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INTRODUCTION

Design is often seen as a marketing instrument that is em-
ployed to create an aesthetically or func-
tionally competitive advantage in sell-
ing goods, ideas or services. Although 
this may be a valid and valuable view 
of design within a commercial setting, 
by no means does it define the bound-
aries of design. The marketplace, how-
ever, should neither determine the scope 
of design nor the roles that designers 
can take. This introductory essay aims 
to outline some aspects of critique lev-
elled against this conception of design 
as well as some dichotomies whose un-
questioned persistence limit the scope 
of design as a form of academic inquiry.

On the one hand, the scope is determined by the termino-
logy and conception of design—that is, 
by the question as to what is meant by 
the term ‘design.’ But although there is a 
working definition of design, it appears 
very difficult to define design theoreti-
cally. This difficulty becomes evident in 
spiral-trap sentences such as: “design is to 
design a design to produce a design.” a

On the other hand, the scope of design is often limited by 
institutional boundaries—that is, by 
what ‘design’ includes and excludes 
within its discourse. An institutional 
critique of design will therefore point to 
the ideological, social, political or eth-
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ical shortcomings of design discourse 
regarding both theory and practice. b

The First Things First Manifesto, c for example, highlighted 
how narrow designers’ engagement with  
the world was conceived as being at the 
time. Although satirically exaggerated, 
the manifesto rightly points out that the 
general consensus seems to have been 
that designers should use their skill for 
commercial purposes, to sell things such 
as “cat food, stomach powders, deter-
gent, hair restorer, striped toothpaste, 
aftershave lotion, beforeshave lotion, 
slimming diets, fattening diets, deodo- 
rants, fizzy water, cigarettes, roll-ons, 
pull-ons and slip-ons” d rather than de-
signing for socially more beneficial ends.

Conceptions such as, Design for the Real World e further-
more highlight the fact that designers ad-
dress only a very limited range of issues, 
focusing their activity on the problems 
of only a small section of the world’s 
population. What is worth designing and 
who is worth designing for was an area 
rarely addressed in the design discourse 
at that time and from the perspective 
of this discourse it thus seems that the 
problems designers focus on are all the 
problems that exist. As a consequence, 
these problems do not relate to the real 
world, but render a distorted image of 
the world which may be called the ‘design 
world.’ f Moreover, design often oper-
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ates in a solutionist fashion and turns is-
sues into design problems to which only 

design can provide a solution. g 
The concep of Design Noir h highlights another ideolo-

gical shortcoming of the design world. 
Not only do designers focus on a small 
segment of the issues, they also often 
ignore the richness and complexity of 
human life, thus producing design ob-
jects based on ideas of efficiency and 
“user friendliness” that turn the users of 
these objects into caricatures. Real hu-
man behaviours, needs and desires are 
mostly very different from the assumed 
behaviours designers base their designs 
on. The real world of human behaviour 
might be closer to a Film Noir than a 
Hollywood Blockbuster. The real world 

does not provide only happy ends.
The scope of design, however, is not limited merely by the 

issues that designers choose to take into 
account: it is also limited by decisions 
on who should be considered a designer, 
who can participate in a design process, 
and who defines the issues of design. 
These questions are addressed, for ex-
ample, in the concept of Decolonising 
Design, i which exposes normativis-
ing and homogenising forces within offi-
cial design. It highlights the fact that the 
conception of design is largely based on 
the western conception of Modernity. 
Design understood in this tradition ex-
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cludes large area of human practices, of 
making and doing, from the discourse 
of design. Furthermore, design in this 
tradition promotes a certain ideal of 
“good design” that is more often based 
on an attributed status within the design 
world rather than on actual, real-world 
applicability. Instead the aim should be 
to articulate a more diverse notion of de-
sign that takes into account the diversity 
of human practices. This requires taking 
the backgrounds and experiences of de-
signers into account, articulating how 
these affect the way issues are addressed 
and including marginalised positions.

To summarise, all of these critiques of design challenge the 
conception, discourse, institutions, pro-
cesses and topics of design. They ask us 
to consider design outside the narrow 
constraints of the marketplace, to adopt 
new roles for designers and to broaden 

the discourse of design.
What has been considered but remains less elaborated with- 

in these critiques, and what may be es-
pecially relevant to conceiving design 
as an academic field, is design’s rela-
tion to knowledge. Here, the question 
is furthermore how design relates to 
other academic fields in terms of gen-
erating knowledge and understanding, 
which is the defining criterion of any ac-
ademic endeavour. This is not to say that 
knowledge cannot lead to a competitive 
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edge in a marketplace—rather, it is prob-
ably the most important factor for cre-
ating innovative products, though this 
is not the main motivation for academic 
disciplines. However, it is not enough to 
label design in an academic setting as re-
search without articulating what kind of 
knowledge this research leads to. If the 
main motivation of academic inquiry is 
to create a better understanding of the 
world, then design needs to better un-
derstand the shifting material, visual 
and technological landscape that it helps 

to produce.
Such an inquiry can take place not only in a textual form 

but can take place through design itself—
that is, through the production of design 
objects both as media for investigation 
and discussion. This requires us to view 
design objects as means rather than ends. 
Whereas traditionally, design objects are 
seen as the ends (or products) of the de-
sign process, here design objects can be 
conceived as the means of the process of 
investigation, exploration and inquiry.

In order to evolve design as an academic endeavour that aims 
to produce knowledge and understand-
ing, some limiting dichotomies need to 
be additionally overcome: first, the di-
vide between pragmatism and imagina-
tion, second, the divide between mak-
ing and thinking, and third, the divide 
between experience and understanding.
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PRAGMATISM AND  
IMAGINATION

Design is often associated with solving practical prob-
lems. Moreover, this conception is often 
mistaken as a definition of design itself, 
thus excluding activities from the defi-
nition of design that do not serve a prac-
tical purpose. Design can, however, be 
understood in broader terms, including 
both practical and imaginary practices.

Contained within Denis Diderot’s and Jean-Baptiste Le Rond 
d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie, an Enlighten-
ment attempt at categorising all human 
knowledge, the map Système figuré des 
connaissances humaines (Figurative Sys-
tem of Human Knowledge) groups this 
knowledge into three categories: memory, 
reason and imagination. Architecture is 
listed twice: as ‘practical architecture’ in 
the category of memory along with other 
arts and crafts, and as ‘civil architecture’ 
in the category of imagination along with 
other poetic activities. While the former 
deals with practical problems of every-
day life, the latter deals with poetically 
imagined scenarios of alternative modes 
of living. The overall conception of ‘ar-
chitecture,’ that Diderot and d’Alembert 
use, however, is capable of encompassing 
both practical and poetic approaches and 
is not limited to one or the other. Rather, 
‘architecture’ here seems to be defined 
as a distinct realm of human engage-
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ment with the world through ‘building.’ 
Likewise, the overall conception of ‘de-
sign’ should not be limited to practical 
or useful aims but should be understood 
as a comprehensive engagement with the  

designed environment. 
Although d’Alembert views the the domains of understand-

ing as a progression from memory to im-
agination, j these two dimensions of 
design should not necessarily be split 
into higher and lower, but may help con-
ceive design as a form of inquiry that 
produces understanding. Whereas ‘prac-
tical design’ addresses human living con-
ditions in technical and functional terms 
by producing useful things for everyday 
use, ‘poetic design’ investigates these 
questions at a more theoretical and con-
ceptual level of ideas. Here the aim is less 
a practical use, but reflection and under-
standing. It is more an inquiry into hu-
man existence through imagining alter-
native forms of living than a matter of 

solving functional problems.
This split, however, seems to miss the point that a more imag- 

inary and poetic exploration may have 
some very practical implications, as such 
an exploration may actually produce 
more appropriate objects than a more 

narrow and ‘pragmatic’ approach. k 
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MAKING AND THINKING
The separation of making and thinking in the design dis-

course leads to design falling into the 
category of making things, whereas 
thinking about things seems to take 
place somewhere else. In contrast, the 
traditional academic system of the uni-
versity attributes more value to thinking 

and reflection than to making.
In the Renaissance, for example, one needed a certain level 

of economic freedom in order to pursue 
the liberal arts (studia humanitatis), one 
would have to engage in the mechani-
cal arts if one needed to make a living. 
In order to raise the status of artists and 
architects, Giorgio Vasari used the con-
cepts of disegno (sketch) to argue that 
the arts are not only a matter of exe-
cuting and reproducing ideas but also 
the activity of producing them. Artists 
deal with ideas and concepts through 
sketching, just as a writer does by writ-
ing words. Their activity should thus 
be differentiated from that of mere arts 
and crafts, which is often more a mat-
ter of executing predetermined ideas 
rather than conceiving them. l Vasari 
thus provided the foundation for a con-
ception of design as an activity that pro-
duces ideas and concepts in the form of 
sketches and drawings. Although Vasa-
ri’s aims were to raise the status of the 
artist by a questionable separation of 
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work into conception and execution, 
he nevertheless conceived of design as 
an activity of poetic inquiry. However, 
viewed historically much of design 
seems to have focussed on usefulness 
and has apparently chosen to lay aside 

Vasari’s idea.
The separation of making and thinking is an artificial dis-

tinction. On the one hand, it neglects 
any thought process that went into mak-
ing something—and thought has cer-
tainly gone into making things, as any 
cognitive archaeologist will affirm. On 
the other hand, it seems to undermine 
the unique process of inquiry within the 
arts—that is, thinking through making.

EXPERIENCE AND  
UNDERSTANDING

Knowledge can be conceived in propositional terms—that 
is, as knowledge that can be detached 
from the knower and codified into 
declarative sentences. This contrasts 
with procedural knowledge that cannot 
be detached from the knower, as it in-
volves the ability to do something. It also 
contrasts with experiential knowledge 
that may provide the knower with an 
understanding of what something feels 
like, which likewise cannot be detached 
from the knower. Such a form of under-
standing requires one to undergo an ex-

perience.
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In design, the aim is frequently not to understand a situa-
tion but to design a design object for a 
situation. Understanding a situation is 
then limited to deriving sufficient pa-
rameters from a situation—through ob-
servation for instance—that allow for 
the designing of a design object. Since 
designers intervene into the lifeworlds 
of people by means of design objects, un-
derstanding these worlds is paramount. 
Understanding, however, requires a will-
ingness to change oneself and not just 

wanting to change the world.
Of course, there are limits to whether one can fully com-

prehend the lifeworlds of others, but 
this does not mean that one cannot get 
closer. Patricia Moore, for example, at-
tempted to investigate the lifeworld of 
elderly people. She decided to inves-
tigate that world through experience 
rather than through observation. Over 
the course of three years, Moore occa-
sionally dressed up as an elderly woman 
from various social strata, modified her 
hearing, eyesight and movements in or-
der to approximate how elderly people 
experience the environment and strolled 
through various North American cities. 
The outcome was a book in which she 
reflected on her experiences and how 
these experiences influenced her work 

as a designer. m 
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On the one hand, this project highlights the importance of 
an open-ended investigation that is not 
determined by the need to produce de-
sign objects but by curiosity. On the 
other hand, it shows how attempting 
to understand through experience can 
manifest in designers themselves, which 
consequently affects their approaches to 
the design of objects for these lifeworlds.

The experiences of situations and lifeworlds may not only 
allow designers to understand issues, but 
may also enable design objects to pro-
vide experiences for discussing these is-
sues with an audience. The design object 
thereby becomes a medium for under-
standing an issue rather than an object 
for solving a problem, with design ob-
jects often providing a more immediate 
and experiential perspective on issues 
than an abstract exploration could. n 

CONCLUSION
The critique of design is part of the discourse and defini-

tion of design. Its aim is to highlight 
blind spots in the discourse, to provide 
new conceptual frameworks for de-
sign activity and to better understand 
the implications of design activity. The 
academic positioning of design poses 
further challenges, particularly the re-
lationship between design and other ac-
ademic fields in terms of creating knowl-
edge and understanding. This may entail 

INTRODUCTION



XXXI

questioning some long-held beliefs and 
ideologies relating to the field. Design 
is not only a service but also a field of 
inquiry in the same way that design ob-
jects can not only be solutions but also a 
means for reflection. Designing is then 
not only a matter of changing the world 

but also of understanding it. o 
This book gathers responses to some of these questions and 

challenges within the different special-
isations of design that make up the De-
partment of Design at Zurich University 
of the Arts. It compiles reflections on the 
academic role of design in a social, po-
litical and economic context. It contem-
plates what design can do to foster our 
understanding of the world rather than 
just producing it—as is constantly being 
done by many, and only to a marginal ex-
tent by people who describe themselves 
as designers. It sets forth an academic 
positioning of design in terms of re-
search, teaching and further education, 
as well as with regards to collaborative 
exchange with other disciplines. Above 
all, it aims to serve as a platform for de-
bate rather than attempting to present a 

monolithic definition of design. 
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