
First Things First
2000

We, the undersigned, are designers, art
directors, and visual communicators who
have been raised in a world in which the
techniques and apparatus of advertising have
persistently been presented to us as the most
lucrative, effective, and desirable use of our
talents. Many design teachers and mentors
promote this belief; the market rewards it; a
tide of books and publications reinforces it.

Encouraged in this direction, designers then
apply their skill and imagination to sell dog
biscuits, designer coffee, diamonds,
detergents, hair gel, cigarettes, credit cards,
sneakers, butt toners, light beer, and heavy-
duty recreational vehicles. Commercial work
has always paid the bills, but many graphic
designers have now let it become, in large
measure, what graphic designers do. This, in
turn, is how the world perceives design. The
profession’s time and energy are used up
manufacturing things that are inessential at
best

Many of us have grown increasingly
uncomfortable with this view of design.
Designers who devote their efforts primarily
to advertising, marketing, and brand
development are supporting, and implicitly
endorsing, a mental environment so saturated
with commercial messages that it is changing
the very way citizen-consumers speak, think,
feel, respond, and interact. To some extent we
are all helping draft a reductive and
immeasurably harmful code of public
discourse.

There are pursuits more worthy of our
problem-solving skills. Unprecedented
environmental, social, and cultural crises
demand our attention. Many cultural
interventions, social marketing campaigns,
books, magazines, exhibitions, educational
tools, television programs, films, charitable
causes, and other information-design projects
urgently require our expertise and help.

We propose a reversal of priorities in favour of
more useful, lasting, and democratic forms of
communication – a mind shift away from
product marketing and toward the exploration
and production of a new kind of meaning. The
scope of debate is shrinking; it must expand.
Consumerism is running uncontested; it must
be challenged by other perspectives
expressed, in part, through the visual
languages and resources of design.

In 1964, twenty-two visual communicators
signed the original call for our skills to be put
to worthwhile use. With the explosive growth
of global commercial culture, their message
has only grown more urgent. Today, we renew
their manifesto in expectation that no more
decades will pass before it is taken to heart.
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First Things First, published by the British graphic
designer Ken Garland in January 1964 in an
edition of four hundred copies, was drafted
during a meeting of the Society of Industrial
Artists in London. Garland (b. 1929) asked to read
out his manifesto, and the warm reception
encouraged him to gather signatures in support
from twenty-one designers, photographers, and
students. The emergence of the British graphic
design profession in the early to mid-1960s was
accompanied by periodic soul-searching and
discussion about the purpose of visual
communication in magazines such as Design,
where Garland was art editor from 1956 to 1962.
First Things First’s plea for a shift in designers’
priorities away from the “high-pitched scream of
consumer selling” into worthier forms of activity
is the most concentrated statement of its kind.
The manifesto was reprinted in Design, the SIA
Journal, Ark, and Modern Publicity, and the
Labour politician Anthony Wedgwood Benn
wrote about it in his column in the Guardian
newspaper. Garland was also invited to read the
manifesto on the BBC’s Tonight news program.
Intermittently reprinted to this day, its still
unanswered challenge to commercial graphic
design has lasting resonance.

Rick Poynor

We, the undersigned, are graphic designers,
photographers and students who have been
brought up in a world in which the techniques
and apparatus of advertising have persistently
been presented to us as the most lucrative,
effective and desirable means of using our
talents. We have been bombarded with
publications devoted to this belief, applauding
the work of those who have flogged their skill
and imagination to sell such things as:

cat food, stomach powders, detergent, hair
restorer, striped toothpaste, aftershave lotion,
beforeshave lotion, slimming diets, fattening
diets, deodorants, fizzy water, cigarettes,
rollons, pull-ons and slip-ons.

By far the greatest time and effort of those
working in the advertising industry are
wasted on these trivial purposes, which
contribute little or nothing to our national
prosperity.

In common with an increasing number of the
general public, we have reached a saturation
point at which the high-pitched scream of
consumer selling is no more than sheer noise.
We think that there are other things more
worth using our skill and experience on. There
are signs for streets and buildings, books and
periodicals, catalogues, instructional manuals,
industrial photography, educational aids,
films, television features, scientific and
industrial publications, and all the other media
through which we promote our trade, our
education, our culture, and our greater
awareness of the world.

We do not advocate the abolition of high
pressure consumer advertising: this is not
feasible. Nor do we want to take any of the
fun out of life. But we are proposing a reversal
of priorities in favour of the more useful and
more lasting forms of communication. We
hope that our society will tire of gimmick
merchants, status salesmen and hidden
persuaders, and that the prior call on our
skills will be for worthwhile purposes. With
this in mind, we propose to share our
experience and opinions, and to make them
available to colleagues, students and others
who may be interested.
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Design beyond
Commodification

It has always been possible for designers to adopt
a political stance in relation to their work. But
doing so is normally seen as an individual
(possibly eccentric) choice in which concerns
which are understood as external to the activity
of design are ‘smuggled in’ as part of a personal
agenda. Yet we work with forms of visual
communication every day, perhaps not
understanding how they carry, and are in
themselves, expressions of social value. This is
what it means to talk about the cultural politics of
design something that rarely happens within
most everyday practice: it is not part of the
normal cognitive production process of graphic
design practice. Politics is already an active
ingredient in visual culture, in forms of
representation and expression, but the view
persists that political emphasis is a question of
personal choice connected to the individual
rather than an integral and unavoidable part of
the territory.

We are surrounded by images that are crafted by
designers. These constructions, most evidently in
advertising and publicity, but not exclusively so,
influence our worldviews. They create and sustain
ideas about what is normal and desirable. They
are cultural expressions designed to influence our
aspirations and to fuel our desires. They impel us
to participate in the creation of lifestyles that
demand the acquisition of goods as a measure of
progress and status.

We cannot allow ourselves to believe we are
simply communicating information. “Every
advertisement for a family car”, writes Owen
Kelly in Community, Art and the State (1) “is a
piece of propaganda about the desirability of
driving rather than taking the bus or train. Over
and above the effect of a specific advertisement
in selling us one or another car, we are sold the
idea that we need a car, whatever the brand.”

This is the way in which design communication
embodies social values through the selling of
ideas and not simply products. In choosing
between brands of dog biscuit, to use a popular
example, we are being told that dogs need them
to be healthy which makes one wonder how they
managed to survive so long without them. At this
point the argument about companies creating
muchneeded jobs will appear, and any real public
debate and discussion about what might
constitute socially usefuljobs can be neatly
circumvented.

The ideological process of commodification
knows no boundaries, which is why we can no
longer find refuge in the now defunct distinction
between commerce and culture. Whilst one sells
commodities as value, the other sells values as
commodities. Paradoxically, the form of
expression and communication they use to do so,
are essentially the same.

Some would argue the design profession is not
equipped with the theoretical tools necessary for
us to exami and understand how visual
communication influences the way we think
socially a common analysis of politics,
economics and culture. And yet, it would appear
selfevident that the relationship between how the
world around us is expressed and how we
actually experience it, would be a fundamental
area of study and concern. Dutch designer and
teacher, Jan van Toorn argues that the
professional success of design is connected to
“the creation of images and visual stimuli in the
media which are essential to the retail of
products, information and entertainment.”
Design, with its “crucial role in the dreamworld of
commodities” creates and maintains “the
symbolic connection between the power
structures and our experience of reality.”

He suggests that the profession has had to make
an ideological accommodation which has
prevented it from retaining a wider social and
political perspective. “Not questioning social
responsibilities” says Van Toorn, “implies that you
surrender to that sector of society, that because it
possesses all our means of survival, manoeuvres
design in the role of entrepreneurial aesthetics”

As a way forward, the English product designer
Peter Lloyd Jones, suggests that we need to
stimulate “an appreciation of imagery expressive
of other social relationships, this time the values
of a widerranging social solidarity.” He proposes
the creation a new mythology capable of
expressing new meanings and values. He
acknowledges that the creation of myths is the
work of poets rather than designers, people who
are “rooted in concerns more substantial than
shopping, in tune with the deepest fears and
desires of their society.” Designers may not
create these new narratives, but it is for them “to
respond to them and, using all the resources of
industry, to generate a physical world which
expresses their deepest content.”

Both Van Toorn and Lloyd Jones speak of a need
to create different narratives that express new
social values and foster different dialogues. Their
descriptions of the practical ways in which to do
this seem to be less clear, less complete than
their arguments about why it is necessary. And
although saying so runs the risk of fuelling
support of the status quo and the paralysis of
thought that surrounds many sectors of the
profession, it should be pointed out that the
power of their arguments is no less compelling.
Formulating alternative models of working is
problematic to the extent in which our daily lives
are encompassed by the institutions and
ideological structures of capitalism. Solutions will
not spring from within individual social practices
alone.
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One attempt to place social issues on the design
agenda was the publication of the First Things
First 2000 manifesto (see below), based on the
remarkable 1964 version written and organised by
British designer Ken Garland. This reworked
version, signed by 33 prominent graphic
designers, provoked a range of responses, from
rejection to support, with a great deal of irritation
and indifference in between. Monika Parrinder
(Agenda, Eye no. 35 vol. 9) noted that while many
designers are sympathetic, they also feel that the
manifesto presents “an idealism that is impossible
and impractical to live up to on an everyday
scale.” She notes that no solutions are proposed.
However we need to ask if it is reasonable to
berate someone who tells you there’s a fire in the
building because they don’t also lead you to the
exits?

For some people, the problem comes from not
knowing what to do, and for others not
understanding what the problem is. Tim Rich,
writing in Design Week, in a piece intriguingly
entitled “Ideas before manifestos”, (intriguing
because it contains no ideas) asks the question
“Who is more likely to reduce the harmful effects
of car pollution a designer who creates a website
for Reclaim the Streets (nice example) or a
heavyduty recreational vehicle designer who
reduces emissions and increases fuel efficiency?”.
Despite the perplexity of comparing Web design
to engineering, a second of thought will tell you
that the answer of course, is neither. The vehicle
designer will only do what his employers allow
him to do. Convinced? Well think about the fact
that designers and engineers long ago designed
batteries and light bulbs that had almost infinite
durability? How about alternatives to oil based
fuel and energy sources that have been
deliberately kept under wraps? Just two
examples, amongst countless others, of industrial
advances that have never seen the light of day
because they conflict with an economic and
political imperative, that incidentally, bears no
relation what so ever to keeping people in
employment. But it gets worse.

Lack of critical faculty is given a new lease of life
in Richs’ celebration of the Finnish paper
company Sappi and their “Ideas That Matter”
campaign. You may have thought that the
advocacy of nineteenth century philanthropy as
social progress belonged to the history books. You
would be wrong. “We should applaud its (Sappi’s)
initiative, says Rich, and be thankful for the
commercial logic behind the project”. What’s
good for business is good for us. The motivation
behind Sappi’s campaign may well contain
genuine intentions, but that is not the point.
Companies large or small, are not accountable to
us, we have no power to insist that they use their
profits for specific purposes, we arejust lucky if
they do. No company owners will support
initiatives that stand to jeopardise their economic
interests interests that will often be defended
regardless of their impact on the lives of the
majority.

Individual initiatives such as Sappi’s might even
produce progressive work, and that would be
good, but a future which is dependant on the
enlightenment, or not, of those who have the
power to affect our lives, is not much of a future.

In 1973, Ivan Illich wrote that unlimited production
is a threat to human life. We now know that the
threat extends to global life. This is not a moral
issue, although some may wish to make it so. It is
a issue of practicality, of necessity.

In what way is it possible then to separate the
desire to change the priorities of visual
communication from the desire to oppose and
change dominant culture and the political and
economic systems which support it? A move to
change any one of them must be a move to
change them all. Paradoxically, this
interconnectedness poses real problems. I have
always known that to raise these issues would
lead to ideological and strategic locations that lie
far beyond the boundaries of normal professional
concern and debate, as I have always known that
many would be reluctant to make the journey.
Graphic design, as any discipline seen in isolation,
offers a view of the world from one window.
Meanwhile, outside sits a panoramic culture that
envelopes our consciousness.

The political economic imperative that demands
limitless production is the same imperative that
demands the commodification of our needs and
desires. From it flows a dominant culture that
creates and sustains the idea that this is natural
and even necessary whilst suppressing and
minimising the expression of views to the
contrary.

Some designers ask whether the aim of the FTF
2000 manifesto is to create an awakening of
conscience or “advocate a wholesale rejection of
commercial work.” I would argue that the single
most important objective is the politicisation of
design discourse and practice. I cannot speak on
behalf of my fellow signatories but I hope they
share with me the belief that our attention as
visual communicators must be directed not just at
the content of our work but also the forms it
takes, and the extent to which channels of
communication and expression are open and
accessible: “we are all concerned,” states Another
Standard (2), “individually and in common with
others, to establish our own views and to express
our understandings and our ways of life. The
degree to which we are successful, and the ways
in which we are successful, lies in how far our
cultures are democratic:’

1 / Owen Kelly, Community, Art and the State:
Storming the Citadels. Comedia, 1984.

2 / Another Standard 86: Culture & Democracy.
Comedia, 1986.
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There is Such a
Thing as Society

In 1964, British designer Ken Garland and a group
of twenty-one colleagues issued a manifesto
entitled “First Things First.” Aimed at fellow
graphic designers, it was a succinct and gutsy
appeal to reject the “high pitched scream of
consumer selling” and omnipotent lure of the
advertising industry in favour of what was defined
as socially useful graphic design work. The
manifesto was reproduced in the publication
Modern Publicity, together with an interview in
which Garland attempted to defend it to Douglas
Haines (described as a creative executive with
British agency and marketing specialists Mather
and Crowther), who was hostile to the idea that
there is anything wrong with the marketplace or
that the advertising industry does anything other
than a good and necessary job.

What makes the manifesto interesting today is
the realization that its premises appear as radical
now as they did thirty years ago. And more
significantly, the issue it addresses is as
unresolved now as it was then. But the manifesto
also touches on a dimension that seems to be
missing from current debate: a concern with the
social function and purpose of graphic design.
Discussion in the profession in the mid 1990s
appears to have crystallized into a debate
between two schools of thought. On the one
hand there is the “new wave” of Macintosh-
devoted design, some of which has been
produced under the theoretical auspices of
poststructuralist analysis and is guided by an
exploration of the formal problems of
representation and meaning, as in the work of the
Cranbrook Academy of Art. Some of its
exponents claim that their output represents a
new aesthetic; their critics dismiss it as a form of
visual pyrotechnics, a lavish aesthetic feast but
low on nutritional content. Such critics believe
that despite its stated intentions (where there
have been intentions to state), this work is
aimless and impenetrable.

On the other hand, a trend has emerged more
recently that claims to seek a new clarity-of
intention as well as aesthetic. Rick Poynor (Eye,
Vol. 3, No. 9) suggests that there is a growing
reaction by “design students, teachers, and
young professionals” against what are seen as
the “excesses” of formal experimentation and in
favour of a less ambiguous, more message-
related program. In the Netherlands, designers
Dingeman Kuilman and Neils Meulman are calling
for an approach that is not sophisticated, not
technological, and not intellectual, just “basic”
(Emigre, No. 25).

For some designers, and I would include myself
and many of those I class as colleagues here, a
search for formal solutions has only ever been a
part of, not an alternative to, a longer-term
socially and politically influenced project. For us
(only an “us” in as much as we have histories and
influences in common), to interpret much of what
is characterized as “new wave” as playfully self-
indulgent is not a refusal to “join in the party,”
nor does it signify lack of interest in new
technologies and experimentation. Rather, it
springs from a continuing interest that goes
beyond a search for parts of the design jigsaw, of
which formal visual vocabulary is a piece, to an
understanding of how the jigsaw fits together.

It is perhaps understandable that recent debate
has centred on conflicting ideas about what
contemporary design should look like and what
methods it should employ in order to create
understanding: how it should function formally.
The impact of computer technology has
transformed the nature of the design activity,
allowing designers to assume control
(competently or not) of many stages in the
production process that were traditionally shared
among a number of people with different skills
and expertise. It has also had a profound effect
on aesthetics. The computer makes it possible to
construct multifaceted compositions with relative
ease and at vastly increased speeds. Its capacity
for sampling, duplication, and the integrated
assembly of all manner of visual elements has
given designers the opportunity to view countless
variations and to realize more visually complex
ideas. Visual, formal possibilities have taken
centre stage.

Discussion of content, apart from as formal
exploration, has tended to concentrate on the
internal subject matter of individual works. But
there is another sort of content in graphic design:
its social content as a form of social production.
The significance of this lies in the ways in which
function influences form and purpose informs
content. It suggests that the character of our
work is determined by more than our intentions
alone, since production processes and the social
context within which the work is received have a
profound impact in directing, respectively, its
aesthetic and the kinds of understanding it is
capable of generating. These issues touch on the
very definition of graphic design.

Manifesto / 5
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There is Such a Thing as Society

To see graphic design as a form of social
production rather than as individual acts of
creativity means recognizing that it is subject to
the same economic and ideological forces that
shape other forms of human social activity. It
means that in order to understand the nature of
our activity and to think about its possibilities, we
must be able to locate it within a historical
context that relates it to economic and political
forces. This is (strangely) problematic, as Anne
Burdick rightly states (Eye, Vol.3, No. 9), because
“it is considered outside our role to analyze the
content of our work in relation to politics, theory,
economics, morals, and so on.” But if the present
debate is about creating a body of work that is
meaningful to people in general, that plays a part
in the development of a stimulating visual culture,
then it must involve understanding how our
culture functions, how it is shaped, and how it
shapes our perceptions of ourselves. It means
addressing people’s need for a culture in which
they can participate actively, for which they can
help shape the agenda. It will inevitably involve
an analysis of what prevents us from building
such a culture.

The economic organization of our society
depends on the promise of ever expanding
production and the building of markets to absorb
that production. We have the means to make
goods in sufficient quantity and range to satisfy
all our basic needs. But, “goods are no longer
sold on the basis that they satisfy a known and
voiced human need, but instead demands are
developed through ‘research’ and through
marketing in order that commodities may be
produced to meet them,” explains Owen Kelly
(Community, Art, and the State: Storming the
Citadels, 1984). Goods are only a means to an
end: the production of surplus value.
Consequently, “there can be no such thing as
sufficient production of any commodity, since
there is no such thing as sufficient surplus value.”

Whether one sees advanced capitalism and the
consumer society as good or bad, one cannot
ignore the ways the have encroached on
previously private areas of consciousness. The
building of markets is not a purely economic
exercise: it is we, the “citizens” who are the
intended markets, and their creation is very much
an ideological task. This involves a process,
explains Kelly, in which our needs are broken
down into smaller and smaller units, “so that they
match (and can be met by) the outputs of a
profitable production process.” “Thus, for
example,” says Kelly, “the desire to avoid giving
off offensive odours is redefined as a positive,
and normal, desire to achieve ‘personal hygiene,’
and is pictured as a continuous, and inevitable,
struggle in which only the deliberately antisocial
would refuse to participate.” Convinced of the
need to obtain this “personal hygiene,” we are
offered our bodies divided into separate
marketing zones – underarm, mouth, vagina, feet-
within each of which, writes Kelly, “the consumer
can be educated to make choices (roll-on or stick,
fragrant or natural), and within each of which
separate innovations are possible.”

This fragmentation of our needs and desires does
not operate only in relation to areas of
industrialized production. It is paralleled in the
operations of the state, from health and medicine
to education and leisure, where we are taught to
consume professionalized services. In this sense
there are no areas of our personal lives that are
not subject to the social pressures of the
marketplace, wherein decisions that might have
been made by consenting citizens are reduced to
purchasing choices made by passive consumers.
Since the 1950s and 1960s, writers have referred
to these encroachments as inducing a state of
crisis in personal and cultural life.

In addition, the political avenues through which
we might expect to control the decisions that
govern our lives are severely restricted. Stuart
Hall has talked about “a growing gap between
where people are politically and the institutions
and organizations which express that in a formal
political way.” Recent trends reveal a growth in
intense pseudoreligious movements, in
nationalist and neofascist ideas, in young people
embracing directly oppositional lifestyles. Few
would deny that at the centre of this is a search
for something meaningful to believe in, a vision
of ourselves as empowered human beings able to
act upon our needs and desires as we define
them.
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There is Such a Thing as Society

It is crucial that we recognize that there is a direct
correspondence between the condition of our
culture and the ways we organize the production
of materials. The form of economic organization
we refer to as capitalism ceased long ago to be
simply that, and has become a means of
organizing the consciousness necessary for that
economic system to flourish. As designers whose
work is concerned with the expression and
exchange of ideas and information and the
construction of the visual vocabulary of day-to-
day culture, we must establish a perspective on
where we fit into this scheme. We must ask in
what ways our function helps to organize
consciousness. We must also discover to what
extent and in what ways the solutions,
vocabularies, and dialogues that we are able to
conceive and construct are determined for us.
The “First Things First” manifesto was an attempt
at least to address these issues.

Its conclusions, however, fall short of what seems
necessary. Written at a time when the high
intensity market was establishing itself at the
heart of the design profession in Britain, it was
perhaps a last-ditch attempt to hold back the
flood of “gimmick merchants, status salesmen,
and hidden persuaders.” It starts off in a forcible
and radical manner. But at the beginning of the
fourth paragraph it extinguishes its own flames
when it says, “We don’t advocate the abolition of
high pressure consumer advertising: this is not
feasible” without making clear whether or not
this is perceived as desirable. After its declaration
of a rebellion against the techniques and
apparatus of high-pressure consumer advertising,
there is a trace of retreat here, despite the fact
that it would probably be defended as “realism.”
Garland echoes this concession in the interview;
and the power of his argument is all the less
compelling for it. Early on he concurs with Haines
that “we are not against advertising as a whole.
The techniques of publicity and selling are vital to
Western society” But isn’t that the problem? This
allows Haines’s contention that high-pressure
advertising and the ideology of the marketplace
are healthy and natural to go unchallenged, and
leaves an impression that what Garland is arguing
for is the same cake, sliced differently. But the
logic of the manifesto implies that social and
cultural needs are constantly circumvented, if not
distorted, by the power of an industry whose
primary purpose is to create demand for
consumption, regardless of usefulness.
Furthermore, that the effect – on young designers
in particular – of the absence of an alternative
sense of what meaningful work might be is
leading to a gradual erosion of enthusiasm and
creativity.

Manifesto / 7

What is needed is a different cake altogether, but
to argue for such a thing is to take a leap into the
unknown. The modern advertising industry is the
creation of the high-intensity market, and graphic
design has always been at the centre of its
strategy. Its history forms a large part of the
history of design. To question that industry and
the ideology of consumerism it promotes is to
question our whole economic organization. It is
easier to argue for more of the cake.

The manifesto’s concern with purpose and social
function should not be confused with a
moralizing preoccupation with “politically
correct” subject matter. It should not be
interpreted as a determinist concern with “the
message,” though it does not exclude a
commitment to direct (or indirect) political
expression. Devotees of the new wave may well
demonstrate little interest in the “message as
content” approach, perhaps justifiably, when one
considers the unbelievably inane work of “cultural
ground-breakers” such as Oliviero Toscani and his
sponsors, Benetton.

“I want to make people think,” says Toscani in an
interview in the Independent (December 16,
1992). “I want them to remember a name.” Thus
social criticism is appropriated in the struggle for
brand identification. “It [the advertising industry]
persuades people that they are respected for
what they consume, that they are only worth
what they possess,” says Toscani, angrily
upbraiding the industry for corrupting society.
Most advertising, he tells us, is based on the
emotions and has nothing to do with the product.
One can only wonder what graveyard crosses
during the Gulf War, a ship overflowing with
refugees, an electric chair, children in Third World
slums, and a nun and priest kissing have to do
with expensive, multicolored knitwear? But even
these are surpassed by Toscani’s idea for a “fun”
campaign about wife-beating for Guinness. What
makes Toscani’s ever-so-radical ideas ever so
depressing is that his accurate critique of the
advertising industry’s effect on our aspirations
and self-image appears to be of no help to him in
establishing the link between the industry and the
economic ideology that spawned it.

Whatever his intentions, Toscani’s posters are
merely a state-of-the-art marketing device
masquerading as social conscience. It is extreme
arrogance to throw images at people in the belief
that they need to be told what issues are of social
importance. Radical work is never a question of
presenting correct political opinions, but is
concerned instead with the nature of the dialogue
that is made possible between the author and the
audience.
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There is Such a Thing as Society

It is not at all clear, on the other hand, in what
sense the approach advocated by Dutch
designers Kuilman and Meulman is basic, or what
is the meaning and significance of what they
have to say. Is this perhaps a private argument
between them and the technological, intellectual
sophisticates about the most effective formal
approach to sell spicy sausage or decorative floor
tiles? Or is the liberation from confusion they
wish to achieve to be reserved for greater
purposes? Appending political messages to work
as if forms were empty vessels is simple-minded,
and advocacy of “basicness” is meaningless if it
is concerned only with the internal logic of
design. But does this mean that formal
exploration, as content, is the way forward?

Writers such as Roland Barthes are said to have
been of seminal influence in the development of
the work and ideas of at least one agency of the
new wave-the Cranbrook Academy of Art. Jeffery
Keedy, a former Cranbrook student, says, “It was
the poetic aspect of Roland Barthes which
attracted me, not the Marxist analysis. After all,
we’re designers working in a consumer society,
and while social criticism is an interesting idea, I
wouldn’t want to put it into practice” (Eye, Vol. 1,
No. 3). Barthes’s work is indeed poetic, which
gives it a resonance lacking in much Marxist
theory, but to disconnect the critique from the
form seems a perverse example of literary raiding.
The work of other French writers of the same
period, such as the situationist Raoul Vaneigem,
is also poetic and also concerned with the decay
of personal and cultural life under modern
capitalism. His book, The Revolution of Everyday
Life deals with the subjugation of our potential to
be active, independent-minded, and creative. It is
a complex description of our condition, which
focuses on the corruption of our desires, dreams,
values, and aspirations, and a ferocious social
critique. If it is not on the Cranbrook reading list,
perhaps it should be.

The major artistic movements of this century –
the futurists, constructivists, dadaists, surrealists
– all had a theory of society that guided their
explorations. The exploration of the formal
structure of language-its signs, symbols, and how
these construct and carry meaning should be the
staple diet of designers. Language is a means
through which we express our consciousness of
ourselves and our relationship to the world; it is
our attempts to describe our situation and to
think about the future that lead us to search for
appropriate vocabularies. Language changes
when it is no longer able to express what its
users require of it, so unless it is to be of
academic interest only, an exploration of
language must also take into account the
changing consciousness of human beings.

It is difficult to comprehend the point of exploring
form if it is not related to contemporary problems
of vocabulary and the search for meaning. The
study of visual form and language is limited if it
does not consider the forces of cultural
production, which involve a set of social relations
between producer and audience.

Whether our activity and its products are open
and empowering, whether they contribute to the
building of a democratic culture, is not dependent
only on the content of our work, but also on the
productive social relations that affect the nature
of the dialogues we are able to construct. A large
advertising poster for multicoloured knitwear, for
instance, is not a dialogue on equal terms, if it is
a dialogue at all. It is designed to make an
intervention into our consciousness in ways we
cannot ignore; it shouts at us so that we may
remember a name that will influence our acts of
purchasing. It is a form developed for a social
context that the audience cannot control. This is
what makes it oppressive. No amount of fiddling
with the visual forms it employs or the message it
carries will transform it into an open-ended
product.

But the ideology of consumerism is not limited to
the world of commerce. Our consciousness is
fragmented so that we are better able to
consume everything: films, music, fashion, diets,
healthcare, education, information, even our own
history. This problem cannot be avoided simply
by choosing between “good” or “bad” products,
or between commercial and non-commercial
work, since the nature of the problem is not just
consumption but the ordering of our
consciousness to become consumers in the first
place.

Graphic design has a part to play in creating a
visual culture that empowers and enlightens, that
makes ideas and information accessible and
memorable. Many designers may argue that their
job is not politics, and they would be right. But
this does not prevent from developing ideas
about cultural democracy. We cannot separate
our work from the social context in which it is
received and from the purpose it serves. If we
care about the integrity of our design decisions,
we should be concerned that the relations
implicit in our communications extend active
participation in our culture. If what we are looking
for is meaning and significance, then the first
step is to ask who controls the work and whose
ends does it serve.

4



There is Such a Thing as Society

The computer revolution that brought us new
aesthetic possibilities has given us other
opportunities too. The technological condensing
of the production process has the potential to
alter our notion of authorship, and with it our
aspirations. The technical self-sufficiency the
computer has allowed may give us the
conceptual space to develop a more complete
consideration of our work in relation to the way it
is received and the purpose it serves. It may
encourage us to initiate more often, and in the
process to establish partnerships and
collaborations in which design is not simply a
means to sell and persuade, but also a means of
organizing ideas and finding forms of expression
that suit the interests of a more specific audience.

The work that flows from such a practice cannot
be prescribed. It may or may not be
sophisticated, technological, and so on. It will in
no way preclude an exploration of the formal
representation of language. Its content may be
concerned with what it is we are able to think
about (subjects), or the ways in which we are
able to think (forms). It will recognize that how
something is produced and distributed socially
carries with it specific relations that affect the
dialogue that is possible between author and
audience and limit the sort of meanings that can
be constructed. Above all, it will acknowledge the
link between our choices as designers and the
sort of culture we wish to contribute to.

OriginalIy published in Eye, No. 13, 1994.
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Note for the New
Millennium
Is the Role of Design to Glorify
Corporate Power?

Entranced by the still-recent invention of
photography Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. in 1859
prophesized that a new culture was about to take
hold. The most prominent feature of this new way
of life would be a profusion of mass-produced
images, drawn from any source, applied to any
thing. In the wake of this development, surface
would overwhelm substance in the structure of
meaning. “Every conceivable object of Nature
and Art will soon scale off its surface for us” he
said. “Men will hunt all curious, beautiful grand
objects as they hunt cattle in South America, for
their skins, and leave the carcasses as of little
worth.”

Looking at the endless vistas of mass-produced
imagery today, we can appreciate the prescience
of his insight. The ubiquitous power of the image
is visible in products, packaging, and
advertisement. It is an essential element in the
construction of corporate and national identity.
Increasingly, information-or disinformation – is
graphically communicated, shaping common
understanding of the truth. Mass imagery, in fact,
is a powerful component of how we’ve come to
understand and envision the meaning of
democracy.

Images also influence the ways in which
individuals establish a sense of personal identity.
In the United States, where most people live
anonymously as part of a mass audience, the
prospect of being projected into the spectacle, of
becoming an image, represents society’s highest
kind of acclaim. Mass-produced and
disseminated images are even woven into the
depths of human desire: For many, their first
sexual experiences are essentially encounters
with images.

Yet the pivotal position of design within
contemporary culture traces back to the turn of
this century, and its growth in importance is
inextricably linked to the rise of industrial mass
production. The modern phenomenon of design
grew out of a simultaneous critique of the
aristocratic style traditions of the past and of the
flood of cheap, mass-produced images and bric-
a-brac that swamped European and American
markets from 1870 onward. Disgusted by the
“degeneracy” of these two forces and awestruck
by industrialism, designers claimed they could
light the path to a new democratic society.

Designers during this period shared one
fundamental belief: that design was alive with
social implications. They felt that style was more
than a matter of subjective taste. For the
advocates of Arts and Crafts, Art Nouveau,
industrial modernism, and other modern
tendencies, these approaches inherently
expressed social and political outlooks; styles
aestheticized and communicated common
assumptions. For many who entered into the
debates over which style was appropriate to the
industrial age, design held the fate of civilization
in its hands. Conscientiously applied, it could
transform social reality. It could help to bring
about a utopian future, or, if misused, put a
varnish on barbarism. Intrinsic to these notions
was the conviction that designers must be
involved in an ongoing evaluation of their work
and of its implications for society.

Today such thinking is rare. Designers are
primarily aware of their work as a selling device;
there are few connections made to the socio-
aesthetic tradition from which their profession
was born. An aestheticism that separates images
from social concerns dominates not only the
thinking of practicing designers but also the
curricula of most design schools. The
understanding of design as a transmitter of
values has vanished in favour of overarching
ideas that “good design” is that which sells.

This kind of thinking is evident, for example, in an
ad that was recently run in the Wall Street
Journal by the Michael Peters/Duffy Design
Group. Addressing potential corporate clients, the
ad reads:

Good design, we believe, can he the most
profitable way to spend a marketing budget...
It can make your product disappear off the
shelf, instead of disappearing into it. And as
more and more competitive products become
more and more alike, a good package can
become a packaged good’s best point of
difference.

The ad concludes by reassuring its audience:

The good news is that you don’t have to give
a fig about understanding the design process
to appreciate the beauty of its results.

Amid the acceptance of such thinking, the social
and political significance of design remains, for
the most part, neither understood nor addressed
as a problem. There is a near universal amnesia
regarding the issues that first propelled the field
of design into being. Where an awareness of it
exits at all, the early history of design is regarded
as nothing more than an aesthetic warehouse, a
pile of discarded “skins” from which to steal
ideas.
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Note for the New Millennium

This lack of systematic thought about the impact
of design on social life is the intrinsic outcome of
design having become a corporate profession. It
is part of a general process by which systems of
images, symbols, and meanings have over the
past century become increasingly fused with the
priorities of corporate merchandising and mass
marketing. During this period, design has been
called upon to establish corporate identities firmly
in the public mind and to motivate the
development of ever-hungry consumer markets.
These design imperatives are now embedded
within the routines of the job and thus appear
natural: they are rarely thrown into question.

With the capture of the eye well established as
the prime strategy of corporate marketing, design
today speaks a visual language that continually
reinforces the outlook and interests of business.
Appealing to the emotions, and most often
bypassing critical thinking on the part of
consumers, design has become a particularly
toxic form of communication, one that regularly
masks destructive patterns within our society. In
its day-to-day practice, with little or no self-
examination, commercial design routinely
aestheticizes, or renders beautiful, hazardous
ideas about the use of environmental resources,
about the nature and concentration of power, and
about the ordering of the values by which we live.
In the process, tendencies that threaten the
interests of human survival are transformed into
icons of “the good life.”

At the heart of the environmental crisis is the fact
that within a consumer society engineered waste
and obsolescence are prime stimulants of
“economic health.” This reflects seventy-five
years of American history, in which disposability
has been key to merchandising. Within the
entrenched strategies of planned product
obsolescence, “new and improved” designs have
become essential tools for encouraging waste-for
making waste desirable.

Indeed, the desirability of waste is now a basic
element in our definition of social prosperity. To
some extent, this idea was already evident at the
turn of the century, when Simon Patten, a
prominent social theorist, approvingly observed a
new standard of living that was taking hold in the
United States. This “standard of life,” he said, “is
determined not so much by what a man has to
enjoy as by the rapidity with which he tires of the
pleasure. To have a high standard means to enjoy
a pleasure intensely, and to tire of it quickly.”

By 1930, this notion was essential to the practice
of commercial design. Earnest Elmo Calkins, an
American advertising man, described it this way:
“The Purpose is to make the customer
discontented with his old type of fountain pen,

kitchen utensil, bathroom, or motor car, because
it is old-fashioned, out-of-date... We no longer
wait for things to wear out. We displace them
with others that are not more effective but more
attractive.”

Since that time, merchandising has been
propelled by a never-ending search for new
images. Taken from any source, inspired by all
forms of human expression, these images enter
the skin trade as sales resources, only to leave it -
once their economic value has been extracted –
as garbage. And today the garbage pile grows
higher and higher.

In the path of impending environmental disaster,
the range of human possibility is being
incrementally narrowed to that which is for sale.
With nearly all forms of visual expression even
the fine arts-reduced to the status of
commodities, our ability to learn from such
expressions, to make sense of our world through
them, is diminished. As our line of sight is drawn
further into the market of images, democratic
choice is reduced to window-shopping for
disposable impressions. History itself is reduced
to a consumable parade of visual clichés, and the
social forces that drive it are rendered less and
less comprehensible.

This is especially problematic at a time when
society’s most profitable growth lies in the
commerce of pure representation: money, credit,
information. Recent years have witnessed an
explosion in the size of the symbolic economy,
while those sectors concerned with the
production of actual goods are in desperate
health. As disembodied representation has come
to dominate our culture, aesthetic values have
become increasingly evanescent. The relation
between image and power is an ancient one, but
today the two have become interchangeable. And
insofar as wealth itself has become pure
representation, there now exits an equivalency
between the nature of wealth and the nature of
design.

A binge of insubstantiality is sweeping through
the world of design. Invisibility, self-aggrandizing
superficiality, and the elevation of immateriality
are ruling aesthetic goals. Design has become a
thing in and of itself. No longer a way of
communicating something about a product or
about its use, most design speaks of an ethic of
pure packaging. Underlying this disembodied
play of images lies an ongoing premise: Design is
useful as an instrument for glorifying corporate
power. In a global economy, where ownership
and wealth operate on a transnational level,
designers and other image-doctors celebrate and
aestheticize colossal institutions that are for the
most part entirely unresponsive to the needs of
the broader human community.
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Today this glorification of the corporation, so
dominant within the practice of commercial
design, has implications that affect the subjective
experience of our lives. Notions of “prosperity”
and “the good life” are announced and
authenticated within the unverifiable
choreography of commercial images, while the
significant presence of squalor, deprivation, and
loss of hope are, for the most part, left invisible.
When suffering is seen within the spectacle, it is
usually depicted as the natural plight of others.
For us, it is best to invest our hopes in the
imagery of prosperity. If designers at one time
believed they could deliver humanity from social
inequities and help to bring about a utopian
future, designers today place a gloss on social
inequity and limit utopia in the marketplace.

As we approach the new millennium, the design
profession stands at a fateful juncture. Designers
must come to reflect upon the functions they
serve, and on the potentially hazardous
implications of those functions. In the 1930s
Walter Benjamin wrote that humankind’s “self-
alienation has reached such a degree that it can
experience its own destruction as an aesthetic
pleasure of the first order.” When we consider the
ways in which design serves to aestheticize and
validate waste, anti-democratic forms of power
and the primacy of surface over substance,
Benjamin’s words can only give us pause.

The terrible power of a culture to render even
human destruction beautiful must begin to
motivate self-reflection within the design
profession. Only by critically confronting this
concern and by integrating it into a conscious,
ethical practice of design will meaningful
alternatives be possible.

Originally published in ID: International Design, March/April 1990.
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Why Johnny Can’t Dissent

The public be damned! I work for my
stockholders.

William H. Vanderbilt, 1879

Break the rules. Stand apart. Keep your head.
Go with your heart.

TV commercial for Vanderbilt perfume, 1994

Capitalism is changing, obviously and drastically,
but our ideas about capitalism – about what’s
wrong with American life and about how the
figures responsible are to be confronted-haven’t
changed much in thirty years. Call it, for
convenience, the “countercultural idea.” It holds
that the paramount ailment of our society is
conformity, a malady that has variously been
described as over-organization, bureaucracy,
homogeneity, hierarchy, logocentrism,
technocracy, the Combine, the Apollonian. We all
know what it is and what it does. It transforms
humanity into “organization man,” into “the man
in they gray flannel suit.” It is “Moloch whose
mind is pure machinery,” the “incomprehensible
prison” that consumes “brains and imagination.”
It is artifice, starched shirts, tailfins, carefully
mowed lawns and always, always the
consciousness of impending nuclear destruction.
It is a stiff, militaristic order that seeks to
suppress instinct, to forbid sex and pleasure, to
deny basic human impulses and individuality, to
enforce through a rigid uniformity a meaningless
plastic consumerism.

As this half of the countercultural idea originated
during the 1950s, it is appropriate that the evils of
conformity are most conveniently summarized
with images of 1950s suburban correctness. You
know, that land of sedate music, sexual
repression, deference to authority, redscares, and
smiling white people standing politely in line to
go to church. Constantly appearing as a symbol
of arch-backwardness in advertising and movies,
it is an image we find easy to evoke.

The ways in which this system are to be resisted
are equally well understood and agreed upon.
The Establishment demands homogeneity; we
revolt by embracing diverse, individual lifestyles.
It demands self-denial and rigid adherence to
convention; we revolt through immediate
gratification, instinct uninhibited, and liberation of
the libido and the appetites. Few have put it more
bluntly than Jerry Rubin did in 1970. “Amerika
says: ‘Don’t!’ The yippies say: ‘Do it!” The
countercultural idea is hostile to any law and
every establishment. “Whenever we see a rule,
we must break it,” Rubin continued. “Only by
breaking rules do we discover who we are.”
Above all, rebellion consists of a sort of
Nietzschean antinomianism, an automatic
questioning of rules, a rejection of whatever
social prescriptions we’ve happened to inherit.
Just Do It is the whole of the law.

The patron saints of the countercultural idea are,
of course, the Beats, whose frenzied style and
merry alienation still maintain a powerful grip on
the American imagination. Even forty years after
the publication of On the Road, the works of
Kerouac, Ginsberg, and Burroughs remain the
sine qua non of dissidence, the model for aspiring
poets, rock stars, or indeed anyone who feels
vaguely artistic or alienated. That frenzied
sensibility of pure experience, life on the edge,
immediate gratification, and total freedom from
moral restraint which the Beats first propounded
back in those heady days when suddenly
everyone could have their own TV and powerful
V-8, has stuck with us through all the intervening
years and become something of a permanent
American style. Go to any poetry reading and you
can see a string of junior Kerouacs go through
the routine, upsetting cultural hierarchies by
pushing themselves to the limit, straining for that
gorgeous moment of original vice when Allen
Ginsberg first read “Howl” in 1955 and the
patriarchs of our fantasies recoiled in shock. The
Gap may have since claimed Ginsberg and LISA
Today may run feature stories about the brilliance
of the beloved Kerouac, but the rebel race
continues today regardless, with ever-heightening
shit-references calculated to scare Jesse Helms,
talk about sex and smack that is supposed to
bring the electricity of real life, and ever-more
determined defiance of the repressive rules and
mores of the American 1950s – rules and mores
which by now we know only from movies.

But one hardly has to go to a poetry reading to
see the countercultural idea acted out. Its
frenzied ecstasies have long since become an
official aesthetic of consumer society, a
monotheme of mass as well as adversarial
culture. Turn on the TV and there it is instantly:
the unending drama of consumer unbound and in
search of an ever-heightened good time, the
inescapable rock ‘n’ roll soundtrack, dreadlocks
and ponytails bounding into Taco Bells, a
drunken, swinging-camera epiphany of tennis
shoes, outlaw soda pops, and mind-bending
dandruff shampoos. Corporate America, it turns
out, no longer speaks in the voice of oppressive
order that it did when Ginsberg moaned in 1956
that Time magazine was

always telling me about responsibility.
Businessmen are serious.
Movie producers are serious.
Everybody’s serious but me.
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Why Johnny Can’t Dissent

Nobody wants you to think they’re serious today,
least of all Time/Warner. On the contrary: the
culture trust is now our leader in the Ginsbergian
search for kicks upon kicks. Corporate America is
not an oppressor but a sponsor of fun, provider of
lifestyle accoutrements, facilitator of carnival, our
slang-speaking partner in the quest for that
evermore apocalyptic orgasm. The
countercultural idea has become capitalist
orthodoxy; its hunger for transgression upon
transgression now perfectly suited to an
economic-cultural regime that runs on ever-faster
cyclings of the new; its taste for self-fulfillment
and its intolerance for the confines of tradition
now permitting vast latitude in consuming
practices and lifestyle experimentation.

Consumerism is no longer about “conformity”
but about “difference:’ Advertising teaches us not
in the ways of puritanical self-denial (a bizarre
notion on the face of it), but in orgiastic, never-
ending self-fulfillment. It counsels not rigid
adherence to the tastes of the herd but vigilant
and constantly-updated individualism. We
consume not to fit in, but to prove, on the surface
at least, that we are rock ‘n’ roll rebels, each one
of us as rule-breaking and hierarchy defying as
our heroes of the 60s, who now pitch cars,
shoes, and beer. This imperative of endless
difference is today the genius at the heart of
American capitalism, an eternal fleeing from
“sameness” that satiates our thirst for the New
with such achievements of civilization as the
infinite brands of identical cola, the myriad
colours and irrepressible variety of the cigarette
rack at 7-11.

As existential rebellion has become a more or less
official style of Information Age capitalism, so has
the countercultural notion of a static, repressive
Establishment grown hopelessly obsolete.
However the basic impulses of the
countercultural idea may have disturbed a nation
lost in Cold War darkness, they are today in
fundamental agreement with the basic tenets of
Information Age business theory. So close are
they, in fact, that it has become difficult to
understand the countercultural idea as anything
more than the self-justifying ideology of the new
bourgeoisie that has arisen since the 1960s, the
cultural means by which this group has proven
itself ever so much better skilled than its slow-
moving, security-minded forebears at adapting to
the accelerated, always-changing consumerism
of today. The anointed cultural opponents of
capitalism are now capitalism’s ideologues.

The two come together in perfect synchronization
in a figure like Camille Paglia, whose ravings are
grounded in the absolutely non-controversial
ideas of the golden Sixties. According to Paglia,
American business is still exactly what it was
believed to have been in that beloved decade,
that is, “puritanical and desensualized.” Its great
opponents are, of course, liberated figures like
“the beatniks,” Bob Dylan, and the Beatles.
Culture is, quite simply, a binary battle between
the repressive Apollonian order of capitalism and
the Dionysian impulses of the counterculture.
Rebellion makes no sense without repression; we
must remain forever convinced of capitalism’s
fundamental hostility to pleasure in order to
consume capitalism’s rebel products as avidly as
we do. It comes as little surprise when, after
criticizing the “Apollonian capitalist machine” (in
her book, Vamps & Tramps), Paglia applauds
American mass culture (in Utne Reader), the
preeminent product of that “capitalist machine,”
as a “third great eruption” of a Dionysian
“paganism.” For her, as for most other
designated dissidents, there is no contradiction
between replaying the standard critique of
capitalist conformity and repressiveness and then
endorsing its rebel products-for Paglia the car
culture and Madonnaas the obvious solution: the
Culture Trust offers both Establishment and
Resistance in one convenient package. The only
question that remains is why Paglia has not yet
landed an endorsement contract from a soda pop
or automobile manufacturer.

Other legendary exponents of the countercultural
idea have been more fortunate – William S.
Burroughs, for example, who appears in a
television spot for the Nike corporation. But so
openly does the commercial flaunt the
confluence of capital and counterculture that it
has brought considerable criticism down on the
head of the aging beat. Writing in the Village
Voice, Leshe Savan marvels at the contradiction
between Burroughs’s writings and the faceless
corporate entity for which he is now pushing
product. “Now the realization that nothing
threatens the system has freed advertising to
exploit even the most marginal elements of
society,” Savan observes. “In fact, being hip is no
longer quite enough-better the pitchman be
‘underground:” Meanwhile Burroughs’s manager
insists, as all future Cultural Studies treatments of
the ad will no doubt also insist, that Burroughs’s
presence actually makes the commercial “deeply
subversive” – “I hate to repeat the usual mantra,
but you know, homosexual drug addict,
manslaughter, accidental homicide;” But Savan
wonders whether, in fact, it is Burroughs who has
been assimilated by corporate America. “The
problem comes,” she writes, “in how easily any
idea, deed, or image can become part of the
sponsored world.”
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The most startling revelation to emerge from the
Burroughs/Nike partnership is not that corporate
America has overwhelmed its cultural foes or that
Burroughs can somehow remain “subversive”
through it all, but the complete lack of
dissonance between the two sides. Of course
Burroughs is not “subversive:’ but neither has he
“sold out”: His ravings are no longer appreciably
different from the official folklore of American
capitalism. What’s changed is not Burroughs, but
business itself. As expertly as Burroughs once
bayoneted American proprieties, as stridently as
he once proclaimed himself beyond the laws of
man and God, he is today a respected ideologue
of the Information Age, occupying roughly the
position in the pantheon of corporate-cultural
thought once reserved strictly for Notre Dame
football coaches and positive thinking Methodist
ministers. His inspirational writings are
boardroom favourites, his dark nihilistic burpings
the happy homilies of the new corporate faith.

For with the assumption of power by Drucker’s
and Reich’s new class has come an entirely new
ideology of business, a way of justifying and
exercising power that has little to do with the
“conformity” and the “establishment” so vilified
by the countercultural idea. The management
theorists and “leadership” charlatans of the
Information Age don’t waste their time prattling
about hierarchy and regulation, but about
disorder, chaos, and the meaninglessness of
convention. With its reorganization around
information, capitalism has developed a new
mythology, a sort of corporate antinomianisn
according to which the breaking of rules and the
elimination of rigid corporate structure have
become the central article of faith for millions of
aspiring executives.

Dropping Naked Lunch and picking up Thriving
on Chaos, the ground-breaking 1987
management text by Tom Peters, the most
popular business writer of the past decade, one
finds more philosophical similarities than one
would expect from two manifestos of,
respectively, dissident culture and business
culture. If anything, Peters’s celebration of
disorder is, by virtue of its hard statistics, bleaker
and more nightmarish than Burroughs’s. For this
popular lecturer on such once-blithe topics as
competitiveness and pop psychology there is
nothing, absolutely nothing, that is certain. His
world is one in which the corporate wisdom of
the past is meaningless, established customs are
ridiculous, and “rules” are some sort of curse, a
remnant of the foolish 50s that exist to be defied,
not obeyed.

We live in what Peters calls “A World Turned
Upside Down,” in which whirl is king and in order
to survive, businesses must eventually embrace
Peters’s universal solution: “Revolution!” “To
meet the demands of the fast-changing
competitive scene,” he counsels, “we must
simply learn to love change as much as we have
hated it in the past.” He advises businessmen to
become Robespierres of routine, to demand of
their underlings, “What have you changed
lately?,’ ‘How fast are you changing?,’ and ‘Are
you pursuing bold enough change goals?”
“Revolution,” of course, means for Peters the
same thing it did to Burroughs and Ginsberg,
Presley and the Stones in their heyday: breaking
rules, pissing off the suits, shocking the bean-
counters: “Actively and publicly hail defiance of
the rules, many of which you doubtless labored
mightily to construct in the first place.” Peters
even suggests that his readers implement this
hostility to logocentrism in a carnivalesque
celebration, drinking beer out in “the woods” and
destroying “all the forms and rules and
discontinued reports” and, “if you’ve got real
nerve,” a photocopier as well.

Today corporate antinomianism is the emphatic
message of nearly every new business text,
continually escalating the corporate insurrection
begun by Peters. Capitalism, at least as it is
envisioned by the best-selling management
handbooks, is no longer about enforcing Order,
but destroying it. “Revolution,” once the totemic
catch-phrase of the counterculture, has become
the totemic catchphrase of boomer-as-capitalist.
The Information Age businessman holds inherited
ideas and traditional practices not in reverence,
but in high suspicion. Even reason itself is now
found to be an enemy of true competitiveness, an
out-of-date faculty to be scrupulously avoided by
conscientious managers. A 1990 book by Charles
Handy entitled The Age of Unreason agrees with
Peters that we inhabit a time in which “there can
be no certainty” and suggests that readers
engage in full-fledged epistemological revolution.
“Thinking Upside Down,” using new ways of
“learning which can... be seen as disrespectful if
not downright rebellious,” methods of
approaching problems that have “never been
popular with the upholders of continuity and of
the status quo.” Three years later the authors of
Reengineering the Corporation (“a Manifesto for
Business Revolution,” as its subtitle declares) are
ready to push this doctrine even further. Not only
should we be suspicious of traditional practices,
but we should cast out virtually everything
learned over the past two centuries!
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Business reengineering means putting aside
much of the received wisdom of two hundred
years of industrial management. It means
forgetting how work was done in the age of the
mass market and deciding how it can best be
done now. In business reengineering, old job
titles, and old organizational arrangements –
departments, divisions, groups, and so on-cease
to matter. They are artifacts of another age.

As countercultural rebellion becomes corporate
ideology; even the beloved Buddhism of the
Beats wins a place on the executive bookshelf. In
The Leader as Martial Artist (1993), Arnold
Mindell, “Ph.D.,” advises men of commerce in
the ways of the Tao, mastery of which he likens,
of course, to surfing. For Mindell’s Zen
businessman, as for the followers of Tom Peters,
the world is a wildly chaotic place of opportunity,
navigable only to an enlightened “leader” who
can discern the “time-spirits” at work behind the
scenes. In terms Peters himself might use were
he a more meditative sort of inspirational
professional, Mindell explains that “the wise
facilitator” doesn’t seek to prevent the inevitable
and random clashes between “conflicting field
spirits,” but to anticipate such bouts of disorder
and profit thereby.

Contemporary corporate fantasy imagines a
world of ceaseless, turbulent change, of centres
that ecstatically fail to hold, of joyous extinction
for the craven gray-flannel creature of the past.
Businessmen today decorate the walls of their
offices not with portraits of President Eisenhower
and emblems of suburban order, but with images
of extreme athletic daring, with sayings about
“diversity” and “empowerment” and “thinking
outside the box.” They theorize their world not in
the bar car of the commuter train, but in weepful
corporate retreats at which they beat their tom-
toms and envision themselves as part of the great
avant-garde tradition of edge-livers, risk-takers,
and ass-kickers. Their world is a place not of
sublimation and conformity, but of “leadership”
and bold talk about defying the herd. And there is
nothing this new enlightened species of
businessman despises more than “rules” and
“reason.” The prominent culture-warriors of the
right may believe that the counterculture was
capitalism’s undoing, but the antinomian
businessmen know better.” One of the t-shirt
slogans of the sixties read, “Question authority;”
the authors of Reengineering the Corporation
write. “Process owners might buy their
reengineering team members the nineties quote:
“Question assumptions.”

The new businessman quite naturally gravitates
to the slogans and sensibility of the rebel 60s to
express his understanding of the new Information
World. He is led in what one magazine calls, “the
business revolution” by the office-park
subversives it hails as “business activists,”
“change agents,” and “corporate radicals:’ He
speaks to his comrades through commercials like
the recent one for “Warp,” a type of IBM
computer operating system, in which an electric
guitar soundtrack and psychedelic video effects
surround hip executives with earrings and hairdos
who are visibly stunned by the product’s gnarly
‘tude (It’s a “totally cool way to run your
computer,” read the product’s print ads). He
understands the world through Fast Company, a
successful new magazine whose editors take
their inspiration from Hunter S. Thompson and
whose stories describe such things as a “dis-
organization” that inhabits an “anti-office” where
“all vestiges of hierarchy have disappeared” or a
computer scientist who is also “a rabble rouser,
an agent provocateur, a product of the 1960s
who never lost his activist fire or democratic
values.” He is what sociologists Paul Leinberger
and Bruce Tucker have called “The New
Individualist,” the new and improved manager
whose arty worldview and creative hip derive
directly from his formative 60s days. The one
thing this new executive is definitely not is
Organization Man, the hyper-rational counter of
beans, attender of church, and wearer of stiff
hats.

In television commercials, through which the new
American businessman presents his visions and
self-understanding to the public, perpetual
revolution and the gospel of rule-breaking are the
orthodoxy of the day. You only need to watch for
a few minutes before you see one of these
slogans and understand the grip of
antinomianism over the corporate mind:

Sometimes You Gotta Break the Rules (Burger
King)

If You Don’t Like the Rules, Change Them
(WXRT FM)

The Rules Have Changed (Dodge)

The Art of Changing (Swatch)

There’s no one way to do it. (Levi’s)

This is different. Different is good. (Arby’s)

Just Different from the Rest (Special Export
beer)

The Line Has Been Crossed: The Revolutionary
New Supra (Toyota)
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Resist the Usual (The slogan of both Clash Clear
Malt and Young & Rubicam – maybe they’ll sue
each other!)

Innovate Don’t Imitate (Hugo Boss)

Chart Your Own Course (Navigator Cologne)

It separates you from the crowd (Vision
Cologne)

In most, the commercial message is driven home
with the vanguard iconography of the rebel:
screaming guitars, whirling cameras, and startled
old timers who, we predict, will become an
increasingly indispensable prop as consumers
require evergreater assurances that, Yes! You are
a rebel! Just look at how offended they are!

The problem with cultural dissent in America isn’t
that it’s been co-opted, absorbed, or ripped off.
Of course it’s been all these things. But the
reason it has proven so hopelessly susceptible to
such assaults is the same as the reason it has
become so harmless in the first place, so
toothless even before Mr. Geffen’s boys discover
it angsting away in some bar in Lawrence,
Kansas: it is no longer any different from the
official culture it’s supposed to be subverting. The
basic impulses of the countercultural idea, as
descended from the holy Beats, are about as
threatening to the new breed of antinomian
businessmen as Anthony Robbins, selling
success & how to achieve it on a latenight
infomercial.

Our businessmen imagine themselves rebels, and
our rebels sound more and more like ideologists
of business. Henry Rollins, for example, the
maker of loutish, overbearing music and
composer of high-school grade poetry, straddles
both worlds unproblematically. Rollins’s writing
and lyrics strike all the standard alienated literary
poses: he rails against overcivilization and yearns
to “disconnect.” He veers back and forth
between vague threats towards “weak” people
who “bring me down” and blustery declarations
of his weightlifting ability and physical prowess.
As a result he ruled for several years as the
preeminent darling of Details magazine, a
periodical handbook for the young executive on
the rise where rebellion has achieved a perfect
synthesis with corporate ideology. In 1992 Details
named Rollins a “rock ‘n’ roll samurai,” an
“emblem... of a new masculinity” whose
“enlightened honesty” is “a way of being that
seems to flesh out many of the ideas expressed
in contemporary culture and fashion.” In 1994,
the magazine consummated its relationship with
Rollins by naming him “Man of the Year,” printing
a fawning story about his muscular worldview
and decorating its cover with a photo in which
Rollins displays his tattoos and rubs his chin in a
thoughtful manner.

Details found Rollins to be such an appropriate
role model for the struggling young businessman
not only because of his music-product, but
because of his excellent “self-styled identity”
which the magazine describes in terms normally
reserved for the breast-beating and soul-
searching variety of motivational seminars.
Although he derives it from the quality-
maximizing wisdom of the East rather than the
unfashionable doctrines of Calvin, Rollins’s rebel
posture is identical to that fabled ethic of the
small capitalist whose regimen of positive
thinking and hard work will one day pay off.
Details describes one of Rollins’s songs, quite
seriously, as “a self-motivational superforce, an
anthem of empowerment,” teaching lessons that
any aspiring middle-manager must internalize.
Elsewhere Iggy Pop, that great chronicler of the
ambitionless life, praises Rollins as a “high
achiever” who “wants to go somewhere.” Rollins
himself even seems to invite such an
interpretation. His recent spoken-word account of
touring with Black Flag, delivered in an
unrelenting two-hour drill-instructor staccato,
begins with the timeless bourgeois story of
opportunity taken, of young Henry leaving the
security of a “straight job,” enlisting with a group
of visionaries who were “the hardest working
people I have ever seen,” and learning “what hard
work is all about.” In the liner notes he speaks
proudly of his Deming-esque dedication to
quality, of how his bandmates “Delivered under
pressure at incredible odds.” When describing his
relationship with his parents for the readers of
Details, Rollins quickly cuts to the critical matter,
the results that such dedication has brought:
“Mom, Dad, I outgross both of you put together,”
a happy observation he repeats in his interview
with the New York Times Magazine.

Despite the extreme hostility of punk rockers with
which Rollins had to contend all through the
1980s, it is he who has been chosen by the
commercial media as the godfather of rock ‘n’ roll
revolt. It is not difficult to see why. For Rollins the
punk rock decade was but a lengthy seminar on
leadership skills, thriving on chaos, and total
quality management. Rollins’s much celebrated
anger is indistinguishable from the anger of the
frustrated junior executive who finds obstacles on
the way to the top. His discipline and
determination are the automatic catechism of any
small entrepreneur who’s just finished
brainwashing himself with the latest leadership
and positive-thinking tracts; his poetry is the
inspired verse of 21 Days to Unlimited Power or
Let’s Get Results, Not Excuses. Henry Rollins is
no more a threat to established power in America
than was Dale Carnegie. And yet Rollins as king
of the rebels – peerless and ultimate – is the
message hammered home wherever photos of
his growling visage appears.
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If you’re unhappy with your lot, the Culture Trust
tells us with each new tale of Rollins, if you feel
you must rebel, take your cue from the most
disgruntled guy of all: lift weights! work hard!
meditate in your backyard! root out the
weaknesses deep down inside yourself. But
whatever you do, don’t think about who controls
power or how it is wielded.

The structure and thinking of American business
have changed enormously in the years since our
popular conceptions of its problems and abuses
were formulated. In the meantime the mad
frothings and jolly apolitical revolt of Beat, despite
their vast popularity and insurgent air, have
become powerless against a new regime that,
one suspects, few of Beat’s present-day admirers
and practitioners feel any need to study or
understand. Today that beautiful countercultural
idea, endorsed now by everyone from the
surviving Beats to shampoo manufacturers, is
more the official doctrine of corporate America
than it is a program of resistance. What we
understand as “dissent” does not subvert, does
not challenge, does not even question the cultural
faiths of Western business. What David Rieff
wrote of the revolutionary pretensions of
multiculturalism is equally true of the
countercultural idea: “The more one reads in
academic multiculturalist journals and in business
publications, and the more one contrasts the
speeches of CEOs and the speeches of noted
multiculturalist academics, the more one is struck
by the similarities in the way they view the
world.” What’s happened is not co-optation or
appropriation, but a simple and direct confluence
of interest.

The people who staff the Combine aren’t like
Nurse Ratched. They aren’t Frank Burns, they
aren’t the Church Lady, they aren’t Dean Wormer
from Animal House, they aren’t those repressed
old folks in the commercials who want to ban
Tropicana Fruit Twisters. They’re hipper than you
can ever hope to be because hip is their official
ideology. and they’re always going to be there at
the poetry reading to encourage your “rebellion’
with a hearty “right on, man!” before you even
know they’re in the auditorium. You can’t outrun
them, or even stay ahead of them for very long:
it’s their racetrack, and that’s them waiting at the
finish line to congratulate you on how outrageous
your new style is, on how you shocked those
really stuffy prudes out in the heartland.

Originally published in Emigre, no. 49 (Winter 1999).

© 1995 The Baffler.
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Back in that mythical year of rebellion, 1968, a
German student leader in Paris named Rudy
Dutschke developed an idea that sounded
blasphemous to his French counterparts, the
young revolutionaries who were about to storm
the next Bastille. Dutschke argued that trying to
seize the strongholds of bourgeois power by
force would amount to romantic heroism of the
most ineffective kind. Instead, he proposed a
rather less sexy strategy: go in, behave-and take
over. He called it “the long march through the
institutions.”

Dutschke’s idea of slowly infiltrating the centres
of power and engendering change from within
had a fatal flaw: it didn’t take into account an
age-old reflex of youthful activism-they want the
world, and they want it now. To work patiently in
the lair of the enemy until you’ve reached the
point where you can stand tall and say, “We’re
going to make some changes around here,” is a
tough act to follow. Even today, when youth often
seems a prerequisite for power, it is hard to
withstand the lure of the status quo once you are
a part of it.

On the other hand, there has probably been no
time in history when Dutschke’s strategy could
be employed more successfully. Today’s
institutions are hardly the buttressed retreats of
the powerful they once were. And power itself
has been considerably democratized, by the joint
forces of flattening social hierarchies and the
empowering effects of the media. The average
individual in Western society has more tools,
more platforms and more opportunity to fight for
what he thinks is right than the Paris
revolutionaries could have ever dreamed of.
Everybody can have their fifteen minutes of fame
now. The question has become: how to use
them? And why?

Design is an essential factor in answering this
question. A famous Paris ‘68 slogan was,
“l’Imagination au pouvoir!” It was a slap in the
face of those who tried to keep things as they
were, unquestioned. Design played a pivotal role
in the Paris uprising that year, not only in getting
the message across that things could be
different, but, more importantly, getting people to
read it with a broad smile of recognition, which
any marketeer will confirm is the first stage of
action. The power of imagination has since
proven to be immense-and totally unattached to
ideology.

Some of the Paris activists’ poster designs and
slogans can compete with the best art direction
and copy writing ever ”Under the Pavement, the
Beach!” – but the design lessons implicit in
activism have been embraced most effectively by
that old stooge of Big Capital, advertising. And
not just since 1968. With only slight
exaggeration, one can hold that any innovation in
mass propaganda has started with the powers
that be slashing the opposition and taking over
their PR approach. The techniques of mass
communication are as “value-free” as elementary
math. What counts is the reason for using them:
is it to sedate consumers or to activate citizens?

This distinction cannot be made so clearly
anymore. What if Benetton proves to be a serious
factor in raising AIDS awareness? What if
Greenpeace starts selling branded pullovers
through a worldwide network of franchises? Well,
then those who think that commercialism and
good causes are incompatibly opposed have a
problem. Which they do.

I’m convinced that one can do both: earn a good
living by working for companies that are not
obviously out to poison the world (although they
may have their tacky sides), and at the same time
work with those whose critical view on the bigger
picture you share. Although it is hard to imagine
that an anti-tobacco billboard could he made by
the same designer who creates Marlboro ads,
allegiance and critique are not incompatible –
should not be incompatible. The idea that one
should be completely and utterly faithful to those
who pay you strikes me as rather medieval. As
does the idea of total and utter opposition to
anything that doesn’t comply with your own
standards. The absolute antithesis between an
ideologically purist periphery and the corrupted
centres of power seems to me to be as obsolete
as that between Utopia and Babylon. They both
have become suburbs of the global village, with a
lot of traffic between them.

One great potential of the mediated society; with
its open access to the infrastructures of mass
communication, is that if you care enough, you
can make a difference right in the centre of the
discourse. Although you may not be in a position
to forge radical change now, you could be part of
the public debate and help change the
perspective. Showing the other side of issues that
are being hijacked by single-interest lobby groups
and compensating for simplistic views on
complex problems, are activities for which
graphic designers are very well placed. As
communicators in a world which hinges on
communication, they share a large part of the
responsibility for the quality of the public debate.
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2 Culturally speaking, in spite of the growing forces
of corporate convergence and globalization, the
world has become a network of peripheries.
These peripheries may be called lifestyles,
subcultures, pressure organizations, lobby
groups, themed communities, special interests,
activists or what have you, but regardless of their
tag, they interlink, communicate, interact and
overlap. Linking these peripheries with each other
and with what remains of the centres of cultural
identity and power is a design commission of the
greatest importance. In my view, it’s a
commission that is central to any design activity –
it is here that designers actively become cultural
agents.

Maybe this is the designers’ version of the “long
march through the institutions”: designers can
make a huge difference, not just because they
know how to make things look appealing-
although that helps-but more importantly
because they are, or ought to be, experts in
imaginative communication and in structuring
messages to be understood by a broad audience.
Since design has become not just a problem-
solving tool but a visual language, designers are
in a perfect position to channel critical notions
and alternative views into even the most prosaic
commissions. When working from this mentality,
designers could take the imagination to the next
level, activating a critical sensibility instead of
merely triggering buying impulses. This view on
design will not accept that design’s visual
language be used as a “hidden persuader” (Vance
Packard, 1957). Quite the contrary: it aims at
being openly provocative, directed at a critical
and visually literate audience.

Commercial culture today pays lip service to an
increasingly critical public, adopting slogans like,
“Sometimes you gotta break the rules” (Burger
King), “Innovate don’t imitate” (Hugo Boss), or,
“Be an original” (Chesterfield cigarettes). In his
exemplary article on advertising as “the
whispering intruder” (Eye, no. 29, Autumn 1998),
Rick Poynor pointed out that “this rhetoric,
exhilarating as it might sound, is nonsense –
there is nothing remotely radical about upholding
the status quo, however stylishly you do it-it is
part of a larger tendency, particularly in American
advertising, to claim for the consumer the
language and ‘attitude’ of uncompromising
rebellion.”

When “rebellion” becomes a lifestyle option
promoted by major commodity brands, it’s time
to regain some of the territory lost to advertising
and hark back to the lessons of Paris ‘68. True,
they were designers of their own messages. They
had not yet begun the “long march.” But quite a
few of them, in Paris and elsewhere, have
subsequently shown that commercial success
and social responsibility are not incompatible.
Their design mentality is a modus operandi that
judges form in terms of content, and sees
content in terms of action. Since the core of
design, for any medium, is to connect information
with actions by readers or users in a social and
cultural context, it follows that designers should
be aware of their ethical and social
responsibilities. From this mindset the world of
communication is regarded not as the abstract
result of information theory, nor as a neutral field
of “problem-solving” expertise, but as a very real
environment in which real people interact on the
basis of real needs and real information. Beyond
formal virtuosity, the designer has a
responsibility, as Dutch designer Jan van Toorn
put it in the 1970s, to “visualize the origins and
manipulative character of a message” – a
necessity that grows all the more urgent as the
information society shifts towards an information
deluge. This mentality of engagement with the
contexts of design, and with the people and
causes which it serves, can be the basis for
engendering change in a society and culture
which are not yet perfect.

Even if a studio’s main work is “mainstream’ a
periphery of experimental and communitarian
work can still be central to its development and
innovation. Imagine that every design studio
donated a small percentage of its time and
resources to “the public cause,” however they
perceive it-this single act would help take back
some of the public domain that is now so
dominated by advertising in its blandest form. It
could give an effective quality impulse to the
public debate on matters that are now discussed
mainly along the distant edges of power. Design
can be a potent tool to channel these peripheries
back to the centre of the civil discourse of
democracy, the agora, the marketplace of ideas
and opinions which is the public domain. That,
ultimately, is what responsible designers, as
cultural agents, should aim at: keeping the eyes
and minds of their fellow citizens wide open.

This is an expanded version of an article originally published in

Adbusters, no. 37 (September/October 2001).
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In his book Design for the Real World, Victor
Papanek (1925-1998) suggests that only one
profession is “phonier” than industrial design:
advertising design. Subtitled “human ecology and
social change,” Papanek’s seminal 1971 critique
was published in twenty-one languages and he
gained an international reputation-and earned
scorn from many designers-as an impassioned
advocate of “design for need.” “Edugraphology,”
published four years later, summarizes some of
Papanek’s central complaints about the
wastefulness of industrial design while returning
to the problems of two-dimensional design,
which his book had touched on only in passing.
With a palpable sense of exasperation and
urgency, he details and debunks the self-serving
“myths” that design education helps to instill.
Designing is a “basic human ability,” he
suggests, and by perpetuating these myths –
chief among them that design as now practiced
is really intended for ordinary people – designers
and design educators conspire to fence off
design and keep nonprofessionals out.

Rick Poynor

They want production to be limited to “useful
things,” but forget that the production of too
many “useful” things results in too many
“useless” people.
Karl Marx

Design philosophy and the designer’s self-image
have been victim to a series of shocks. Some
twenty years ago designers saw themselves
primarily as artists, able to close the gap between
technology and marketing through their concern
with form, function, colour, texture, harmony, and
proportion. For an industrial designer or architect,
a further concern was with cost, convenience,
and “taste.” Within ten years the designer’s role
had broadened into a systems approach, showing
greater interest in production, distribution,
market-testing, and sales. This opened the door
to team-design, although with the team largely
made up of the technocrats, sales specialists, and
modish “persuaders.”

More recently a very few designers have
attempted to create a new design coalition in
which users of tools and makers of tools (read:
consumers and workers) participate in the
shaping of the design process together with
social anthropologists, ecologists, and others.

Elitist circles in design have even more recently
given rise to such gimmicks as the “Nostalgia
wave,” “Kitsch Nouveau,” New Brutalism,” and
other fashions carefully manipulated to increase
hedonistic ethnocentricity.

In the Western world the concept that “designing
things” and “making things” are different is only
about 250 years old. From then on the idea of
design was increasingly connected to the
appreciation of things deemed “beautiful” by an
upperclass culture that created a moral and
ethical basis for the concept of beauty.

Louis Sullivan’s “Form-follows-Function,” Frank
Lloyd Wright’s “Form-and-Function-are-one” and
“Truth-to-Material,” like the Bauhaus’ “Fitness-
for-Purpose” and “Unity-in-Diversity” were all
basically ethical and moral imperatives. Often the
moral imperatives ousted the practical reality; as
anyone who ever sat on a Frank Lloyd Wright
chair or read by a Bauhaus Kugellicht can testify.

Our future job in design education is made easier,
not harder, by these changes design has
experienced. For now the nexus between
autonomous man and the benign environment
has emerged as our new moral imperative.

Now the whole formal concept of design is under
attack. Increasing numbers of people feel that
design no longer serves them: that modern
planning and architecture are alienating (they
are); industrial design class-oriented (it is); and
graphic design trivial and boring (it is). Design is
further and further removed from people and the
real world and it seems that “they up there” are
out of touch with “us down here” (and all that is
all too true).

Design education and the design establishment
have responded to this in two ways:

1
Relabeling: a frenzied search for new words or
labels to cloak an essentially unchanged activity.
“Commercial Art” has become “Advertising
Design,” then “Graphic Design,” more recently
“Visual Design,” “Communications Design,”
more absurdly “Environmental Graphic
Communications,” etc., ad absurdum.

“Industrial Design” has been relabeled “Product
Design,” “Product Development,” or
“Formgiving” and, in an increasingly frantic
attempt to make it acceptable to new
constituencies: “Alternative Design,” “Alternate
Design,” “Appropriate Technology;” “Social
Design,” “Intermediate Technology,” or
“Advocacy Design,” ad nauseam.

Edugraphology
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It can be said that relabeling doesn’t work: you
can call a Crematorium the “Final Departure
Lounge,” or an idiot: “educationally under-
advantaged” but nothing changes except for
exposing the manipulative character of language.

2
“Business-as-usual” on one level, with increasing
preoccupation by small design sectors with
artificially invented “Third World” design,
playground planning, aids for the handicapped, or
other minority groups.

About concentrating on an invented Third World
and other “needs,” one can say that this has to
do with what Freud called Verdinglichung and
when I translate as “Objectification.” It involves
the change from knowing one’s real needs into a
demand for consumer goods. It makes survival of
marginal or oppressed groups or countries
dependent on the knowledge-monopoly of a
professional elite and on the production-
monopoly of specialists.

“Basic needs” thus are redefined as those that
can be solved only by internationalized
professions. (Since local production of
internationalized products is highly profitable to
native, highly trained elites, such groups will
defend this as a “legitimate struggle against
foreign domination:’)

Finally, by flipping out into only designing for real
or invented minorities, the mainstream of design
is left to the mercy of establishments and their
valuation.

Graphic design and graphic design education
seem generally dedicated to six discernible
directions:

1
To persuade people to buy things they don’t need
with money they don’t have to impress others
who don’t care.

2
To persuasively inform about the class-merits of
an artifact, service, or experience.

3
To package in a wasteful and ecologically
indefensible way, artifacts, services, or
experiences. (Look at any undertaker’s coffin!)

4
To provide visual delight or visual catharsis to
those classes taught to respond “properly.”

5
To undo with one hand what the other has done.
(Anti-pollution posters, anti-cigarette
commercials).

6
To systematically research the history, present,
and future practices in the five fields listed above.

In design education we have accepted myths that
exist in the public about design, as well as
invented new ones about ourselves.

I now plan to list ten of these myths and propose
also ten remedies:

1
The myth that design is a profession.

Design fails to satisfy people to the degree to
which it is professionalized and it can satisfy
people only to the extent to which it can again be
made participatory. This particular myth is most
propagated by Professional Design Societies that
often turn out to be geriatric clubs, dedicated to
legal tax-evasion and similar self-help schemes.

2
The myth that designers have taste.

On record, designers do seem to have taste
(whatever that means) but only for the work of a
few other designers. Students are exposed to
“function formalism,” “radical software,”
“romantic primitivism,” or “socialist (imperialist)
realism.”

In all these cases people and designers drift
apart, since “taste” is always manipulative in the
end.

3
The myth that design is a commodity.

A commodity exists to be consumed. The more
we make design into a commodity, the more it
will be consumed, measured, divided, eaten,
eaten up.

Styles, fashions, fads, and eccentricities will
follow one another at an ever-increasing pace,
subject to the same market-manipulations that
govern other commodities.

4
The myth that design is for production.

With some of the balance having gone awry we
may now well ask: Mass Production or
Production by the Masses?
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The industrialized countries, containing one third
of the population of Earth, threaten the economy
of the entire planet. Mainly the threat is to
people: through non-creative work; through
making people subservient to technology; and by
making believe that “Growth” can solve
problems. In terms of the environment;
production (as we have come to know it) harms
the environment by concentrating people in
cities; and treating non-renewable (capital)
resources as if they were renewable (income
resources).

5
The myth that design is for people.

Design is mainly for designers.

All designers know how hard it is to persuade
marketing people to accept their designs.
Marketing people in turn know how hard it is to
get people to buy the goods. Right now millions
carry expensive fountain pens that must be softly
sandpapered from time to time to be kept “good-
looking,” just so that its designer might win a
prize in Milano or a magazine page in Britain or a
Museum of Modern Art award in New York.

If Design were really for people it would enable
people to participate in design and production;
help conserve scarce resources; and minimize
environmental damage.

6
The myth that design solves problems.

It does, but only problems that re ;eft -generated.
A graphic designer “solves the problem” of
advertising rail-travel as ecologically saner than
automobile-travel, but at the cost of neglecting
walking or bicycling, and in so doing diminishes
the choices people can make.

7
The myth that designers have special skills
and that these skills are developed through
six years of highly specialized education.

What we do have is the ability to tell things (via
poster, film, technical drawing, rendering, printed
page, spoken word, or prototype model); and to
organize parts into a meaningful whole.

But these are innate human potentials. On the
other hand: “trick-of-the trade” skills are taught
by many vocational schools in one year.

8
The myth that design is creative.

In reality design schools (teaching such subjects
as “Creativity 101”) direct students into analytical
and judicial modes of thought and permit
creativity only with narrow institutional limits.
(“How do you spell: Cat?” or “What is the square
root of minus one?” are analytical questions;
“Who is right?” a judicial one; whereas creativity
involves synthesis rather than cloning). Education
tends to turn out competent and competitive
consumers rather than creative and autonomous
individuals.

9
The myth that design satisfies needs.

It does, but at great social cost; furthermore the
needs satisfied are invented ones. An airbrush,
for instance, is an expensive, specialized, and
hierarchical tool. It takes months to really master
it (or to be mastered by it). it makes its user into a
professional specialist whereas a plain sable
brush is cheap, easy to use, open to all, and has
infinitely more creative scope for the

10
The myth that design is time-related.

Much design is concerned with artificial
obsolescence. But obsolescence always creates
devaluation, leading to alienation, and finally
existential Angst.

When design is for permanence, permanence is
interpreted as five to ten years, whereas in reality
a good tool (say: a bicycle, a motorized pushcart,
a community freezer, or an axe) should minimally
last a lifetime.

Design is a basic human ability to help
autonomous self-realization. Designers and
design educators are engaged in withdrawing
this ability from all but a carefully screened group
of people, through mythologizing who we are and
what we do. We must de-mythologize and
deprofessionalize our work and our training.
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Edugraphology

I would like to list ten ways of bringing design
back into the mainstream of life:

1
Some designers will be able to connect
themselves differently in the future: why do
thousands of us work for industry, but almost
none of us for trade unions? Why do we work
directly for cigarette companies or carmakers, but
almost never for cancer clinics or autonomous
groups or pedestrians or bicyclists?

2
Designers will have to concern themselves
consistently with the important differences
between non-renewable and renewable
resources, as mentioned earlier.

3
Design must enable people to participate directly
both in the design development and the
production stages of objects. Cross-disciplinary
teams must contain makers and users.

4
Designers will form new coalitions with makers
and users; new coalitions between users and
reusers.

5
A well-designed technology must be one of self-
reliance. That is a technology that is capital
saving (the word “capital” is used here to denote
non-renewable resources). It will further be a
technology that is simple, small in scale, and
aware of ecological, social, and political
consequences of the design act.

6
Design must cure people of product addiction.
This can only be done by demythologizing not
only design but also the object itself.

7
Some of us can through schools bring our
students into direct and continuous contact with
real people’s real needs in a real world, instead of
manufacturing needs for them.

8
Design will still be concerned with tools. But they
will be as unlike most of today’s products as
feasible: products and tools that only create the
very demands they are specialized to satisfy and
thus eliminate or diminish human labour,
participation, and ability.

9
As I have said somewhere else: all men are
designers. All that healthy men do is design. We
must take note of that and through our own work
enable more and more people to design their own
experiences, services, tools, and artifacts. The
poor countries need to do this to find work for
their people, the rich countries in order to survive.

10
Technology as such need not be feared; the
alphabet, Arabic numbers, moveable type,
typewriter, photocopier, tape-recorder, and
camera have given us the “open-ended” tools to
move design from myth to participation, from
participation to a joyous, autonomous way of
personal fulfillment.

Let me close by quoting a proverb from China
that sums up why design and design education
must be directly tied to meaningful work and
participatory life:

I hear and I forget,
I see and I remember,
I do and I understand.

First published in Icographic no. 9 (Croydon, England: 1975).
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