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Introduction

The articles in this issue explore the broader connections of design to 
aspects of our cultural, political, and social worlds. The opening article 
by Nicola Morelli, “Social Innovation and New Industrial Contexts,” 
takes Victor Papanek’s early alarm bell signaling designers’ responsi-
bilities for major social and environmental needs as a starting point for 
a new design agenda. He goes on to demonstrate how recent work in 
social studies has removed the distinction made by Papanek between 
market-based and non-market-based interventions. In search of an 
“operating paradigm” he draws upon Victor and Sylvia Margolin’s 
contribution to design action for social responsibility and their articula-
tion of six intervention steps. Morelli proposes that attention to these 
may help break the link between designers and product design that was 
possibly at the heart of the disabling approach that characterized the old 
industrial paradigm challenged by Papanek. 

In “Showing a New World in 1942,” Paul Stiff observes that 
modernity as a social project should be distinguished from the look and 
feel of modernism, the style. He goes on to discuss how some of the 
stylistic elements of modernism, such as the integration of typography 
and photography, may have seemed at odds with the Puffin Picture 
Books’ use of an “English tradition of gentle illustration” but that the 
Puffin project did, however, have modern aims. Stiff describes how 
Puffin books projected the spirit of modernity to a near-bankrupt nation, 
sharing common and recurring themes of “learning to see” — how they 
affirmed that the civic world could be planned, designed, for the good 
of all citizens, and that a prerequisite for this was a public educated in 
visual judgment.

In “Anxiety, Wonder and Astonishment,” Richard Buchanan 
ponders the similarities and differences between art and design and their 
sharing of an emergent concept of rhetoric. He observes that although 
art and design have a common engagement with the public and with 
social and cultural issues they employ rhetoric in different modes and 
in different ways for communication. Buchanan also emphasizes that 
wonder and astonishment are the beginning of work in art and design 
and we should take this as a starting point for a better understanding of 
how each of these important forms of cultural communication unfolds 
in concrete work.

In “The Studio: Photomechanical Reproduction and the Changing 
Status of Design” Gerry Beegan describes how, under the editorial direc-
tion of Gleeson White, The Studio set out to use reproduction technologies 
to distribute images that would make everyday and ephemeral artifacts 
worthy of equal consideration to those of fine art. Also how White tried 
to open up new areas of design practice as valid domains for the collec-
tor with The Studio’s launch issue containing one of the first important 
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articles on Posters: Charles Hiatt’s “The Collecting of Posters: A New 
Field for Connoisseurs” with poster collecting becoming a rage in the 
1890s and exhibitions, books, magazines, and dealers all being devoted 
to preserving these ephemeral advertisements.

In “Hiding Lack of Knowledge,” Jorge Frascara offers a wise 
and direct reflection on design education. He draws a clear distinction 
between jobs and careers, between training and education, in order to set 
the bar higher for education by challenging its reliance on fuzzy terms 
such as “intuition” and “creativity.” Frascara suggests that an inability 
to evolve greater precision in the use of such terms, or to articulate 
empirical knowledge verbally, leads to the acceptance of mediocrity in 
the university, and to the promotion of the designer as an illuminated 
magician in the practice. He suggests that, in design education, we suffer 
from a “master-apprentice” model where instructors who are extremely 
good at doing something, may be unable to articulate the principles 
guiding their actions. Overall, Frascara advocates a learning experience 
in which students and instructors are co-partners in fostering the acquisi-
tion of fundamental skills and independent judgment.

In “The Etymology of Design,” Kostas Terzidis distinguishes 
design (conceptualization, imagination, and interpretation) from plan-
ning (realization, organization, and execution) to focus on design as 
the act of sparking an idea and forming a mental image—its role being 
to capture, conceive, and outline the main features of a plan and, so, 
always precede the planning stage. He further distinguishes Western 
design as a process of steps into the future—emphasizing novelty and 
innovation—from earlier Greek traditions in which design steps into the 
past, being linked indirectly to a loss of possession and a search into an 
oblivious state of memory.

In her review of “Modernism 1914–1939: Designing a New World” 
exhibited at the Victoria & Albert Museum, London, Harriet Atkinson 
underlines the fact that politics and design remain an unpalatable mix to 
Britain’s establishment. In her review of Bruce Mau’s Massive Change: The 
Future of Global Design exhibition at Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Lauren Weinberg asks if Massive Change was aiding corporate 
“greenwashing” instead of exploring the latest ideas in industrial ecol-
ogy; she also recognizes that the project itself should serve as a model 
for curators who want their exhibitions to have both local relevance 
and a global reach. Nico Macdonald’s review of John Maeda’s book of 
essays, Creative Code, celebrates the philosophy and works it contains and 
Deborah Sugg-Ryan’s review of Christopher Reed’s Bloomsbury Rooms: 
Modernism, Subculture, and Domesticity observes how issues of sexuality 
and the domestic sphere have been brought to center stage to demolish 
the ”rough and masculine work of modernism.”

Bruce Brown
Richard Buchanan
Dennis Doordan

Victor Margolin
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Social Innovation and 
New Industrial Contexts: 
Can Designers “Industrialize” 
Socially Responsible Solutions? 1
Nicola Morelli

Background
Almost thirty-five years ago, Victor Papanek pointed out the design-
ers’ responsibilities with respect to major social and environmental 
needs.2 Papanek’s call perhaps was the earliest alarm bell ringing 
for a change in the design profession. His call drew responses 
that ranged from blind adulation to cursory indifference, but had 
less impact in the mainstream industrial production, consumer 
culture, and on development policies. The polarization proposed 
by Papanek, between industrial production in developed countries 
and local production in developing countries, did not help design to 
become a critical element of development policies. This polarization, 
in fact, reflects the general view of design—associated with indus-
trial production, and therefore not suitable for the implementation 
of development policies (although Papanek is clearly contrasting 
this view).3

For several years the majority of designers interpreted their 
social role as complementary to business strategies. This approach 
was very critical of any design initiative that was not based on the 
traditional market-driven approach. It is true that a small group of 
designers was proposing interesting, albeit isolated, design contribu-
tions for the solution of social or environmental problems,4 but the 
logic of economic rationalism seemed unbreakable, and it did not 
contribute to any exploration of the middle ground between pure 
market-based industrial logic and socially responsible design.

Yet much has happened in recent decades. Twenty years after 
Papanek, a study of sustainability promoted by the Dutch govern-
ment 5 offered a more substantial argument for change: a model using 
some projections of critical environmental factors suggested that a 
ninety-percent reduction of the global ecological impact (factor 10) 
is needed by 2040 to preserve a significant amount of resources for 
the next generation. The study sparked a debate about how to work 
towards that reduction,6 and it most likely was one of the references 
for setting the target of the Kyoto protocol. Furthermore, it issued a 
strong warning against expanding the Western development model 
to developing countries. 

© 2007 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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The expansion of markets to new regions is based on the 
expansion of Western resource-intensive consumption patterns and 
lifestyles. From an environmental point of view, this implies cata-
strophic medium- and long- term consequences of a continued and 
increasing use of natural resources, while a socio-economic perspec-
tive suggests the uninteresting scenario of a global society flattened 
on the Western countries’ consumption models. Many corporations, 
though, have preferred to pursue short-term and market- oriented 
strategies, and continue to ignore such warnings.

More recently, globalization added a new dimension to the 
debate started by Papanek. For several years, globalization was 
only a potential (and not necessarily desirable) future. In the last 
few years, the rise of a few sleeping economic giants, such as China, 
has focused the debate about globalization on more tangible ques-
tions, including the relocation of work activities and the emergence 
of evident social inequalities. 

Huge differences in labor costs, together with a decrease in 
transport costs, encourage the relocation of industrial production 
to developing countries. For some years now, Western companies 
have been relocating manufacturing activities, and are now moving 
service activities as well.7 Anti-globalization movements have 
emphasized the social inequalities caused by the relocation of work,8 
but such inequalities are not solely related to different geographical 
areas of the world. Even within Western countries, the high level of 
unemployment caused by this phenomenon is increasing the gulf 
between social classes, in addition to generating new or more seri-
ous social problems.

The risks suggested by the most pessimistic interpretation 
of Papanek’s warning are being realized, and it is now time for the 
design profession, together with other professions, to address these 
problems. While scientists and technologists focus on the physical 
aspects of social metabolisms, with the aim of driving future devel-
opments away from environmental catastrophes, other social actors, 
including designers, are urged to work on the major social, cultural, 
political, and economical instances brought about by globalization. 

By shifting the perspective of design action towards those 
problems, however, this paper will emphasize interesting elements 
of change which may lead to less-pessimistic scenarios. If main-
stream industrial production is moving towards the most aggressive 
models of globalization, the operative strategies of global companies 
often are forced to pay more attention to local contexts. Competitive 
advantages for companies consist of generating innovation at the 
local level, and for individual people. Furthermore, it is based on 
a different interpretation of the relationship between industry and 
customers, according to which the customer is no longer a passive 
receiver (a consumer) of the output of industrial production, but 
rather an active co-producer of his/her own values.9 When shift-
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ing the perspective in this sense, new opportunities emerge which 
also are supported by existing methodological contributions from 
research projects and academic activities that may help designers 
play a central role in innovation processes with relevant social impli-
cations. This paper will explore this area and explain the entity of 
the ongoing shift towards new models, suggest new focuses and 
new methodologies for designers’ activities, and finally reframe 
this contribution within the debate started by Papanek and recently 
revived by others.

Market-driven Models and Social Quality
Although the debate on globalization requires a wide perspective 
on global problems, a real understanding of the present situation is 
only possible when focusing on local instances. Market and produc-
tion are becoming increasingly globalized, but new problems are 
emerging at the local level. In Western countries, for instance, the 
relocation of jobs is creating mass unemployment; but at the same 
time substantial immigration flows are changing the labor market 
and the socio-cultural patterns. Finally, unemployment is eroding the 
economic basis of the welfare systems, which also are challenged by 
the aging population and the emergence of new cultural patterns. 
The new situation is generating a demand for solutions of high social 
and cultural value. This is an opportunity that the mainstream of 
globalized production often is unable to seize.

In social studies, where these instances became clear quite a 
long time ago, the distinction suggested by Papanek between market-
based and non-market-based interventions on social processes has 
vanished. De Leonardis10 notices that market-driven initiatives are 
progressively expanding to cover social services, thus taking over 
the space made available by the reduction of public intervention in 
connection with social problems. However, the same author observes 
that the quality criteria on which market-driven initiatives are based 
do not always match the criteria related to social quality. The ques-
tion that arises in this area is to what extent the traditional market-
driven approach can generate high-quality social services. 

The traditional market-driven approach is based on the idea 
of relieving people of the many tasks of everyday life. This idea, 
which shaped the idea of comfort11 and the social role of industrial 
production, has changed the most common private and public 
aspects of our life. Tasks that, in the past, we could handle by 
ourselves or within our social and family networks (our informal 
economy) are now performed by something (a product) or someone 
else (a service). These functions have shifted to the formal economy.12 
This relieving logic is leading to a progressive “passivization” of 
customers, i.e., given the problem (washing clothes rather than 
finding a boyfriend), a solution is offered for a price, thus relieving 
the customers of any physical work or responsibility. Customers, 
in this logic, represent problems expressed in the form of a set of 
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needs. Often, their involvement is not required for the definition of 
a solution: very little participation and very few skills are needed. 
This logic, although comfortable, is very expensive; not only because 
it requires monetary transactions, but also because it compromises 
the customers’ future capability of finding their own solutions to 
everyday problems. This logic is, in fact, disabling people,13 because 
it deprives them of the capability to solve problems in the future. 
What customers now save in physical effort or time will be paid in 
the future in terms of lost knowledge and skills. People will need 
more and more services and products to find solutions they could 
easily find by themselves.14 This logic sometimes undermines social 
relationships as it replaces personal links and social networks with 
technological products or services.

Therefore, the problem of shifting to a new logic has wider 
implications since it requires a new approach to social problems 
that empowers social and individual capabilities. The revision of 
the traditional market-driven logic must, in other words, be carried 
out parallel to the revision of the idea of social quality. De Leonardis 
defines social quality as the “measure of citizens’ capability of 
participating to the social and economic life of their community in 
conditions that improve both their individual wealth and the condi-
tions of their community.”15 This definition emphasizes two aspects 
of social quality. The first aspect concerns the citizens’ capability 
to be an active part of a process of value production: social quality 
increases when more citizens are able to participate and contribute 
to the creation of value in terms of the needs of the individual as well 
as the community. The second aspect concerns the citizens’ capability 
to be an active part of the community: social quality increases when 
more citizens are able to participate and contribute to the develop-
ment of their own community. Thus social quality implies the inclu-
sion of those parts of the society (especially in developed countries) 
that otherwise are excluded by social life, and those communities 
(mainly in developing countries) whose consistency is undermined 
by poor socioeconomic conditions, which limit the individual’s range 
of possible actions to a mere fight for subsistence.

Beyond Papanek
The debate opened by Papanek has been revived in recent years. At 
the “Common Ground” conference in 2002, Butenshon stressed the 
need for a design agenda that addresses these problems.16 This call 
was echoed at the same conference by Margolin,17 who suggested a 
new paradigm in which the role of designer is clarified. Margolin18 
also provided some examples of designers’ contributions and some 
methodological suggestions based on the experience of interventions 
in social work. On the basis of those contributions, I proposed a shift 
of designers’ activities from products to systemic solutions. In order 
to support this shift, I suggested exploring the possible convergences 
between industrial logics and social instances.19 
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Following this line of argumentation, this paper aims at 
contributing to the debate about a new design agenda on two 
points:
      A.  The emergence of new contextual conditions in industrial 

production and business companies, and
       B. The possible utilization of industrial logic in the solution 

of social problems (i.e., the “industrialization” of socially 
responsible solutions).

The first point relocates the design activity to a new industrial 
context in which the success of global industries is linked to their 
ability to solve local problems. The second issue is related to the 
ability of designers to contribute to the solution of local problems 
by using, and adequately adapting, models and criteria borrowed 
from industrial production.

Design in a New Industrial Context
Although a shift of paradigm is advocated by many of the authors, a 
nodal point that would support such a shift usually is not discussed: 
the link between designers and industries. When talking about this 
link, designers (and design schools) implicitly refer to a client for 
design services whose profile often corresponds to the traditional 
product manufacturer. Globalization has not changed this link: 
designers still think of their profession as related to the produc-
tion of products. Globalization is causing a shift in the location for 
manufacturing, while technology is causing an increase in the flex-
ibility of production processes and client management; but none of 
those phenomena are believed to bring about radical changes in the 
design profession. 

If we cast our sight beyond this link, we would observe that 
the social and economic role of business companies is undergoing a 
radical change. The same advanced technological infrastructure that 
allows for the relocation and management of manufacturing activi-
ties also makes offerings from business companies more and more 
complex. In fact, globalization corresponds to a fragmentation of 
market segments in order to respond to a very sophisticated demand 
pattern, which sometimes is very localized and personalized. While 
trends towards globalization seem to reduce the distinctiveness of 
local and regional contexts, the local capability of generating context-
related solutions is the source of differentiation for socio-economic 
contexts and competitive advantages for companies.20 Local and 
contextual solutions are only possible if global companies become 
an active part in local networks of actors as well as institutions, 
companies, and final customers. Global businesses are challenged 
to develop their capability to differentiate the final offering (not just a 
product) beyond mass customization, towards the definition of indi-
vidual segments. All these phenomena are signs of a change towards a 
different conception of the social role of business organizations. The 



Design Issues:  Volume 23, Number 4  Autumn 20078

first, relevant shift is from the provision of products to the organiza-
tion or support of local networks of stakeholders. A second shift is 
from the provision of finite solutions (products), which often relieve 
people of their own tasks and responsibilities, to the provision of 
semi-finished platforms, including products and services, that will 
enable people to create value according to their individual needs.21 
In other words, business companies are becoming organizers of value 
creations, shifting their role from principal or sole actor in the produc-
tion system to co-producer of value.22

Norman suggests IKEA as a typical example of value orga-
nizer. The company provides part of the solution (the furniture, 
the exhibition, and the catalogue), and final customers provide the 
rest of the work for the production of the solution (collection of the 
furniture, transport, and assembly). Remarkably, the catalogue is a 
powerful tool for customers to learn how to design their own, ideal 
home.

This contextual condition would address the design agenda 
towards a different role for the designer: the new clients the design-
ers will work for include local networks of small companies, local 
institutions (banks, libraries, hospitals, and local administrations), 
associations, cooperative groups, and individual customers. For 
these people, designers will no longer be required to produce finite 
solutions but rather scenarios, platforms, and operative strategies to 
enable them to co-produce their own solutions. 

The revision of the link between designers and their clients 
therefore is based on two main instances:
       1. The industries to which designers are talking have a differ-

ent social role, which is not limited to the production of 
products, but is extended to the definition of solutions.

       2. Designers should consider new referents for their activities 
including local institutions, service providers, associations, 
local groups, and even individuals.

Although the demand for new solutions becomes more and more 
pressing, the new actors have very little knowledge of the designers’ 
skills (the usual image of the designer as a creative decorator is the 
dominant reference), and they rarely have considered the possibil-
ity that designers may contribute to addressing the new demand. 
The public perception of the design agency in society should be 
revised but, at the same time, industrial designers must learn a new 
language and acquire new operative tools in order to function in the 
new context.
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Social Instances and Industrial Logics
The second relevant point in the new design agenda concerns the 
way designers can contribute to the new solutions. The most evident 
social problems usually are characterized by a sense of urgency and 
a complex plot of critical conditions. They often emerge in areas that 
are not covered by market-driven policies. Even public intervention 
often is unable to provide valid solutions to such problems. In this 
context, it seems quite difficult to talk about industrial design, espe-
cially when the design activity is framed in the traditional industrial 
context. 

The industrial culture, however, has generated an operative 
paradigm23 to operate production and consumption processes within 
the traditional industrial production paradigm. This culture can 
provide several interesting insights regarding how to produce solid 
and sustainable solutions, i.e., solutions that are not only addressing 
an individual need, but also are empowering individuals and other 
social actors (service providers, institutions, etc.) to generate new 
social quality.

As mentioned before, the solution to problems that cannot be 
addressed by global production must be solved by mobilizing indi-
vidual knowledge and skills. Several examples can be given in which 
innovative solutions have been produced by the creative attitudes of 
local communities.24 Although such solutions are intrinsically placed 
in their geographical and cultural context, the design discipline can 
help to distill indications about organizational structures, products, 
and services that can be used in different contexts to solve similar 
patterns of needs.

We are facing an epochal shift similar to the shift from handi-
craft to industrial production. At that time, the craftsman’s work was 
the result of implicit knowledge and a sequence of actions and events 
which, albeit not written, were clearly defined in the craftsman’s 
mind. The design process supporting industrialization consisted 
of disassembling the production process into simple components 
that then could be reassembled into a new production system. The 
craftsman’s production was based on implicit knowledge, while 
industrial design made such knowledge explicit and clearly trans-
mittable across time and space. Industrial manufacturers therefore 
were able to create an economy of scale, an optimization of resources, 
and a clear subdivision of roles. A similar process of industrialization 
applied to the complex system of interactions at the local level could 
capture and transform part of the tacit knowledge at the local level 
in order to activate this knowledge in a platform that can support a 
set of systemic solutions that address individual needs.

At this point, however, some critical differences emerge 
between the early industrialization process and the logic of co-
produced individual solutions. Such solutions are not processes that 
can be totally described and controlled through codified sequences of 
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actions. They are based on social interactions and a systemic nature. 
Any prescriptive description of such complex solutions easily could 
be demolished by the arbitrary or unplanned interference of indi-
vidual behavior. The new solutions are based on people rather than 
machines. Furthermore, these people use different languages and 
cannot communicate by means of a transcendent and unequivocal 
language.

The platforms that designers should work on support and 
organize modular structures in which the competences and roles of 
different actors are specified. On the basis of such platforms, differ-
ent combinations (“architectures”) will be possible, and which will 
allow each single actor to generate an economy of scope. Designers 
are in a privileged position to work within this context because of 
their attitude towards planning interactions (objects, services, or 
events) and finding a balance between the technologically possible 
(an engineering approach) and the socially desirable (a user-oriented 
approach).

In Search of an “Operative Paradigm”: Mapping Existing 
Contributions
The new contextual conditions require a new methodological 
approach on the basis of which a new toolbox for designers is defined 
for designers to operate in the new context. Arbnor and Bjerke25 
suggest that such a tool box is generated by importing methods 
from different professional areas (“methodical approach”) and 
adapted into methods to be used for solutions in specific problem 
areas (“methodics”). The same authors define such a toolbox as an 
“operative paradigm.”

Victor and Sylvia Margolin’s contribution to design action for 
social responsibility goes in this direction, borrowing a procedure 
from social work practice that articulates intervention in six steps: 
engagement, assessment, planning, implementation, evaluation, 
and termination.26 In order to be part of the designer’s operative 
paradigm, Victor and Sylvia Margolin’s proposal should be adapted 
through designerly methods in order to provide concrete methodics. 
Although the procedure they describe has a solid methodical foun-
dation in social work studies, when translated into the design disci-
pline, it may prove too rigid. Design processes usually are less linear, 
and have tended to alternate between phases of analysis and design 
from the very beginning of the process. Designers, for instance, are 
more and more interested in using the analytical methods used in 
ethnographic studies. This—results in a wide range of methods, from 
video ethnographic studies27 to cultural probes.28 All of these studies, 
however, use the analysis of target users as a quasi-design phase 
in which users often are directly or indirectly engaged to provide 
suggestions and contributions to the design process. In other words, 
a designerly approach often shifts from the logical space of problem 
definition to the solution space. The assessment and evaluation of 
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scenarios or possible solutions is a way to work in the engagement 
and analysis phases.

Instead, the contributions in the following sections are exam-
ples of methodics derived from the designerly adaptation of meth-
ods from different disciplinary areas (e.g., from the social sciences to 
information science). Although these examples are not necessarily 
related to the solution of social problems, they may provide interest-
ing methodological insights into this area.

Identifying Actors and Motivations
Local systems of innovation are defined by networks of actors 
directly or indirectly participating in the development of solutions. 
The identification of the actors is critical to explore the system of 
interests, skills, and (tacit and explicit) knowledge that can be mobi-
lized. Social construction studies suggest mapping tools to identify 
such actors and to qualify their interaction with the system. Figure 1, 
for instance, analyzes the actors, services, products, and infrastruc-
tures interacting with a traveler during a train trip.

A design-oriented version of such maps consists of a series of 
models of the interaction between stakeholders on the basis of differ-
ent innovative scenarios (Figure 2). The design contribution in this 
case consists of the adaptation of an analytical tool (the actors’ map) 
into a modeling tool to analyze various potential scenarios.

Another very powerful tool for managing the cooperation 
within local innovation systems is the motivation matrix. By filling 
in such a matrix, the stakeholders have the opportunity to clarify 
their expectations about their own participation in the system, and 
about their cooperation with each of the other actors involved in a 
given initiative (Figure 3).

Figure 1 
Map of actors, products, services, and 
infrastructures interacting within a train trip.
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Figure 2a, 2b, and 2c 
Modeling a system through the analysis of the 
actors’ network. In this project for a shared 
bike-trailer system, different hypotheses were 
done on who should promote the system and 
how this would impact on the other actors’ 
involvement.29
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Figure 3 
In the motivation matrix, each actor will 
define the expectations from his/her involve-
ment in the system (diagonal cells) and from 
the other actors in the system (columns).30 
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Design Orienting Scenarios (DOS)
DOS have been introduced in the EU-funded SusHouse project. 
They are a typical application of this designerly approach. The aim 
of DOS is to generate visions of the future that are subsequently 
orienting operative design decisions. Manzini and Jegou31 emphasize 
the difference between DOS and the more commonly used “policy 
orienting scenarios” (POS). According to the authors, POS tends to 
characterize the effects of various political decisions on a plurality 
of individual choices by using one or more global visions of society. 
DOS, on the other hand, tends to show the effects of single decisions 
of a group of actors on the focused system through one or more 
visions of this particular focused system. POS tends to be used by 
the public or private sector to assess and show possible effects of 
different policy alternatives. DOS are used by single social actors or 
a small group of actors to orient their own future and build appropri-
ate business solutions.

DOS are aimed at generating a plurality of hypotheses involv-
ing local actors, possible users, and other stakeholders in the devel-
opment of the scenarios. The use of a narrative structure supports 
communication between stakeholders with different cultural and 
technical backgrounds. A structured process based on brainstorm-
ing sessions with all of the actors and some well-defined evaluation 
criteria enables the stakeholders to generate a set of semi-finished 
solutions that can be further developed through the use of other 
methods (such as platforms or use cases).

Industrializing Innovation: Platform and Solutions Architecture
While the previous methods aim at catalyzing actors’ knowledge 
and participation around systemic innovation at the local level (they 
can be used in Margolin’s engagement phase of the design process), 
the following methods support the planning phase and are funda-
mental tools for the industrialization of innovative initiatives in the 
new context. When talking about industrialization in a context of 
social innovation, not all the characteristics of the industrial logic 
can be considered. Mass production, for instance, is far from the 
scope of social innovation. But, as mentioned in a previous section 
of this paper, the evolution of the concept of industrialization in the 
last decades has largely abandoned the focus on mass production; 
shifting the attention to other characteristics of the phenomenon of 
industrialization. Recent studies of industrial districts, for example, 
emphasize the strong link between the production of goods and 
the reproduction of the material and human assumptions from 
which the productive process itself springs. Beccattini, for instance, 
suggests that, in industrial districts, the production of goods 
“includes the social reproduction of the ‘productive organism’: a 
really complete productive process should co-produce, together 
with the goods, the values, the knowledge, the institutions, and the 
natural environment.”32 This brings the debate about new forms of 
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industrialization very close to the issue of generating economically, 
socially, and environmentally sustainable social innovation. Many 
industrial districts, however, have grown on the basis of unplanned 
natural or social characteristics. This raises the question of whether 
similar cases of social innovations can be generated as a result of a 
planning activity. 

Several research works33 suggest that a planning activity to 
support social innovation could use industrial logics to generate 
organizational structures, to capture codified and (to a certain extent) 
tacit knowledge, and to generate economy of scope. This planning 
activity is far from being considered as prescriptive as the traditional 
planning in the old industrial context, but can solidly support the 
generation and reproduction of social innovation. The new solu-
tions are not finished articles, but rather semi-finished platforms 
meant to organize material and immaterial flows, specify roles and 
competences, and possibly generate new knowledge that some actors 
(such as service providers or institutions) may add to their existing 
competences. The generation of a solution platform therefore is the 
basis for the design process.

Figure 4 
An overview of a food delivery system to 
activate elderly people.
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Contemporary designers are very familiar with the concept of 
product platforms in product design. Industrial production often is 
structured by platforms which organize production systems around 
subsystems generating flexible configurations from which different 
products and families of products can be generated.34

When used in the new context and for generating new co-
production systems, platform architectures can be observed from 
different perspectives. An overall view, for instance, may provide 
indications of the front and back office of a system (i.e., the parts of 
the system that are visible or invisible to the final customers), as well 
as describe flows of information, goods, and money (Figure 4).

A progressive focus on the system may specify flows and 
define some solution lines (Figure 5).

Finally, the platform can be analyzed in its subsystems to 
understand their articulation and combination (Who does what? 
For which result?) (Figure 6).

A Detailed View: User and Use Cases
The overall view provided by platform architectures corresponds 
to the general view of a product in product design. More detailed 
views are necessary to have a closer insight of how a social system 
will behave during the use phase. The analysis at this level should 
consider a wide range of possibilities generated by user-behaviors. 
Short stories about possible use modes can be generated, which can 
be described step by step, as in a storyboard. Information technol-
ogy introduced a similar procedure to define the requirements for 
new software. Information system architects generate use cases36; 
i.e., a description of a user’s behavior. Information architects use 
plain language and basic illustrations, while designers who have 
borrowed the same procedure to work out indications about move-
ment in space and time, context, and interaction used more figura-
tive techniques37 to generate a more understandable representation 
language.

The behavior of the system can be described for each photo-
gram of the use case. This allows for a detailed structure of the 
system components and the actor’s role.

Concluding Remarks
The contribution offered by this paper to the redefinition of the 
design agenda can be synthesized in three points:
       1. Why should designers look at different perspectives focus-

ing on social problems;
       2. What are designers supposed to do in the new system; and
       3. How are designers supposed to work in the new context?

In order to place this contribution in the debate started by Papanek, 
this paper should be able to address the criteria proposed by Victor 
and Sylvia Margolin38 for the revision of such an agenda. More 
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Figure 5 (above)
Solution platform for the same system as 
Figure 4. Here material and immaterial flows 
are specified in relation to different sets of 
solutions.

Figure 7 (below)
User/use case for the same system as in 
Figure 4. The user’s behavior is described in 
the upper part, while the lower part describes 
the corresponding behavior of the different 
components of the system.

Figure 6 (right)
Solution platform: analysis by subsystems.
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specifically, Margolin proposes that such revision addresses the 
following criteria: 
      A.  Public and agency perceptions of designers
       B. The economics of social interventions
      C. The value of design in improving the lives of underserved 

populations
      D. A taxonomy of new product typologies
       E. The economics of manufacturing socially responsible prod-

ucts, and
       F. The way that such products and services are received by 

populations in need.

Public Agency and Perception of Designers
The role and perception of designers is changing in relation to the 
radical shift in the social role of industrial companies. The new 
condition implies a genetic change in the role of the industrial 
system and, consequently, a genetic mutation of designers’ role and 
activity. Both companies and designers will no longer be proponents 
of a set of products and services to passive users, but rather the 
facilitators of a system of value co-production. Therefore, they will 
loose the central role they had in the previous contextual condition, 
and become catalyses in a networked system. This requires that the 
public perception of designers’ role is changed, and that designers 
learn new methods and languages to operate in the new context. This 
paper offers some insight about such new design competences.

The Economics of Social Intervention
The new perspective for social intervention is based on social partici-
pation. Social actors who were passive receivers of services in the 
past will become active co-producers and co-designers. Even if the 
economics of this new situation can only be evaluated case by case, 
the intrinsic characteristics of enabling solutions imply that actors 
are mobilizing hidden or sleeping skills, competences, and capabili-
ties, which, once activated, can generate new solutions. Furthermore, 
an approach that borrows methodological criteria from industrial 
production, as suggested in this paper, could generate the conditions 
for a better use of resources within the local system, and generate 
new knowledge and economy of scope. Finally, it also is clear from 
the crisis of welfare systems in the most industrialized countries 
that the traditional approach to social intervention is economically 
unsustainable, and that new solutions must be found to address this 
structural crisis. This approach could open a window to a territory 
ripe for exploration in order to address the challenges of welfare 
systems. 
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The Value of Design in Improving the Lives 
of Underserved Populations

Give a man a fish and you feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish 
and you feed him for a lifetime. (Chinese proverb)

The traditional disabling (and product-centered) approach offers 
very few opportunities to improve the living conditions of under-
served populations. In the traditional industrial context, designers 
were working on gaps or deficiencies in social groups. When the 
result of the designer’s work was a product, the efficacy of the 
solution depended on the product’s lifespan. In the new context, 
designers rather should work on the customers’ (residual or full) 
capabilities, and consider customers as a resource rather than a prob-
lem. In this sense, design also becomes a facilitating tool for suggest-
ing to people ways of satisfying their own needs, thus providing 
solutions for a lifetime.

A Taxonomy of New Product Typologies
The new approach should break the link between designers and 
product design. This link is possibly at the heart of the disabling 
approach that characterized the old industrial paradigm. By breaking 
this link, designers should open their competence to the definition 
of solution platforms, which are a support to co-production, rather 
than a range or typology of finished products.

The Economics of Manufacturing Socially Responsible Products
The argumentation in this paper shifts the focus from product manu-
facturing to co-production of solutions. Therefore, it cannot shed any 
new light on this point. 

The Way that New Products and Services Are Received by 
Populations in Need
Once again, the new approach breaks the barrier between the 
producer and the user of a product or service. Rather, it changes the 
role of the customers from consumers (i.e., those who consume the 
value accumulated during the production chain, from manufactur-
ing to final sale) to co-producers. Customers are no longer actors 
external to the value chain, but instead part of a value-creation 
constellation.

The time has come to review Papanek’s recommendations 
from a new perspective, which reduces the distance between market-
based and socially oriented initiative. The challenges proposed by 
global issues, such as sustainability and the relocation of jobs, bring 
about radical changes in industrial production, as well as in public 
institutions and welfare systems. Hopefully, this paper has demon-
strated that, if the question of social sustainability is framed in this 
context, new opportunities emerge that could propel us towards new 
territories to explore with a design-oriented approach.
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Anxiety, Wonder and Astonishment: 
The Communion of Art and Design
Richard Buchanan

These remarks originally were presented as a keynote address at 
the Third International Conference of the Centre for Learning and 
Teaching in Art and Design (CLTAD) held in Lisbon, Portugal in 
April 2006. The proceedings of this conference, edited by Felix Lam, 
are available from the Centre, located in London.

In 1966, well-known American art critic Harold Rosenberg 
published a small collection of essays in The Anxious Object. In the 
foreword, “Toward an Unanxious Profession,” he argued that a new 
form of anxiety had entered the art community. It was no longer an 
anxiety of alienation—the psychological state of anxiety that often 
characterizes the outsider, struggling with loneliness, in a society and 
a culture that does not appreciate his or her contribution to human 
experience. That form of anxiety, he argued, had been overcome by 
the professionalism that settled over American artists in the 1960s, 
and by the apparent acceptance of art as a regular part of the daily 
lives of many people. Instead, the new anxiety was a philosophical 
anxiety, born of the “lightning speed” with which art is appropriated 
by commercial media and popular communications. “The anxiety 
of art,” he argued, “arises not as a reflex to the condition of artists, 
but from their reflection upon the role of art among other human 
activities.”1

It is an objective reflection of the indefiniteness of the 
function of art in present-day society and the possibility 
of the displacement of art by newer forms of expression, 
emotional stimulation and communication. It relates to 
the awareness that art today survives in the intersections 
between the popular media, handicraft and the applied 
sciences; and that the term “art” has become useless as a 
means for setting apart a certain category of fabrications. 
Given the speed and sophistication with which the formal 
characteristics of new art modes are appropriated by the 
artisans of the commercial media and semi-media (archi-

1 Harold Rosenberg, The Anxious Object 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 1966), 16.
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tecture, highway design, etc.), the art object, including 
masterpieces of the past, exists under constant threat of 
deformation and loss of identity.2

Lacking a secure identity, the art object, itself, becomes “an anxious 
object” whose nature, as art, is now “contingent upon recognition 
by the current communion of the knowing.”3 

The anxiety that Rosenberg identified in the 1960s contin-
ues today in the complex relationship between art and design. The 
only change is the growing stature of design as a cultural art, and 
the development of that art in a wide variety of new forms and 
expressions. Indeed, one feature of the complex relationship of art 
and design is the tendency of some artists to explicitly character-
ize their work as a form of design, where the work often becomes 
an expression of the artist’s opinions about social or political life 
presented to provoke emotion and thought in its audience. Aside 
from any intellectual or philosophical justification for regarding art 
as a form of design—that is, recasting art from a more traditional, 
poetic grounding in aesthetic expression to a rhetorical grounding in 
persuasive or confrontational communication—it also is pragmati-
cally expedient. For example, without being fully conscious of the 
shift in thinking, some art departments and schools of art around the 
world are promoting their affinity, if not their identity, with design; 
perhaps hoping in this way to attract more students and claim some 
portion of the current recognition of the importance of design for 
them. However, the complexity of the relationship of art and design 
also is evident in the opposite tendency: a rearguard action by some 
art schools intent on denying any relationship with design. This is 
particularly curious in the case of some traditional craft programs 
that obviously have design origins yet promote their craftwork as a 
form of art, devoid of design associations.

Ironically, as art has sought (or been driven to) a closer 
connection with design, design, itself, has moved in other direc-
tions. This began with a clearer identification of the purpose of 
design—not the aesthetic “self-expression” of art, but a practical 
service directed toward enhancing the dignity of human beings 
in their daily lives, with all that this entails in social and economic 
matters. Then followed a growing clarification of the methods of 
design thinking, with recognition of the need for designers to under-
stand how their products function in contexts of use and, closely 
related to this, recognition of the need to understand the nature of 
human beings through research and careful observation. Finally, 
from this came the new movements of design as we observe them 
today. First, there is a closer alignment with engineering, computer 
science, and the natural sciences—generally a movement toward the 
new technologies. Second, there is a closer alignment with psychol-
ogy, anthropology, and the other human sciences—a movement 
toward deeper understanding of the behavior of human beings. 
Third, there is a closer alignment with business, management, and 

2 Ibid., 17.
3 Ibid., 18.
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organizational science—a movement toward collective behavior 
and economic influence. Fourth, there is a closer alignment with the 
humanities—a movement toward communication, information, and 
narrative. Gone is Rosenberg’s loose characterization of “popular 
media, handicraft, and applied sciences.” Gone, too, is his character-
ization of “the artisans of the commercial media and semi-media.” 
We speak of design and designers, whatever the specific area of their 
creative work.

One consequence of the movement of design into relation-
ships with other disciplines and professions is a quiet anxiety in 
the field of design, similar to the anxiety that Rosenberg identified 
in the art community. As design finds closer alignment with other 
disciplines, it also is forced to contend with jealous guardians, each 
seeking to characterize design in its own terms, and as an applica-
tion of its own knowledge and practices. Thus, it remains a problem 
for design to explain itself among new friends and acquaintances, 
resisting attempts to appropriate design by other disciplines while, 
at the same time, resisting the simpleminded identification of design 
with art that many people still assume.

Beginning in the 1990s, the complex relationship of art and 
design—and the anxiety of both forms of human activity—found 
subtle expression in the problem of research. On the one hand, artists 
in universities found it necessary to compete for funding and promo-
tion through the vehicle of research, without appearing to compro-
mise artistic vision. To this end, a common argument emerged in this 
form: the production of a work of art or a body of work—perhaps 
accompanied by a brief textual description, little more than an 
artist’s statement suitable for publication in a catalogue of the artist’s 
work—is the equivalent of research in other fields, and thus deserves 
the granting of a Ph.D. and receiving all of the recognition of research 
accomplishment that research in other disciplines receives, includ-
ing government funding. This is a questionable argument on many 
levels; not the least because of the damage it does to the stature of 
artistic creation, itself a highly valued human activity without need 
of justification through the traditional means of other disciplines. It is 
an argument that eventually must be addressed within the academic 
art community, as well as by researchers in other fields including 
design, through asking what the difference is between disciplined 
artistic inquiry and the disciplined inquiry of formal research.

On the other hand, designers in universities began to recog-
nize the need for research to advance practice, develop theory, and, 
generally, build an academic discipline on stronger and more rigor-
ous foundations than the intuitions and rules-of-thumb of designers 
involved in commercial practice. And they also faced the need for 
funding and promotion as part of the academic culture. To this end, a 
common issue of debate focused on the role of practical design work 
in the process of research—famously located in discussion of the real 
or imagined differences between “practice-led” (or “practice-based”) 
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research, and other forms of research (empirical, critical, theoretical, 
scholarly, philosophical, or speculative). It appears that anxiety still 
exists in the research efforts of both art and design, particularly after 
the initial development of their research efforts and, today, an emerg-
ing concern for assessing the quality of research in art and design, 
and its specific contribution to knowledge.

In the current situation of anxiety, it may be useful to consider 
the communion of art and design: to reflect on what they share in 
common and how they explore their common ideas and emotions 
even though they pursue them in different directions and for 
different purposes. A good place to begin, once again, is Harold 
Rosenberg. In his foreword that we already cited, he shifts attention 
toward the problematic nature of art, and away from art criticism 
that focuses merely on the final product. It is a shift that many in the 
design community also urge—a shift away from design competitions 
and museum exhibitions that merely celebrate the formal qualities 
of the final design product—toward deeper understanding of the 
problematic situation of the product and the processes of design 
thinking.

With regard to the destiny of the artist’s freedom, the 
current integration of the arts into our society of special-
ized functions is far from reassuring. The closing of the gap 
between artist and public has not come about through an 
expansion of freedom in American occupations generally. 
On the contrary, it is occurring under conditions in which 
work and the practice of the intellectual professions are 
being constantly narrowed and more strictly disciplined. In 
this environment the present emphasis in art criticism on 
the end product, rather than on the problematical nature 
of the art undertaking, opens the way to art produced 
under direction, as in related professions. Today’s socially 
accepted vanguard already responds to paintings and 
sculptures executed according to formulas suggested by 
critics, dealers or collectors without any more surprise or 
revulsion than is aroused by a TV drama composed to fit 
the story line of a program producer. Indeed, efforts are 
continually under way, both here and abroad, to establish 
“project” art as the ruling principle for the art of tomorrow.4

Rosenberg’s perspective on problems in art deserves further consid-
eration by artists as well as designers and design critics. He regards 
painting and sculpture as “a web of problems and contemporary 
artists as engaged in a dramatic struggle with those problems.”5 (For 
example, he points toward Arshile Gorky’s struggle with the prob-
lem of identity, and Barnett Newman’s struggle with the problem of 
the absolute.) Unfortunately, too many designers and design critics 
at the beginning of the twenty-first century are so concerned with 
technical problems and with the economic implications of design 

4 Ibid., 18–19.
5 Ibid., 19.
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work that they fail to discuss—or perhaps even recognize—the 
deeper, substantial problems that lie behind individual visions of 
design, the problems that drive and guide individual innovation 
and creativity. Even in design research, the problems most often are 
technical and empirical, without explicit connection to the problems 
of purpose and value that lie at the heart of the best design think-
ing. Design, it seems, has become thoroughly professional and, at 
the same time, merely pragmatic and technical. From the literature 
of design, what we see is essentially the quieting of the designer’s 
anxiety and the quieting of the general philosophical anxiety of the 
field, much as Rosenberg observed the renunciation of the “intellec-
tual and emotional ingredient in twentieth-century art” in the 1960s, 
leading to the quieting of art’s anxiety: “The quieting of art’s anxiety 
is bound to suggest the cheerfulness of a sick room.”6 

What made Rosenberg’s critical writing important, and what 
gives it value today, is his recognition that the most significant prod-
uct of art is not the work of art, itself, but the quality of the artist’s 
mind that emerges from engagement with substantial problems.

Instead of solving his problem—”his” because he has 
chosen it—the artist lives it through the instrumentality of 
his materials. By fixing his idea in matter he exposes either 
the crudeness of his thought or the clumsiness of his art; 
thus he is led to experiment and refinement. In time he 
becomes so adept in materializing his hypotheses, and in 
manipulating his materials as if they were meanings, that 
the problem itself is transformed. He has transformed it 
into a unique set of terms; besides, he, the investigator, has 
through his efforts remade himself into a different man.7

The quality of the artist’s mind is what gives “intellectual 
gravity” to his or her work, without reducing art to the terms of 
formal research. The artist does not “solve” the problem of identity 
or the absolute or any other substantial problem in the manner, say, 
of the philosopher or the psychologist. Instead, the artist lives it 
through materials and technique, enabling the audience to live it, too, 
in the immediacy of the work—in what Dewey calls the audience’s 
act of reconstructive doing and making.8

If we follow Rosenberg’s idea, the communion of art and 
design lies in the quality of mind that both the artist and the designer 
share in the beginning of their work. One aspect of this quality of 
mind is the capacity for wonder or astonishment. It is also the qual-
ity of experience that is engendered in the mind of the audience 
when one encounters their best products—when one appreciates the 
problem that lies at the beginning of the artist’s or the designer’s 
engagement and struggle. “Apart from that,” as Rosenberg says, 
“every kind of excellence can be copied.”9 And, indeed, the excel-
lence of new and well-known designs also are copied in products 
that represent no new insight, but merely replicate the form and style 
of an original insight made by others.

6 Ibid., 19.
7 Ibid., 19.
8 John Dewey, Art As Experience 

(New York: Capricorn Books, 1958), 
52–54.

9 Rosenberg, The Anxious Object, 20.
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For all of their differences in direction and purpose, art 
and design share an intellectual gravity in their beginnings. In the 
contemporary world, where gravity is easily lost or submerged in 
the crosscurrents of popular media and economic pressure, we find 
the instant copying that appropriates art to mass communication or 
that reengineers a successful product in the imitative products of 
competitors. However, intellectual gravity remains in the best and 
most original works of art and design, and it is the source of wonder 
that we feel when we first experience such works.

There is little talk of wonder or astonishment in contempo-
rary art and design. Both disciplines are more concerned with creat-
ing other kinds of emotional reaction in their audiences. Yet wonder 
and astonishment deserve greater attention than they currently 
receive, because these emotions are the both the sign and the source 
of creativity and originality. Consider, for example, the insights of 
Descartes and Spinoza when they explore wonder and astonishment 
in the context of other emotions. For Descartes, wonder signifies 
surprise. It is the primary human passion, and it marks the begin-
ning of desire in the human soul, giving the first indication that an 
object before us merits our attention and further exploration because 
it may be important for us. Wonder has no other significance than 
this, but it is the beginning of our creation of meaning—meaning 
which gradually will unfold through prolonged engagement.

When the first encounter with some object surprises us, 
and we judge it to be new or very different from what we 
formerly knew, or from what we supposed that it ought to 
be, that causes us to wonder and be surprised; and because 
that may happen before we in any way know whether this 
object is agreeable to us or is not so, it appears to me that 
wonder is the first of all the passions; and it has no oppo-
site, because if the object which presents itself has nothing 
in it that surprises us, we are in nowise moved regarding it, 
and we consider it without passion.10

Wonder does not tell us whether we are dealing with mere novelty 
or true innovation, but it is a beginning because it is a differentiation 
in our perception. That is Descartes’s perspective.

However, Spinoza provides a deeper and subtler analysis—as 
he does in most of his discussions of the emotions. Though he does 
not provide a definition of wonder, the equivalent of wonder for 
him is astonishment. With characteristic brevity, he defines it in this 
way:

Astonishment is the imagination of an object in which the 
mind remains fixed because this particular imagination has 
no connection with others.11

We are astonished when our mind focuses on an object precisely 
because it has no connection with anything else that we can imagine. 
The object is truly new to us, though we may discover connections 
with other things through prolonged engagement.12

10 Descartes, “The Passions of the Soul” 
in The Philosophical Works of Descartes, 
trans. by Elizabeth S. Haldane and G. R. 
T. Ross (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1972), 358.

11 Benedict De Spinoza, Ethics, James 
Gutmann, ed. (New York: Hafner 
Publishing Company, 1949), 175.

12 For a useful discussion of wonder, 
thought, and aesthetics, see Philip Fisher, 
Wonder, the Rainbow, and the Aesthetics 
of Rare Experiences (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1998).
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It is true that wonder and astonishment are seldom lasting 
qualities. They fade as the familiarity of the object grows, and as 
one moves on with interpretation and the fixing of meaning through 
disciplined development of connections with other aspects of expe-
rience, memory, thought, and passion. But in that brief period at 
the beginning of experience, wonder and astonishment provide the 
power for sustained engagement—they are the source of passion 
and curiosity. Thus, they accompany the beginning point of inquiry, 
whether it is the disciplined “common sense” inquiry of the artist 
or the disciplined formal inquiry of the researcher: they signify the 
initial moment in inquiry when a new idea emerges. 

Unfortunately, most education in art or design, in the haste 
to prepare a suitable professional, does little to cultivate the sense of 
wonder or astonishment in students. Problem solving takes prior-
ity over problem finding. Interpretations abound, and little time is 
given to the free play of invention and discovery. Thus, invention 
and discovery appear to be a matter of chance rather than disci-
plined artistic and intellectual exploration. Only the best teachers 
understand that time and silence are needed by the student to open 
imaginative space for finding the problems that are most important 
for their creative work. 

The uneasy relationship of art and design will not soon be 
overcome. Indeed, it may become more strained in the future as each 
continues to seek its proper place in social and cultural life, and as 
the similarities and differences of art and design are increasingly 
blurred. However, there is a common ground—a communion—that 
should be further explored. It is the emerging concept of rhetoric that 
is shared by both art and design today.13 It is this concept that one 
finds implicit in Rosenberg’s critical writing, and it is the concept 
that he struggled with as he tried to understand the anxiety of art 
that emerged in the second half of the twentieth century. Both art 
and design are deeply engaged with the public and with social and 
cultural issues. However, they employ rhetoric in different modes 
and in different ways for communication. Nonetheless, wonder and 
astonishment are the beginning of their work, and we should take 
this as a starting point for a better understanding of how each of 
these important forms of cultural communication unfolds in concrete 
work. This line of investigation will elevate our appreciation of the 
contributions made by art and design to our cultural life and perhaps 
lead to the proper reconciliation of art and design that should take 
place for the benefit of both communities.

13 Richard Buchanan, “Design and the 
New Rhetoric: Productive Arts in the 
Philosophy of Culture,” Philosophy and 
Rhetoric 34:3 (2001): 183–206.
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Hiding Lack of Knowledge: 
Bad Words in Design Education
Jorge Frascara

This is a personal view of the nature of ignorance and intellectual 
laziness as they affect design education today. It is a frontal encoun-
ter with the culture of imitation, as well as a call to set the bar high 
when it comes to planning the education of future designers.

There is a difference between training students for entry-level 
positions in design offices, as happens in junior colleges, and educat-
ing designers for advanced practice and lifelong learning, as should 
happen in universities. This discussion is about design education in 
universities.

Hiding Behind “Intuition”
In the design environment, we suffer from the abuse of fuzzy words 
such as “intuition” and “creativity” that help to hide the inability 
of some university instructors to articulate concepts and to deliver 
actual instruction. Not being able to articulate empirical knowledge 
verbally leads to the acceptance of mediocrity in the university, and 
to the promotion of the designer as an illuminated magician in the 
practice. 

Visual knowledge, when it exists, is evident and unique; 
but the reasons for its quality always can be described verbally. In 
some extreme cases, the attitude of the instructors is such that they 
let their students know that, even though they possess knowledge, 
they are unable to communicate it: this knowledge has to be discov-
ered through the insistence on making things over and over again. 
The students are left wondering just how they are going to find and 
retain the Holy Grail of design knowledge. Julio Le Parc, an artist 
friend of mine and a schoolmate in my early years, was annoyed at 
how his instructors in printmaking graduate studies hid everything 
in locked drawers when he showed up at the studio. Eventually, he 
realized that those who were hiding their work did it because they 
did not have anything to hide.

Because universities require staff to develop research activity, 
it has become common to add the term “research” to the practice of 
design. Design instructors, hiding behind myths that exist in popular 
culture about art, describe their run-of-the-mill design practice as 
“design research.” The ordinary practice of design, however, is not 
necessarily research.

Real visual research, when it exists, is visibly evident; and 
the reasons for its quality can be described verbally. It involves 
knowledge, craft, sensitivity, and innovation. This is the case, for 
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© 2007 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Design Issues:  Volume 23, Number 4  Autumn 2007



Design Issues:  Volume 23, Number 4  Autumn 2007 63

instance, with Leonardo’s anatomical drawings or, just for a specific 
example, with the orange tree in Cima da Conegliano’s The Madonna 
of the Orange Tree  (Gallerie dell’Accademia, Venice), where every leaf 
makes sense where it is. This is not just a generic visualization of the 
concept “tree.” Examples of similar sophistication in visual commu-
nication design abound. They can be found in visual and method-
ological aspects of projects in information design, graphic interfaces, 
advertising, teaching aids, and social marketing. However, routine 
practice in graphic design is not research.

It is possible that an experienced designer could work in 
a way that appears to be intuitive to an outsider. An experienced 
designer can develop a wonderful concept in a short time, but this 
is not intuition at work. Similarly, experience allows a professional 
pianist to play a concert, not only ordering his fingers and memory 
to carry out what would be an impossible feat for any “normal” 
person, but also dealing with musicality and interpreting the inten-
tions of the composer. Of course, there are people who have more 
ability than others from the outset: those who are better at reasoning, 
accumulating knowledge, thinking fast, and executing with dexterity. 
But this is not intuition at work: this is a combination of knowledge, 
skill, sensitivity, experience, and a lot of work. This is an expression 
of several modes of intelligence driven by an extraordinary will. It 
is neither easy nor just “talent.”

In the design education environment, we suffer from the 
“master-apprentice” model. Instructors who are extremely good 
at doing something, but unable to articulate the principles that 
guide their actions, treat students just like Pavlov’s dogs. I have 
seen instructors judge the quality of their students’ work by saying: 
“This one is too busy” or “This is better, it is simpler.” They suggest 
that “busy” is bad and “simpler” is better in every situation. Context 
and content are alien dimensions for design instructors who work 
simply as “dog trainers.” The students are trained to please the 
masters through slavish imitation, and this is the worst thing that 
an instructor can do to a student. Dogs and horses can be trained, but 
students should be educated. I will return to this later.

Imitating is easy, and the majority of people live by imita-
tion. They walk upright, and they dress like humans, but they could 
never in their lives have invented culture. Many people are able to 
consciously adopt cultural mores, as well as intensely understand 
and enjoy cultural productions, even if they are not able to create 
them. Then there are the likes of Plato, Leonardo, Michelangelo, 
Shakespeare, Kant, Mozart, Kafka, Marx, Herzog, Bergman, Chaplin, 
Brecht, Einstein, Sartre, et al.: the culture builders. Such a list might 
vary from designer to designer, but I recognize people such as these 
within the communication design culture; whose work opened up 
new possibilities and created new paradigms for me to extend my 
understanding. Although they do not abound, many designers 
belong in this category.
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Visual imitation is drastically different from visual research, 
as well as from learning by observation. Learning by observation 
should hinge not on copying and imitating, but on understanding 
the underlying principles that lead to admirable results. Early in life, 
around my mid-twenties, I took the annual graphic design books I 
had, and decided to select the pieces that I liked best. I marked the 
pages of a dozen or so designs, and then I engaged in an analysis of 
the common features that they shared. I wanted to understand why I 
was attracted to these works, so that I could improve mine. I learned 
quite a few things, and my work—at least in my judgment—took a 
turn for the better. This required looking closely, finding similari-
ties, recognizing the motivations for differences, and reformulating 
the visual information into verbal propositions. Of course, this was 
a matter of aesthetic preference that only skimmed the surface of 
what I understand as design today! It is unfortunate that, even today, 
the teaching of design often concentrates almost exclusively on the 
visual aspect of things—worse still, without its reformulation as 
propositional knowledge. Proof of this is the ubiquitously exclusive 
use of the portfolio requirement for admission into professional 
programs in visual communication design.

I am not suggesting that everything should be turned into 
words. Visual information has been used in our culture for a long 
time as a complement to verbal information. Moreover, for hundreds 
of years, architects and engineers have recognized the limitation of 
verbal communication when programming the construction of 
objects, and therefore have used drawings to communicate infor-
mation to builders and manufacturers.

This proves the existence of at least two different kinds of 
knowledge: one articulated verbally, and another articulated visually. 
There are then two ways of researching knowledge, and two ways of 
communicating knowledge. In surgery, for example, there are texts to 
be studied, as well as a great number of drawings and pictures; but 
no one has jumped from texts to surgery without having watched 
a surgeon operate. Surgery always has used the master-apprentice 
model as part of the training of student surgeons. The same is true 
for design today. But watching alone does not do the trick, because 
articulated information also is indispensable. The problem is that 
it is easier to imitate styles than to exercise judgment. It also is 
easier to show designs than to explain the principles that underlie 
good visual decisions. This is, however, the only way that one can 
empower others to understand design: recognizing and articulating 
the principles that lead to appropriate visual design criteria. I say 
“visual design” and not “visual communication design” because 
here I am referring exclusively to the visual aspect of design. In 
visual design, the main principles are no mystery. To a great extent, 
they are Gestalt theory applied with intelligence and sensitivity. 
It is necessary to understand how perception works, how esthetic 
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pleasure can be generated, how esthetic preferences are formed, how 
esthetic preferences are culturally conditioned, and how aesthetic 
choices in design are situated, functional decisions.

In my long experience as a reflective practitioner, I have 
never had a case in which the decisions I made in design could 
not be articulated verbally. In my most recent professional project, 
which involved the design of an information leaflet, I made nineteen 
typographical decisions based on fifty bibliographical sources, and 
my final report to the client listed thirty-nine recommendations, 
all supported by specialized literature. The design prototype was 
used as an example of implementation and as a testing tool, and 
proved the validity of the recommendations made. The prototype 
complemented the verbal articulation, and it involved, of course, 
more information than what was provided verbally, because there is 
a point where verbal articulation is less efficient than visual presenta-
tion, and there are details that are not of interest to the client. It is one 
thing to conceptually frame the design decision to use a particular 
blue in a corporate identity, but another different and impossible 
thing is to communicate verbally how the blue exactly is.

I do not believe that recognition of the value of empirical 
knowledge escapes our culture today: it has its place in many fields, 
including design. Nevertheless, promoting empirical knowledge to 
the detriment of verbal articulation is undesirable, not only in the 
development of design, but particularly in design education at the 
university.

Hiding behind “Research”
I have discussed the use of the word “research” to refer to activities 
devoid of method that more appropriately could be called “explo-
rations.” Without method, there is no research. But without social 
relevance, however watertight the method is, research is useless. 
Hiding behind empty research is as bad as calling visual exploration 
“research,” or hiding behind “intuition.”

There is a move today to create doctorates in design. I have 
seen the promotional materials of one institution, which carried 
the title: “We do research!”—as if it were “We do drugs,” “Elvis 
was here,” or “We sell Ferraris.” In a culture filled with imitators, 
however, if some institutions have doctorates in design, others will 
want them as well. Consequently, there is an interest in the develop-
ment of formalized research. But one major flaw in this interest is 
the lack of ability in many people to identify just what to research. 
In the quest for research problems, people get engaged in impos-
sible tasks such as defining words, as if it were possible to define 
them in a universally valid way. Long theses are developed about 
the “real” meaning of a word such as “knowledge” or “design.” In 
other cases, theses based on field-test studies measure all kinds of 
useless differences. I am not opposed to the discussion of language 
and meaning, but these topics should be developed in a design 
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department in an operational sense only, and not in an absolute 
sense. I can choose to understand design in a given way, and act 
accordingly as a professional and as an educator. But if I want to 
engage in the problem of defining words in an absolute way, I should 
do it well. And that can only happen in philosophy and linguistics, 
not in a design department. In a philosophy department, appropri-
ate thinking tools are discussed, and knowledge of the rich Western 
tradition is required. Designers doing abstract philosophy run the 
risk of being uninformed, opinionated, and simplistic. Reading these 
poor attempts at rational arguments about totally abstract problems, 
I feel as though I am back in medieval times, attempting to determine 
the sex of angels or trying to prove the existence of God by using 
Aristotle’s syllogisms. We should recognize the limits of our territory 
in design education, and we should do the best we can within it. We 
are oriented to action and construction: reflection and conceptual 
discussion are necessary but, as tools, not as ends in themselves.

In my view, there are three conditions that must be met to 
develop useful advanced research in design: the problem should 
belong in the design discipline, the methods used should be a 
model for the profession; and the topic should be socially relevant. 
Sometimes this can extend the field of practice, developing inter-
disciplinary ways of working; however, interdisciplinary work 
must be based on disciplinary competence, that is, on specialized 
knowledge. In some cases, interdisciplinary work leads to paradigm-
shifting results that make us rethink the nature of designing. This, 
I think, is the ideal outcome of important research in design, but it 
can only happen in the context of social and professional relevance. 
Meaningful research addresses specific problems but, at the same 
time, it contributes to the collective knowledge pool in visual 
communication design. Effective strategies developed for one prob-
lem can be extrapolated to assist future action in other situations.

I learned to do field research from a conversation with 
Herbert Spencer about his research on readability, and in a review 
of his reports on the studies. I enjoy theory that is anchored in 
action and oriented to action. It is not my priority to dedicate time 
to defining the word “design” when every ten minutes, day and 
night, thirty-five people are hospitalized in the United States as the 
result of a traffic accident. This is a country in which 500 million 
working days are lost to injuries every year. The cost is staggering. 
The human suffering is unthinkable. Good communication design 
oriented to deal with problems that affect the whole of society is 
urgently needed. Whether dealing with safety, nutrition, ecology, 
literacy, health, discrimination, unemployment, social justice, 
tolerance, administration, business, peace, training, education, or 
whatever other human need, design has a role to play. This is not 
just adolescent romanticism: everything that does not work well in 
society costs lots of money. Traffic injuries cost the health care system 
in North America (excluding Mexico) 150 billion dollars a year. One 
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day, governments will note the staggering cost of having done noth-
ing about this, and will then invest resources in public education. But 
simply identifying the problems is not enough. When opportunity 
knocks, designers will need to have the knowledge and the skills to 
produce successful communication strategies.

What is design education doing about this?

Educating or Training?
Educating requires a partnership between instructor and learner, and 
it aims at total personal development. Education should create intel-
ligent, integrated, sensitive, and productive members of society.

Teaching is based on transmitting information; learning on 
searching and discovering. Teaching and learning are both funda-
mental in the educational process. Students should be instructed, 
but they also should be taught how to learn on their own, both from 
others and from their environment. Education should be oriented to 
fostering the acquisition of fundamental skills and independent judg-
ment. Without forming, informing does not make sense. Informing 
prepares people to know how to do something, but not why or what 
for. Informed people are followers and imitators: they do not contrib-
ute to the development of knowledge or to a new understanding of 
existing knowledge.

There is a primary learning aspect in education that is both 
connected to the acquisition of information and conscious; and there 
is a secondary learning aspect (technically called “deutero-learning”) 
that relates to the development of skills, but it is an automatic and 
unconscious effect of primary learning. If I learn how to plan a proj-
ect carefully, I also learn how to plan anything carefully: if I learn a 
foreign language, I also become better at learning foreign languages. 
This concept of secondary learning should serve as a focus for 
educational programs. It is necessary to identify the skills that the 
students should develop, and to plan the projects for studio courses 
to support that development. The opposite of this is to mechanically 
line up a series of projects just because they have been done before 
and students liked them. Thus, we have “the page layout project,” 
“the expressive typography project,” or “the identity project”: all 
mini-representations of the exterior aspects of professional practice. 
This is done instead of dealing with problem areas such as under-
standing the reading comprehension process; understanding the 
language of the public to be addressed; understanding the human 
factors involved in relations between people, things, and environ-
ments; understanding working methods; developing planning and 
visualization skills; and so on. In sum, the aim of design education 
should be to foster the development of thinking, judging, collect-
ing information, organizing it, managing resources, and producing 
visual communications that are effective and sensitive to users, 
contents, and contexts. The design projects should not be the focus, 
but rather the means to achieve these goals.
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To instruct relates to training. To educate is to foster the devel-
opment of judgment, personal initiative, and the conscious adoption 
of values. This distinction is essential. To be a good designer in the 
broadest professional sense, in addition to the technical knowledge, 
one has to be a good citizen, that is, a socially responsible person. 
For this, technical instruction, however good, is insufficient, let alone 
faith in intuition. 

Personal Style/Personal Expression
Personal expression and style are unavoidable, but they are not to be 
sought. Nor should style be forced to be different. One is who one 
is; not who one wishes to be. In a profession grounded in interpret-
ing the communicational needs of a client in relation to a sector of 
the public, the client and the public form the two poles that must 
be integrated by the designer in a communicational act, with the 
aim of generating a desired response. Any recognizable presence 
of the designer in the middle of that point of encounter between 
client and public is “noise,” and thus detrimental to the purpose of 
the effort. Leonardo Da Vinci was expressing himself when he did 
his scientific illustrations, but he also was pursuing his keen inter-
est in understanding how things work. He was promoting a value 
system that guided his life; demonstrating his extreme sensitivity 
to nuances of form, and using his best ability to store knowledge 
and to communicate it visually. Was he trying to express his feel-
ings? No. This was not the type of activity in which this could be 
entertained. Was he trying to be unique? No. He was unique. For 
better or worse, everyone is unique. The majority of people create 
the norm; however, some people move away from the norm. These 
people include the misfits and the culture builders. Most people are 
imitators. In an education dominated by imitation, it is understand-
able that many young people develop an urgent need to be different. 
The lack of intellectual tools, however, reduces these attempts to the 
superficial aspects of design, and results in different “looks,” but in 
useless learning results. The form of the language is important, but 
only when it is sensitive to context and content, and only when the 
content has significance.

A Final Word
Either for a commercial purpose or for any other type of need, the 
problem of design education remains. Hiding behind the abuse of 
words such as “creativity” and “intuition,” and perpetuating the 
master-apprentice tradition, will neither help society nor design. 
Perfectly careful and methodical research, without relevance, will 
not help either. We have to set the bar high enough that we abandon 
the idea of training designers, and get on with the practice of educat-
ing them, even if, in the end, they begin to think differently than us. 
At least they will think, and will not just copy, like trained monkeys, 
the miserably superficial look of things.
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The Etymology of Design: 
Pre-Socratic Perspective1

Kostas Terzidis

Design is a term that differs from, but often is confused with, plan-
ning. While planning is the act of devising a scheme, program, or 
method worked out beforehand for the accomplishment of an objec-
tive, design is a conceptual activity involving formulating an idea 
intended to be expressed in a visible form or carried into action. 
Design is about conceptualization, imagination, and interpretation. 
In contrast, planning is about realization, organization, and execu-
tion. Rather than indicating a course of action that is specific for 
the accomplishment of a task, design is a vague, ambiguous, and 
indefinite process of genesis, emergence, or formation of something 
to be executed, but whose starting point, origin, or process often are 
uncertain. Design provides the spark of an idea and the formation 
of a mental image. It is about the primordial stage of capturing, 
conceiving, and outlining the main features of a plan and, as such, it 
always precedes the planning stage.

Etymologically, the verb “design” is derived from the prefix 
de and the Latin verb signare, which means to mark, mark out, or 
sign. The prefix de is used not in the derogatory sense of opposition 
or reversal, but in the constructive sense of derivation, deduction, or 
inference. In that context, the word “design” is about the derivation 
of something that suggests the presence or existence of a fact, condi-
tion, or quality. In Greek, the word “design” is σχε′διo (pronounced 
schedio), which is derived from the root σχεδο′ν (pronounced sche-
don), which means “nearly, almost, about, or approximately.” Thus, 
from its Greek definition, design is about incompleteness, indefinite-
ness, or imperfection, yet it also is about likelihood, expectation, or 
anticipation. In its largest sense, design signifies not only the vague, 
intangible, or ambiguous, but also the strive to capture the elusive.1

Traveling further back into the origin of the Greek word 
σχεδο′ν (pronounced schedon), one may find that it is derived from 
the word ε′σχειν (pronounced eschein),2 which is the past tense of the 
word ε′χω (pronounced eho), which in English means to have, hold, 
or possess. Translating the etymological context into English, it can 
be said that design is about something we once had, but have no 
longer. The past tense in the Greek language is referred to as indefi-
nite (αο′ριστος) and, as such, it is about an event that did occur 
at an unspecified time in the past, hence it could have happened 
anytime between a fraction of a second and years ago. So, according 

1 Precisely, the root of σχεδο′ν 
(pronounced schedon) is derived from 
ε′σχειν (pronounced eschein), which 
is the past tense of the verb ε′χω 
(pronounced eho), that is “to have.” 
Therefore, design literally is about the 
reminiscence of a past possession, at an 
indefinite state, and at an uncertain time. 
Similarly, the word “scheme” from the 

Greek σχη′µα means “shape” and also 
is derived from the root σχεδο′ν.

2 εσχειν (pronounced eschein) is also the 
root of the English word “scheme.”

© 2007 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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to the Greeks, design is linked indirectly to a loss of possession and 
a search into an oblivious state of memory. This linguistic connec-
tion reveals an antithetical attitude towards design, one that, in the 
Western culture at least, is about stepping into the future, as a search 
for new entities, processes, and forms, frequently expressed by the 
terms “novelty” or “innovation.” Before venturing any further into 
this Greek paradox, it may be useful to examine the notion of inno-
vation and novelty within the context of design and, specifically, 
architectural design.

Innovation is a term amply used in association with the 
process or products of design. It is defined as “the act of beginning 
or introducing something for, or as if for, the first time.” Surprisingly, 
there is something strange about this definition. It appears to be a 
semantic twist within the definition of innovation itself. It involves 
the conjugation “as if,” which means literally “in the same way that 
it would be if,” asserting the possibility of an equivalence between 
existence and the perception of existence. While the adjective “for” 
is a definite indicator that connects an object, aim, or purpose to 
an action or activity, the conjugation “as if” involves a hypotheti-
cal conjecture posed over the truthfulness of the statement. Such 
a definition is, to say the least, paradoxical, contradictory, and 
problematic in the sense that, while the definition itself is supposed 
to lead towards a definite assertion, it also involves the possibility 
of negating the same assertion. If the assertion is that innovation 
indeed is about the first time, then it is contradictory to also assume 
that such uniqueness also can be perceived as such, because it then 
implies that something that may not be “first” also may be assumed, 
presented, or perceived as “first,” which is an apparent contradic-
tion. In other words, the definition of innovation involves the possi-
bility of a deliberate, unintentional, or accidental flaw: if something 
is perceived as such, then it must be such. This syllogism brings up 
an important hypothesis about perception: that it is possible that 
something can be constructed to appear as such, or that an audience 
may be conditioned to perceive something as such. In either case, 
the definition of innovation seems to suffer from the lack of two 
of the most fundamental principles of every definition: clarity and 
truthfulness.

Because of its pioneering nature, innovation frequently is 
associated with originality. Originality is defined as the quality or 
state of preceding all others in time. Innovation also is defined as 
the act of introducing something new (i.e., something that comes 
into existence for the first time). However, unlike innovation, origi-
nality is about a point of departure, a source of knowledge, and an 
archetype. It is a primordial mark at which something comes into 
existence, an ancestral origin whose genetic material transcends 
throughout the following generations. Unlike innovation, the 
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importance of originality is to be “first in order,” and this quality is 
not a matter of perception but rather a matter of necessity. While the 
intention of both processes may be similar, their logical directions 
are antithetical. If innovation leads towards one direction, then the 
search for originality leads towards the opposite. Innovation may be 
seen as a process of adding one more leaf to the tree, while original-
ity can be seen as the process of adding one more root.

In tracing back to the origin, one is forced to travel from the 
leaves backwards towards the roots. This process involves at least 
two modes of thought: reduction and reversion. While the notion of 
reduction can be associated with decrement, lessening, or diminish-
ment, it also can be associated with abstraction, simplification, and 
idealization. Similarly, reversion is about regress, setback, or recall, 
yet it can also be about return, reassessment, and reconsideration. 
The reason for this is that the prefix “re-” is used here not in the 
negative sense of backward or regress, but rather in the positive 
sense of again or anew. Interestingly, the term “innovation” is 
commonly associated with progress, advancement, growth, and 
expansion: terms that ironically also are considered to be the oppo-
sites of reduction and reversion.

In architectural design, the notion of innovation has been a 
founding, axiomatic, and guiding principle. Within the modernist 
tradition of novelty, the search for innovation may have become 
a misguiding rather than a guiding factor in design. While, in the 
early twentieth-century, the shock of the new may have provided an 
escape from the traditions of the past, its constant use in the world 
of fashion today and the everlasting struggle to introduce something 
new for, or as if for, the first time defies its original purpose. Novelty 
is a primordial fascination of the human mind, yet its perception 
seems to be highly illusory, conditioned, and influenced. As Wes 
Jones points out, “We believe that newer is better. Not because it 
is a fact in each individual case, but because it is an inevitability 
in general.” While many theorists are concerned with the value of 
newness, it also may be useful to explore the question: “What is 
new?” Just because something appears to be new, or is labeled as 
new, does not mean that it is essentially new. Like a magician’s show, 
the appearance or disappearance of objects in a scene generates a 
primordial fascination from the viewpoint of the audience; yet not 
from the magician’s viewpoint.3 Novelty requires more than just 
appearance. As in the case of innovation versus originality, novelty 
usually is about the striking, different, or unusual; but it also can be 
about the first, seminal, or original. A difference in appearance does 
not necessarily justify novelty. If something is seen from a different 
angle, is rotated upside down, or a piece is added that does not 
mean that the result is new, yet it may appear to be new. In contrast, 
an original concept involves newness in a productive, seminal, and 
influential way.

3 Similarly, in the game of peek-a-boo, a 
baby is mysteriously fascinated by an 
appearing/disappearing face. 
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As mentioned earlier, the notion of design, according to the 
Greeks, is associated with the past instead of the future. Such an 
assumption appears almost antithetical to the predominant notion 
of design as a process that leads towards the derivation of novelty. 
How can the past be of such significant importance, especially as 
a recollection of past, lost thoughts? If, according to the Greeks, 
design is about something that we had but do not have any more, 
then it is lost somewhere in the past. But then what is its connection 
to something that is about to become in the future (i.e., a novelty)? 
Why would they offer such an unexpected and obscure relationship? 
Is it possible that, according to the Greeks, novelty, in the sense that 
we understand it today, does not exist per se and anything new is 
just an illusion? 

If we look deeper into pre-Socratic philosophers such as 
Xenophanes, Parmenides, or Zeno, one of the common agreements 
between them was the assumption that nothing comes out of nothing 
and nothing disappears into nothing (i.e., nothing can just pop up 
or vanish without a trace). Such an assumption is very important to 
understand their reluctance to conceive, accept, or understand the 
concept of novelty in its modern sense. If everything is indestruc-
tible, then change is nothing but a transformation from one state to 
another; the appearance or disappearance of parts is only phenom-
enal; nothing is added or subtracted. Therefore, if something emer-
gences, appears, or claims to be new, then it must be nothing but an 
illusion because, if it is not, it would contradict the initial premise 
of preservation. Such logic, while it may appear to be simplistic or 
absolute, it also is very powerful because it does not allow thoughts 
to be affected by sensory phenomena. What is most significant about 
this logic is that it sets a paradigm in which knowledge about real-
ity is based upon reason, and therefore strives to be truthful, while 
human opinion of appearance is based upon our senses, which are 
not only unreliable but also misleading.4 According to this logic, 
design as a mental process of creation can be seen as bounded by 
the limits of preservation: any newly conceived thought, process, or 
form is nothing but a reordering of previous ones. However, if we 
consider this possibility, then we are confronted with the problem of 
origin. Since every “new” idea is depended on a previous one, then 
there must be an origin, a starting point, a root of roots out of which 
everything spurs, tangles, and multiplies, offering glimpses of what 
occasionally appears to be “new.” Thus, we are led to the conclusion 
that the origin, like its material counterpart, must be fixed, eternal, 
and indestructible. And since novelty involves the negation of exis-
tence (i.e., something that did not exist before), novelty is impossible. 
It is only a sensory illusion.5

4 The Socratic analogy of shadows in a 
cave illustrates the illusion-prone nature 
of the senses, and the inability to distin-
guish reality (light) from its representa-
tion (shadow). The feeling of sensory 
illusion is so comfortable that attempts 
to reveal their deceptive nature is met 
with fierce resistance (The Republic, 
book VII). While in Plato’s dialogue 
Parmenides there is a clear distinction 
between the Socratic theory of ideas and 
Parmenides’s existential philosophy, both 
are in agreement on the deceptive nature 
of the senses. 

5 To paraphrase a paradox by Zeno, a 
student of Parmenides, it can be argued 
that novelty resembles an arrow moving 
forward in time and, as a moving arrow, 
either it is where it is or it is where it is 
not yet. If it is where it is, then it must 
be standing still, and if it is where it is 
not, then it can’t be there; thus, it cannot 
change position. Of course, the paradox 
is just a metaphor to show the inability to 
achieve something out of nothing (i.e., to 
create something new). 

6 Alternative versions of the word 
υ′παρξη (i.e., “existence”) in Greek 
are υπο′σταση, which is equivalent to 
ex-sistere and το ωντι, which literally 
means “this which is.” Ο′ ν (pronounced 
on), which is the root of the word “ontol-
ogy,” is the present participle of the verb 
ειµι′ (i.e., “I am”).
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In English, the word “existence” is derived from the prefix 
ex (i.e., forth) and the verb sistere, which in Latin means to cause to 
stand up or come to a stop. Thus, etymologically, the meaning of the 
word “existence” can be associated with the action of appearance or 
arising. In Greek, the word “existence” is υ′παρξη, which is derived 
from the prefix υπο (hypo), meaning “under, below, or beneath,” 
and the noun αρχη′ (arche), meaning “beginning, start, or origin.”6 
Thus, similar to design, existence is not only about the distant past, 
the beginning of things, but also even further because it involves a 
step beyond, below, or beneath the starting point. But how is this 
possible? How can something lay beyond the beginning? Wouldn’t 
that result in a new beginning which then should be displaced 
again ad infinitum? Such a train of thoughts may appear paradoxical 
because it is interpreted as a sequential linkage in the context of a 
beginning and an ending point. As established earlier, in the pre-
Socratic spirit, the notion of a beginning (as well as that of an end) 
must be rejected. Things exist before their phenomenal starting point 
and, therefore, the use of the prefix hypo declares the framework, 
structure, or platform out of which starting points can be observed. 
Similar to a river, its origin is not the spring itself but rather lies far 
beyond, beneath, or below its phenomenal emergence.

The verb “to become” is used in English to denote the action 
of coming into existence, emerging, or appearing. In language, as 
opposed to formal logic, existence is a predicate rather than a quanti-
fier, and the passage from copulative to existential can be misleading. 
The action of coming-to-be or becoming does not necessarily have 
to be associated with creation, beginning, or emergence, but rather 
may denote a process of derivation, transformation, or transition 
from one state to another. Indeed, transition is the act of becoming, 
except that its connotation is problematic because, as Evans points 
out, “...whatever is subject to the transformation must already be 
complete in all its parts.” 7 This notion is antithetical to the tradi-
tional view of design as an accumulative process. For example, the 
subtraction of one point from a square may result in a triangle that, 
in turn, can be perceived as an action in which “a square became a 
triangle.” In this case, the action of becoming results from an opera-
tion of subtraction. Furthermore, the action of subtraction itself also 
is an action of becoming, where “a point became nothing.” Such an 
action involves the existential operation of instant becoming. The 
pre-Socratic philosophers rejected such a notion as absurd, because 
nothing can just come into being or suddenly cease to exist. As they 
rejected traditional explanations for the phenomena they saw around 
them in favor of more rational explanations, they also set the limits 
of human imagination. According to Parmenides, if something came 
into being, it is not (ει′ γα′ ρ εγε′ντ′, ουκ ε′στιν); i.e., something that 
pops out of nothing cannot really exist.8 Not surprisingly, even today, 

7 See R. Evans, “Not to Be Used for 
Wrapping Purposes,” AA Files 10 
(1985): 70. In this article, Evans makes 
an elegant distinction between design, 
as an accumulative process, and trans-
formation as a different type of design 
where only relations alter.

8  Along the line of pre-Socratic thought, 
the prefixes a-, un-, and in-, when used 
in the  sense of negation, opposition, or 
contrast to reality, are absurd, confusing, 
and pointless. Either something exists 
or not. The preposterousness that is 
inherent into the negation of existence is 
very apparent in two linguistic construc-
tions namely the words “unknown” and 
“unreal.” Both are terms that, while they 
exist as words, are both preposterous.
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there is no word in the English language or, for that matter, the Greek 
language that can denote the instant becoming of an object out of 
nothing. While the verb “become” is the closest word, it implies a 
moment of time in order for something to originate. The same is 
true for the terms “emergence,” “genesis,” “birth,” “rise,” “deriva-
tion,” “start,” and “beginning,” for which time is always involved.9 
Similarly, the word “appearance” cannot be equivalent to the word 
“become,” because it involves the subjective interpretation of the 
existence of an object. Appearance is about the visual interpretation 
of the existence of something that is coming into sight. Surprisingly, 
the most common word used by people to denote sudden appear-
ance or disappearance is the word “magic,” but this also carries an 
illusionary, unreal, and perhaps deceptive connotation—a connota-
tion associated with the belief that it is the result of a supernatural 
event.

It can be argued that “coolness,” fashion, style, the unapolo-
getically fashionable, desirable, and ephemeral are not about the new, 
but instead are deceptive, obfuscating methods of establishing an 
authority on art, architecture, and design without offering the means 
to truly lead towards novelty. In contrast, theories, experiments, or 
technologies that point out the potential limits of the human mind 
seek to identify novelty as a quality that exists beyond the limits of 
the human mind. If there is novelty, in the existential sense, it must 
be sought beyond, below, or beneath its phenomenal appearances as 
an already existing entity that is outside human knowledge. 

True novelty, therefore, must be the result of discovery. 
While knowledge about the lack of existence is impossible, the lack 
of knowledge about existence is possible. In other words, the discov-
ery of the existence of something indeed is new, as it pertains to the 
body of knowledge that it adds to. It is about the existence of some-
thing that was, until it was discovered, outside human knowledge. 
Unlike the mere compositional rearrangement of existing elements 
into seemingly new entities, a discovery is a revelation of something 
that existed before, but was not known.

Discovery is the act of encountering, for the first time, some-
thing that already existed. In contrast, invention is defined as the act 
of causing something to exist by the use of ingenuity or imagination: 
it is an artificial human creation. Both discovery and invention are 
about the origin of ideas and their existence in the context of human 
understanding. These two intellectual mechanisms result from a 
logic which tends to argue whether the existence of certain ideas, 
notions, or processes is one of the following: either a human creation 
or simply a glimpse of an already existing universe, regardless of the 
presence of humans. The most paradigmatic example of this polemic 
is that of geometry itself. The existence of geometry can be regarded 
as either a descriptive revelation of properties, measurements, and 

9 Beginnings and endings represents 
change and transitions such as the 
progression of past to future, of one 
condition to another, of one vision to 
another, or of one universe to another. 
New or old do not have existence of their 
own, but rather are seen as transitions 
from one state to another.

10 Perault, the architect of the peristyle 
of the Louvre, argued that architecture 
is a fantastic art of pure invention. He 
asserted that architecture really exists 
in the mind of the designer and has no 
connection to the natural world. In addi-
tion, architecture as an imaginative art, 
obeys its own rules which are internal 
and personal to each designer, and that 
is why most creators are vaguely aware 
of the rules of nature and yet produce 
excellent pieces of art. A similar point 
also is argued by Giovanni Battista Vico. 
In his work The New Science (1744), 
Vico argues that one can know only by 
imagining. The twisting of language and 
meaning can lead one to discover new 
worlds of fantasy. He argued that one 
can know only what one makes. Only 
God can understand nature, because it is 
his creation. Humans, on the other hand, 
can understand civilization, because 
they made it. The world of civil society 
certainly has been made by humans, 
and its principles therefore are to be 
found within the modification of our own 
human mind.
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relationships of existing forms or as an arbitrary, postulate-based 
mental structure that exists only in the human mind. For instance, 
Euclidean geometry originally was developed to measure distances 
on the surface of earth and yet, in Euclidean geometry, platonic 
primitive shapes such as squares, circles, and triangles do not exist 
per se in nature, yet they represent idealized approximations of 
natural objects. Likewise, architecture can be regarded as either 
a simulation of the laws and structure of nature or as a world of 
fantasy and imagination.10 

The notion of an origin is important when discussing the 
process of design. Because of its investigative nature, design always 
is associated with a starting point or a pivot out of which style, fash-
ion, or mannerisms result. That starting point is important for at least 
two reasons. First, and most obvious, it serves as a pivotal point of 
reference that identifies, categorizes, and determines a wide range of 
similar products. Second, and less obvious, is the fact that an origin 
belongs to the distant past and, as such, it involves the reminiscence 
of something that was once lost but whose consequences are still 
present. While memory usually is about mundane, common, and 
ordinary past events, it also is about that which is lost in the distant 
past—the primordial, archaic, and primitive. The origin, as such, is 
elusive, evasive, and indefinite, yet it is always present in the form 
of a sign that points out at the increasingly distant past. While the 
struggle to seek for the latest new “new thing” may be fascinating, 
seductive, or thrilling, it is only because it builds upon a primordial 
human weakness, that of the vulnerable nature of the senses. In 
contrast, the search for original, universal, and ideal forms of exis-
tence which serve as prototypes, archetypes, or models is a glimpse 
into an already existing world whose rules are derived from entirely 
different principles than those that govern the world of senses.

Thus, in searching for the origin, one is challenged to seek 
the basic, archaic, and primitive qualities of the first encounter. 
The process of recollection is a search for the truth, while the act of 
concealing eventually will lead to false assumptions.11 The search for 
truth leads to facts that will be remembered for a long time, while 
falsity leads to facts that, while impressive at the moment, will pass 
into oblivion. Memory is an associative mechanism for reproducing 
past experiences and, in its primitive neural level, is governed by 
logical operations. Yet, while the primitive connections that repro-
duce a past event may be logical, the higher-level entities that are to 
be remembered are not necessarily so.

Memory relies on a concept called feedback that is the output 
of something being fed back into itself as input. The minimal defini-
tion of feedback involves at least two consecutive moments of time 
as a measure of comparison is established so that an event can be 

11 In Greek, the word “false” is λα′θος 
(pronounced lathos), which is derived 
from the word λη′θη, which means 
“oblivion.” In contrast, the word “truth” 
is a αλη′θεια (pronounced aletheia), 
which is derived from the negative 
prefix a and the word λη′θη, therefore 
denoting the negation to forget. Thus, 
the connection is that truth is unforget-
table and falsity is oblivious; or rather 
that truth leads to facts that will be 
remembered for a long time, while falsity 
leads to facts that, while impressive at 
the moment, will pass into oblivion. The 
word λη′θη is translated by Heidegger 
as “concealment,” therefore reinterpret-
ing the act of forgetting as one “sunk 
away into concealedness.” See M. 
Heidegger, Parmenides (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1992), 71.
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locked and therefore “remembered.” In electronics, the basic element 
for storing binary information is termed as a “flip-flop.” It consists 
of two cross-coupled NAND gates, as shown in figure 1.1. If R and S 
are opposites of one another, then Qa follows S, and Qb is the inverse 
of Qa. However, if both R and S are switched to 0 simultaneously, 
then the circuit will return what was previously presented on R and 
S. Thus, this simple logical circuit constitutes a memory element, or 
flip-flop, that locks or “remembers” which of the two inputs S and 
R was most recently equal to 1.12

Time therefore is “captured” by reversing its order so that an 
event can be revisited. The configuration of a memory unit reveals a 
geometrical relationship, where two parallel lines representing time 
are connected by establishing a cross-coupled, zigzag path. This 
simple geometrical relationship reveals a strange paradox: while 
“before” always knows what comes after, “after” never knows what 
lies before it. In other words, in order to know what will happen, 
one needs to be where nobody can go (i.e., in the future). However, 
future is relative to where the past starts. If the future of one observer 
is observed from the past of another observer, then the past of the 
first observer becomes the future of the second. Time, therefore, can 
be momentarily reversed to collect fragments of time that are called 
“memories.”

12  See C. Hamacher, Z. Vranesic, and 
S.  Zaky, Computer Organization 

  (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1984), 520–1.
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Symbolically, according to the Greeks, it was Chronos (time) 
who ruled first, and what was produced, the children of Time, were 
devoured by time. It was only when Time was conquered that an 
origin was set to its passing. That origin, the origin of human think-
ing, was established out of the emergence of two, newly acquired 
fundamental abilities: that of memory (attributed to Epimetheus) and 
that of prediction (attributed to Prometheus). As a consequence, it 
was the realization of the inevitability of death that initiated history 
(i.e., the preservation of memory and the explanation of time as a 
passing phenomenon). The ability to make logical syllogisms (i.e., 
to see the connection between the notions of before and after) is one 
of the main characteristics that distinguish intellectually humans 
from animals. Without logic, there is no ability to foresee events and 
therefore make sense out of time. One moment has meaning only 
in its relation to other moments: otherwise they are just fragments 
deprived of meaning if they are not related to other fragments. 
Historically, as the distinction between the emotional and logical 
side of the human mind started to become clearer, humans started 
to differentiate their nature from that of animals. Hybrid creatures 
that exist in various mythologies such as the Minotaur, Sphinx, 
Centaur, and Medusa represent a symbolic struggle to identify, 
differentiate, and demarcate human nature from that of an animal’s 
establishing its superiority through slaughter. George Bataille, in 
his work Le Labyrinthe, offers a deeply existential interpretation of 
the diacritical couple man/animal and the desire to set free man’s 
animality. According to Hollier’s interpretation, Bataille sees as the 
origin of painting in Lascaux’s caves the desire of man to represent 
his triumph over the animal, and not as a narcissistic pictorial urge.13 
Similarly, in Aesthetics, Hegel interprets Oedipus’s answer to the 
Sphinx’s riddle as man’s answer that eliminates any trace of animal-
ity—an answer that makes “know thyself” the unique and differ-

13 See G. Bataille, Visions of Excess: 
Selected Writings, 1927–1939, 
A. Stoekl, ed. (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1985), 171–7. 
See also D. Hollier Against Architecture: 
The Writings of Georges Bataille 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989), 
57–73.
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entiating principle that identifies the human species. Parmenides’s 
distinction between truth and opinion is both an evangelism and a 
warning as it sets a departing point away from the animal logic and 
identifies a new path of truth but, at the same time, warns that this 
newly discovered world will be hunted by the other logic it leaves 
behind.

The primitive, eternal, and universal nature of archetypes 
serves not only as a point of departure, but also as a point of refer-
ence. Aldo Rossi refers to this nature as archaic, unexpressed, and 
analogical.14 Yet he also made a distinction between history and 
collective memory. As the relationship between form and function 
erodes over time, there is a disjunction in meaning that results in a 
twist in the flow of history: where history ends, memory begins.15 The 
form, empty of meaning, engulfs its own individuality and stands 
alone, away, orphaned, and rootless. Yet it is then that remembrance 
becomes the only way back. Ironically, souvenir is about the act of 
remembering, and yet it is only by forgetting that one can see again 
things as they really are. The act of forgetting is not a submersion 
into oblivion, but rather the erasure of false connections and the 
return back to the umbilical origin. 

14 See A. Rossi “An Analogical Architec-
ture” in Architecture and Urbanism 56 
(May 1976). Also in Theorizing a New 
Agenda for Architecture, Kate Nesbitt, 
ed. (New York: Princeton Architectural 
Press, 1996), 348–52.

15  See A. Rossi, The Architecture of the
  City (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1984), 

7.
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Massive Change: 
The Future of Global Design
Lauren Weinberg

Massive Change: The Future of Global Design greeted visitors to 
Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary Art (MCA) with a giant 
banner that asked, “Now that we can do anything, what will we 
do?” According to Bruce Mau and his students from the Institute 
without Boundaries (IwB), who organized the exhibition, we will use 
design to solve every problem facing the world today.

It should have been refreshing to encounter such a powerful 
belief that the glass is half full, particularly because Massive Change 
presented compelling proof that design really could bring an end 
to famine and global warming; not to mention the accumulation of 
disposable diapers in landfills. Moreover, the book (published by 
Phaidon) and Website (www.massivechange.com) produced by the 
“Massive Change” team to accompany the show are replete with 
useful content. But when I saw “Massive Change” at the MCA, its 
failure to acknowledge the factors perpetuating the problems design 
is supposed to solve led me to conclude that this blockbuster exhibi-
tion was half-full of it. 

The Massive Change three-month stint at the MCA in the fall of 
2006 concluded a tour that had begun at the Vancouver Art Gallery 
in October 2004. (The Vancouver Art Gallery’s senior curator, Bruce 
Grenville, and its director, Kathleen Bartels, were the ones who 
commissioned Mau to create a show about “the future of design.”) In 
2005, the exhibition traveled to the Art Gallery of Ontario in Toronto, 
where Bruce Mau’s firm and the IwB are located. 

Greg Van Alstyne served as director of the IwB—a one-year 
graduate design program that Mau co-founded in association with 
George Brown College—during its involvement with Massive Change. 
He notes that the fifteen students in the IwB’s classes of 2003 and 
2004 spent countless hours in Mau’s own studio researching and 
coordinating the project. Once one knows that it primarily was orga-
nized by students, Massive Change seems like an impressive achieve-
ment despite its flaws. And when the exhibition, book, and Website 
are considered together, they succeed in two crucial ways: 
1          The first statement in Massive Change, the book, is: “For 

most of us, design is invisible. Until it fails.” Many people 
have no idea what designers do all day. At best, they recog-
nize design when it is used to hawk overpriced teakettles 
or justify controversial real estate developments. Instead 
of dividing the exhibition into restrictive, outmoded 

© 2007 Massachusetts Institute of Technology
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categories of design such as “graphics” or “architecture,” 
Massive Change’s curators decided to emphasize “systems 
of exchange—design economies—realms in which design 
is a driver.” This structure demonstrates that design shapes 
every aspect of our lives, from the food we eat to the wars 
we fight. It also accommodates a diverse array of objects. 
It is difficult to think of another show that could encom-
pass Niki Dun’s ingenious “bicycle ambulance”; ZENON 
Environmental’s ZeeWeed membrane, which is enabling 
Singapore to extract potable water from raw sewage; and a 
featherless chicken bred by scientists at Hebrew University.

2          Massive Change reminds us that we all have a stake in the 
“design of the world,” although it could have done more 
to prove this point. The “Living Economies” gallery that 
contained the featherless chicken also featured a trans-
genic salmon, soybeans modified by Monsanto, and other 
“engineered” plants and animals. The wall text outlined 
the advantages and dangers of each solution, and asked, 
“Should we be doing this?” Visitors could express their 
opinions by inserting slips of yellow paper into clear plas-
tic boxes labeled “Yes” and “No,” which Van Alstyne says 
were inspired by Hans Haacke.1

Massive Change often faltered by favoring style over substance. When 
the exhibition addressed “image economies” by covering a gallery 
with pictures from floor to ceiling, the curators insisted, “We will 
make visible the as yet invisible,” but they left visitors feeling over-
whelmed. The truly amazing innovations in “Massive Change,” such 

1 Greg Van Alstyne, interview with author, 
January 19, 2007.

Figure 1 
Installation view of Massive Change: The 
Future of Global Design. Photo © Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Chicago.
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as the windup “Freeplay” radio, which can bring vital information 
to regions with no electricity grid; or the “Aerotecture Aeroturbine” 
a small, versatile wind turbine invented by University of Illinois at 
Chicago professor Bil Becker, tended to disappear among a flood of 
lesser material and breathless wall text. 

The exhibition design reached its nadir in the “Urban 
Economies” gallery, which purported to examine solutions to hous-
ing shortages and sprawl. Massive Change responded to these issues 
with a video that covered many of the right topics, such as the grow-
ing popularity of prefabricated housing and China’s efforts to avoid 
triggering an environmental apocalypse. None of these subjects 
received more than two seconds of screen time, however, turning 
the video into a string of incoherent sound bites. An over-reliance on 
catchy slogans such as “Everything = City = Design = Hope” reflected 
a more serious underlying problem: Massive Change ultimately did 
not expect much from its audience. 

The exhibition alluded to sprawl, but did not link it to the 
MCA’s many suburban visitors. It promised: “We will enable sustain-
able mobility,” but public transportation barely rated a mention in 
the “Movement Economies” gallery, which was dominated by electric 
cars unavailable in North America, and prototypes for Dean Kamen’s 
“Segway” personal transporter. (When I mentioned this omission to 
Van Alstyne, he pointed out that mass transit was covered in “Urban 
Economies.” The exhibition did celebrate Curitiba, Brazil’s famously 
efficient bus system, and the book contained an interview with Jaime 
Lerner, the mayor who implemented it. But Massive Change should 
have addressed the problems caused by our demand for “personal” 
vehicles.) Massive Change touted Nike’s “Considered” footwear—
made with locally sourced materials and vegetable-based dyes, and 
using as few toxic adhesives and solvents as possible—without ques-
tioning the manufacturer’s historical exploitation of foreign workers. 
It praised the Australian company BIOTA’s “compostable” water 
bottle—made from Cargill’s NatureWorks PLA, a corn-based poly-
mer—without considering the catastrophic impact of industrial agri-
culture. It displayed Ford’s Model U concept SUV—a hybrid vehicle 
designed for easy disassembly and recycling—without acknowledg-
ing that it is nowhere near production. In Massive Change’s” future, 
we will somehow save the world without altering our buying habits, 
lifestyles, or the economic inequities that made the project necessary 
in the first place.

The Massive Change book explicitly refuses to embrace any 
one economic system, but the exhibition seemed to have a feel-good 
capitalist slant epitomized by its inclusion of American architect 
William McDonough. McDonough and his business partner, 
Michael Braungart, a German chemist, are the co-authors of Cradle 
to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make Things. Published in 2002, the 
book promotes a “cradle-to-cradle” design paradigm that would 
yield infinitely recyclable products. Unlike their “cradle-to-grave” 

Figure 2
Chicken Installation view of Living Gallery. 
Photo © Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Chicago.
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predecessors, such items would never wind up in a landfill, so the 
very concept of “waste” would disappear, along with the need to 
reduce consumption.2 

Nike, Ford, and Herman Miller are among the companies 
that loved McDonough and Braungart’s pro-market, anti-regulation 
message so much they hired them as consultants. Several products 
that resulted from McDonough and Braungart’s collaborations were 
featured in Massive Change’s “Manufacturing Economies” gallery. 
(So was their book.) They surely have helped the environment by 
convincing executives that sustainable business practices are compat-
ible with profits. But no matter how many hemp sneakers Nike sells, 
our society still lacks the infrastructure to support cradle-to-cradle 
design. Since the exhibition implied that the market has caught up 
to the most radical aspects of McDonough’s and Braungart’s vision, 
it seemed as though Massive Change was aiding corporate “green-
washing” 3 instead of exploring the latest ideas in industrial ecology, 
which Van Alstyne says was the students’ intention. 

The failure of the “Market Economies” gallery to recog-
nize the power of small, independent businesses; buying local; or 
unionization was equally distressing. The gallery presented videos 
about various businesses, and audio recordings of interviews with 
Bill Gates; Muhammad Yunus, founder of the Grameen Bank in 
Bangladesh; and other people who presumably agreed with the 
wall text: “The power of markets, brought to bear on the world’s 
real problems, is the power to change the world.” 

One expected to find Yunus, whose bank has helped fight 
poverty by granting “micro-loans” to millions of people, in this part 
of the exhibition, but the inclusion of Wal-Mart came as a surprise. A 
video about the mammoth retailer lauded its hyper-efficient system 
of distribution. As the camera zoomed in on the American flag 
rippling above a store, the narrator remarked that Wal-Mart, “saves 
consumers $20 billion a year.” He did not mention how much the 
retailer’s employees must appreciate its low prices, given that Wal-

2 William McDonough and Michael 
Braungart, Cradle to Cradle: Remaking 
the Way We Make Things (New York: 
North Point Press, 2002), 104.

3 Webster’s New Millennium Dictionary of 
English defines “greenwashing” as “the 
practice of promoting environmentally 
friendly programs to deflect attention 
from an organization’s environmentally 
unfriendly or less savory activities.” 
SOM’s Zero Energy Tower, which the 
MCA included in its concurrent show 
“Sustainable Architecture in Chicago,” 
is a blatant example: the building is 
designed to consume no more energy 
than it can generate on-site, primar-
ily through wind power—but it was 
commissioned by a Chinese tobacco 
company.

Figure 3
Installation view of Image Economies Gallery. 
Photo © Museum of Contemporary Art, 
Chicago.
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Mart bitterly opposed the “Big Box Living Wage Ordinance” passed 
by the Chicago City Council in July 2006. (It was promptly vetoed by 
Mayor Richard M. Daley.) Along with its competitor, Target—which 
sponsored “Massive Change’s” stop at the MCA—Wal-Mart said it 
would rather abandon plans to open more stores in Chicago than 
agree to pay its employees at least $10 an hour and give them $3 an 
hour in fringe benefits by 2010.4 (This gallery contained no ballot 
boxes.)

However problematic Massive Change may have been, the 
project should serve as a model for curators who want their exhibi-
tions to have both local relevance and a global reach. Mau and the 
IwB students made the Massive Change book and Website compelling 
enough to attract people who were unable to see the show. At the 
same time, the MCA succeeded in tailoring it to a Chicago audience. 
The Museum invited local designers and activists to participate in 
public programs, and posted a significant amount of information 
about the City’s environmental initiatives on its own Website. In 
November 2006, the MCA coordinated the “Massive Change and 
the City: Global Visionaries Symposium” with the City of Chicago 
Department of Environment. The speakers at this event, including 
Wikipedia creator Jimmy Wales and Stewart Brand, founder of the The 
Whole Earth Catalog, were given awards by Mayor Daley himself. 

In addition, MCA Chief Curator Elizabeth Smith organized 
the concurrent show Sustainable Architecture in Chicago: Works in 
Progress, which highlighted seven “green” projects by local firms. “I 
wanted to present a companion show that provided an in-depth look 
at how some of the ideas in Massive Change were being developed 
and applied in our own community,” Smith explained.5

Chicago has a reputation for being environmentally progres-
sive: Mayor Daley has pledged to make it the “greenest city in 
America.” It already contains the largest number of green roofs 
in the nation—including one atop City Hall—with more than two 

4 Erik Eckholm with Shia Kapos, “Chicago 
Orders ‘Big Box’ Stores to Raise Wage,” 
The New York Times (July 27, 2006), 
(www.nytimes.com/2006/07/27/us/
27chicago.html).

5 Elizabeth Smith, e-mail exchange with 
author, January 26, 2007.

Figure 4
Installation view of Energy Gallery. Photo © 
Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago.
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million square feet planted or under construction.6 The Chicago 
Center for Green Technology, which offers educational programs 
and resources, was the first municipal building to receive a coveted 
LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) Platinum 
certification from the U.S. Green Building Council. The City 
re cent ly passed an ordinance demanding that all new public build-
ings achieve a minimum of LEED Silver. During the eighteen years 
Mayor Daley has been in office, Chicago has planted hundreds of 
thousands of trees and cleaned up more than one-thousand acres of 
land contaminated by industrial pollutants, also known as “brown-
fields.” 7

Sustainable Architecture in Chicago illustrated the ways in 
which a commitment to green design is influencing the entire 
Chicagoland region. For example, the Aurora Master Plan by 
UrbanLab promotes transit-oriented development in nearby Aurora, 
Illinois; which would increase density in the small city and offer 
residents more opportunities to walk, bike, or use public transpor-
tation. One of the exhibition’s most intriguing projects was Studio 
Gang Architects’ Ford Calumet Environmental Center, which will 
educate visitors to the Calumet Open Space Reserve; comprising 
thousands of acres of marshes, wetlands, and prairies that Chicago 
has preserved in a bleak industrial section of the City’s far southeast 
side. The Center will be completed in 2008, and run by Chicago’s 
Department of Environment. Its green features—which include 
construction materials salvaged from the surrounding area, as well 
as wind turbines and a geothermal heating system to minimize 
its usage of nonrenewable energy—are expected to garner LEED 
Platinum certification.

Sustainable Architecture in Chicago should have been thor-
oughly inspiring. The projects it assembled were not only great 
examples of green building, since most of them will be completed 
within the next few years; they represent realistic solutions to the 

6 Lisa Chamberlain, “View from the 
Bridge,” Metropolis (September 
2006), (www.metropolismag.com/cda/
story.php?artid=2293).

7 Lisa Chamberlain, “Mayor Daley’s 
Green Crusade,” Metropolis (July 2004), 
(www.metropolismag.com/html/content_
0704/chi/index.html).

Figure 5
Car: Twike. Courtesy www.twike.ca
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challenges of sustainable development. Smith notes that she only 
presented “public buildings and spaces, or housing intended for 
low-income residents” to match Massive Change’s emphasis on social 
responsibility: she selected works in progress “to best embody a 
sense of possibility, experimentation, and innovation.” Yet the design 
of the exhibition itself sent MCA visitors a mixed message. Except 
for the Zero Energy Tower proposed by Skidmore, Owings & Merrill 
(SOM), the projects were tucked away in a remote gallery. Most of 
the display consisted of renderings in poster form and small, dull 
models. A table in the middle was piled with plans and specifications 
that would be difficult, if not impossible, for non-designers to under-
stand. Since Smith says she wanted Sustainable Architecture in Chicago 
to help visitors explore an issue from Massive Change in greater 
depth, it would not have been appropriate to make it as flashy as 
the larger show. By going so far in the other direction, however, the 
MCA may have kept Chicagoans from taking an interest in the green 
technologies and planning decisions that affect them. 

Now that we can do anything, what should we do? We could 
start by expanding our definition of “sustainability.” The idea that it 
should address social as well as environmental issues is not new. In 
his 1888 essay “The Revival of Handicraft,” William Morris linked 
environmental degradation to the oppression of workers and dwin-
dling consumer choice.8 Concerns about the latter recently motivated 
Andersonville, a neighborhood on Chicago’s North Side, to consider 
banning chain stores and big-box retailers. What would the future 
look like if Massive Change emphasized the power of smart legisla-
tion? What if the MCA suggested that visitors urge their political 
representatives to increase funding for public transportation and 
recycling? 

Almost every statement in every incarnation of Massive 
Change begins with the personal pronoun “We.” Van Alstyne 
explains that it refers to, “We, the people.” He adds that, if his 
students were to curate the exhibition now, he would hope to see 
more space devoted to “people economies” or “human economies,” 
because it was the IwB’s communal effort that made Massive Change 
possible. Massive Change and Sustainable Architecture in Chicago do 
offer great cause for optimism: the former seems to have given the 
public new respect for designers’ problem-solving abilities; and the 
latter demonstrates that a major metropolis is supporting cutting-
edge green building. Both claim the museum as a crucial forum for 
debates about social responsibility and sustainability. But future 
exhibitions about these issues need to “speak truth to power” and 
recognize who has an interest in stifling change. Now that we can 
do anything, what if the MCA spurred all of its visitors to collective 
action? 

8 William Morris, “The Revival of 
Handicraft” (1888), in The Theory 
of Decorative Art: An Anthology of 
European and American Writings, 1750–
1940, Isabelle Frank, ed. (New York: The 
Bard Graduate Center for Studies in the 
Decorative Arts and New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2000), 171, 174–175.
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Catastrophe Chic: A Commentary 
Julie Wosk

Today’s designers are grappling with a daunting task: how to create 
designs to help people combat a range of man-made and natural 
catastrophes including bioterrorism, nuclear holocaust, hurri-
canes, earthquakes, floods, tsunamis, fires, and more. For many 
of these designers, their work has an added dimension: not only 
are they creating highly functional designs for dire situations, but 
also designs that are visually appealing and attractive—that have 
elegance of form as well as ease of use. 

These designs raise a provocative question: what is the role 
of aesthetics in designing for disasters? At what point does concern 
for visual appeal run the risk of trumping or trivializing very real 
safety concerns?

The issue was highlighted at the Museum of Modern Art’s 
seminal exhibit “SAFE: Design Takes on Risk” held in New York 
in 2005. Writing about the exhibit, its curator Paola Antonelli noted 
that the intention was to include objects not only because of their 
functionality and economy of materials, but also because they were 
“beautiful.” Alluding to some of the exhibit’s designs for protecting 
personal property, she wrote: “designers suggest we turn objects that 
we need because of our anxiety into something beautiful, sublime, 
uplifting, delightful.” Well-designed objects for safety, she argued, 
catch our eye: “Whether they are injection-molded with advanced 
materials or assembled with found parts and powered by a hand 
crank, they are arresting.” 1 

The curator’s language was startling. Gas masks, smoke 
hoods, and body armor that are “sublime” and “delightful”? The 
idea of balancing form and function is usually axiomatic in any 
discussion of design, but exhibits such as SAFE—with its range of 
historical examples—raised the central, though not often discussed, 
question: how to factor in formal considerations when looking at 
designs for protection and security.2

Some designs for safety are indeed arresting, such as Stephen 
Armellino’s molded, bullet-resistant mask (1983) with its totemic 
look and the Stop Thief! Ply Chairs (prototype 2000) designed to 
keep women’s handbags safe with their useful seat cutouts for 
holding handbag straps are witty riffs on Thonet and Arne Jacobsen 
Series 7 chair designs (Figure 1). 

1 Paola Antonelli, “Grace Under Pressure,” 
catalogue essay in SAFE: Design Takes 
on Risk (New York: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 2005), 96, 9.

2 The discussion of the aesthetics of 
safety has been underway for several 
years. Antonelli in MOMA’s “SAFE” 
exhibit catalogue cites Eric Howler’s 
“Anxious Architecture: The Aesthetics of 
Surveillance” in Archis 2:3 (2002): 9–23, 
which talks about “the awesome idea of 
‘Paranoid Chic’ style.” (Antonelli, “Grace 
Under Pressure,” 15).
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There are other designs, however, in which aesthetic consid-
erations seem to top their functionality. The NoGo building barriers 
(2004) made of bronze, concrete, and steel look sculptural rather than 
effective for security or survival. They seem like apt examples of 
what could be called “Catastrophe Chic.” (The barriers, which were 
used in the financial district in Lower Manhattan, apparently also 
had other functions: in the MoMA exhibit’s SAFE catalogue, there 
was a photograph of a man in white shirtsleeves casually sitting on 
one of the barriers as he talks on his cell phone.) 

In a discussion about the role of “beauty” in designing for 
safety, one might well wonder whether it might be inappropriate, 
superficial, and even frivolous to care a great deal about aesthetics 
when it comes to an exhibit of objects intended to help ease some of 
life’s more pressing dangers and fears. There is, for example, a big 
risk of detachment. As Antonelli herself wrote, “We may bristle at 
the exquisiteness of these morbidly attractive tools for emergency 
situations because we do not have any overpowering need to use 
them.” 3 

Two contrasting designs for heart defibrillators point to the 
problematic nature of “morbidly attractive” design. The Lifeline 
AED Semiautomatic External Defibrillator (2002) is described on the 
manufacturer’s Web site as “a blend of art and lifesaving technology 
in one box.” With its bright black and yellow curvilinear case and 
red, green, and yellow buttons, the lifesaver may be ergonomically 
easy to use, but also could pass for an old-fashioned, portable beach 

3 Paola Antonelli, 9. Another kind of 
detachment was, inadvertently, found 
in the exhibit’s section of designs for 
everyday needs—needs that included 
helping with bad breath, breaking bones, 
car accidents, unsanitary conditions, 
diseases, and wasting water. The wall 
text noted that, “There is no end to this 
list of fascinating anxieties.” Here, the 
idea of anxieties being “fascinating” 
suggests an odd sense of detachment, as 
though visitors were being introduced to 
an ethnography of strange behaviors.

Figure 1
Jackie Piper, Marcus Willcocks, Lorraine 
Gamman, Design Against Crime Research 
Initiative, Central Saint Martins College 
of Art and Design. Stop Thief Ply Chair, 
Smart Antitheft Furniture Range. Prototype, 
2000. Laminated plywood. Photo by Marcus 
Willcocks, courtesy of the Museum of Modern 
Art. 
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radio. On the other hand, the outer case of the Philips HeartStart 
OnSite Defibrillator (2002) is clearly meant for emergencies with its 
square, bright red shape, prominent 911 number, and prominent 
heart graphic (Figure 2).

Exhibits such as SAFE offered several rationales for factor-
ing in attractiveness and beauty when designing for danger and 
safety. One was suggested by the title Antonelli gave to her SAFE 
catalogue essay: “Grace Under Pressure.” In a world fraught with 
risk, anxiety, and stress, why not make our designs for safety good-
looking as well? 

Another rationale presented by the SAFE exhibit was that 
attractive, sometimes witty designs help us “embrace our fears.”4 
Nuclear cataclysm is surely one of the world’s most profound fears, 
and one way to embrace our fear of this catastrophe is to make 
light of it—to cloak it in the cute and cuddly. The large, red, stuffed 
“Priscila Huggable Atomic Mushroom,” a prototype created in 2004 
by Design for Fragile Personalities in Anxious Times Project, is one 
such example. This whimsical, oversized, mushroom-shaped bomb 
cloud could easily be a bit of pop art or a child’s toy, but in a world 
confronting unimaginable and frightening dangers, this warm and 
fuzzy approach is cute but hardly comforting.

The use of aesthetically-attractive designs and ornamenta-
tion to reduce anxieties about safety, however, actually is nothing 
new. In the nineteenth century, new developments in technology 
were often seen as dangerous and in need of camouflaging. In an 
era of steam boiler explosions and what seemed like fast-moving 
machines, ornament was used to ease people’s fears. In England and 
America, industrial steam engines were sometimes designed as clas-
sical temples of antiquity, their cast-iron frames in the form of fluted 
classical columns and elaborate entablatures. Early sewing machines 
and typewriters were at times decorated with colorful stenciled flow-

4 Paola Antonelli, 
“Grace Under Pressure,” 9.

Figure 2
HeartStart OnSite Defibrillator case, 2002. 
Philips Medical Systems. Photo courtesy of 
Philips Medical Systems.
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ers and ornamented frames. By camouflaging new machines with 
ornamental motifs, manufacturers not only drew on the love of orna-
ment during the period, but also helped ease public anxieties about 
unfamiliar new technologies. Industrial steam engines designed as 
classical temples evoked an aura of stasis and calm in an era of rapid 
technological change.5 

There is also nothing new about turning anxieties about 
disasters and safety into works of art. In the nineteenth century, 
American and European newspapers were filled with stories about 
train wrecks and steamboat explosions. Capitalizing on the public’s 
interest in these sensationalized catastrophe stories, periodicals 
including Harper’s Weekly and Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper 
in America illustrated their stories with large engraved images of 
disasters, and Currier & Ives produced lithographed color prints of 
catastrophic fires and explosions as wall decorations for comfortable 
American middle-class homes (Figure 3). 

Turning disaster into display is still with us today. In the 
months after 9/11, several New York galleries exhibited large-scale 
digital photographs of the World Trade Center disaster that obvi-
ously had been manipulated and made self-consciously artful, 
including moving buildings closer together or enhancing the color 
of the explosions to lurid lavenders and orange. Here, the introduc-
tion of art and artifice into this world of disaster seemed deeply 

5 See chapters on nineteenth-century 
industrial design in Julie Wosk,Breaking 
Frame: Technology and the Visual Arts in 
the Nineteenth Century (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1992). 

Figure 3
Southern Pacific Railway Disaster, January 19, 
1883, in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper 
(February 3, 1883). 
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out of place. Five years later, Michel Gondry’s surrealistic film The 
Science of Sleep (2006) spoofed the young graphic artist’s exhibit of 
“disasterology” prints (an exploding plane and a tsunami) to admir-
ing visitors. 

Artful designs such as those seen at MoMA’s SAFE exhibit 
in many ways reflect this culture of catastrophe, with the urge to 
create beautiful or attractive objects addressing the dangers and 
safety concerns of our age. These latest manifestations of Catastrophe 
Chic leave us with important paradoxes and questions. In a world 
with life-or-death survival issues at stake, what role does art play in 
helping us cope with danger? Can artful designs help us dwell in a 
world of risk without themselves running the risk of seeming effete 
and detached?

Perhaps “Grace Under Pressure” does offer the best rationale 
after all. The phrase comes from Ernest Hemingway who, in a 1929 
conversation with the writer Dorothy Parker, defined “guts” or cour-
age as “grace under pressure.” 6 Today, in a world of ever more lethal 
risks, designers can take heed of the characters in Hemingway’s 
novels and stories who confront danger not only with courage, 
but also with elegance and style. The nature of that style—and its 
role—is still ours to debate. 

6 Dorothy Parker asked Hemingway: 
“Exactly what do you mean by ‘guts’?” 
Hemingway replied: “I mean, grace under 
pressure.” “The Artist’s Reward,” New 
Yorker 5 (November 30, 1929): 28–31. 
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