a crop-dusting airplane. There also is the 
design of public transport, coordinated by Miguel Angel Cornejo 
as well as the system of science and marine technology, directed by 
Cristina Jaber. These multidisciplinary teams combined representa-
tives of public administration with teams of design educators and 
students at the UNAM.21

19 Oscar Salinas Flores, Historia del Diseño 
Industrial (Mexico: Trillas, 1992), 278.

20 María de Cosío (Personal communication, 
e-mail, 2001).

21 Oscar Salinas Flores, Historia del Diseño 
Industrial (Mexico: Trillas, 1992), 287.
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Economic Blockade and National Industry: Cuba
Cuba has shown, since its 1959 revolution, a development in graphic 
design supported by a graphic industrial infrastructure and preexist-
ing schools of an advertising and fine art bent, that formed illustra-
tors with a respectable tradition in design.22 In a country dominated 
by agricultural production, there was no tradition of industrial 
production.

Iván Espín Guillois, a Cuban architect educated at the Mas-
 sachusetts Institute of Technology, was invited by the Cuban govern-
ment to develop the first regional plan for the Province of Havana. 
He practiced as both educator and architect in the same city.

In 1960 the government commissioned the curriculum for 
a new college of architecture. In 1966 he traveled to Europe with 
the architect Olga Astorquiza, under a scholarship awarded by the 
United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO), to 
study the teaching methods of architecture and design.

In 1962, the Argentinean architect Roberto Segre had visited 
ulm. He contributed to make the ulm school known in Cuba where 
in 1972 he started a course on the history of industrial design in the 
school of literature and arts at the University of La Habana.

In 1965, by request of the Ministry of Industry, the first tech-
nical assistance in design from the German Democratic Republic 
with the aim to form industrial designers for light industry began. 
Friedrich Saalborn was the foreign specialist who directed this first 
technical school project.23 In 1967, Espı́n organized the first Design 
Team for Light Industry. Saalborn was the educator of this team until 
1968. But it became obvious that this experience was not enough to 
face the numerous and complex tasks. Therefore Espı́n proposed to 
the Ministry the foundation of a full-fledged design school.

In 1969, the first university-level course started at the School 
of Industrial and Information Design (EDI). It served for a small 
group of students, and depended on the Ministry of Light Industry. 
The course dealt with the necessities of the immediate context. Real 
life problems were mixed with ad hoc projects. The program was 
characterized by a solid methodological research base, particularly 
in the field of psychological phenomena.24 The curriculum required 
five years of study. Ten designers graduated. Towards the end of 
1976, the last classes were given (years later, the university-level of 
these courses has been recognized).

In 1972, Fernando Salinas and Roberto Segre invited T. 
Maldonado,25 G. Bonsiepe, and Claude Schnaidt to Havana to 
participate in a cycle of lectures together with Martin Kelm (at that 
time, director of the Central Office of Design of the GDR) and Yuri 
Soloviev (his counterpart in Moscow). 

The EDI served as base for the creation, in 1980, of the 
National Office for Industrial Design (ONDI), a central institution 
in charge of organizing design practice, promoting design, and 
evaluating the design quality of products. To this end, a commission 

22 Pedro García Espinosa Carrasco, Un 
camino diferente. Diseño industrial en 
Cuba (La Habana, Cuba: Departamento 
de Diseño industrial, Instituto Superior de 
Diseño Industrial, 1993), 3.

23 Brigitte Wolf, “Design in Cuba” 
(Interview with Ivan Espín) Tendenzen 
162 (Munich, April–June, 1988).

24 Santiago Pujol (Personal communication, 
e-mail, 2002).

25 Laura Escot, “Tomás Maldonado: Notes 
de parcours d’un “intellectuel technique’” 
in Tomás, 108.
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was formed headed by the minister, himself, with Espín as executive 
secretary and later as director. Architects Olga Astorquiza, Lourdes 
Marti, and graduates of the EDI also participated during its first 
phase. In 1984, the College of Industrial and Information Design 
(ISDI) was founded. 

Espín recognized the influence of socialist countries in the 
creation of these institutions, but did not mention, even during 
an interview by Brigitte Wolf in 1988 for the German magazine 
Tendenzen, the influence of the hfg ulm, despite the obvious link-
age.

In 1984, Bonsiepe was sent as an expert of UNIDO to carry 
out, among other activities, the reformulation of the original plan 
of the ONDI.

Lines of Influence: Colombia
In Colombia, design education did not originate directly from political-
economic conditions.

According to existing bibliographic sources, three currents 
can be traced in the early development of design education, which 
showed the Bauhaus influence. In 1945, the architect Alvaro Ortega 
returned to Colombia after having studied at Harvard University 
with Walter Gropius. The University of the Andes was founded 
in 1948, and he was appointed professor of the First Workshop of 
Basic Design in recognition of his knowledge of the Bauhaus course. 
Dicken Castro was assistant professor.

In 1957, Castro and another architect, Enrique Triana, directed 
the first basic course at the College of Architecture at the National 
University of Colombia.26

In 1966, the first course of industrial design at the National 
University of Colombia was organized by Guillermo Sicard Montejo. 
Jaime Gutiérrez Lega and Daniel Obregón were professors. Colombia 
received more Bauhaus influence the following year through the 
Swiss-American designer Alfred B. Girardi, a consultant to the UN. 
He taught industrial design courses, and did research on Colombian 
arts and crafts.27

In 1969, a design major was initiated at the National 
University.

The University of Tadeo Lozano began its first graphic design 
program in 1967 with courses under David Consuegra and Ana de 
Jacobini. In 1974, the College of Industrial Design was created, with 
Giulio Vinaccia as dean. The faculty consisted of graduates of the 
founding courses and two German professors, Ingo Werk and Gerd 
Schussler, both from the College of Design of Offenbach, which 
followed the lines of ulm, with an emphasis on semiology. This new 
line of influence, therefore, was indirectly, ulmian.

In 1964, “Arts and Crafts of Colombia” was created as an 
autonomous institution which now is linked to the Ministry of 
Economic Development, whose objective is the support of the 

26 Dicken Castro (Personal communication, 
e-mail, 2002).

27 Proyectodiseño, Historia del diseño de 
producto en Colombia (Bogotá, Colombia: 
Proyectodiseño, Revista de diseño, 
Siglo XX, www.proyectod.com/historia/
3hispor60s.html), 2002.
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crafts sector in technological processes, commercialization, promo-
tion, and the development of human resources. In the beginning, 
recently graduated American students (members of the U.S. Peace 
Corps) lived and worked together with craftsmen, and reevaluated 
the vernacular culture.28

In 1973, this experience gave rise to the School/Workshop of 
Design, under Arts and Crafts of Colombia. The artist Carlos Rojas 
was its first director. In this third line of arts and crafts influence the 
University Pontificia Bolivariana created, in 1972, parting from the 
Art and Decoration Program, the College of Design.

Other Latin American Territories
During the 1950s, Venezuela, similar to other countries, initiated a 
policy of import substitution through the establishment of industrial 
parks for the production and assembly of components. The universi-
ties reoriented themselves towards science and technology. The first 
research centers were established. Most of this effort was devoted to 
developing the country’s furniture industry.
In this context, the first educational institutions were created:
       1. The Institute of Design Neumann, in 1964, through initia-

tive of the industrialist Hans Neumann;29

       2. The University Institute of Technology Antonio José de 
Sucre, in 1972; and,

       3. The University Simón Bolívar, in 1989. Its Department 
of Mechanical Engineering established the Model and 
Prototype Development Section at the undergraduate and 
post-graduate level to meet the needs of the public sector 
and private industry.30

The development of design education in Peru is described by Teresa 
Gianella-Estrems, who was involved from the beginning:

Personally, my assistance at the seminar organized by the 
CIDI in October of 1968 had a great influence in my percep-
tion of design, through the influence of Tomás Maldonado. 
Gui Bonsiepe, with whom I was able to converse in 
Santiago de Chile (1969) and in Lima (1971), when he 
visited the PREVI Project, and at the end of 1973 when he 
left Chile, had an influence the students of architecture 
through the magazine of the ulm school ... Also, the relation 
with Bonsiepe’s students during the first years of the 1970s 
and the manuscripts he sent us—written from Chile—were 
always factors of influence although they began to conflict 
increasingly with the Peruvian context; a difficult coun-
try, due to its geography and great cultural and biological 
diversity, which in the 1970s was the leader in the constitu-
tion of the Andean Community ... under a populist, left-
ist, and statist military regime. The Agrarian Reform, the 
new Law of Industry and the import substitution policy 

28 Artesanías de Colombia (www.artesanias
decolombia.gov.co), 2002.

29 Elina Pérez Urbaneja, Breve Historia 
del diseño Industrial en Venezuela 
(www.analitica.com/va/arte/portafolio/
6742383.asp), 2003.

30 Alberto Sato, El diseño industrial en 
Venezuel Detrás de las cosas (Caracas: 
Centro de Arte la Estancia, 1995), 77.
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were designed to be the engine of industrial development 
but ... industrial development and technological innova-
tion— which involved Peruvian industrial design—never 
became a reality in Peru. An example of a government 
initiative was the creation of the National Institute of 
Industrial Technology and Technical Norms (INTINTEC). 
It had an industrial design office, and sponsored the study 
and publication of the Anthropometric Manual of the Peruvian 
Population.
       Rationalism and social sensitivity, by the light of 
the theory of dependence, were, in the 1970s, ideological 
currents that were very congruent with the conceptual 
proposal of design generated by Bonsiepe during his stay at 
the INTEC-Chile.
       The experiences of industrial design in the 1970s (the 
experimental housing project PREVI, first and second stage) 
received this impact; in the last period of the first stage of 
PREVI worked a foreign expert—an industrial designer of 
the post-Maldonado ulm worked there. The COPESCO Plan 
(equipment and infrastructure for tourism in the Andean 
south of Peru, 1975–85) has been another attempt and a 
partial success of industrial design in our country, but in 
this case the influence of the functional trend in the design 
of equipment/furniture was less.
       In 1981, the Catholic University of Peru, Lima (PUCP) 
decided to create an industrial design course that became 
operative in 1983. In this case, the first curriculum shows 
influences from the hfg ulm and the Royal College of 
Art, but is adapted to the demands of a country where 
small industry—with little capital investment and a lot of 
labour—prevailed and continues to prevail, particularly in 
the production of durable goods for internal consumption, 
with low technological profile.31

The Urgency of Utopia
The program and the values of the hfg ulm marked the strongest 
influence in the origin of design in Latin America, principally in 
those countries where consciousness of design as an economic factor 
was most developed, and where politicians showed receptivity for 
the importance of design in the process of industrialization and 
commercialization.

An important factor has been that academics, workers, and 
intellectuals understood that the path towards the realization of 
the political project was only possible through a democratic social-
ism, oriented towards social inclusion and not—as the neoliberal 
model—towards social exclusion.

31 Teresa Gianella-Estrems (Personal 
communications, e-mail, 2002).
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Often in cooperation with the U.S. CIA, local military and 
conservative politicians thwarted this process.32, 33, 34 The result was 
the execution without trial of a great number of Latin Americans 
who dreamed of continental liberty, of a life with equal rights. It 
also marked the end of industrial development, as well as a certain 
degree of economic autonomy.

The following governments imposed policies based on the 
privatization of public enterprises, and the taking out of loans from 
international financial organizations that did nothing more than 
increase the debt and misery of each country. The consumption of 
imported goods was encouraged, with the corresponding decrease in 
internal production to the point of dismantling the productive base, 
putting a strain on the balance of payments (because the foreign 
products had to be paid with hard currency gained from exports).

This process, increased during the 1990s, caused a demo-
graphic explosion of institutions for design education, the majority 
established as “educational businesses.”

Today, both old and new, public and private, institutions 
coexist, with different objectives that have suffered in different ways 
from the impact of globalization:
       1. Globalization redefined the profile of the Latin American 

designer;
       2. The market, dominated by private industry and interests, 

was the client (and not defined by broader social interests);
       3. Demand required the specialization of CI (corporate iden-

tity) and communication, following the example of large, 
multinational companies that imposed new standards in 
product presentation and multimedia communication;

       4. Branding, corporate identity, product differentiation, 
competition, efficiency, impact, prestige, and power are the 
arguments that support design under globalization;

       5. The institutions for design education that appeared in 
the 1960s attempted to keep up with the new develop-
ments but, with few exceptions, encountered difficulties in 
handling the impositions of the new demand;

       6. These older institutions promoted, in general, scholastic 
research leading to a repetitive theory, separated from 
design practice;

       7. The institutions had, as well, budget difficulties when faced 
with the necessity to incorporate computer equipment;

       8. The private sector used this competitive advantage, along with 
the inclusion of the topics of management and marketing;

       9. Enrollment in graphic design courses and related studies 
grew exponentially in contrast to industrial design, which 
dropped due to a lack of demand;

32 Alentar Kennedy, Embaixadora admite 
erros dos EUA (Folha de São Paulo, 
September 5, 2002).

33 Powell afirma que su país „no está orgul-
loso, de su apoyo a Pinochet (Madrid: El 
País, February 23, 2003).

34 Paci Peña, Gli interventi statunitensi 
in América Latina in Il libero nero del 
capitalismo (Milan: Maro Tropea Editore, 
1999).
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     10. The indispensable design experience for design teaching is 
found only on a minor scale, and the lack of faculty renova-
tion generates an inertia in the pedagogic process that is 
opposite to the principles of the hfg ulm;

     11. The current academic order of merit tends, in many institu-
tions, to give preference to postgraduate titles over profes-
sional design competence;

     12. The academic promotion in the university career (master, 
doctorate); controlled to a great extent by external, nonde-
sign criteria; runs the risk of negatively influencing courses, 
workshops, and the very profile of design education, lead-
ing to a design (and theoretical) anemia;

     13. In this context, design is seen as a minor issue and subordi-
nated to the theoretical production it fosters;

     14. Some graduates achieve professional practice, but a good 
many are reinserted into the education profession, in which 
the “education industry” offers a demand and guarantees a 
career and personal economic stability; and,

     15. In Argentina alone, there were nearly sixty institutions for 
design education in the 1990s.

In Brazil, more than fifty currently are registered, and Chile and 
Mexico each have more than sixty institutions for educating design-
ers. Design in Latin America today is much stronger rooted in the 
academic area than in industry and public and private business, 
demonstrating a lack of impact on the economic, social, and cultural 
environments. A profession based on innovation to a great extent 
has been trapped in bureaucratic processes in academia or economic 
interests, abandoning its intrinsic dynamic.

The history described here shows the extent to which a peda-
gogic project depends on socioeconomic processes. In the 1960s, with 
the creation of the first institutions for design education, it was the 
influence of the hfg ulm, and since the 1980s, it has been the imposi-
tion of the neoliberal paradigm.

My hope is that the disenchantment with globalization will 
open a reflection about the model of society to be desired, and that 
design can revise its contribution and accompany a more just social 
project.
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Object Lessons: Enduring Artifacts 
and Sustainable Solutions
Stuart Walker

Introduction
The relationship between sustainability and product design has been 
the subject of extensive debate in recent years, and is clearly complex 
and multifaceted. It is frequently presented in terms of product life 
cycle, materials, manufacturing, and environmental issues.1, 2 There 
also has been considerable discussion about the design of longer-
lasting products, and of the links between products and services.3, 4 
These approaches make important contributions to sustainability. 
They can help reduce product impacts and improve production effi-
ciencies. However, they also tend to be rather prosaic and dominated 
by pragmatic concerns. As such, they seldom ask more fundamental 
questions about the meaning and place of products in our lives, and 
the contribution of material goods to what might be broadly termed 
“the human endeavor.” Therefore, these approaches neither address 
the crux of the problem nor do they allow us to fully appreciate the 
magnitude of the shift in attitudes and expectations that is demanded 
by “sustainability.”

Here, a different path is taken in an attempt to address this 
deficiency and, hopefully, to increase our understanding of sustain-
ability and product design. Artifacts are considered in terms of their 
characteristics and meanings. The artifacts have been specifically 
chosen because they have existed in one form or another in human 
societies for millennia, and are still made and used today. When 
objects have been produced over such long periods of time, span-
ning diverse cultures, languages, and understandings, then we can 
be sure that there are lessons to be learned from them about our 
relationships with material things, and our contemporary efforts to 
tackle sustainable issues in product design and manufacturing. 

In pursuing this line of thought, objects have been classified 
into three broad categories: (1) functional, (2) social/positional, and 
(3) inspirational/spiritual. The characteristics of objects in each of 
these categories are described, and their relationship to sustainability 
is discussed. These broad areas overlap, and objects that combine 
these characteristics also are discussed; and it is suggested that 
the “functional” plus “social/positional” combination is the most 
problematic in terms of sustainability. Furthermore, there are some 
objects that combine all three classifications. One of these in particu-
lar has been present in human societies for thousands of years, and 

1  W. Sachs, R. Loske, M. Linz, et al., 
Greening the North: A Post-Industrial 
Blueprint for Ecology and Equity (London: 
Zed Books Ltd., 1998), 110.

2 P. Hawken, The Ecology of Commerce: A 
Declaration of Sustainability (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1993), 148.

3 Eternally Yours: Visions on Product 
Endurance, E. van Hinte, ed. (Rotterdam: 
010 publishers, 1997).

4 E. Manzini and F. Jégou, Sustainable 
Everyday: Scenarios of Urban Life 
(Milan: Edizioni Ambiente, 2003).
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is ubiquitous today across much of the world. This object, which has 
an exceptionally intense sense of “possession-ness” associated with 
it, will be considered in more detail to explore what lessons it might 
hold for sustainable design and manufacturing.

Sustainable Objects
A perusal of the collections in many of our large, national museums5 
reveals that certain kinds of artifacts have been prevalent in human 
society since very early times; notably items such as pottery, tools, 
weapons, jewelry, and statuary. These types of objects have been 
in continuous production for at least five thousand years, and the 
earliest examples of jewelry recently were estimated to be some 
seventy-five thousand years old.6 These objects generally are valued 
for their utility, their decorative and aesthetics qualities, and/or for 
their symbolic or ritualistic roles. The value attributed to an object 
usually will emphasize one of these above the others; and while a 
particular artifact might be rather ephemeral in terms of its materi-
als, its style, or its motif, the general “object types” mentioned above 
have persisted over very long periods of time.

These kinds of objects can rightly be characterized as “sus-
tainable,” the sheer longevity of their production and use clearly tes-
tifies to their enduring importance in supporting human existence 
or in nourishing human culture. Therefore, it will be useful to exam-
ine some of their general characteristics. In turn, these characteris-
tics can be considered in relation to human needs and values, and 
therefore can inform our contemporary response to product design 
and sustainability.

Object Characteristics
The examples of enduring objects introduced above can be classified 
into three broad categories: (1) Functional Objects: Tools, weapons, 
and everyday pottery are valued primarily for their usefulness. If 
a tool is ineffective, its value is severely diminished—it would be 
described as “useless.” Similarly, a weapon is judged by its useful-
ness in hunting or in affording protection, and a ceramic pot by its 
ability to hold liquids. These objects are designed to accomplish 
practical tasks; design considerations focus on effectiveness, safety, 
and user comprehension. Therefore, their chief characteristic is 
“functionality.”

(2) Social/Positional Objects: Jewelry items such as necklaces, 
earrings, and bracelets; cosmetics and tattoos; and badges, brooches, 
and medals all are nonutilitarian. While they serve a purpose, they 
are not practical implements or utensils. Instead, they are used to 
express identity, to be decorative, to enhance one’s appearance, or to 
indicate one’s rank, achievement, or affiliation. The chief characteris-
tics of these products are their “social” or “positional” qualities.7, 8 They 
serve as social signifiers that can enhance one’s sense of self-esteem, 
one’s social acceptance, or indicate one’s social status.

5  A number of national museums have 
online collections, such as the British 
Museum at: www.thebritishmuseum.
ac.uk and the National Archaeological 
Museum of Athens at www.culture.gr.

6 J. Amos, Cave Yield “Earliest 
Jewellery” (BBC News Online) www. 
news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/
3629559.stm (4/15/2004, 7:27 p.m.).

7 K. Betts, Positional Goods and 
Economics. Lecture Notes, Swinburne 
University of Technology (Australia) 
http://home.vicnet.net.au/~aespop/
positionalgoods.htm (4/14/2004, 2:59 
p.m.).

8 S. Lansley, After the Gold Rush—The 
Trouble with Affluence: “Consumer 
Capitalism” and the Way Forward 
(London: Century Business Books, 1994), 
98, 103.
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(3) Inspirational/Spiritual Objects: A third category can be clas-
sified as inspirational or spiritual in character. It includes religious 
statuary, icons, and fine art objects. These objects refer to or convey 
inspiring, sacred, or spiritual ideas. They are physical expressions 
of profound understanding and beliefs, and because of this they are 
considered deeply meaningful. They often have religious, magical, 
or talismanic associations, and can serve as reminders or touchstones 
for our most deeply felt yearnings.

These three categories represent three very significant types of 
objects—objects that have stood the test of time and held their place 
in human society irrespective of culture, class, beliefs, and language. 
Therefore, we can conclude that such objects are “nontrivial” and, at 
least in terms of their continuous presence and use in human society, 
sustainable. We can infer that they fulfill important human needs. 
Indeed, when we compare their characteristics with our under-
standing of human needs, such as the modified version of Maslow’s 
Hierarchy of Human Needs9 and Hick’s natural, ethical, and spiritual 
meaning,10, 11 it becomes clear that, taken together, these three sets of 
product characteristics correspond to a broad and comprehensive 
range of human needs:

Functional objects allow us to fulfill our physiological and 
biological needs, as well as our safety needs such as ensur-
ing personal security or fending off danger. 
Social/Positional objects refer to our need for love, belonging, 
social acceptance, our standing within a social group, our 
sense of achievement, and self-esteem. 
Inspirational/Spiritual objects refer to our need to know, our 
search for meaning, our aesthetic sensibilities, personal 
growth, our spiritual needs, and our need to reach out 
beyond ourselves to help others attain their potential.12

However, there are many objects that are not adequately described 
by just one of these three sets of characteristics; instead, they bridge 
two or, in some cases, all three of the categories. A consideration of 
these more complex objects yields, on the one hand, insights about 
object types that are problematic in terms of sustainability, and on 
the other hand, object types that hold fundamental lessons for the 
design and manufacture of sustainable products. 

We can identify objects that have both “functional” and “social/
positional” qualities, others that have “spiritual/inspirational” and 
“social/positional” characteristics, and still others that have “func-
tional,” “social/positional,” and “spiritual/inspirational” characteristics. 
(Objects that have only “functional” and “spiritual/inspirational” 
characteristics probably are not feasible).13 Let us now briefly look 
at objects that combine these various characteristics:

9 V. Postrel, “The Marginal Appeal of 
Aesthetics: Why Buy What You Don’t 
Need,” Innovation (Spring 2004, The 
Journal of the Industrial Designers 
Society of America, Dulles, Virginia): 
30–36.

10 J. Hick, An Interpretation of Religion: 
Human Responses to the Transcendent 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1989), 129–171.

11 S. Walker, Games on a Stone Pavement: 
Design, Sustainability, and Meaning 
(Lecture presented at The Royal 
Society of Arts, London, October 2001) 
(www.rsa.org.uk/events/search .asp.) Full 
text available at: www.ucalgary.ca/uofc/
faculties/EV/people/faculty/profiles/
walker/index.htm.

12 Postrel, “The Marginal Appeal of 
Aesthetics: Why Buy What You Don’t 
Need,” 36.

13 Objects that have “functional” and 
“spiritual/inspirational” characteristics, 
without possessing some “social/
positional” qualities, probably are impos-
sible to find. This conclusion would 
correspond to Maslow’s suggestion that 
human needs are hierarchical, in which 
case objects that have both “functional” 
and “spiritual/inspirational” character-
istics also would possess some “social/
positional” qualities.
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Inspirational/Spiritual + Social/Positional Objects include orna-
ments, commercial art pieces, souvenirs, home décor items, and 
statuary or art objects that have social/positional meaning attributed 
to them, such as status, esteem, or personal identity. This category 
also can include items based on traditional cultures and religions 
such as the commercially produced Haida Masks of the Canadian 
west coast. These types of sculptures are produced today for the 
tourist or collector markets and, in the process, changes occur. Some 
of these changes can be very positive, creating new opportunities for 
artistic expression while simultaneously opening up new avenues 
for economic development and self-determination. However, the 
changes also can be negative. The objects can become modified, 
clichéd, and stereotyped in order to serve the market.14, 15 When these 
nonfunctional objects become commercialized; their religious, ritu-
alistic, or cultural significance is no longer relevant, they become 
primarily decorative, and there is a danger of them becoming a 
pastiche or falling into kitsch. 

These object types do not pose much of a problem in terms 
of sustainability—on the contrary, their production can be a positive 
development. They are generally “low-tech,” frequently handmade 
at the local level, employ local skills, and cultural and aesthetic sensi-
bilities, and perpetuate cultural ties albeit, in some cases, in a new 
and often diluted form. Taken to extremes, this last point can become 
destructive to a culture’s heritage. Nevertheless, local employment 
and the use of local materials and local designs—frequently with 
natural materials—can be socially and economically beneficial, and 
environmentally of relatively low impact. In addition, the handmade 
and cultural or personal significance of these types of objects means 
that people often will keep them for a long time, even passing them 
down from one generation to another. Frequently they are regarded 
as precious personal possessions and they may have heritage value 
which, in turn, prevents them entering the waste stream.

Functional + Social/Positional Objects include consumer goods 
such as automobiles, watches, music equipment, footwear, and 
“designer-labeled” goods. All these possess positional value in addi-
tion to their essential utility. (Ornaments and souvenirs derived from 
functional objects such as decorative pots also can combine func-
tionality with social value but, in these cases, the primary purpose 
is decorative so their functionality is largely irrelevant.) 

These are functional products that set one apart from the 
crowd and in terms of sustainability they are, by far, the most 
problematic. For the most part, they are mass-produced goods that 
are promoted and distributed globally; they drive consumerism 
and are the cause of many environmental and social ills. They not 
only combine functionality with positional value, they also become 
quickly outdated. There are two main reasons why these objects are 
so exceptionally time dependent. First, both their functionality and 

14 K. L. Howard and D. F. Pardue, Inventing 
the Southwest: The Fred Harvey Company 
and Native American Art (Flagstaff, AZ: 
Northland Publishing, 1996), 7.

15 V. Papanek, The Green Imperative: 
Natural Design for the Real World (New 
York: Thames and Hudson, 1995), 234.
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their positional value are intimately connected to advances in tech-
nology. Secondly, their positional value is tied to changes in fashion 
and styling. Within our contemporary market-driven, mass-produc-
tion system, the linking of technological progress and/or styling with 
social status has become an extremely potent combination. Today, 
virtually all our utilitarian goods have the potential to be positional, 
from cars and audio products to refrigerators, kettles, and bathtubs. 
When this occurs, an object’s value is determined not simply by its 
ability to properly function, but also by its ability to convey social 
position, aspiration, or affiliation. This positional value inevitably is 
short-lived because technology is always advancing and styling is 
always changing. It is these factors that spawn the upward spiral of 
consumerism that is so environmentally and socially destructive. 

Functional + Social/Positional + Inspirational/Spiritual Objects is 
the final category to be considered here. It includes objects related to 
religion and particularly to forms of prayer, for example, a Muslim 
prayer mat, a Buddhist prayer wheel, or a Jewish prayer shawl. 
Each serves a functional purpose: the prayer mat defines a space for 
prayer, each rotation of the prayer wheel represents a prayer’s recita-
tion, and the prayer shawl is a mnemonic device.16 Inseparable from 
these functions, each has a symbolic religious or spiritual signifi-
cance, each is a signifier of social identity, and, potentially, each also 
may be associated with social status or position. These are important 
religious and cultural artifacts that all pertain to our inspirational or 
spiritual understandings, and each is “used” in an active, functional 
way that is quite different from a religious statue or painting. 

These types of artifacts are considered precious because of 
their sacred associations. Their design and use is steeped in tradi-
tion, and they are not simply discarded when a newer model or style 
comes along. Therefore, they can be described as “sustainable”—they 
have a long history in human society, they are highly valued, and 
they have profound meanings. That said, these examples, the prayer 
shawl, prayer wheel, and prayer mat, each are specific to a particular 
religious culture. There is, however, a similar object that is found all 
over the world and in most of the major religions. We will consider 
this object in rather more detail because it holds important lessons 
for our understanding of sustainability and material culture.

An Enduring Object
Imagine an object that is used today by rich and poor, young and 
old, healthy and sick; an object that fulfills a prosaic, utilitarian 
role, and has a deeply spiritual significance; that can be decorative 
and highly aesthetic; and has for its owner a profoundly personal 
value independent of price, quality, or materials but is inherent to 
that particular object. Imagine, too, that such an object has a wide 
variety of designs and manifestations; that it can be mass-produced 
for a few pennies or, for a similar cost, made at home. Perhaps the 
contemplation of such an object would allow us to see anew some 

16 Numbers 15:39, The Holy Bible—New 
International Version (London: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 1979), 174.
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of the failings of our contemporary, rather limited approaches to 
product design and production, and offer some pointers for a more 
sustainable and more inclusive future. 

In the tragedy of Baghdad, a man scarred with the wounds 
of conflict holds this object.17 High in the Himalayas, a young boy 
uses it to keep a tally. A smaller version can be seen in the fingers of 
an old man in a café in Athens. In New York, it may be found in the 
pocket of a business suit or in a fashionable Gucci handbag. Many 
Chinatown stalls can be found bursting with different versions in 
all shapes, sizes, and colors. It is an object that crosses boundaries 
of time, belief, gender, culture, and class. The year October 2002–
October 2003 was dedicated to it.18 In December, 2003, five-hundred 
of these objects were used by British artist Mark Wallinger to deco-
rate the Christmas tree at Tate Modern in London.19 It is variously 
known as the mala, the tasbih, the rosary, or simply as “prayer-beads.” 
Throughout the centuries, it has carved out a unique place in human 
culture as an object that ties the physical or outer person with the 
inner, contemplative, and spiritual self. 

The widespread and enduring use of prayer-beads, together 
with their fundamental relationship to the human search for mean-
ing, make them an important artifact for consideration by the prod-
uct designer seeking to better understand the relationship between 
sustainability and material things. 

Prayer-beads
And if I bidde any bedes, but if it be in wrather,
That I telle with my tonge is two myle fro myn herte.
– William Langland, fourteenth century, England20

At their most basic, functional level, prayer-beads are used for keep-
ing track of repeated chants or prayers. Their most common form 
is a simple circle of beads or knots on a string, ending in a tassel or 
religious symbol. They are thought to have originated in Hinduism 
about three-thousand years ago.21 Buddhists have used them since 
very early times,22 the Muslim tasbih dates back to about the ninth 
century,23 and the Catholic rosary to the fifteenth century.24, 25 The 
Orthodox churches use knotted prayer ropes, Anglicans have a ver-
sion,26 and the Baha’i faith uses beads similar to the tasbih. There also 
are secular versions known as “worry-beads.”

Characteristics of Prayer-beads
Let us now look in a little more detail at prayer-beads in order to 
develop some insights that will be useful in our understanding of 
product design and sustainability. The various uses and meanings 
of prayer-beads include: 

A Tallying Device: A bead, representing one prayer in the 
cycle, is held in the fingers while the prayer is recited. In 
this respect, they serve as a functional tool.

17 M. MacKinnon, Would-be Warriors 
Return from Abroad: Iraqi Call to Arms 
(Toronto Globe and Mail, April 2, 2003).

18 Apostolic Letter Rosarium Virginis Mariae 
of the Supreme Pontiff John Paul II to the 
Bishops, Clergy, and Faithful on the Most 
Holy Rosary, October 2002–October 2003 
(October 16, 2002) (www.vatican.va/
holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_letters/
documents/hf_jp-ii_apl_20021016_
rosarium-virginis-mariae_en.html#top) 
(October 19, 2002, 10:48 a.m.).

19 M. Kennedy, Artist Trims Tate Tree 
(The Guardian, Manchester, December 
13, 2003) (www.guardian.co.uk/print/
0,3858,4818609-110427,00.html) (March 
17, 2004, 3:08 p.m.).

20 W. Langland, Piers the Ploughman (four-
teenth century) (London: Penguin Books 
Ltd., 1966), 5.401–5.402, 73. Middle 
English version quoted here available 
at: http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/cgibin/
browse-mixed?id=LanPier&tag=public
&images=images/mideng&data=/lv1/
Archive/mideng-parsed (May 25, 2004, 
10:30 p.m.).

21 R. Gribble, The History and Devotion of 
the Rosary (Our Sunday Visitor Publishing 
Division, Huntingdon, IN, 1992): 130 and 
169.

22 Ibid., 169.
23 E. Wilkins, The Rose-Garden Game: The 

Symbolic Background to the European 
Prayer-Beads (London: Victor Gollancz 
Ltd., 1969), 32 and 56.

24 Gribble, The History and Devotion of the 
Rosary, 166.

25 D. Chidester, Christianity: A Global 
History (New York: HarperCollins, 2000) 
275.

26 L. C. Bauman, The Anglican Rosary 
(Telephone, Texas: Praxis, 2001), 4.
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An Aid to Concentration and Meditation: Essentially, prayer-
beads are a device to assist concentration while praying 
or meditating.27, 28 The fingering of the beads is a repeti-
tive activity that can be done without thinking; more 
important, it is an activity that occupies the physical body. 
Pascal talked of using such routines in order to enable us 
to act unthinkingly and mechanically, in order to subdue 
the machine and the power of reason.29, 30 This is a critical 
aspect of prayer-beads; the repetitive action produces a 
quieting effect.31 We see similar mechanical routines prac-
ticed all over the world because they are associated with 
spiritual growth, including: the spinning of the prayer 
wheel, the raking of a Zen garden,32 and the rocking 
action of Orthodox Jews during prayer.33 These practices 
are thoughtless or “unreasoned” actions, which facilitate 
meditation and, potentially, inner growth. It is this funda-
mental purpose that raises prayer-beads above the merely 
mundane and functional. The simple string of beads is an 
instrument of synthesis—an aid in bringing together the 
inner and outer, or physical and spiritual.34, 35 Thus, the 
prayer-beads are profoundly meaningful, which, as we 
shall see, is relevant to our understanding of sustainability.

All the major spiritual traditions are expressed, on the one hand, 
through teachings and traditions that often are somewhat esoteric 
and difficult to grasp and, on the other hand, through popular 
understandings and customs. In this respect, prayer-beads have 
various other meanings that add to their widespread appeal. 

A Talisman: Prayer-beads often are regarded as a lucky 
charm.36 In some religions, losing one’s prayer-beads is an 
ominous sign37, 38 and, in Catholicism, even in recent times, 
the rosary has been associated with apparitions and mira-
cles. It is commonly viewed as an object of comfort39 and, 
in many Latin countries, it is a ubiquitous adornment of a 
car’s rearview mirror. Such associations are deeply rooted 
in the human psyche and, despite scientific and technologi-
cal progress and our rationalistic outlook, they still are very 
much present in modern, secular societies. Other common 
examples include the omission of row thirteen in aircraft 
by major airlines in some of the world’s most scientifically 
advanced countries,40 and the commonly held superstition 
that walking under a ladder brings bad luck. 
       A Touchstone: Prayer-beads can serve as a “remember-
ing object.” It is not a mnemonic device in the usual sense. 
Rather, it serves as a benchmarking device—a “reminder 
object”—similar to a souvenir, but for a person of faith it is 

27 Gribble, The History and Devotion of the 
Rosary, 167.

28 M. Ward, The Splendor of the Rosary 
(New York: Sheed and Ward, 1945), 7–9.

29 Ibid., 8.
30 B. Pascal, Pensées (London: Penguin 

Books, revised edition, 1995), Series II 
(The Wager), section 418, p. 125, includ-
ing footnote.

31 Wilkins, The Rose-Garden Game: The 
Symbolic Background to the European 
Prayer-Beads, 14.

32 Abbot O. Kido article in Rokuon-ji 
Zen Centre (California) newsletter 
(August 2000) available at http:// 
www.pages.prodigy.net/monkkido/news/
august-2000.html (February 10, 2004, 7:
23 p.m.), no longer available.

33 G. R. Sims, In an Alien Land (Jarrold & 
Sons, 1911) available at: http://www.thh
ol.freeserve.co.uk/simsalie.html (May 25, 
2004, 9:27 p.m.).

34 E. Herrigel, Zen in the Art of Archery 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1953), 43.

35 J. Needleman, Lost Christianity (New 
York: Bantam Books, 1980), 212.

36 Wilkins, The Rose-Garden Game: The 
Symbolic Background to the European 
Prayer-Beads, 29.

37 Gribble, The History and Devotion of the 
Rosary, 131–2. 

38 Wilkins, The Rose-Garden Game: The 
Symbolic Background to the European 
Prayer-Beads, 29.

39 A. Vail, The Story of the Rosary (London: 
HarperCollins, 1995), 104–5.

40 B. Perkins, Bottom Line Conjures Up 
Realty’s Fear of 13 (2004) available at: 
http://www.realtytimes.com.rtcpages/
20020913_13thfloor.htm (January 3, 
2004, 4:24 p.m.). Example: Lufthansa, 
see Seatmaps available at: http:
//cms.lufthansa.com/fly/de/en/inf/
0,4976,0-0-780757,00.html (May 30, 
2004, 1:25 p.m.). 
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a reminder of that which is true and meaningful. 
Jewelry: Prayer-beads also can be worn as jewelry. In this 
case, they are valued for their aesthetic and decorative 
qualities. 
A Badge of Identity: In various ways throughout their history, 
prayer-beads have been used as an outer sign of one’s reli-
gion, denomination, or vocation.41

Up until this point, we have discussed the object in terms of its use 
and meanings. It also can be considered in terms of its physicality 
and materiality:

A Physical Expression of the Accompanying Prayer Cycle: In 
Catholicism, the name “rosary” is actually the same as the 
name of the prayers that accompany its use. The design of 
the rosary, a circlet of beads attached to a pendant with a 
crucifix, is essentially a tactile map and visual diagram of 
the prayer cycle. Hence, its physical design is an indicator 
of its use and meaning.
The Physical Qualities of the Object include the size, weight, 
color,and texture of the beads, whether they are warm 
or cold to the touch, and how they sound when they are 
picked up and used. These are key aspects of one’s aesthetic 
experience of the object. Prayer beads can be of plain wood 
or of precious jewels, simple or elaborate. The reasons for 
such variety can range from a genuine attempt to achieve 
an appropriate expression for a devotional object, to a 
choice that has more to do with social standing. Simple 
wooden beads can be an authentic expression of simplic-
ity and humility, or a disingenuous outward expression 
of piety. A costly, bejeweled set of beads can be an entirely 
appropriate object for use in religious practice, or it can be 
a sign of wealth and social standing.42 Thus, the appearance 
of prayer-beads can be diverse, variously interpreted, and 
used to express a broad range of values. 
Varieties of Manufacture: Prayer-beads can be handmade 
from the simplest of materials or batch-produced in larger 
numbers by local artisans. They also are commonly made 
by mass-production processes. How it is made, what it is 
made from, and where it is made may have a bearing on 
the value ascribed to it by its owner. However, a cheap, 
mass-produced set of beads can be as precious to its owner 
as a set made from rare and expensive materials. Moreover, 
prayer-beads often include an emblem identifying the place 
it was purchased, such as a pilgrimage site. This adds a 
souvenir quality to it, but also a particular sacred associa-
tion.

41 Wilkins, The Rose-Garden Game: The 
Symbolic Background to the European 
Prayer-Beads, 50 and 179.

42 Ibid., 49.
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From this brief overview, it is apparent that there are a wide range of 
meanings associated with this object. They span the utilitarian, the 
deeply reflective and contemplative, the talismanic, the emblematic, 
and the decorative. It also can serve as a touchstone of values and an 
indicator of social status. For these reasons, this object can acquire 
an exceptionally intense and highly personal quality of “possession-
ness.” It is an object that one tends to really “own” in a very intimate 
way,43 regardless of the fact that it may have cost very little and be 
made from mass-produced plastics.

There are two more aspects of prayer-beads that are impor-
tant to bear in mind when considering the relationship between 
sustainability and the design of material objects:

Evolution over Time: Neither the “prayer-beads” as an  
artifact, nor the cycle of sayings that accompanies its use 
were “designed” as such. Rather, both evolved over a long 
period into the forms we see today. These forms are the 
result of both popular (or bottom-up) practices and institu-
tional (or top-down) approval and modification.44 
Evolution among Different Traditions: The different forms of 
prayer-beads around the world demonstrate that it is an 
object that is easily adaptable to diverse cultures and tradi-
tions, which then make it their own through modifying 
the design and, in the process, it becomes a symbol of both 
belief and identity. Hence, its flexibility allows it to become 
acculturated, and this contributes to its continued but 
diverse use and meaning.

Object Lessons for Sustainability
In this paper, we have looked at various types of enduring objects, 
and categorized and discussed them in terms of human needs 
and values. One object in particular, the prayer-beads, has been 
discussed in more detail as an important example that spans the 
various categories that have been introduced. We now can examine 
the lessons this object might hold for sustainable product design, 
bearing in mind that we cannot necessarily draw any firm, gener-
ally applicable, conclusions from the specific characteristics of one 
object. Nevertheless, from the above discussion, we can make the 
following observations:

The Physical and the Meaningful: It seems that a very power-
ful sense of personal possession-ness can be attributed to 
an artifact in which there are strong, interwoven relation-
ships between physical object, physical activity, tactility, 
visual understanding, aesthetic experience, meaning, 
inner growth, and allusions to the numinous. The object 
discussed here is fundamentally profound in its concep-
tion as a thing, and this is articulated through its physical 
design, its use, and its meaning to its owner. It is a deeply 
evocative artifact that is neither trivial nor trendy, nor is 

43 Ibid., 26, 29–30, 48.
44 Apostolic Letter, Rosarium Virginis, 19.
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it based on transient technological novelty or styling. For 
these reasons, it is not susceptible to many of the factors 
that render so many contemporary products short-lived 
and unsustainable.
The Heart of Sustainability: It is an object that relates to a 
broadly acknowledged set of human understandings that 
are independent of culture, religion, language, or era—what 
Leibniz called the philosophia perennis,45 and Lewis referred 
to as the evangelium eternum.46 This undoubtedly contrib-
utes to its enduring and widespread use. However, one 
could say the same thing about a ceramic pot. So what is it 
that distinguishes one enduring artifact from another, and 
makes it such an intensely personal and precious posses-
sion? 
Objects that have a wide range of characteristics and mean-
ings, including the profound, greatly surpass those of basic, 
utilitarian goods, and this is what makes prayer-beads, and 
not pottery, so important in our understanding of sustain-
ability. It is an artifact that has been conceived in response 
to our highest needs, which have been termed “self-actu-
alization” and “transcendence,”47 and which refer, respec-
tively, to attaining one’s potential and relating to something 
beyond the ego.48 In addition to these higher intentions, 
prayer-beads also reference other needs such as social 
standing and identity.49 They also serve a basic function and 
have a variety of meanings related to popular culture, e.g., 
talisman. Thus, they can be understood, used, and acknowl-
edged in many different ways.
An Essentially Personal Object: The intimate “personalness” 
of the ownership of this object is a rare, but very important, 
characteristic to bear in mind when considering the nature 
of sustainable objects. When we value an object in a deeply 
emotional and personal way, it becomes precious to us and 
worthy of our care.
A Challenge to “Localization” and Its Link to Sustainability? 
There has been much discussion about the need for 
increased “localization” to contribute to sustainability in 
product design and manufacturing.50, 51 However, to some 
extent at least, prayer-beads would appear to challenge this 
claim. It is certainly true that, in many parts of the world, 
this object is made at the local level from local materials 
such as plant seeds. However, it also is mass-produced 
from inexpensive, “anonymous,” unsymbolic material, 
and yet can still hold a profound meaning and a deeply 
intimate sense of “possession-ness” for its owner. This is 
because the locus of this sense of ownership is related more 
to what the object represents, or to that which it points, 
rather than to what it actually is in terms of its materials 

45 A. Huxley, The Perennial Philosophy 
(London: Triad Grafton Books, 1945), 9.

46 C. S. Lewis, The Pilgrim’s Regress 
(Glasgow: Collins Sons and Co. Ltd, 1933, 
Fount Paperback edition, 1978), 171.

47 Postrel, “The Marginal Appeal of 
Aesthetics: Why Buy What You Don’t 
Need,” 36.

48 W. G. Huitt, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
(Valdorsra, GA: Valdosta State University, 
Educational Psychology Interactive, 2003) 
available at: http://chiron.valdosta.edu/
whuitt/col/regsys/maslow/html (February 
10, 2004, 7:03 p.m.). 

 Alternatively, http://chiron.valdosta.edu.
49 Wilkins, The Rose-Garden Game: The 

Symbolic Background to the European 
Prayer-Beads, 50.

50 S. Dresner, The Principles of 
Sustainability (London: Earthscan 
Publications Ltd., 2002), 161–4.

51 S. Van der Ryn and S. Cowan, Ecological 
Design (Washington: Island Press, 1996), 
57 and 65.
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or mode of manufacture. Any detrimental reaction due to 
its cheap, ubiquitous “thingness” is overcome by its iconic 
associations, so that it can still be a deeply meaningful and 
intimate personal possession. This is, perhaps, the most 
important lesson for sustainability. The meaning of an object, 
even of a newly manufactured, mass-produced, plastic 
object, can provide a deep sense of ownership and value, 
and can eclipse the specific physical characteristics and any 
physical shortcomings of the object.

From this it seems reasonable to draw a further conclusion. At its 
most basic, utilitarian, “undesigned” level, we could say that a func-
tional object is capable of fulfilling an identified human need. When 
we go beyond this basic utility and introduce “design” to give the 
product market appeal, then we start assigning to the product facets 
that will, ostensibly, satisfy a range of other human needs such as 
“a sense of belonging” and “self-esteem” needs. Objects designed 
to appeal to these needs (i.e., “functional, social/positional goods”) 
often are rapidly outdated and unsustainable. Beyond these “middle-
level” needs, however, there are higher needs such as aesthetic and 
spiritual needs. Products conceived to refer to these can appeal to 
our highest potential and, in doing so, the very factors that spur unsus-
tainable practices in objects are overcome. In the one example of prayer-
beads at least, we have a product that is inherently sustainable, more 
than simply functional, and ubiquitous. This example demonstrates 
that this combination is possible to achieve. The challenge is to see 
if it is possible in more common, everyday products.

At this point, we may try to take a few steps beyond the 
example of prayer-beads, to include some less explicitly religious 
products that are, at least to some extent, simultaneously “func-
tional,” “social/positional” and “inspirational/spiritual.” It is 
difficult to find such examples, and any selections inevitably will be 
subjective and perhaps contentious. However, they might include 
some of the work by Philippe Starck, such as his “Juicy Salif” lemon 
squeezer of 1990 for Alessi. This product may not be especially 
functional, and its prime role would appear to have become posi-
tional, but it also is a strikingly sculptural and perhaps inspirational 
design. Similarly, the designs of Daniel Weil, Ron Arad, and the 
Droog designers are not merely functional, nor are they simply 
a combination of function and social/positional characteristics. 
Their sculptural and aesthetic attributes tend to endow them with 
“inspirational/spiritual” qualities. 

These examples perhaps are not ideal, their durability has yet 
to be tested, and, in some cases, it often is difficult to rise above their 
strong “positional” associations. However, they do provide some 
indication of direction. They combine the various product charac-
teristics discussed above, and encapsulate meanings, beauty, and 
sculptural qualities that allow them to rise above the mundane.
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Conclusions
Many of our contemporary products go beyond basic utility, to 
include a multitude of technical features, along with styling and 
aesthetic considerations. The vast majority of these products are 
short-lived, unrepairable and, by any measure, unsustainable. Given 
this state of affairs, we are faced with the question: “Is it possible to 
have an object that is more than merely functional, but which also 
can be understood as sustainable, and if so, what would be the char-
acteristics of such an object?”

This discussion has attempted to answer this question, 
and has shown that sustainable product design is not to be found 
simply in the physical definition of an object, in the types or scale 
of manufacturing, or even in the nuances of the design. It also 
suggests that sustainability does not necessarily require a return to 
local production, the use of natural materials or high-value materi-
als, craft-processes, or even high-quality production. Instead, once 
basic utility is surpassed, we enter an area of design that deals with 
the social and positional aspects of material culture, and it is this 
area, when added to function, that appears to stimulate consumer-
ism, disposable products, and unsustainable practices. Furthermore, 
beyond the “social/positional” lies another area of human under-
standing—the “inspirational/spiritual”—that seeks and brings 
higher meaning to our endeavors. When this level of understanding 
informs our material productions, the destructive tendencies within 
the “social/positional” can be overcome and lead to objects that are, 
in their fundamental conception, deeply meaningful. And it is only 
by attempting to make our material culture meaningful that we can 
hope to contribute to a sustainable future.
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From Visual Culture 
to Design Culture
Guy Julier

From Visual Culture to Design Culture
The past ten years of academia have seen the establishment of 
Visual Culture, Material Culture and, most recently, Design Culture 
as scholarly disciplines. Visual Culture partly has emerged from 
art history through its incorporation of cultural studies. Material 
Culture’s provenance is in a mixture of anthropology, museum 
studies, and design history. The term “design culture” has been 
used more sporadically, and not just in academia. It also has been 
employed in journalism and the design industry itself. But if design 
culture is to be consolidated as an academic discipline, what relation-
ship would it have to these other categories and, indeed, to design 
practice itself? Given the foci of Visual Culture in images, and that 
of Material Culture in things, they should, theoretically, provide a 
scholastic springboard for Design Culture. 

Visual Culture is now firmly established as an academic 
discipline in universities across Europe and the Americas. It sports 
two refereed journals,1 at least five student introductory texts,2 
and three substantial readers.3 Undergraduate and postgraduate 
courses have been established. While differing in their approaches, 
Visual Culture authors generally include design alongside fine art, 
photography, film, TV, and advertising within their scope.4 Visual 
Culture, therefore, challenges and widens the field of investigation 
previously occupied by Art History. This project was instigated in the 
1970s within the then-called “New Art History.” Proponents turned 
away from traditional interests in formal analysis, provenance, and 
patronage to embrace a more anthropological attitude to the visual in 
society. Henceforth, all visual forms are admissible into the academic 
canon—a notion spurred on by the rise of Cultural Studies, Popular 
Culture Studies, Media Studies and, indeed, Design History. As the 
academic discipline of Visual Culture emerged through the 1990s, its 
central concern was the investigation of the relationship between the 
viewer and the viewed. Nonetheless, despite this apparent openness, 
this article contends that the methods of Visual Culture have limited 
use for developing an understanding of the cultural role of contem-
porary design in society. Victor Margolin previously has suggested 
the need for doctoral-level studies of design and culture.5 In essence, 

1 The Journal of Visual Culture (Sage, 
founded 2002) and Visual Culture in 
Britain (Ashgate, founded 2000).

2 For example, see Malcolm Barnard, 
Approaches to Understanding Visual 
Culture (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2001); Richard Howells, Visual Culture: 
An Introduction (Cambridge: Polity, 2001); 
Nicholas Mirzoeff, An Introduction to 
Visual Culture (New York: Routledge, 
1999): Marita Sturken and Lisa 
Cartwright, Practices of Looking: An 
Introduction to Visual Culture (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001); and Visual 
Culture: An Introduction, John Walker 
and Sarah Chaplin, eds. (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 1997).

3 For example, see Visual Culture: The 
Reader, Jessica Evans and Stuart Hall, 
eds. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2001); 
Nicholas Mirzoeff, The Visual Culture 
Reader (New York: Routledge, 1998); and 
The Feminism and Visual Culture Reader, 
Amelia Jones, ed. (New York: Routledge, 
2003).

4 Malcolm Barnard, Art, Design, and 
Visual Culture: An Introduction (London: 
Macmillan, 1998) includes some short 
references to design.

5 See Victor Margolin, “Design History and 
Design Studies” in The Politics of the 
Artificial: Essays on Design and Design 
Studies (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2002).

© 2005 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Design Issues:  Volume 22, Number 1  Winter 2006
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my ambition is to move beyond Visual Culture and consider the 
conditions of, and the procedures for, Design Culture that take 
Margolin’s proposition a step or two further.

The principle focus of this article is on the way these disci-
plines situate themselves in relation to their objects of study and 
their scope. First, it develops a critique of Visual Culture as a “way of 
looking,” exposing its limitations in relation to design. I contend that 
the hermeneutic position occupied by some Visual Culture authors, 
so far, explains their discomfort and inability to deal meaningfully 
with the functions of contemporary design. Secondly, I review the 
conditions that may give rise to the superceding of Visual Culture by 
a concept of Design Culture, and the meanings it occupies. Finally, 
this article proposes a conceptual model that helps to structure how 
the study of Design Culture might be pursued. 

Given the limitations of space, issues, and debates that have 
emerged in Material Culture studies are given less attention in rela-
tion to this problematic. This is not to underestimate its role in the 
emergence of a Design Culture conception. Rather, I acknowledge 
that the openness with which Material Culture studies are pursued, 
alongside Design History and Design Studies, provides an intel-
lectual flexibility that is largely absent within Visual Culture. As 
we shall see, the use of the term “design culture” is pluralistic in 
academic institutions, and this resonates with similar debates that 
have run through design history and design studies. Earlier attempts 
to define these fields with specific boundaries, discursive features, 
and pedagogic aims have led to a more mature agreement among 
its supporters that expresses a reverse situation. Nowadays, these 
disciplines and their sub-areas interact in a secure and complex way.6 
In seeking to define and propose a conceptual framework for the 
study of Design Culture, its debt to these other disciplines, as well 
as Visual Culture, is acknowledged. 

The Periodization and Scope of Visual Culture
The periodization of visual culture7 is understood in two ways. 
One is that the visual has come to be the dominant cognitive and 
representational form of modernity. This certainly is the position 
that was taken by W. J. T. Mitchell8 and Mirzoeff.9 In this account, 
the emergence of a “visual turn” in Western society is the effect of 
the creation of mass consumer markets and urbanization during the 
industrial revolution. Indeed, the proliferation of images became a 
key characteristic of modern social organization.10 From a design 
point of view, commodities and services needed to be made more 
self-consciously visual in order to advertise and market them to a 
wide, anonymous audience. The Victorians saw the growth of the 
department store, catalogue shopping, mass tourism, and entertain-
ment as spectacle—all of which hinge on the mediation of visual 
experience. And, of course, this also was the period of new visual 
technologies such as film, animation, and photography. 

6 Ibid.
7 Henceforth, I refer to “visual culture” in 

lowercase to mean the field that “Visual 
Culture” (uppercase) as an academic 
discipline studies, and likewise for 
“design culture” and “Design Culture.”

8 W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1994).

9 Nicholas Mirzoeff, An Introduction to 
Visual Culture (London: Routledge, 1998).

10 Jessica Evans, “Introduction” in Visual 
Culture: The Reader, Jessica Evans and 
Stuart Hall, eds. (London: Sage, 1999).
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Alternatively, we might view the issue of visual culture as a 
hermeneutic one. It is not a question of one era superceding another 
or of binary opposites. There isn’t a clear historical break between, 
say, a literary era and the visual era. Vision is neither hegemonic 
nor non-hegemonic.11 In the first instance, all media are hybrid or, 
as Bal claims, “impure.”12 They do not merely engage one expres-
sion—visual, textual, aural, material—but are dissolved within their 
mediatory contexts. (One cannot talk of the Internet in terms of either 
visual or textual culture but, perhaps, as screen culture.) Therefore, 
it does not follow that the advent of a new visual technology—from 
oil painting to Internet—means the strict dominance of one cognitive 
form over another in any era. Forms of visual presentation emerge 
and indeed occupy some discursive prominence at various histori-
cal junctures. An era of visual culture, Mitchell argues, is where the 
perception of the visual becomes commonplace; something that is 
mentioned casually.13 In doing so, assumptions are automatically 
made about the ubiquity and role of the visual in society.

In considering this more nuanced notion of visual culture, 
we slip from an essentialist view (the visual is the medium of our 
times) to a complex view (we regard the visual as an intrinsic and 
important social and cultural expression of our times). 

While proponents of the latter position may acknowledge the 
visual as part and parcel of a complex, interlocking web of cultural 
production, the visual plays a lead role in cultural formation and 
representation. They are concerned with images, pictures, visual 
things, and what they are doing. The chief focus of interest is on 
them as representations and in the relation of viewers and practices 
of vision. The dominant transaction of interest is between singular-
ized object and individual viewer, between produced object and 
consuming subject. Issues of “scopic regimes,” vision, ways of look-
ing, the gaze, and semiotics dominate the literature. The “reading” 
of the image is a central faculty of the discipline.

This ocularcentricism in Visual Culture studies therefore 
renders the viewer almost inanimate in relation to the viewed. A 
sensibility is embedded in its practices whereby things external to 
the subject are seen, analyzed, and contemplated. This rigid process 
of looking is underpinned and promoted by the habit of disembody-
ing images from their primary contexts of encounter.14 Adverts or 
photos are quite literally cut out of newspapers and magazines for 
analysis, a process that is not dissimilar to practices undertaken 
within traditional art history that Visual Culture studies critiques.15 
Furthermore, to date, the traditional objects of interest to scholars of 
Visual Culture have predominantly been static forms. A survey of the 
key introductory texts for the discipline reveals the preponderance of 
static visual forms such as photography and advertising. 

11 W. J. T. Mitchell, “Showing Seeing: A 
Critique of Visual Culture” in Journal of 
Visual Culture 1:2 (2002): 165–181.

12 Mieke Bal, “Visual Essentialism and the 
Object of Visual Culture” in Journal of 
Visual Culture  2:1 (2002): 5–32.

13 W. J. T. Mitchell, “Showing Seeing: A 
Critique of Visual Culture” in Journal of 
Visual Culture 1:2 (2002): 165–181.

14 Carol Armstrong, “Questionnaire” in 
October 77 (1996): 26–28.

15 Mirzoeff, however, refutes this notion 
of the “disembodiment” of images. See 
Nicholas Mirzoeff, An Introduction to 
Visual Culture (London: Routledge, 1999).
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How one looks and how looking is represented may be 
a multifaceted performance. Indeed, Martin Jay identified three 
common historical forms. The first is embedded in the perspectival-
ist Cartesian relationship between viewer and viewed that relates 
to Renaissance painting. Here a single, static position for the viewer 
is expected. Second, observational empiricism that was embedded 
in Dutch seventeenth century art does not make the assumption of 
three-dimensional space external to the viewer, but revels in the 
particularity of surface detail. Third, the multiple and open pictur-
ing of visual phenomena prevalent in baroque art demands the 
viewer to piece together visual objects into a coherent narrative.16 
These are useful starting points for exploring visual encounter, and 
may be transferred into the exploration of designed objects and 
environments. However, Jay’s argument, it seems, still positions the 
practice of viewing in the foreground as the prior function that such 
objects fulfill. Furthermore, his interest is in whatever is, quite liter-
ally, within the frame rather than around or behind it. The notion 
that such artifacts also function as things in space or circulation, or 
in individual or collective reproduction, memory, or aspiration, is 
absent.

Contemporary Design and the Limitations of Visual Culture
As visual information has become ephemeral and immediate, so 
the ground on which culture is played out has shifted up a gear. 
The growing ubiquity of design as a self-consciously distinguish-
ing feature in everyday life expands the grounds on which visual 
values lie. As Scott Lash notes, “Culture is now three-dimensional, 
as much tactile as visual or textual, all around us and inhabited, 
lived in rather than encountered in a separate realm as a representa-
tion.”17 He describes an architectonic, spatially-based society, and 
information is reworked in these planes. Culture is no longer one 
of pure representation or narrative, where visual culture conveys 
messages. Instead, culture formulates, formats, channels, circulates, 
contains, and retrieves information. Design, therefore, is more than 
just the creation of visual artifacts to be used or “read.” It is also 
about the structuring of systems of encounter within the visual and 
material world.

Academics at the core of Visual Culture studies are not oblivi-
ous to this development. Hal Foster’s recent writings, in particular, 
resonate with Lash’s “architectonic” conception of culture. Foster 
places himself at the end of discursive tradition that recognizes the 
remaking of space in the image of the commodity—itself a prime 
story of capitalist modernity. This tradition, he claims, runs from 
the work of Georg Simmel, through Sigfried Karcauer and Walter 
Benjamin, the situationists, to David Harvey and Saskia Sassen.18 In 
the same way that the commodity and sign appear as one (through, 
for example, branding), so, he contends, does the commodity and 
space. This is nowhere more evident than in the use of design to 

16 Martin Jay, “Scopic Regimes of 
Modernity” in Vision and Visuality, Hal 
Foster, ed. (New York: Dia Art Foundation, 
1988). 

17 Scott Lash Critique of Information 
(London: Sage, 2002), 149.

18 Hal Foster, Design and Crime (And Other 
Diatribes) (London: Verso, 2002), 23. 
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define the cultural value of locations—place branding in other 
words. Thus, for Foster, Frank O. Gehry’s design for the Guggenheim 
Museum in Bilbao creates a spectacle that is “an image accumulated 
to the point where it becomes capital.”19 This observation closes the 
loop instigated by Guy Debord, arguing that the spectacle was 
“capital accumulated to the point where it becomes an image.”20 
Here design is used to establish symbolic value over a location; or, 
as Foster would have it, image and space are “deterritorialized.”21 

Equally, Camiel Van Winkel speaks of a “regime of visibil-
ity ... that permeates all levels of culture and society ... [so that] ... 
increasingly works of art and other cultural artefacts are no longer 
simply made but designed ... a productive model dominates that is 
all about styling, coding, and effective communication with an audi-
ence.”22 In agreement with Van Winkel, Bryson argues that, as they 
proliferate, “A primary experience in everyday life is that of being 
engulfed or overwhelmed by images.”23 Together with Foster, these 
Visual Culture writers resonate a profound and enervated anxiety as 
to what to do about design in contemporary culture.

At the heart of these narratives concerning the instrumen-
talization of design in the commodification, corporatization, and 
formatting of culture is a telling diffidence and anxiety as to how to 
deal with this. The imperative of modern capitalism to make things 
visual in order to commodify them implies a flip side—that more 
and more things are passed from a non- or pre-visual state into this 
aestheticized state. There is an implied “before” and “after” here and, 
equally, there is an implied “them” and “us.” “They” are the forces 
and objects of modern capitalism and design therein, and “we” are 
viewers and subjects of them. Visual Culture then becomes a project 
in how to deal with this asymmetry.

The commentaries of Van Winkel and Foster therefore seem 
to assume an alienated position on the part of the subject. In this 
account, modernity has entailed a shift from a bodily, practical rela-
tionship with the world to a more abstract and intellectual one, and 
the “disembedding of aspects of life from the social relationships 
and activities with which they have previously been implicated.”24 
This process began, according to Marx, with the passivization and 
routinization of labor and the process of objectification, whereby 
human values are invested into alien processes of capital, exchange, 
and the commodity.25 This discourse emerges in Weber’s account of 
the spread of legal-rational thought and the resultant processes of 
disenchantment that forms the basis of Ritzer’s “McDonaldization 
thesis.”26 Systems are orchestrated and routinized for maximum 
perceived efficiency, leaving the consumer as a passive participant. 
Equally, it has influenced studies of alienation from the urban milieu 
promoted by Richard Sennett27 that subsequently has influenced John 
Urry28 in his conception of “the tourist gaze.” Here, the conceptual 

19 Ibid., 41.
20 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle 

(Cambridge, MA: Zone Books, 1967), 24.
21 Hal Foster, “The ABCs of Contemporary 

Design” in October 100 (Spring, 2002): 
198.

22 Camiel Van Winkel cited in Norman 
Bryson, “Visual Culture and the Dearth 
of Images” Journal of Visual Culture 2:2 
(2003): 229–32, 230.

23 Norman Bryson, “Visual Culture and 
the Dearth of Images” Journal of Visual 
Culture 2:2 (2003): 229–32, especially 
230.

24 James G. Carrier, “Mind, Gaze, and 
Engagement: Understanding the 
Environment” Journal of Material Culture 
8:1 (2003): 5–23.

25 Karl Marx, Karl Marx: Early Writings,  T. 
B. Bottomore, trans. and ed. (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 1964).

26 George Ritzer, The McDonaldization of 
Society (London: Sage, 1996).

27 Richard Sennett, The Fall of Public Man 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1976).

28 John Urry, The Tourist Gaze: Leisure 
and Travel in Contemporary Societies 
(London: Sage, 1990).
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emphasis is on tourism as a form of spectacular consumption in 
which sites are arranged for visual pleasure. Tourist spaces are 
produced and viewed as an alien “other.” 

Meanwhile, the emergence of a range of visual technologies 
during the 1990s perhaps has broken this relationship between 
viewer and viewed. Among these, the idea of virtual reality in its raw 
state (before it was sublimated into applications such as computer 
games) indicated a direction for an alternative conception of how we 
might handle visual culture. The discourse of “immersion”—where 
the subject “steps into” the object—signifies a paradigmatic shift of 
the ground on which visual culture might be played out. Thinking 
about virtual reality shifts us away from an ocularcentrism into an 
account that takes on board the embodied nature of engagement.29 
Furthermore, virtual reality becomes an, albeit extreme, metaphor 
for change in the rules of engagement between subject and object. 
In the new conditions of design culture, cognition becomes as much 
spatial and temporal as visual. Information is presented within 
architectonic planes rather than in the bounded, two-dimensional 
space of representation. The processes of encounter go further and 
are more complex than the analytical tools of Visual Culture can fully 
aid. The last decade has seen the ascendance of a range of overlap-
ping and interdependent visual technologies. These promise not so 
much convergent media, but rather, simultaneous and concurrent 
experiential moments. The same visual information may be gener-
ated and encountered via a range of platforms: picture phones, DVD 
cameras, Webcams, and LED and plasma screens. 

Meanwhile, the insistence on the singularization of the objects 
of analysis within Visual Culture accounts for the discipline’s inabil-
ity to make substantial contributions to the study and understanding 
of design. The presumption is that visual objects are intrinsically 
alienating. To follow a parallel Material Culture studies argument, 
their singularization through consumption is what interrupts and 
reverses this process of alienation. Its quest for meaning is in the 
investigation of the transactional relationship between seeing and 
the thing seen. But this leaves out the possibility, even more prob-
able in design culture, that it can be encountered through a range of 
media or even that its multiple reproduction itself produces mean-
ing. By extension, it does not necessarily follow that the primary 
experience of design is that of being overwhelmed or engulfed by it. 
Indeed, the multiplication of its artifacts may even be what makes it 
meaningful. So how are the ways that the term “design culture” is 
articulated signal an alternative approach to Visual Culture? How 
might we construct a model of analysis that respects the specifities 
as well as the more general effects of design culture?

29 My thanks to Melanie Chan, Ph.D. candi-
date at Leeds Metropolitan University, 
“Discourses of Virtual Reality,” with 
whom discussion has led me to this posi-
tion.
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Towards Design Culture
Daniel Koh is a Singapore-based art director. He maintains a 
personal Website (www.amateurprovokateur.com) that profiles his 
own design work and that of others. He divides his own into two 
categories: “commercial” and “noncommercial” work. A page is 
devoted to “design culture.” Here, Koh has listed more than one-
hundred and twenty links to the work of designers to “showcase 
their sensibilities ... and to stimulate the creativity within the design 
community.”30 Profiles of practitioners in Caracas, Montreal, New 
York, London, Amsterdam, Rome, Krakow, Tokyo, and Singapore 
are included in this gallery. 

I asked him what he meant by the words, “design culture.” 
He replied, “[It is] a term I define as designers think and work 
through different mediums. Different thought processes/approach 
but one common objective: to communicate. Design is a way of life; 
it’s all around us. We should all make things better.”31 According 
to Koh, “design culture” is located in communication. It is both 
something designers do, but also is something that is “all around.” 
“Design culture,” then, is part of the flows of global culture. It is 
located within network society, and is also an instrument of it. It 
expresses an attitude, a value, and a desire to improve things.

Koh’s brief exposition of “design culture” provides a neat 
synthesis of many of the positions that have been taken up in rela-
tion to this term. Here are its main occurrences to date.

Design Culture as process. This is, perhaps, the most established 
usage, and stems from architectural and design criticism. In particu-
lar, it describes the immediate contextual influences and contextually 
informed actions within the development of a design. A close term 
that throws light on this is the Italian usage of “cultura di progetto.” 
The word “progetto” implies something broader than simply the 
form-giving within design, but extends to the totality of carrying 
out design; for example, from conceiving and negotiating artifacts 
with clients, to studio organization, to the output of the design and 
to its realization. Within all these there is an implied interest in the 
systems of negotiation—often verbal—that conspire to define and 
frame design artifacts. Anna Calvera broadens this understanding 
by placing the idea of studio activity into a framework of immediate 
influences.32 Thus, the project process is understood to be produced 
within and by a network of everyday knowledge and practices that 
surround the designer.

Design Culture as context-informed practice. This usage is 
concerned with a wider notion of “design culture as process,” to 
imply collectively-held norms of practice shared within or across 
contexts. More specifically, this usually refers to the way that 
geographical context may influence the practice and results of 
design. This can fall in two ways. One is how the everyday specific 
features of a location—availability of materials and technologies, 
cultural factors that affect business activities, climate, local modes of 

30 Daniel Koh, 
www.amateurprovakateur.com 
(accessed 1/21/04).

31 Daniel Koh, personal e-mail communica-
tion with author, 1/21/04.

32 Anna Calvera, “Historia e historias del 
diseño: la emergencia de las historias 
regionales.” (Keynote paper given at 
“La Emergencia de las Historias 
Regionales” conference in Havana, Cuba, 
June 7–9, 2001). 



Design Issues:  Volume 22, Number 1  Winter 2006 71

exchange, and so on—produce particularized actions. This might be 
contrasted with perceived globalized, dominant, mainstream forms 
of practice. The second may equally engage a consciousness of differ-
ence or peripherization, but views design culture as a platform for 
communication. Design culture thus becomes a forum (supported 
chiefly by the Web, but also by other channels such as magazines and 
conferences) by which globally diasporic actors connect, communi-
cate, and legitimate their activities.

Design Culture as organizational or attitudinal. Here, the focus 
remains tightly within the scope of the producer-agents of design, 
though not exclusive to designers per se. It stems from manage-
ment studies and sociological texts that have sought to analyze 
and provide models for the human resources within innovative 
industries.33 Thus flexible, horizontally-networked, transaction-rich 
activities that, in particular, deal in symbol products become domi-
nant in this discourse. Within this, creative industries have begun 
to serve as paradigms for wider shifts in business organization, 
both internal and external. Team-working, creative empowerment 
and innovation become keywords in this situation. Furthermore, in 
seeking coherence between the internal ethos of a company and its 
interactions with its public, the role of brand stewardship becomes 
increasingly important. Within this mode, then, the idea of a “design 
culture” as an attitudinal and organizational spine within a company 
that concerns itself with both innovation and formal coherence has 
been used.34 Leading on from this, it may also be used to signify the 
“cultural capital” of a company—its facility to qualify, critique, and 
thus deliver distinction and differentiation.

Design Culture as agency. If the term can be used as an attitu-
dinal marker of an organization to maximize its market position, this 
may also be appropriated into attempts to reform the aims, practices, 
and effects of design toward greater and more direct social and envi-
ronmental benefit. Here, the emphasis also is in design culture as 
a “way of doing things,” but attempts to be active in changing the 
practices of those outside its stewards. Therefore, it takes context as 
circumstance but not as a given: the world can be changed through a 
new kind of design culture.35 Certainly the term is not used, however, 
to signify a cultural capital for commercial advantage. But it does 
imply the notion of a design practice that is “encultured” in the sense 
that it strives for a higher moral ground.

Design Culture as pervasive but differentiated value. Leading on 
from this last observation, one might detect a spirit of openness, or 
almost random connection, in the same way that magazine-thumb-
ing, Web-surfing, and conference-networking produce chance “pick-
ups.” Within this is the quality of immersion in a specific (designerly) 
ambience.36 So, again, there is the notion of design providing a label 
of distinction. But simultaneously the locations, artifacts, or practices 

33 For example, see Scott Lash and John 
Urry, Economies of Signs and Spaces 
(London: Sage, 1994) and R. Scase and 
H. Davis, Managing Creativity: The 
Dynamics of Work and Organization 
(Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 
2000).

34 See N. Oudshoorn, E. Rommes, and 
M. Stienstra, “Configuring the User as 
Everybody: Gender and Design Cultures 
in Information and Communication 
Technologies,” Science, Technology 
& Human Values 29:1 (2004): 30–63; 
Gavin Cawood, “Design Innovation and 
Culture in SMEs,” Design Management 
Journal 8:4 (1997); and Paul A. Rodgers 
and Megan Strickfaden, “The Culture 
of Design: A Critical Analysis of 
Contemporary Designers’ Identities’” 
(2003). Paper given at “Design Wisdom” 
Fifth European Academy of Design 
Conference, Barcelona; available at 
www.ub.es/5ead.

35 For example, Bruce Mau’s “Massive 
Change” project at the School of 
Design at Toronto City College was 
subtitled “The Future of Design Culture” 
(www.massivechange.com; accessed 1/
21/04), although the “culture” word was 
later dropped (www.massivechange.com; 
accessed 11/4/04). See also www.vtt.fi/
virtual/ndc/ for its “New Design Culture” 
project at the University of Jyväskylä, 
Finland.

36 For example, Paul Chatterton and Robert 
Hollands, in Urban Nightscapes, Youth 
Cultures, Pleasure Spaces, and Corporate 
Power (London: Routledge, 2003), write 
of the corporatization of urban night 
life that produces an agglomeration of 
designer bars and clubs that are, none-
theless, highly differentiated.
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that harbor design as carrying cultural value become ever wider and 
more various. Design culture represents a conceptual breadth that 
goes beyond traditionally used notions of “excellence” or “innova-
tion.”37 

What these definitions share with Visual Culture is their 
openness in terms of scope. Design culture, while incorporating 
agency, is not tied to paternalistic notions of “good design” in the 
same way that Visual Culture breaks from High Art/Popular Culture 
distinctions. 

Equally, the same duality in terms of periodization result. 
On the one hand, the emergence of design culture goes hand-in-
hand with the massification of design production and consumption 
in the late-twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. By 1994, the 
Netherlands Design Institute was optimistically predicting a growth 
of the European design market from $9.5b. to $14b. by 2000.38 In the 
UK, the number of first-year design students increased by thirty-
five percent, from 14,948 to 20,225, between 1994 and 2001.39 It is in 
this decade that we see the emergence of the terms “creative indus-
tries” and “cultural industries”—of which design forms a signifi-
cant proportion—and measurements and forecasts of them taking 
place. According to a 1998 European Commission report, “cultural 
employment”—that is work in advertising, design, broadcast, film, 
internet, music, publishing, and computer games—grew by twenty-
four percent in Spain (1987–94), while employment in Germany of 
“producers and artists” grew by twenty-three percent (1980–94).40 

On the other hand, what is described here is a qualitative 
change in terms of how design is practiced, circulated, and perceived. 
As with Visual Culture, we are not talking about the replacement of 
one cognitive process by another. Rather, a shift takes place wherein 
design takes up a central role, as commonplace, in creating and 
articulating value, structuring the circulation of information and 
forming everyday practices. In either case, it seems apt to regard 
design culture as a key result and expression of our times.

A Model for Studying Design Culture
The recent uses of the term “design culture” suggest a dual role for 
it. One is in its appreciation of multiple contexts in structuring form 
and expression. Another reflects a new sensibility and attitudinal 
position in terms of how design is practiced. Having critiqued the 
inadequacies of a “Visual Culture” approach in the context of design, 
how can the relationships between design artifacts, values, and users 
be effectively studied? And how can this understanding be used as a 
form of agency in order to feed into design action? How can, in other 
words, the study of Design Culture be both analytical and genera-
tive? (See Diagram 1.)

I have previously presented Design Culture as engaging 
the interrelationships of the domains of designers, production, and 
consumption with the design object, image, or space. 41 The quest 

37 This is how Ellen Lupton conceived 
“design culture” for the National Design 
Museum, Cooper-Hewitt exhibition 
of 2002, “Design Culture Now” (Ellen 
Lupton personal e-mail to the author, 
1/8/04).

38 Netherlands Design Institute’s Design 
Across Europe: Patterns of Supply and 
Demand in the European Design Market 
(Amsterdam: Vormgevingsinstitut, 1994), 
9.

39 Design Council’s Design in Britain 2003–
2004 (London: Design Council, 2003).

40 David Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural 
Industries (London: Sage, 2002), 90.
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of the scholar of Design Culture was to explore how each of these 
nodes affected the other—how these relationships were material-
ized through practices in the design profession and of production 
and consumption. Rather than draw a line between what have been 
regarded as more traditional approaches to Design History and 
Design Studies (where the principle focus was on the processes 
and norms of action within design practice are studied) and more 
recent concerns of Material Culture (where the role of the consump-
tion of artifacts as part of everyday is emphasized), my aim was to 
explore the dynamics and interrelationships of these concerns. In 
essence, I was, as an erstwhile design historian and in agreement 
with Margolin,42 attempting to break the stand-off between design 
history and a larger culture of design research that had yet to be 
addressed.

This nodal framework favors a straightforward conception 
wherein singularized artifacts are placed at the center of analysis. 
Perhaps some resonance with a “Visual Culture” paradigm of 
enquiry is detectable here. Meanwhile, in her exploration of the 
relationships of design research, theory, and design culture, Sylvia 
Pizzocaro is more demanding. She encourages the design researcher 
to embrace an open-ended sensibility in the face of the increasing 
complexity of design environments.43 This attitude owes something 
to Margolin’s notion of a product milieu that he defined as “the 
aggregate of objects, activities, services, and environments that 
fills the lifeworld.”44 In stark opposition to the exponents of Visual 
Culture that I have reviewed in this article, these scholars of design 
research and design studies have moved toward the structuring of 
a systematic approach to understanding the dynamics and effects 
of material and immaterial relationships that are articulated by 
and through the multiple artifacts of design culture. In doing so, 

41 Guy Julier, The Culture of Design 
(London: Sage, 2000).

42 Victor Margolin, “Building a Design 
Research Community” in Design 
Plus Research, Proceedings of the 
Politecnico di Milano Conference, S. 
Pizzocaro, A. Arruda, and D. De Moraes, 
eds. (Milan: Politecnico di Milano, 
May 18–20, 2000); available at http:
//pcsiwa12.rett.polimi.it/~phddi/uk/01/
dpr00/intro.htm.

43 Silvia Pizzocaro, “Research, Theory, 
and Design Culture: A Knowledge 
Growing within Complexity” in Design 
Plus Research, Proceedings of the 
Politecnico di Milano Conference, S. 
Pizzocaro, A. Arruda, and D. De Moraes, 
eds. (Milan: Politecnico di Milano, 
May 18–20, 2000); available at http:
//pcsiwa12.rett.polimi.it/~phddi/uk/01/
dpr00/intro.htm.

44 Victor Margolin, “The Product Milieu and 
Social Action” in Discovering Design: 
Explorations in Design Studies, Richard 
Buchanan and Victor Margolin, eds. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1995), 122.
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they suggest a movement toward a “knowing practice” of design—
whether in terms of design action or reception. While acknowledg-
ing a debt to their thinking, and by way of development from my 
previous diagram, I present diagrammatically, with each element 
subsequently discussed, a revised conceptual framework for Design 
Culture. (See Diagram 2.)

Value. The designer’s role is in the creation of value. This 
most obviously is commercial value, but also may include social, 
cultural, environmental, political, and symbolic values. Clearly, it 
is not restricted to notions of “good design” as value.45 It involves 
the origination of new products and product forms, but also their 
value augmentation. It is an expanded field of activity that orches-
trates and coordinates material and nonmaterial processes results. 
A key feature of this value creation is the reproduction of “product 
nodes,” whereby cultural information is filtered through a range of 
platforms and moments. The establishment of multiple coordinates 
for the networked reproduction of this cultural information might 
be termed a “designscape.” Creative action may indeed originate, 
position, and differentiate, product forms and “product nodes” to 
increase value. But systems of measurement and accountability are 
also embedded in this domain.

Circulation. A range of straightforward elements underpin and 
shape the productive processes of design culture, including available 
technologies, environmental, and human factors. But nonmaterial 
elements such as existing knowledge networks, legislation, politi-
cal pressures, economic fluctuations, and fiscal policies are also 
contextual factors that these draw on. Beyond design manufacture 
or production issues—whether we are talking about material or 
information products—”downstream” flows of product information 
and distribution are channeled, formatted, interrupted, or facilitated 
to influence their movement and/or reception through the system of 
provision. Within this, the specificities that create a “fit” or disjunc-
ture of global/local nexus invariably play crucial roles.

Practice. The engagement of design products, processes, 
and systems in everyday life is not merely a function of consumer 
culture in its traditional sense. Beyond individual, privately-orien-
tated activities of use, ownership, and maintenance focused on 
the domestic sphere are layers of socially-constituted activities in 
which individuals are carriers of collectively held practices, and may 
comprise sets of conventions and procedures.46 Alternatively, prac-
tice may be conceived as specific types and ranges of activities that 
Bourdieu termed as “fields.”47 Here, different practices are governed 
by their specific, respective rules. Practice involves routinized behav-
ior that is both individually enacted but also socially observable. 
Consumption, therefore, is a part of practice. Things are bought and 
put to use, environments are visited, Websites are perused in fulfill-
ing practice. 

45 By “products” I mean not only manufac-
tured goods, but also services that are 
marketed or provided as products (e.g., 
airlines, healthcare, leisure provisions, 
insurance, etc.).

46 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue (London: 
Duckworth, 1994).

47 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory 
of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1974) and Pierre 
Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1992). I wish 
to thank Dale Southerton, University of 
Manchester, for getting me to think about 
practice rather than consumption. 
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Qualitative change in what drives the design profession and 
the meaning of design in society adds weight to the “contempora-
neanity” of a design culture concept that takes us beyond Visual 
Culture studies. The rise of branding as the key focus and driver of 
much design practice signals two clear challenges. One is that design 
culture requires its observers to move beyond visual and material 
attributes to consider the multivarious and multilocational networks 
of its creation and manifestation. Brand management rhetoric tells 
us that producer agents—be they corporations, institutions, or indi-
viduals—are responsible for controlling a coherent brand message 
throughout its circuit of culture, from production through mediation 
to consumption to consumer feedback. If a brand is typified into a 
clear, simple message—which is often crystallized as a slogan—then 
this should be reflected in all of its manifestations. This might include 
the way corporate workers dress, talk, and act with customers and 
clients. Branding obviously extends into more traditional, designed 
elements such as promotional literature graphics or the design of 
retail spaces, reception areas, Websites, or other points of corporation 
and consumer interface. In this way, the systems of branding inhabit 
much of the space of design culture, turning information into an “all-
around-us” architectonic form. 

The rise of branding may partially account for the grow-
ing interdisciplinarity of design within the profession as designers 
seek, and clients demand, greater integration of product, graphic, 
and interior design in order to create coherent and complete design 
solutions. It also explains the design profession’s increased integra-
tion with marketing, management, and public relations mentioned 
earlier. Branding is, by no means, the only driver and expression of 
contemporary design culture, but it is indicative of design culture’s 
multidimensional qualities.

I use branding for illustrative purposes, but do not necessar-
ily foresee its domination as permanent. Ultimately, value production 
in design hinges on articulating “the cultural reconstruction of the 
meaning of what is consumed”48 by various means. Value is continu-
ally adjusted in response to changing everyday and global practices, 
as well as systems of product and information circulation.

Traditional surveys of consumption focus on the social role 
of goods in private, everyday life. Even where the relationships of 
consumed goods are synthesized into an exploration of concepts of 
lifestyle, discussion invariably falls into matters of personal choice. 
However, design is mobilized and encountered at both material and 
nonmaterial expressions distributed across a range of platforms. 
Service-orientations in private and public sectors, for example 
in corporate consumption, health provision, or leisure practices, 
provide structures of engagement that are acted on at different 
bodily and mental levels. In effect, design culture contributes to the 
structuring of practice and the formation of the rules of engagement 
of its related field49 through the provision of interrelated elements 

48 Ben Fine and Ellen Leopold, The World of 
Consumption (London: Routledge, 1992), 
4.

49 The distinction between “practice” 
and “field” is debatable. See Alan 
Warde, “Practice and Field: Revising 
Bourdieusian Concepts” (Centre for 
Research on Innovation and Competition 
Discussion Paper 65, Department of 
Sociology, University of Manchester, 
2004).
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that give meaning to these. The competition between brands, for 
example, reflects and contributes to their distinctions through 
providing differentiated rules of engagement. Brands currently 
articulate fields of their respective practices. 

The academic study of Design Culture allows for the deep 
analysis of such systems. In embracing their complexity in creative 
and imaginative ways, it provides cues for further design interven-
tion into them. It breaks from the singularized “way of looking” 
endemic within Visual Culture studies, while maintaining a zest 
for understanding the social meanings of artifacts. Meanwhile, in 
synthesizing the methods and sensibilities of Design History, Design 
Studies, and Design Research, it provides a conceptual framework 
that addresses contemporary problematics of design and its social 
meanings in the contexts of complexity.50

To embrace Design Culture as an academic discipline 
requires, therefore, a different sensibility than that of Visual Culture. 
In the first instance, it forces one to move beyond the enervated posi-
tion of the detached or alienated observer overwhelmed by images. 
Instead, a Design Culture enquiry traces a cartography that exposes 
and analyses the linkages of artifacts that constitute information 
flows and the spaces between them. Second, while one might dwell 
on individual artifacts, this process requires these to be seen relation-
ally to other artifacts, processes, and systems. Third, it may be mobi-
lized not merely as analysis, but as a generative mode that produces 
new sensibilities, attitudes, approaches, and intellectual processes 
in design practice.51 In this way, it promises a critical and knowing 
pathway toward the amelioration of this runaway world.

50 See Mark C. Taylor The Moment of 
Complexity: Emerging Network Culture 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2001).

51 For an excellent discussion of the 
relationship of design and critique, 
see Gunther Kress, “Design and 
Transformation: New Theories of 
Learning” in Multiliteracies: Literacy 
Learning and the Design of Social 
Futures, Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis, 
eds. (London: Routledge, 2000).
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