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Introduction

We live in turbulent times. Momentous change is occurring on every 
front including politics, culture, and technology. As social situations 
expand in complexity and require unprecedented responses, design 
has come to the forefront of intervention strategies. Where compa-
nies once thought of the designer as someone to provide an attrac-
tive shape for a product, designers are now integral to the planning 
processes of different types of organizations, not only those geared 
to the market but also others whose primary emphasis is promot-
ing wellbeing through the organization of human action. Likewise, 
designers are becoming more active in smaller-scale local situations 
where they lend their expertise to processes of social change.

The genesis of Derek Miller’s and Lisa Rudnick’s article 
“Trying it on for Size: Design and International Public Policy” was 
a lecture to an audience of designers in London. Neither Miller nor 
Rudnick is a designer; rather they are experts in public policy who 
work for the United Nations’ Institute for Disarmament Research. As 
they told their London audience, colleagues who work with them as 
diplomats, security experts, or UN field staff are skeptical of design 
thinking as it might to apply to their concerns. Miller and Rudnick, 
however, argue that design has much to contribute to the devel-
opment of programs aimed at improving international security. A 
big lack in planning such programs, they argue, is local knowledge, 
which would be a welcome antidote to the reliance on more general-
ized public policy that has no connection with local situations. They 
write about the United Nations’ involvement in complex situations 
where a better understanding of how people actually live would 
enhance the agency’s intervention in those situations. One value of 
design they claim is to encourage a deep understanding of the client 
in order to achieve a successful result. They propose a new strategy 
called Strategic Design in Public Policy, which requires bringing 
together different elements of a planning process to design social 
actions for positive ends.

Ashley Hall echoes Miller and Rudnick’s call for new design 
interventions in her/his article, “Experimental Design: Design 
Experimentation.” Hall envisions the designer as someone who can 
anticipate new outcomes by pushing the boundaries of what design-
ers normally do. She/he advocates a new role for the designer as 
someone who works at what she/he calls frontier edges, which are 
those that are beyond current industrial output and attract more 
ambitious designers. While her/his interest emphasizes markets 
rather than the critical situations that concern Miller and Rudnick, 
there is a shared vision of a larger role for designers in the processes 
of technological and social innovation.

© 2011 Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Design Issues:  Volume 27, Number 2  Spring 2011
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Victoria Gallagher, Kelly Martin, and Magdy Ma combine 
rhetoric and design in their article “Visual Wellbeing: Intersections 
of Rhetorical Theory and Design,” They discuss two projects in the 
visual arts—the work of sculptor Andy Goldsworthy and a public 
art project in a Hong Kong housing estate. The authors introduce 
the concept of visual wellbeing, which is based on two Greek terms, 
enargeia and eudaimonia. Together these terms denote a vivid and 
fulfilling visual experience. The authors’ focus on rhetoric as an 
instrument of wellbeing offers a more profound way to understand 
the effects of art and visual communication on an audience. While 
they do not propose a new practice for artists or designers, they do 
suggest a greater consequence of existing practices.

Jørn Guldberg, writing about the exhibition Design in 
Scandinavia that was organized in the 1950s, shows that design 
was vital to discussions of national identity in the Nordic countries 
during that period. The exhibition was a joint effort of Norway, 
Denmark, Sweden, and Finland to forge a mythic narrative of 
“Scandinavian design,” while the planning process was actually 
rife with competition and strategic actions to create a compelling 
story that the exhibition’s objects would support. Guldberg makes 
clear that design culture includes far more than designed objects. 
It involves curators, publicists, marketing experts, journalists, and 
retailers, all of whom have a stake in the larger meanings that can be 
constructed from the objects themselves.

Cigdem Kaya and Burcu Yagiz write about craft neigh-
borhoods in Istanbul to characterize their discussion of design in 
informal economies. In comparison with other authors in this issue—
Miller and Rudnick or Morelli—they are interested in designers as 
makers but not in the conventional sense of what industrial designers 
do. Their research focuses on collaborations between trained indus-
trial designers and traditional craftsmen. Based on interviews, they 
describe how such collaborations work, particularly the ways that 
formal training is combined with local knowledge. Their emphasis 
on the local knowledge of craftsmen echoes Miller and Rudnick’s 
call for a greater use of such knowledge in the design of social action 
programs. The results that Kaya and Yagiz describe also support 
the claim that local knowledge can disappear if it is not preserved 
and used.

Soojin Jun, Miso Kim, and Joowan Lee return is to the 
theme of complex situations in which designers are called upon to 
intervene. They emphasize the system diagram as an instrument 
of intervention to help unravel complexities, whether they are 
found in a physical place, an organization, or even in the design 
process itself. They make use of rhetoric to enumerate four types 
of diagrams, each of which has a specific purpose and then they 
demonstrate how these diagram types were used in the design of 
a complicated Domestic Mail Manual for the U.S. Postal Service.  
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Their enumeration of diagram types makes clear how valuable rheto-
ric can be in delineating design methods that are based on service 
to users.

Nicola Morelli’s account of three service design projects 
developed at the School of Architecture and Design (A&D) at 
Aalborg University in Denmark demonstrates the possibilities for 
organizing human action that Miller and Rudnick called for. The 
projects Morelli describes are based on the idea of social networks 
rather than hierarchical chains of command. A long time advocate of 
sustainable design, Morelli sees in these projects a way to accomplish 
multiple purposes: to provide a service that has economic value, to 
devise design projects that do not involve producing new objects, 
and to address an issue of social concern. The projects are embedded 
in a well developed theory of how new forms of design can contrib-
ute to social betterment.

Ethel Leon’s article on the Instituto de Arte Contemporánea, 
which was created in Sao Paulo, Brazil in the early 1950s, describes 
a little-known design school whose influences included Chicago’s 
New Bauhaus as well as the commercial design practice of Raymond 
Loewy. The school, which was connected to the recently established 
Museum of Contemporary Art, was spearheaded by the art historian 
Pietro Bardi and his wife, the architect Lina Bo Bardi. It preceded by 
a few years the better-known Brazilian design school in Rio, ESDI, 
which was strongly influenced by the Hochschule für Gestaltung 
in Ulm. The Instituto de Arte Contemporánea is part of a history of 
modern design in Brazil that is just beginning to emerge as Brazilian 
scholars in increased numbers do research on the topic.

The range of articles in this issue, which includes both histori-
cal and contemporary themes, reinforces our belief that design 
research should be as attentive to the past as to the present and 
future. Design Issues makes a point of joining articles on historical 
topics with those that address more contemporary concerns because 
history provides a context for the present just as the present illumi-
nates the significance of the past.

Bruce Brown
Richard Buchanan
Dennis Doordan
Victor Margolin
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  Nigel Whiteley, 1953-2010

 The loss of Nigel Whiteley towards the end of 2010 is as keenly felt 
in the Art and Design community as it is in his home institution of 
Lancaster University. At Lancaster he showed at an institutional 
level those characteristics that brought him recognition beyond 
Lancaster. Nigel was a wonderful colleague – always ready to 
listen to a good idea, always ready to challenge, with tact and 
humanity, a bad one. I use the word humanity in describing 
Nigel’s interaction with others quite deliberately – he very often 
stood as a good example of how dignified the human condition 
could be. Nothing exemplifies this better than his passing – he 
used his last weeks to meet with each friend individually, break 
bread with them for one last time, and say farewell. Those he left 
behind felt comforted and loved by this. He also spent those days 
saying a personal farewell to other friends of his – works of art. I 
heard with amazement and no small measure of admiration how 
Nigel, shortly before his death, made one last journey to the Lady 
Lever Art Gallery to see some of his favourite pieces there for one 
last time. It cannot have been an easy journey for him. However, 
I am quite sure that the visit to the gallery brought him great 
comfort, and was a fitting counterpart to the meetings he had been 
holding with friends.

Nigel’s commitment to Art and Design is clear – yet his 
contribution was often subtle. When the future of Art at his home 
institution looked bleak, Nigel campaigned quietly, but effectively, 
not simply to save his subject, but to have that subject re-imagined 
in the context of a broader Arts offering in the institution. Given that 
this was the second time that Nigel had re-imagined Art at Lancaster, 
having previously revived and reoriented the subject in the 1980s, 
one must marvel at the imagination and verve that his passion for 
Art and Design fostered. It also chimed well with his intellectual 
agenda – he was often heard to say “the only way to prove you’ve 
got a mind is to change it occasionally.” That flexibility of thought 
and the fecund imagination behind it do more than simply save 
his subject at Lancaster, it provided a transformation in the Arts 
at the University which was welcomed by all. I, and many of his 
colleagues, will deeply miss him both for his personal qualities and 
for his wise contribution to many debates.

I am quite sure that the Nigel I knew at the institutional level 
will be missed just as much at the national and international level. 
The qualities that distinguished him at Lancaster distinguished him 
just as much beyond Lancaster. His publications are testament to 
that distinction and show clearly the breadth and generosity of his 
scholarship. His first book Pop Design revealed the impact of art 
and ideas of the 1960s on manufacturing, graphics and industrial 
design.  Design for Society anticipated, 20 years ago, issues of sustain-
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ability, recycling and ethical consuming that we are yet to properly 
address today. In Rayner Banham: Historian of the Immediate Future 
Nigel formed a new scholarly approach, the intellectual biography, 
allowing for a fine-grained analysis of a thinker who influenced him 
deeply.

It is with pleasure that I can say that Nigel’s contribution is 
not concluded – a forthcoming, posthumously published, book by 
him on Lawrence Alloway is in press (Manchester University Press, 
forthcoming). This will provide a curiously appropriate last word 
from Nigel, as in it he considers the contribution to Post-Modernism 
of Pop Art, The Independent Group and the art and ideas of the 
1960s/70s. So, as in twilight at the end of a bright summer’s day, 
there are a few rays of sunshine to come which will remind us of the 
brilliance, and the warmth, of Nigel Whiteley.

Tony McEnery
Dean, Faculty of Arts & Sciences
Lancaster University



Trying It on for Size:  
Design and International  
Public Policy
Derek B. Miller, Lisa Rudnick1

Before we begin, we should note that we are not here speaking on 
behalf of either the United Nations (UN) generally or the United 
Nations Institute for Disarmament Research (UNIDIR) specifically. 
As researchers at UNIDIR, we are afforded both a valuable space to 
generate ideas for the improvement of UN operations or practices, 
and a chance to look and comment upon its performance with an 
interest in doing so. If at any point we seem less than fully impressed 
by UN conduct, you should think of our comments less as criticism 
and more as … tough love.

This event is quite exciting for us. It is the first time that we 
have had the opportunity to talk about design to a room full of actual 
designers and people concerned with design questions. Normally, the 
people that we talk to about program design are diplomats, practi-
tioners in security, development, or humanitarian action, academic 
researchers, or field staff of the United Nations. 

The response we often get, when speaking of design, is akin 
to the look one makes when handed unfamiliar food: alternatively 
respectful, skeptical, or suspicious, and sometimes a bit put off. 

Yet, we speak about it often, and we think about it even more. 
The reason is that we think design looks promising for addressing 
some of the challenges faced in the international public policy 
domains of security, development, and humanitarian action. And 
we now believe that a new agenda needs to be formed around the 
investigation of the capabilities and limitations of design as a tool 
for public policy. 

This event is also a bit intimidating for us precisely because 
it is the first time we have had a chance to talk to a room full of 
designers. In many of our lectures, we argue for the benefits of 
design processes and techniques. We advocate for the conceptual 
and procedural value of design space at the nexus between defining 
problems and taking programmatic action. But ultimately, we need 
to learn from designers, from you, whether our suspicions about the 
power of collaboration here may prove as fruitful as we suspect.

In international public policy, design is the dark space 
between knowledge and action. It is where the murky terms, 
metaphors, and conventional wisdom lurk that are often antago-
nistic to design as a professional activity. Design, after all, requires a 

© 2011 Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Design Issues:  Volume 27, Number 2  Spring 2011

1 Derek B. Miller, PhD, is Director of the 
Policy Lab and previously served as 
Senior Researcher and project manager 
at UNIDIR. Lisa Rudnick is Senior 
Researcher and project manager at 
UNIDIR, and an associate of the Policy 
Lab. Miller and Rudnick are co-designers 
of the Security Needs Assessment 
Protocol. The views expressed here do 
not represent those of the UN or the 
UNIDIR. The authors would like to thank 
Lucy Kimbell from the Said School of 
Business, Oxford University, and Alison 
Prendeville from the London College of 
Communication for co-hosting the event 
at which this lecture was presented. 

Lecture delivered to the London  
College of Communication at the event,  
“The Limits of Design: Designing for  
Security and Sustainable Development,”  
November 11, 2009
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certain humility before a problem—a respect for the challenge and 
complexity being faced, and a willingness to engage that problem on 
its own terms before rushing to action. This patience and humility 
are not often the qualities found in international public policy, where 
civil servants too often treat their work mechanically and fulfil policy 
with known treatments. These tendencies suppress the curiosity 
needed to imagine new possibilities—to innovate, to solve.

In that liminal zone between knowledge and action, we 
hear phrases repeated, such as “aren’t we doing that already?” 
“We already know what the public needs,” “We already had a 
brainstorming session on that,” or this, the phrase to usher in the 
end of days, “It’s all very political.”

So in these comments, think of us as two people coming to 
design from a place outside it—namely, from work in empirical, 
qualitative research on security and international public policy, on 
the one hand, and, on the other, from the perspective of policy practi-
tioners engaged with the international policy and programming 
community. We are therefore coming to design in the hopes of 
supporting a potential resource in bringing knowledge to action. 

Although we are both quite new to design as a field (we have 
only started to learn about it, and our interest grows daily), we’re 
not actually new to design as a process. As academics, we have a lot 
of experience with research design. As UN research staff, we have 
a good deal of experience with project design. Both of these tasks 
require a lot of pencil chewing and staring at white boards. We ask 
many of the same kinds of questions that designers ask, and the one 
question that probably sums them all up is this: how do we get from 
here to there? 

If designers and international public policy professionals are 
going to work together, we need some common agenda to serve as 
a platform from which to proceed. A productive place to begin is to 
find out where we are right now. In that spirit, we begin by telling 
you how our team at UNIDIR got here so that, together, we might 
find a way to continue this journey forward as a community. This 
community we form exists as a function of common questions we 
share; it possesses a similar sense of wonder about the fit of design 
into public policy generally, and it wants to bring its different skills 
together so that we might do some good.

How We Got Here
In 2003 we came to the UNIDR with a project idea called the Security 
Needs Assessment Protocol (SNAP). We started with the observation 
that many security-related programs run by the UN were either 
unsuccessful or at least far from optimal. “Programs” here refers 
to distinct, community-level sets of activities that UN operational 
agencies had been undertaking to try to prevent conflict, manage 
violent crises, or build peace and stability in post-conflict societies. 
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The types of programs involved in such work varies, but 
to illustrate, such projects include voluntary weapons collection 
programs after wars, demining both to reduce casualties and to 
stimulate economic recovery, creating public awareness programs 
to explain new state laws or policies, and building new mechanisms 
for reporting on crime or state abuses. The list goes on, and it is a 
long one.

It was our observation that one of the key reasons for the 
failure or sub-standard performance of many of these programs 
was lack of local knowledge. The term, “local knowledge,” was 
coined by the anthropologist Clifford Geertz,2 who explained that 
the purpose of anthropology, as he understood and practiced it, was 
to “determine what this people or that take to be the point of what 
they are doing.” In other words, it was to come to “understanding 
of understandings not our own.”

The UN is not centrally involved in that activity. And 
while we are not calling for UN operational agencies to become 
departments of anthropology, we do wish to force the foundational 
and consequential point that, as an institution, the UN is trying 
to carry out some rather complex social activities in places where 
we have a less than stellar understanding as to how people live, 
what they might need to contribute to those lives, and what the 
local people might take to be our point in being there. We are not 
overstating the point to say that this knowledge is a matter of life 
and death and that designing more appropriate local action is the 
nexus of practice between knowledge and action itself. It can make 
the difference between success and failure in international public 
policy. 

With the highest stakes in mind, our team at the SNAP project 
spent about a year looking through more than 100 assessment tools 
and design processes within the UN—on topics as broad as mine 
action to livelihood assistance—trying to understand the conceptual 
and procedural basis from which goals are turned into sets of local 
actions. We concluded that not a single agency was taking cultural 
matters seriously in their design of programs, and this was a major 
problem. The essence of that problem is that the agencies have no 
comparative basis upon which to determine—or even suspect—
whether one course of action, in a particular locale, is better 
than another. After all, some tabled design options are bad ones. 
Discovering them is part of the process, but in separating the wheat 
from the chafe, one needs some basis to make certain claims about 
the value of action. 

The argument we are making about using local knowledge to 
design local action is neither an ideological one about people having 
a right to be heard, nor an attempt to democratize the process of 
participation as some kind of inherent good. Rather, our argument 
is a decidedly pragmatic one. 2 Clifford Geertz, Local Knowledge: Further 

Essays in Interpretive Anthropology (USA: 
Basic Books, 1983).
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It was a point expressed perfectly by Dr. Roz Lasker, 
a member of our advisory group, when she testified at a U.S. 
Congressional Briefing on Rational Homeland Security in 2007 and 
explained that “we need to learn from the public before we can 
protect the public.”3

In short—and as we think you’d agree—a deep understanding 
of your client, beneficiary, or constituency, is absolutely essential 
if your design is going to be successful (at least from the users’ 
point of view). But while “participatory approaches” are broadly 
employed by the UN working in communities (with varying degrees 
of skill and success), unfortunately, the notion of design as a tool to 
create value in services remains quite alien to the UN system and 
to international public policy in general. This “blind spot” around 
design rather prejudices the system against both research and design, 
and fails to make space for the complex interplay between the two.

Whereas design appears to both encourage and necessitate 
the deep understanding of your client, the achievement of public 
policy, perhaps ironically, does not. Whereas a designer sits between 
the problem and the solution and makes use of that moment of 
wonder to imagine innovative means of bringing a new solution into 
being, the policy practitioner is less a designer than a civil servant. 
That person selects the proper course of conduct from existing policy. 
The service being provided therefore serves the end user to a lesser 
degree than it serves the makers of the policy. There is, in fact, good 
reason for this imbalance, which is that the policy’s legitimacy is 
reposed on a political philosophy of democracy and representation. 
In effect, policy is a product of democracy, and serving policies is 
therefore serving the democratic ideal.

The designer and the policy practitioner therefore sit at the 
same nexus between problem and action, but they treat it in different 
ways. We would like to suggest that both are entirely reasonable 
and understandable treatments of their challenges. However, they 
are different paradigms, and each makes possible different forms of 
action in the service of their master. For simplicity, we might say that 
the designer is looking down to an individual user, whereas the civil 
servant is looking up to the entire voting public and the expression 
of its communal will through the policy apparatus.

This observation means challenging one paradigm of work 
with another, which calls for a great deal of reconceptualization of 
existing systems at the level of government, international organi-
zations, and others who work through policy and mandate systems 
to craft local action. 

On the basis of this observation about the interplay between 
these two paradigms at the very juncture of design, we have arrived 
at two agenda items in need of attention, for the UN specifically 
and for international public policy more generally, as a means of 
achieving greater effectiveness. The first agenda item is the generation 
of local knowledge relevant to programming in the fulfilment of public 

3 Roz D. Lasker, Statement at the 
“Congressional Briefing on Rational 
Homeland Security: Lowering Obstacles 
and Creating Economically and Socially 
Sensible Policies,” September 2007, 
http://www.redefiningreadiness.net/pdf/
RDL91907.pdf (accessed 2/3/2011).
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policy, and the second is the application of local knowledge to those 
programming processes. 

In identifying these agenda items, we recognized that they 
present a need for new kinds of social knowledge to apply to 
problems on peace and security. But we also saw that the knowledge 
produced will not apply itself. One needs to be serious and attentive 
to both the knowledge and its application to craft viable and effective 
solutions.

When the SNAP project began formally at the end of 2006, 
with the financial backing of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
and the Swedish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, we initially focused our 
attention on the first part of the problem: namely, the generation of 
local knowledge. 

We worked hard with a stellar group of international 
advisors on aligning tools and techniques from the academy to the 
kind of constraints faced within a UN operational context.4 Internal 
constraints include matters such as timing, staffing, money, political 
pressure, and rules and regulations; external constraints, not usually 
confronted in academic research, include carrying out work in places 
with explosive remnants of war, improvised explosive devices, 
widespread small arms availability, hostile government forces, fatal 
traffic systems, terrorism, and abductions. We asked ourselves such 
questions as:

•	 How	can	we	generate	rigorous	cultural	knowledge	 
related to problems of security that would be of use  
to programming?

•	 How	can	this	be	done	rapidly?
•	 How	can	this	be	done	ethically?
•	 How	can	this	be	done	safely	for	all	of	those	involved?

With these and additional questions and constraints well in mind, 
we put together field teams, and then off we went to make some 
rather concerted efforts to generate security needs assessments for 
the United Nations in both Northern Ghana, which was coping with 
an unresolved inter-tribal conflict at the time, and southern Nepal, 
which is now recovering from a civil war and facing massive political 
instability. Having returned from the field just recently, we’re actually 
still involved in the post-field analysis from our work in Nepal. 

What we now know is that to improve local level 
programming with local knowledge, you need two additional and 
crucial elements. The first is a mechanism for applying knowledge 
to action. Said differently, you need to take the design juncture very 
seriously, and a way to do so, to create processes that systematically 
bring local knowledge to action through the use of relevant design 
processes, practices, or techniques in a responsible manner. 

The second thing you need is a client who wants this locally 
informed programming to happen. As of today, the UN operational 
agencies—from UNICEF to the Department for Peacekeeping 

4 The SNAP Advisory Group consisted of 
Mike Agar, Ron Scollon, Gerry Philipsen, 
Donal Carbaugh, Tamar Katriel, Kwesi 
Yankah, Randolph Kent, Rom Harré, 
Michael Berry, Wendy Cukier, Fathali 
Moghaddam, and Roz Lasker.
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Operations, to the UN Development Programme—have yet to be 
brought fully into the kind of processes that characterize the way 
design junctures are faced in other professional sectors. They remain 
in the civil servant paradigm of program designers. Although 
interest is slowly building, particularly among high-level people in 
the UN system who are both receptive to new ideas and possibly a 
bit exhausted by old ones, we have nevertheless not yet reached the 
tipping point. 

Many agencies, especially in development and humanitarian 
work, undoubtedly see “participation” from local communities as 
being important to programming. However, on the research side, 
they do not differentiate between local opinion and local knowledge, 
which has an important effect on the kinds of research in which they 
engage, the kinds of knowledge that becomes available for use, and 
the things that can or cannot be accomplished with it. In this way, 
and in our view, “participation” edges out “understanding” in the 
Geertzian sense we spoke of earlier. Further, the agencies we have 
worked with do not see the need for design to be taken seriously as 
a means to increase the effectiveness of local action.

So where does that bring us? Frankly, we come to a juncture 
that can be a bit disheartening. Plenty remains to be done to see 
our vision for the SNAP project realized—that is, of bringing locally 
informed program and policy design to matters of community 
security and development. We need to generate the supply of local 
knowledge relevant to programming, which means stimulating 
and encouraging the academic community to direct their best and 
brightest to new questions for new purposes. We need to continue to 
adapt or develop techniques for generating such knowledge suited 
to the types of conditions and constraints already identified, and we 
need to create mechanisms for the application of knowledge into 
design processes by building bridges with the design community. 
We need to learn from each other so that we can find ways to fit 
design into public policy in tutored, wise, and instructed ways. And 
we also need to create the demand from governments, international 
organizations, and operational agencies for better designs to bring 
about more viable, cooperative, and responsible local action.

In short, we face a challenging task. But the energy is building 
to take that task on, and exciting things are starting to happen. Let’s 
take a moment, then, to see where we now stand.

Where We Are Now
The SNAP team started discussing design and planning in the context 
of programming as early as 2003. But back then, we were thinking 
about design in the very limited way managers think of design in 
project cycles. Not until early in 2008—when we started talking 
seriously with Lavrans Løvlie at live|work based in London and 
Oslo—did we start to think about design research, design thinking, 
and service design. But once we started, we haven’t turned back. 
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In taking up the lens of design thinking, certain general trends 
within the policy community were brought into view for us. Three 
in particular are worth mentioning:

1. Design junctures  are  e i ther  unrecognized or  typical ly  
skipped over.
In trying to create the SNAP project as a “program design service” 
for operational agencies working in security, development, and 
humanitarian action, we have often found it difficult to explain both 
why such a service is needed, and how it can help get things done.

One of the reasons for this difficulty is that agencies often 
move directly from identifying problems to planning programs of 
action, without ever recognizing that they have reached a design 
juncture and that they therefore could benefit from a program design 
service such as SNAP.

We think of design junctures as moments when problems 
have been defined and decision makers are effectively provided 
an opportunity to either enter into a design phase or go directly to 
planning. In most cases, we find that agencies go directly to planning 
without ever having noticed that a design opportunity has actually 
been missed. 

2. When design junctures are recognized, they are not attended to with 
design expertise.
For us, meeting design junctures with design expertise means first 
choosing to enter a design process and then deliberately creating 
design space. We view design space as being the measurable 
allocation of resources toward processes dedicated to the creation 
of solutions. These resources vary with context but usually include 
time, money, attention, people, and expertise. 

Next, it means using tutored approaches to the creation of 
designs in the context and constraints of that space. One of the most 
exciting things about the field of design is that it offers a number of 
highly generative techniques for tabling various options to solving 
problems, working them through, and testing them out. There are 
frameworks to help guide these processes, and skills to employ in 
doing so.

In the particular case of public policy, in which there are 
ethical and moral consequences, it means the use of sound, valid, 
and reliable scientific knowledge, carefully applied that design space 
so that the design techniques result in the crafting of new solutions 
for social action.

If design junctures are not attended to in this way, how are 
they attended to?

The short answer is this: politically. This characterization 
could sound cynical, but we don’t mean it that way. If civil servants 
are intended to serve the civic good, it only stands to reason that the 
determination of the civic good becomes a necessary task. What ends 
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up substituting for design as a professional practice, then, becomes 
what Bismarck famously called the art of the possible. Ultimately, 
all action in security and development is certainly subject to some 
political debate, so that solutions will always be subject to some 
artful agreement.

But we have to remember a simple fact: what is politically 
viable may also be utterly impossible. A group of people, after all, 
can agree to anything. When you try to get things done in the world, 
however, those smiles of self-satisfaction tend to droop. 

The reason is that political agreement is the art of managing 
discursive and rhetorical space. It requires the manipulation of 
shared premises and common symbolic systems to craft a common 
view. But in the end, the product of that space must be subject to 
fulfillment in the real world. So even if we all agree that it would be 
wise to build a ladder to Heaven, at some point, terrestrial realities 
are going to force us to recognize that our designs are coming up a 
little short. 

When we design action from evidence, rather than from 
mere agreement alone, we significantly challenge the presumption 
that political agreement—independent of evidence—is enough 
to constitute legitimate grounds for action. From this position of 
challenging the old presumptions, we find powerful motivation for 
moving forward. 

Determining the parameters of the possible, when design 
is not explicitly used, inevitably becomes an intuitive task. Here, 
solutions are not informed explicitly by science, by local knowledge, 
or by prototyping. They are determined by instinctively reading and 
balancing competing interests among political parties or actors and 
then trying to advance solutions within given policy frameworks, 
within tight time horizons, with limited staff and limited data, 
and often among people who will likely disapprove of whatever is 
offered up, however reasonable. People who become good at this 
intuitive process of both analysis and decision-making in a particular 
professional realm are called “seasoned professionals.” At some 
point—often based on success or failure—seasoned can even evolve 
into wise. 

Doing things this way is actually fine up to a point, but that 
point is quickly reached when our intuitive analyses and design have 
moral consequences for others. At that juncture, a formal process 
of design is not only a pragmatic activity to crafting solutions 
but actually an ethical imperative given the consequences of our 
conduct.

All this invites an exciting question: What is the relationship 
between the art of the possible and the professional skills of design? 
Or put differently, does design extend the possibilities of the art of 
the possible in public policy?
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3. The tides are turning
Our third observation is more upbeat: it is that the tides are turning. 
What we are beginning to see all around us—at the UN, at the World 
Bank, in national capitals, in research centers and universities, and 
in field offices—is that new opportunities for creating design space 
at the nexus between knowledge and action are in fact opening 
up. When we say “opening up,” we don’t mean they are naturally 
spreading apart like rose pedals after a spring rain. We mean to 
imply, rather, that if you wedge a crowbar between problems and 
planning and exert enough force, you can just about make space for 
the idea of design to slip in past bureaucratic defenses to make some 
kind of furtive trouble. And this is happening.5 

We can’t say why this opportunity is happening, although 
we like to believe our work at UNIDIR is playing a small part. We 
suspect, however, that a global confluence of factors are in play 
right now that encourage this notion of design to actually gain some 
purchase. These factors all converge on a rather simple but widely 
noticed fact: a lot of very expensive things are not working very well. 
For example, in passing, you may be familiar with: 

•	The	global	economy
•	The	war	in	Iraq
•	The	war	in	Afghanistan
•	The	Millennium	Development	Goals

Together, these constitute trillions of dollars either wasted, badly 
managed, or simply gone, and this reality is a fact completely 
independent of one’s political views on these endeavours. Whether 
for or against the war in Afghanistan or the Millennium Development 
Goals, you cannot currently be fully satisfied with the designs used 
to spend your taxes—that is, if you can find the designs at all.

Governments—and even actual tax-paying citizens—are 
getting a bit perturbed over the cost of incompetence. Best practices 
of the types that PricewaterhouseCoopers uses to determine best 
administrative practices, or the kinds that the UN Department for 
Peacekeeping Operations is using to tighten its operational conduct, 
can indeed help raise an organization up from chaos to order when 
the situations being faced, time and again, are essentially the same. 
But in the face of diversity, uniqueness, and cultural variation, 
they can never help an organization innovate on the front lines of 
creativity or intellectual rigor. 

The reason is straightforward: in many cases, especially 
where social worlds are concerned, the reason that best practices 
don’t work is because no practice is universally best. Therefore, what 
we need to do in such cases is move from best practices to a best 
process approach. And that best process approach is going to need 
the support of researchers, designers, and policy practitioners. 

It is going to need you.

5 On November 23, 2009, UNIDIR 
co-hosted a workshop with the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands and 
the Institute Clingendael in The Hague 
on Strategic Design in Public Policy: 
Revisiting the Knowledge-to-action 
Nexus. That event has produced a joint 
statement on the value of design in 
public policy that may serve as a useful 
reference point for further development.
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Where We Go from Here
In cooperation with a range of dedicated and creative people, we are 
using our opportunities at UNIDIR to bring three domains of work 
to a new agenda on international public policy. We call it Strategic 
Design in Public Policy.6

Although subject to some later refinement, we now define 
strategic design as the systematic and deliberate practice of applying 
conceptual, empirical, and technical knowledge to the design of 
social actions to help achieve a desired goal. Our attention is firmly 
on matters of public importance and on international security, 
development, and humanitarian action in particular.

Engaging in strategic design requires expertise across a range 
of disciplines. It requires expertise in empirical research, including 
often-neglected interpretive, qualitative research grounded in 
empirical methods. It requires expertise in design, with its attention 
to divergent questions, recognizing and using design junctures 
and design space, prototyping, imagining worlds of possibility, 
and bringing them into being. And it requires policy experience 
so that design options can be considered against the international 
superstructures of, for example, international public law, interna-
tional humanitarian law, and human rights law, national policies, 
politically binding international agreements, bi-lateral and multi-
lateral relations, codes of ethics, doctrine, mandated policy, and 
a host of other constraining factors on design possibilities in that 
context. 

To realize the potential of strategic design requires 
developments in each of these three domains of work—research, 
design, and policy—as well as new forms of cooperation among 
them. It requires that strategic design teams be formed to face 
challenging but worthwhile endeavors. This agenda holds out 
promise for cooperative talents to start to work toward some shared 
goals, and in the coming years, we will be working hard to advance 
that agenda—we hope with ever-increasing support.

What are the elements of the strategic design agenda that 
needs to be built? Think of this question as an invitation to conver-
sation. To start off, we offer some questions we’ve considered that 
only you, as designers, can answer. 

If strategic design, as we have defined it, offers a frame for 
thinking about design in the context of research on the one hand, and 
international public policy action on the other, then we see three key 
areas for reflection for the design community itself:

1. What capabilities for, or limitations to, the application 
of research on social or natural phenomena does design 
training provide?

2. What are the techniques of design that might be applicable 
to designing new forms of social action?

3. What skills can designers bring to the crafting of new 
programmatic solutions that are characterized by the kinds 

6 In June, 2010, UNIDIR co-hosted 
the Conference on Strategic Design 
and Public Policy in Glen Cove, New 
York, with the Said Business School 
at the University of Oxford, and the 
Center for Local Strategies Research 
of the University of Washington. The 
conference report can be found at 
http://www.unidir.org/bdd/fiche-active.
php?ref_active=337 (accessed 2/3/2011) 
and also at https://sites.google.com/site/
strategicdesignandpublicpolicy/home 
(accessed 2/3/2011).
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of ethical, legal, organizational, procedural, and political 
constraints that define the strategic design space?

Addressing these three questions helps to identify the limits of 
design at present, and in doing so, helps identify some new frontiers. 
It also invites us to ask a new set of questions:

1. What kinds of challenges exist for the application of 
knowledge, especially empirical knowledge, to design 
processes?

2. What kinds of collaboration does this conclusion invite?
3. What means of collaboration might exist?
4. What means of collaboration might be created?

We believe that innovation and design have a crucial role to play in 
creating solutions to our most pressing problems. We also believe 
that for this approach to fulfill its potential, we need to find ways 
of bringing the domains of research, design, and policy together in 
tutored, reflective, and intentional ways. Done well, this cooperative 
effort could have lasting effects in many areas. It might help move 
us, in the final assessment, beyond the mere art of the possible in 
international public policy and a little closer to the possibilities  
of design.
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The Instituto de Arte Contempranea: 
The First Brazilian Design School, 
1951–53
Ethel Leon

In the history of Brazilian art, 1951 is remembered for the São Paulo 
Biennial at which Max Bill took the major international award for 
his Tripartite Unity version of the Moebius strip in sculpture. A few 
months previously, the opening of Bill’s exhibition at Museu de Arte 
de São Paulo (MASP) had marked the beginning of the Industrial 
Design course at Instituto de Arte Contemporânea (IAC); he had 
become a figurehead of the modernist artists gathered around the 
MASP and the Brazilian Concretism groups emerging in São Paulo at 
that time. Writing in Habitat magazine, graphic artist Leopold Haar 
noted the new “aesthetic requirements of men who use refrigerators, 
are familiar with sulfa drugs, and are contemporaries of Max Bill.”1 
Also in 1951, the first International Design Conference was held in 
Aspen as a “forum in which design was seen as an integral part of 
good business.” The design world was going through an intensive 
experience of this split between a libertarian artistic ideal (Bill) and 
the notion of design as business.

Perhaps this split was somewhat inevitable, given the 
aftermath of the Second World War, compounded by the effects 
of Cold War—like conflicts in Korea and other countries. The split 
was reflected in cultural activities everywhere. Brazil’s variant of 
“the American way of life” consolidated and was propagated by 
American movies, music, and museological policy. In particular, 
new consumer goods were now available for those who could afford 
them. Blenders, mixers, radios, and fans were, for the first time, 
being manufactured locally. Refrigerators and automobiles, which 
had previously been imported and showcased in magazines, were 
soon being produced in Brazil, too. 

After several years of dictatorship under the Estado Novo 
regime, Brazil’s new post-war democracy was closely connected to 
America’s political power. São Paulo experienced rapid growth and 
industrialization, and it became culturally metropolitanized.2 Access 
to consumer goods and material affluence became synonymous with 
democratization, in contrast with the pre-war period in particular, as 
the West boasted of its abundance compared with the Soviet bloc’s 
scarce and shoddy consumer goods. 

Brazil’s modernist architecture was featured in public works 
and in high-end homes, too, which provided an opportunity to 
introduce items attuned to new visual standards. For example, 

© 2011 Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Design Issues: Volume 27, Number 2 Spring 2011

1 Leopold Haar, undated, Habitat 5:57.
2 See Aracy Amaral, (coord.). Projeto 

Construtivo Brasileiro na Arte. (Rio de 
Janeiro: Museu de Arte Moderna/São 
Paulo: Pinacoteca do Estado, 1977); 
José Carlos Durand. Arte, Privilégio e 
Distinção. Artes plásticas, Arquitetura 
e classe dirigente no Brasil 1855–1985. 
(São Paulo: Editora Perspectiva, 1989); 
Maria Cecília França Lourenço. Operários 
da modernidade. (São Paulo: Hucitec/ 
EDUSP, 1995) and Maria Arminda do 
Nascimento Arruda. Metrópole e Cultura: 
São Paulo no meio século XX. (São Paulo: 
EDUSC, 2001).
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furniture makers—among them Europeans who emigrated to 
Brazil in the post-war period—came from a wide range of social 
backgrounds and with different political and cultural ideas. 

São Paulo’s new art museum, MASP, was closely related to 
these young, well-educated immigrants with modernist backgrounds 
and was part of this cultural aggiornamento irradiating international 
architecture and design. MASP was founded in 1947 by media 
magnate Assis Chateaubriand, whose conglomerate introduced 
television to Brazil and who was a powerhouse for Brazil’s nascent 
cultural industry in the 1950s. Authoritarian methods based on 
blackmail, patronage and federal government largesse were part of 
his crusade to modernize Brazil, as was the arm-twisting applied 
to other businessmen and people in government. Collectors were 
pressured into donating works to the museum. 

Chateaubriand designated Pietro Maria Bardi as director 
of the MASP. Bardi was an Italian art dealer and critic recently 
arrived from Italy, where he had advocated modernist architecture 
in the ranks of the Fascist movement; he had also married a young 
architect named Lina Bo Bardi, a Communist who had been an 
active opponent of fascism in Italy.3 Bardi was thrilled by the idea 
of building a new museum more along the lines of New York’s 
MoMA than of European institutions. Chateaubriand the Oligarch, 
Pietro Bardi the Fascist, and Lina Bardi the Communist made up an 
unlikely coalition to run an art museum (Figure 1). 

The new museum was inaugurated in 1947 and by 1948 
was staging an exhibition of chairs featuring models made by the 
Austrian company, Thonet—a paragon of design history. Some two 
years later, Bardi’s exhibition Vitrine das Formas (literally “showcase 
of forms”) amounted to apologetics for the universal need for 
objects of high formal quality. Antiques were placed alongside an 
Olivetti typewriter designed by Marcello Nizzoli (Figures 2 and 3).  

3 cf. Fernando Morais. Chatô, o rei do 
Brasil: A vida de Assis Chateaubriand, 
um dos brasileiros mais poderosos do 
século XX. (São Paulo: Companhia das 
Letras, 1994) and Francesco Tentori. P.M. 
Bardi. (São Paulo: Instituto Lina Bo e 
Pietro Maria Bardi, 2000). 

Figure 1 Tubular Panels
MASP built innovative metal panels to show 
the exhibitions, rather then the traditional 
practice of mounting the exhibits to the walls.
Photo courtesy of Library Documentation 
Center of the Art Museum of Sau Paulo, Assis 
Chateaubriand.
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A list of exhibitions held by MASP in its early years shows 
the director’s aim of helping to modernize public taste. Le Corbusier, 
Richard Neutra, Max Bill, Saul Steinberg, and Alexander Calder 
were among guest artists featured in temporary exhibitions at the 
MASP. 

A spate of educational activities followed, and Bardi decided 
to open an industrial design school: the IACAn undated Bardi 
manuscript notes:

Museu/Instituto de Arte Contemporânea Program:
The Institute of Contemporary Art is an initiative of São 
Paulo’s “Art Museum.” Its purpose is to boost research in 
the field of the applied arts. Its approach will be distinctly 
contemporary. It will provide guidance for industrialists, so 
that household objects in common use may reach a higher 
aesthetic level in tune with the current period.

Like the Bauhaus, the IAC would have a compulsory, 
one-year preliminary course for all students. The program would 
consist of art history, notions of architecture, and theory of form, with 
classes in geometry, space theory, color and light theory, properties 
of materials, composition, and construction theory. The course also 
would provide practical lessons in drawing from nature and contact 
with/research into materials, as well as in modeling, construction, 
and use of colors. Students would then have a year of so-called 
“specialization” workshops on stone, wood, metal, ceramics, 
glass, tapestry, and weaving. A graphic arts and photography 

Figure 2 (right) 
Window of Forms
Created by MAPS director and showing the 
high quality of craft, artistic, and industrial 
design items.
Photo courtesy of Library Documentation 
Center of the Art Museum of Sau Paulo, Assis 
Chateaubriand.

Figure 3 (left) 
Detail of Window of Forms
Italian Industrial design shown along side 
antiques.
Photo courtesy of Library Documentation 
Center of the Art Museum of Sau Paulo, Assis 
Chateaubriand.
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workshop was also planned, with classes on composition and 
typesetting technique, advertising, layout, poster design, engraving, 
and photography. In addition, three supplementary courses were 
planned: reinforced concrete, to be taught by Pier Luigi Nervi, garden 
architecture, by Roberto Burle Marx, and acoustics in architecture, by 
Rino Levi.

Bardi’s decision to found the IAC might have been based partly 
on his critical view of the taste of São Paulo’s elite. If they were not 
educated in modern taste, how could they become patrons for MASP? 
Chateaubriand would have to continue practicing extortion to bring 
them into line. 

 As they were advocating the new school, Pietro and Lina 
Bardi also founded Habitat magazine, which fought the prevailing 
eclectic taste for decoration and preached industrial design with 
objects made for the machine age. In October 1950 Habitat magazine 
contained a humorous aside about decorators. After that, Habitat 
regularly published critiques of items sold in the city’s stores for 
interior design: 

Protest march
Supposing the paintings, lighting, ornaments, and carpets 
seen in most bourgeois living rooms were to suddenly 
come alive and organize a protest march. The streets would 
see a parade of bad taste that would be a mortal fright for 
onlookers.4

The role of the IAC was to combat this state of affairs. 
Bardi wrote: 

The idea now is to provide well-directed artistic education 
to educate specialists, with a vision of the arts as a whole, as 
part of an organic conception. 

In a nutshell, by working for fully-fledged collaboration with 
industry, the IAC was to boost circulation of new ideas and 
developments in the aesthetic field, which was wrongly seen 
as an “ivory tower” for the initiated, so that the achievements 
of art, tradition, and culture would be generalized as much 
as possible.5 

Some 200 young people applied to take the new course, and 23 
students were selected. IAC professors included Jacob Ruchti, 
Lina Bo Bardi, and Oswaldo Bratke, all leading figures in Brazil’s 
modern architecture. Also teaching were the Italian painter, Roberto 
Sambonet (later to become a designer), Mansueto Koscinski, a botanist 
who taught the use of wood, a print producer for Chateaubriand’s 
newspaper, and many Brazilian and Italian artists, as well as French 
sociologist Roger Bastide. Pietro Maria Bardi was a professor too, and 
the prime mover behind the course. He admired the work of the great 
figureheads of European design: Peter Behrens, Max Bill, Alvar Aalto, 

4 Habitat, (Elsevier) 4:90.
5 Bardi, Pietro Maria, undated manuscripts, 

(Masp).



Design Issues:  Volume 27, Number 2  Spring 2011 115

László Moholy-Nagy, and Walter Gropius; he also favored the modern 
architect, Frank Lloyd Wright, and Raymond Loewy, representing 
what was called styling in America. 

The IAC’s leading professors kept abreast of current trends 
and were in contact with American design schools, subscribing 
to magazines such as Look, Fortune, and Arts and Architecture, and 
to Tomás Maldonado’s Nueva Visión in Argentina. Writers and 
contributors to these publications included László Moholy-Nagy, 
Vance Packard, Lewis Mumford, Wasily Kandinsky, Walter Gropius, 
Sigfried Giedeon, Charles Peirce, and Marshall McLuhan. Gio Ponti, 
who had worked with Lina Bo in Milan, also gave lectures at the 
school.

Bardi arranged the industrial design course so as to cultivate 
relations with the field of fashion. He organized a parade for Maison 
Dior, a course on prints was taught by Luiza Sambonet, who saw the 
need for Brazil’s textile industry to foster locally created design, and 
Bardi’s curriculum included special fabrics and clothing models based 
on pictorial elements, some of them designed by Roberto Sambonet. 
Moreover, Bardi opened the school of advertising in the same year that 
he offered the industrial design course, showing a vision for a school 
of design that was quite original at that time. He emphasized both 
industrial aesthetics and “décor” in the form of industrial products. 
There were ethical traits, too, in this machine-age concept of beauty. 
In his view, “the aesthetic beauty of a refrigerator may be used as an 
example to clarify our thoughts.”6 

Although the museum’s director had high hopes that Brazilian 
industrialists would build close relations with the IAC, only two 
companies did so: Lanifício Fileppo and Cristais Prado. 

Despite the efforts of the museum’s team, the IAC closed 
at the end of 1953, with the remaining students from the 1951 and 
1952 classes brought together in a single class. Although the first 
class was to progress to its fourth year in 1954, working on a sort of 
final-year thesis guided by an advisor, this plan did not happen. Bardi 
complained of the lack of financial and operational support from both 
business and government. “The design school did not last three years. 
A special agreement with São Paulo’s municipal government was not 
sufficient to ensure funding.”7 Former student Luiz Hossaka believed 
the design course closed because Bardi realized that there would not 
be enough work for five designers. 

Significantly, the advertising school founded in the same year 
as the IAC (1951) did manage to get off the ground and is still there 
today, known as Escola Superior de Propaganda e Marketing (Higher 
School of Advertising and Marketing). Bardi, seeing design and 
advertising as related activities, was deeply disappointed at having 
to shut down the IAC:

Many are the tasks involved in design. Just think of printing, 
photography, fashion, set design, TV commercials, and many 
other activities. A substantial field in quantitative terms, 

6 Habitat, (Elsevier) 8: 90.
7 Ethel Leon. Memórias do Design 

Brasileiro. (São Paulo: Senac 2009).
8 P. M. Bardi, Excursão ao território do 

Design. (São Paulo: Banco Sudameris do 
Brasil, 1986), 14–6.
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highly valued by advertising specialists, who must be seen 
as visual communicators.8

Relations with Chicago and Dessau 
IAC’s industrial design school produced several documents 
proclaiming its direct descent from Bauhaus-Dessau and Chicago’s 
Institute of Design, often mentioning the names of Walter Gropius 
and László Moholy-Nagy. 

Then came the well-known “Bauhaus” with Gropius, 
Breuer, and others; this industrial design school created 
innumerable new solutions familiar to us today, such 
as steel-tube chairs, steel furniture, etc.. Americans later 
continued and developed this experience at Chicago’s 
Institute of Design, headed by Moholy-Nagy, a former 
Bauhaus professor.... All these initiatives could not fail to 
be noticed in Brazil, particularly in Sao Paulo, the great 
industrial center.9

Or, in the words of Jacob Ruchti: 
The IAC‘s course in São Paulo is an adaptation to our 
own conditions and abilities from the renowned course 
at Chicago’s Institute of Design, headed by architect 
Serge Chermayett (sic), and founded in 1937 by Walter 
Gropius and Moholy-Nagy as a continuation of the famous 
Bauhaus in Dessau... The IAC therefore represents in São 
Paulo—indirectly—the principal ideas of Bauhaus, after its 
contact with American industrial organization.10

What the IAC had in common with the Dessau Bauhaus and 
Chicago’s Institute of Design was not so much Moholy-Nagy’s 
educational methods but an approach that sought to establish closer 
relations with firms, and therefore with industrial rationality and 
discipline. 

The IAC fostered a broad view of design, very likely because 
of the background of Pietro Maria Bardi, who looked not only to 
the Dessau Bauhaus and Chicago’s Institute of Design, but also to 
Raymond Loewy, the Franco-American designer who famously 
coined a phrase about ugly products not being sellable. Former 
students Alexandre, Wollner, Luiz Hossaka, and Emilie Chamie tell 
of Bardi’s enthusiasm for Loewy, while Luiz Hossaka recalls hearing 
about Loewy in class: 

I wanted to design cars. I was much influenced by Professor 
Bardi’s telling us about Raymond Loewy, and I saw the 
importance of well-planned design, which helped me to form 
this idea. Professor Bardi showed us a slide of a Studebaker. 
At that time, all the cars in Brazil were American—Fords 
or GMs. Loewy’s work brought out what design meant 
—Studebakers, Lucky Strike cigarettes, and trains, too.11

9 Diário de São Paulo, March 8,1951.
10 Jacob Ruchti, Habitat, 3:62.
11 Interview Luiz Hossaka, 1/12/2006.
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12 Marlene Acayab, Branco & Preto. Uma 
história de design brasileiro nos anos 50. 
(São Paulo: Instituto Lina Bo e P.M. Bardi, 
1994). 

13 Victor Margolin, The Struggle for Utopia. 
(Chicago/London: University. of Chicago 
Press, 1997) 216. 

While the Institute of Design of Chicago under Moholy-Nagy and 
then Serge Chermayeff waged war on styling, the industrial design 
course in Brazil was combining elements that would be anathema 
to both the American school and the future Ulm school in Germany. 
Bardi’s admiration for Loewy and the industrial aesthetic that 
dominated the American scene in the 1930s probably harked back 
to the relations between styling and the Italian Futurism he also 
admired.

In 1950, a year before the IAC courses started, Bardi wrote to 
several American design schools asking for copies of their curricula 
(e.g., Akron Art Institute, Black Mountain College, Cranbrook 
Academy of Art, Rhode Island School of Design, Toledo Museum 
of Art School of Design). He also wrote to the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York, asking for suggestions relating to good schools 
and their curricula. His letters did not omit his support for the 
Bauhaus.

In 1947, architect and IAC professor Jacob Ruchti visited the 
Chicago Institute of Design,12 then headed by Serge Chermayeff 
following Moholy-Nagy’s death in 1946. According to Victor 
Margolin, the problems faced by Moholy-Nagy, both educational 
and administrative, arose from his attempt: 

to reconcile his vision of a holistic and humanistic, 
European art and design education with the pragmatic 
expectations of the American businessmen, on whose 
support he depended.13 

The relationship between the Chicago Institute of Design and 
business, far from being a peaceful one, was fraught with contra-
dictions that were omitted from IAC documents and from reports 
from its former students. The IAC’s founders painted a rosy picture 
of relations with the school founded by Moholy-Nagy and entirely 
ignored any political-pedagogical conflicts between CID and 
business. The Chicago program provided ideas for the IAC, but the 
influence did not include the political direction that Moholy-Nagy and 
Chermayeff sought to imprint on CID. 

The arguments that arose in Chicago thus were not repeated 
in Brazil. The IAC sought to absorb the conduct of American 
designers in terms of their relations with industry and the market in 
general, but in Brazil the idea of founding a design school did not 
meet with the same level of interest (not even that of Walter Paepcke 
in Chicago, as reported by Margolin). 

As for the influence of the Bauhaus, it seems to have been a 
founding myth for the IAC’s industrial design school, clearly alluded 
to in certain documents. In particular, the link was made in relation 
to a residence at the Dessau school for the painter Lasar Segall, chair 
of the IAC’s academic congregation. An article in the newspaper 
Diário da Noite noted Segall’s election as chair: 
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not only on his merits as an artist, but also for the 
experience he acquired at the first school of industrial 
design, the well-known Bauhaus in Dessau, Germany. 
There Segall was in contact with leading innovators 
and researchers in applied arts and architecture (Breuer, 
Moholy-Nagy, Gropius, and others)...14 

Segall had moved to Brazil from Germany in December 192315 and 
went back to Germany to show his work in Berlin in 1926. However, 
he was never a student at the Bauhaus in Dessau. 

Nevertheless, Segall was well informed about and connected 
with the Bauhaus through his acquaintances in artistic circles, as 
is clear from his correspondence with Kandinsky, published by 
Vera D’Horta.16 Similar questions accompany the textile artist Klara 
Hartoch (or Clara Hartok), who was professor of weaving at the IAC. 
Several personal reports show that Bardi introduced her to all his 
students as a former pupil of Anni Albers at the Bauhaus. However, 
none of the Berlin Bauhaus archives (the most comprehensive ones) 
or those from Dessau contain references to Klara Hartoch. The 
possibility exists that she might have studied at Weimar, where 
the archives are incomplete,17 and, if so, she might have been a 
classmate (rather than a pupil) of Anni Albers, who studied there. 
Both did research on threads and both favored minimal ornamen-
tation. Another possible explanation is that Klara Hartoch had a 
different name in Germany during the 1920s. Strangely, no accounts 
of Klara’s past mention her speaking of the Bauhaus. According to 

Institute of Design, Chicago IAC

Basic course  
or self-test

Technology: 
Use of tools and machines; materials 

(wood, clay, plastics, metal, paper and 
glass); study of forms, surfaces, and 
textures; study of volume, space, and 
movement. 

Art classes, drawing from life, color, 
photography, mechanical design, lettering, 
modeling, and literature. 

Learning and teaching mathematics, 
physics, social sciences, and liberal arts.

Students were not required to 
undertake practical applications, but just 
to show inventiveness. 

Workshops:
“Crafts” including metal, wood, 

pottery, and weaving. Photography, 
animation, painting, and sculpture.

Preliminary course (compulsory)
Specialized courses (optional)
Supplementary courses (optional)

Preliminary course:
Mathematics (algebra, geometry, 

descriptive geometry)
Perspective
Freehand drawing
Composition (comprising surface, 

color-and-light, space, elements of 
two-dimensional design, elements of 
three-dimensional form, modeling, and 
experimental constructions)

Materials, methods and machines, 
classes

Materials, contact, and research
Techniques and methods of production

Elements of cultural studies with 
classes 

Art History
Elements of architecture, sociology, 

and psychology

Figure 4 
Curricula at IAC vs. Chicago Institute  
of Design

14 Diário da Noite, March 22, 1950. 
15 Vera D’Horta, Preto no Branco. In 

A Gravura de Lasar Segall. (São 
Paulo: Museu Lasar Segall; Brasília: 
Ministério da Cultura/SPHAN/Fundação 
Pró-Memória, 1988), IX–XVII. 

16 Vera D’Horta, Discordâncias cordiais: 
a correspondência entre Kandinsky e 
Segall (1922-1939). In: revista de História 
da Arte e Arqueologia. (Campinas: 
Unicamp, 1, 1994), 210–25.

17 Hans Maria Wingler, La Bauhaus: 
Weimar, Dessau, Berlin 1919-1933. 
(Barcelona: Gustavo Gill,1962), 549. 
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Alexandre Wollner, “[t]hat was the story we heard. That was how 
Bardi introduced her.”

Perhaps there was good reason to boast of connections with 
the Bauhaus for Lasar Segall and Klara Hartoch. After all, in the 
1950s, the Bauhaus had already attained great standing in Brazil. 
The IAC was eager to show close relations with the Bauhaus school, 
which would put it almost on an equal footing with Chicago’s school 
of design.

The table in Figure 4 outlines the curricula at the IAC and 
the Institute of Design, Chicago. The IAC included mathematics, 
sociology, and psychology, as did Moholy-Nagy’s curriculum in 
Chicago. Despite the similarities, there are differences in terms of the 
underlying concepts. The content of the specialized courses IAC was 
to have provided is not known, but the notion of “specialization” 
found no advocates in Chicago. 

IAC and Good Taste
Modern “taste grammarians” such as Henry Cole, Owen Jones or 
even Le Corbusier, have advocated new positions on furnishings at 
home and at work. IAC shared this ideal, which Pietro Maria Bardi 
took up in many texts. 

On examining the ideas and works of Gropius, Giulio Carlo 
Argan18 wrote that “... serial reproduction becomes the intrinsic 
process of formal ideation, the machine the most direct means of 
expression of the artist.” This expression comes close to Bardi’s view 
of industrial design: “... making an industrial product for large-scale 
consumption, both aesthetic and rational at the same time.”19 Of 
course, achieving this aim was not a task for IAC graduates alone. 
Unless industrialists themselves understood this new role for art, 
there could be no progress.

Bardi’s insistence on “the contemporary spirit” was clearly 
targeting the taste of Brazil’s elite, berated for their choosing and 
acquiring Napoleonic thrones and other aberrations. However, his 
advocacy of modern industrial objects, architecture, and modern 
art, along with his initiatives in the field of fashion and advertising, 
suggested that the IAC was much more attuned with consumer items 
than Gesamtkunstwerk.

Closure of IAC
The IAC was finished by the end of 1953. Although the school had 
managed to get funding from São Paulo’s municipal government 
at one point, it was not enough to cover the costs of its courses and 
generous scholarship program students’ educational materials were 
provided free of charge, as was access to activities held by the MASP.) 
A school of this kind could have been financed by businessmen, or 
by the state government, but this financial support did not happen. 
Former students thought it was a fine school; it was anchored to 
the MASP, an institution of growing cultural importance on the 

18 Giulio Carlo Argan, Walter Gropius e 
La Bauhaus, 2nd edition, (Turin: Giulio 
Einaudi Editore, 1988), 23. 

19 BARDI, undated, MASP. 
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Brazilian scene; its program was based on a response to São Paulo’s 
fast-growing industrialization of the 1950s; its founder, Pietro Maria 
Bardi, had a clear program for connecting the school to economic and 
cultural life. So why did it fail to establish roots? 

Interestingly, the advertising school initiated by the MASP 
during this same period found more fertile ground. This independent 
college was called ESPM (meaning advertising and marketing 
school). So although the MASP ceased to run its own design 
education program as such, its other initiative turned out profes-
sionals for an activity so crucial to capitalism: advertising. The one 
institution’s failure and the other’s success raises questions: what 
about design? Is not design crucial too? Brazil had built an industrial 
base, and there was great progress in art, so why did design not 
become part of its development strategy?20 Or why did it not at least 
find favor with a substantial number of industrialists? 

One conjecture would be that the school was short-lived 
because of the “excessively” modern nature of its content. However, 
Brazil’s ruling classes seemed to be very modern at that time in 
terms of absorbing new ideas in art and architecture. The school 
was opened in the same year as São Paulo’s first Arts Biennial. 
Apparently, then, this cultural aggiornamento, based on the city’s 
industrial development, would have been the perfect setting for a 
new school of industrial design. The IAC’s precepts brought it close 
to Constructivist art, which had gained widespread acceptance in 
Brazilian artistic circles at the time. It appeared to be precisely the 
kind of school that could tap the best of international design and 
work with a confluence of different traditions: Le Corbusier, Gropius, 
and Loewy. It should have been just right for the situation in Brazil, 
uniquely capable of defusing conflicts not related to the country’s 
own industrialization issues. 

The powerful transformations taking place in Brazil also 
seemed to gesture toward the relevance of the IAC’s project. By 1950, 
10 million people were living in cities and 41 million in rural areas. 
Some 8 million migrated to cities in the 1950s. Brazil’s state-owned 
steel maker opened on April 9, 1941, and started operating under 
the name of Companhia Siderurgica Nacional in October 1946. 
Television was brought to Brazil by Assis Chateaubriand himself 
in 1950. The state oil company, Petrobras, was founded in 1953. The 
IAC was founded on the eve of the great industrial leap forward 
that started in 1956 under the government of Juscelino Kubitschek, 
who built the new capital, Brasília. In this period, a growing job 
market for designers seemed to be assured, given the expansion of 
urban consumer markets based on the model of material progress in 
the United States, and the large number of firms making consumer 
goods. 

 
 

20 Until the 1990s, with the beginning of a 
new period for Brazilian design. 



Design Issues:  Volume 27, Number 2  Spring 2011 121

Reasons for Failure
The IAC project failed for a number of reasons—some of them 
mentioned by Bardi himself. It was said that the young people the 
school enrolled had an individualistic mentality. Perhaps we can 
shed light on this argument by asking the question the other way 
around: was there a collective project capable of offering opportu-
nities for its young graduates? 

Alexandre Wollner provides his own interpretation of the 
events:

When Professor Bardi thought of setting up the IAC in the 
early 1950s, his intention was to train professional designers 
to be part of Brazil’s emerging industry, which ought to 
have been preparing to develop creative and competitive 
products for export. He had to close the school three years 
later because industry showed no interest in tapping the 
talents of the newly graduated designers. Most Brazilian 
industrialists preferred to pay royalties for making products 
here, or to import items manufactured abroad (often not 
suited to our culture and technology) instead of investing 
to develop them locally. This has been going on for 50 years 
and continues to this day!21

Wollner’s view coincides with that of Pietro Maria Bardi, who always 
accused Brazilian industrialists of not wanting to “innovate aesthet-
ically” and blamed them for the closure of the school. The question is 
this: why would the business community not welcome the IAC and 
tap the potential it created? To what extent was design not seen as 
capable of contributing to the strategic program of industrialization 
in São Paulo and in Brazil during this period?

A key to understanding the issue may be found in an analysis 
of Brazil’s industrialization by Florestan Fernandes. The sociologist 
spoke directly to São Paulo’s industrialists, warning them that “the 
entrepreneur’s intellectual horizon... [had to be changed] as a prereq-
uisite for the formation of an economic mentality consistent with the 
degree of rationalization of the modes of thinking, feeling, and acting 
inherent to a capitalist economy.”22

Although research in Brazil has rarely considered investment 
by firms in industrial design or in graphic design, but the studies 
available do show that some entrepreneurs had a solid cultural 
background. A few firms had some level of contact with the IAC 
(e.g., Lanifício Fileppo and Cristais Prado, textile and glass manufac-
turers), and their cultured proprietors supported other initiatives as 
well, such as the studio, Móveis Branco e Preto (literally, black and 
white furniture). 

Among the driving forces of Brazilian industrialization, 
Florestan Fernandes saw a tendency for constructive imitation, 
including the notion of industrialization as a civilizing mission rather 
than as a social force.23 

21 Alexandre Wollner, Design visual 50 
anos, (São Paulo: Cosac & Naify, 2003), 
295. 

22 Florestan Fernandes, Mudanças Sociais 
do Brasil, (São Paulo: DIFEL, 1974), 62.

23 Florestan Fernandes, op. cit., 64. 
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Brazil’s transplanting of techniques and institutions led 
to obvious gaps that detracted from creating a context in which 
capitalist companies might show their worth. By copying standards 
and assimilating techniques developed for other sociocultural 
contexts, Brazilian industrialists were saved the effort of investing 
in invention. Or in the words of João Manuel Cardoso de Mello and 
Fernando Novaes, “In the twentieth century, thanks to relatively 
stable technology standards and production in the developed 
countries, we were able to enjoy the facilities of copying.”24

The environment that Bardi had to deal with in São Paulo 
surely bore some problematic marks: a kind of industrialization 
that, in the words of Warren Dean, had been copying items without 
licenses or rights a lack of investment in specific education, the fact 
that for decades industrialists had been making goods consumed 
especially by the lower classes and the methods used by the 
automakers: these were the marks of “[f]irms that did nothing but 
join parts or assemble the final product.”25 

Florestan Fernandes again speaks of the differences between 
Europe and Brazil in relation to the disruption brought about by 
mechanization:

In England, France, Germany, and the United States, 
mechanization caused disruption related to the pace of 
changing human nature, but in a country like Brazil, it 
would have to be associated with more severe disruption. 
This was due to the abrupt introduction of machinery and 
the lack of previous socializing experience.26 

The rapidity of the changes to which Fernandes refers was directly 
related to the absence of a period of gestation for design that charac-
terized Brazilian industry. This pace of change was aggravated by a 
“narrow and cramped intellectual horizon, impotent before a social-
historical destiny captured by transplanting.”27 

Creating industrial design is a much greater and more 
complex task than simply copying imported models, given the labor 
time required to formulate an autonomous project. And it requires 
educated agents capable of mastering techniques and languages, 
who would be paid much more than manual workers. 

As an industrial design school, the IAC was apparently out 
of step in relation to the temporal/spatial parameters of Brazilian 
capitalism, rather than being ahead of its time. Roberto Schwarz has 
made a pertinent observation in this respect: “Throughout the course 
of its social reproduction, Brazil tirelessly assumes European ideas 
again and again, and does so inappropriately in every case.” Or again: 
“We start from the common observation, almost a feeling, that in Brazil 
ideas were out of kilter in relation to their use in Europe.”28 

Former students of the IAC excelled in the fields of graphic 
design, decoration and interior architecture, and landscaping—but 
not in product design. 

24 Cardoso de Mello, João Manuel and 
Fernando Novaes, Capitalismo tardio 
e sociedade moderna. In, História da 
Vida no Brasil: contraste da intimidade 
contemporânea. (Series coordinated by 
Fernando A. Novais; volume organized 
by Lilia Moritz Schwarcz. São Paulo: 
Companhia das Letras, 1998), 645–6. 

25 Dean notes that in the 1930s, “American 
vehicle and machinery makers, Ford and 
General Motors particularly, started 
assembling their products from imported 
parts, mainly because it was cheaper to 
ship in knocked-down kits, and market 
choices such as bodywork color and 
style were best catered for locally.” 
[translation from the Portuguese version]. 
Warren Dean, A industrialização de São 
Paulo (1880-1945). 4th edition. (Rio de 
Janeiro: Editora Bertrand Brasil, 1991.), 
31, 77, 121. 

26 Florestan Fernandes, op. cit. (1974), 76.
27 Idem, ibid.
28 Roberto Schwarz, Ao Vencedor as 

Batatas, (São Paulo: Livraria Duas 
Cidades, 1977), 24.
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Further study of the IAC would be useful because the 
academic milieu of Brazilian design recognizes the founding role 
of the Rio de Janeiro school of industrial design (Escola Superior 
de Desenho Industrial, ESDI), which opened in 1963, modeled on 
the Ulm School. The “copy” of Ulm model and the foundation of an 
industrial design school were made possible probably because Brazil 
at this time had already gone through an intensive industrialization 
process. 

The IAC proposed a different educational model, in a 
dialogue with ephemera (fashion), aspiring to close relations with 
industrial rationality but not situated outside the field of the arts, 
as ESDI. It was an original project, as in Italy there was no specific 
design school in this period. 

Volkswagen Kombis first reached Brazil in 1953, when the 
IAC closed. Their characteristic linearity as utility vehicles might 
have helped to endorse a new public taste for industrial art as 
advocated by Bardi. The year 1953 ended with the inauguration of 
São Paulo’s second Biennial, and the city became a reference in the 
art world, also gaining recognition for modern and constructivist 
art locally. Although the IAC failed to take root, the constructivist 
art with which it was associated surely helped set new standards 
for taste in Brazil. 
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