
The Aesthetic Imperative

The twenty-first century isn’t what the old movies
imagined. We citizens of the future don’t wear
conformist jumpsuits, live in utilitarian high-rises,
or get our food in pills. To the contrary, we are
demanding and creating an enticing, stimulating,
diverse, and beautiful world. We want our
vacuum cleaners and mobile phones to sparkle,
our bathroom faucets and desk accessories to
express our personalities. We expect every strip
mall and city block to offer designer coffee,
several different cuisines, a copy shop with do-it-
yourself graphics workstations, and a nail salon
for manicures on demand. We demand trees in
our parking lots, peaked roofs and decorative
façades on our supermarkets, auto dealerships as
swoopy and stylish as the cars they sell.

Aesthetics has become too important to be left to
the aesthetes. To succeed, hard-nosed engineers,
real estate developers, and MBAs must take
aesthetic communication, and aesthetic pleasure,
seriously. We, their customers, demand it.

“We are by nature – by deep, biological nature -
visual, tactile creatures,” says David Brown, the
former president of the Art Center College of
Design in Pasadena, California, and a longtime
observer of the design world. That is a
quintessential turn-of-our-century statement, a
simultaneous affirmation of biological humanity
and aesthetic power. Our sensory side is as valid
a part of our nature as the capacity to speak or
reason, and it is essential to both. Artifacts do not
need some other justification for pleasing our
visual, tactile, emotional natures. Design, says
Brown, is moving from the abstract and
ideological – “this is good design” – to the
personal and emotional “I like that.” In this new
age of aesthetics, we are acknowledging,
accepting, and even celebrating what a design-
museum curator calls our “quirky underside.”

This trend doesn’t mean that a particular style has
triumphed or that we’re necessarily living in a
period of unprecedented creativity. It doesn’t
mean everyone or everything is now beautiful, or
that people agree on some absolute standard of
taste. The issue is not what style is used but
rather that style is used, consciously and
conscientiously, often in areas where function
used to stand alone. Aesthetics is more pervasive
than it used to be – not restricted to a social,
economic, or artistic elite, limited to only a few
settings or industries, or designed to
communicate only power, influence, or wealth.
Sensory appeals are everywhere, they are
increasingly personalized, and they are
intensifying.

Of course, saying that aesthetics is pervasive
does not imply that look and feel trump
everything else. Other values have not gone
away. We may want mobile phones to sparkle,
but first we expect them to work. We expect
shops to look good, but we also want service and
selection. We still care about cost, comfort, and
convenience. But on the margin, aesthetics
matters more and more. When we decide how
next to spend our time, money, or creative effort,
aesthetics is increasingly likely to top our
priorities.

In this context, “aesthetics” obviously does not
refer to the philosophy of art. Aesthetics is the
way we communicate through the senses. It is the
art of creating reactions without words, through
the look and feel of people, places, and things.
Hence, aesthetics differs from entertainment that
requires cognitive engagement with narrative,
word play, or complex, intellectual allusion. While
the sound of poetry is arguably aesthetic, the
meaning is not. Spectacular special effects and
beautiful movie stars enhance box-office success
in foreign markets because they offer universal
aesthetic pleasure; clever dialogue, which is
cognitive and culture-hound, doesn’t travel as
well. Aesthetics may complement storytelling, but
it is not itself narrative.

Aesthetics shows rather than tells, delights rather
than instructs. The effects are immediate,
perceptual, and emotional. They are not
cognitive, although we may analyze them after
the fact. As a midcentury industrial designer said
of his field, aesthetics is “fundamentally the art of
using line, form, tone, color, and texture to arouse
an emotional reaction in the beholder.”

Whatever information aesthetics conveys is
prearticulate – the connotation of the color and
shapes of letters, not the meanings of the words
they form. Aesthetics conjures meaning in a
subliminal, associational way, as our direct
sensory experience reminds us of something that
is absent, a memory or an idea. Those
associations may be universal, the way Disney’s
big-eyed animals play on the innate human
attraction to babies. Or they may change from
person to person, place to place, moment to
moment.

Although we often equate aesthetics with beauty,
that definition is too limited. Depending on what
reaction the creator wants, effective presentation
may be strikingly ugly, disturbing, even horrifying.
The title sequence to Seven – whose rough,
backlit type, seemingly stuttering film, and
unsettling sepia images established a new style
for horror films – comes to mind. Or aesthetics
may employ novelty, allusion, or humor, rather
than beauty, to arouse a positive response.
Philippe Starck’s fly swatter with a face on it
doesn’t represent timeless beauty. It’s just
whimsical fun.

Virginia Postrel
The Substance of Style
2003



The Aesthetic Imperative

Aesthetic effects begin with universal reactions,
but these effects always operate in a personal
and cultural context. We may like weather-beaten
paint because it seems rustic, black leather
because it makes us feel sexy, or fluffy pop music
because it reminds us of our youth. Something
novel may be interesting, or something familiar
comforting, without regard to ideal beauty. The
explosion of tropical colors that hit women’s
fashion in 2000 was a relief from the black. gray,
and beige of the late 1990s, while those neutrals
looked calm and sophisticated after the riot of
jewel tones that preceded them. Psychologists
tell us that human beings perceive changes in
sensory inputs – movement, new visual elements,
louder or softer sounds, novel smells – more than
sustained levels.

Because aesthetics operates at a prerational level,
it can be disquieting. We have a love-hate
relationship with the whole idea. As consumers,
we enjoy sensory appeals but fear manipulation.
As producers, we’d rather not work so hard to
keep up with the aesthetic competition. As heirs
to Plato and the Puritans, we suspect sensory
impressions as deceptive, inherently false.
Aesthetics is “the power of provocative surfaces,”
says a critic. It “speaks to the eye’s mind,
overshadowing matters of quality or substance.”

But the eye’s mind is identifying something
genuinely valuable. Aesthetic pleasure itself has
quality and substance. The look and feel of things
tap deep human instincts. We are, as Brown says,
“visual, tactile creatures.” We enjoy enhancing
our sensory surroundings. That enjoyment is real.
The trick is to appreciate aesthetic pleasure
without confusing it with other values.

Theorist Ellen Dissanayake defines art as “making
special,” a behavior designed to be “sensorily and
emotionally gratifying and more than strictly
necessary.” She argues that the instinct for
“making special” is universal and innate, a part of
human beings’ evolved biological nature. Hers
may or may not be an adequate definition of art,
but it does offer a useful insight into our aesthetic
age. Having spent a century or more focused
primarily on other goals – solving manufacturing
problems, lowering costs, making goods and
services widely available, increasing convenience,
saving energy – we are increasingly engaged in
making our world special. More people in more
aspects of life are drawing pleasure and meaning
from the way their persons, places, and things
look and feel. Whenever we have the chance,
we’re adding sensory, emotional appeal to
ordinary function.

“Aesthetics, whether people admit it or not, is
why you buy something,” says a shopper
purchasing a high-style iMac, its flat screen
pivoting like a desk lamp on a half-spherical base.
He likes the computer’s features, but he
particularly likes its looks. A computer doesn’t
have to be a nondescript box. It can express its
owner’s taste and personality.

“Deciding to buy an IBM instead of a Compaq
simply because you prefer black to gray is
absolutely fine as long as both machines meet
your other significant criteria,” a writer advises
computer shoppers on the female-oriented
iVillage Web site. “Not that color can’t or
shouldn’t be a significant criterion; in truth, the
market is filled with enough solid, affordable
machines that you finally have the kind of
freedom of choice previously reserved only for
the likes of footwear.” Computers all used to look
pretty much the same. Now they, too, can be
special.

A Salt Lake City grocery shopper praises her
supermarket’s makeover. Gone are the gray
stucco exterior, harsh fluorescent lighting, and
tall, narrow aisles. In their place are warm red
brick, spot and track lighting, and low-rise
departments of related items. The “crowning
glory” is the Starbucks in the front, which
provides both a welcoming aroma and a
distinctive look and feel. “The experience is a lot
more calm, a lot more pleasant,” she says, “an
extraordinary change, and a welcome one.”
Grocery shopping is still a chore, but at least now
the environment offers something special.

A political writer in Washington, D.C., a city
noted for its studied ignorance of style, says he
pays much more attention to his clothes than he
did ten or fifteen years ago, and enjoys it a lot
more. “One thing I try to do is not to wear the
same combination of suit, shirt, and tie in a
season,” he says. “It’s another way of saying
every day is special.” Once seen as an
unnecessary luxury, even a suspect indulgence,
“making special” has become a personal, social,
and business imperative.
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How we make the world around us special varies
widely, and one mark of this new age of
aesthetics, as opposed to earlier eras notable for
their design creativity, is the coexistence of many
different styles. “Good Design is not about the
perfect thing anymore, but about helping a lot of
different people build their own personal
identities,” says an influential industrial designer.
Modern design was once a value laden signal – a
sign of ideology. Now it’s just a style, one of
many possible forms of personal aesthetic
expression. “Form follows emotion” has
supplanted “form follows function.” Emotion tells
you which form you find functional. A chair’s
purpose is not to express a modernist ideal of
“chairness” but to please its owner. “The role of
design,” a venture capitalist tells a conference of
graphic designers, “is to make life enjoyable.” The
designers generally agree.

If modernist design ideology promised efficiency,
rationality, and truth, today’s diverse aesthetics
offers a different trifecta: freedom, beauty, and
pleasure (the brand promise, incidentally, of the
rapidly expanding Sephora cosmetics stores). We
have replaced “one best way” with “my way, for
today,” a more personal and far more fluid ideal.
Individuals differ, and the same person doesn’t
always want the same look and feel. Contrary to
some assertions, we have not gone from a world
in which everything must be smooth to one in
which everything must be rough, from an age of
only straight edges to an age of only curves, or
from industrialism to primitivism. All these styles
coexist, sharing equal social status.

Nor are we seeing the triumph of “beauty,”
defined as a universal standard, although some
observers identify the trend that way. They argue
that the public is now rejecting both the canons
of modernist design and the idea that tastes are
personal and subjective. “Beauty is now
proclaimed as being at the heart of a universal
human nature – even at the core of the order of
the universe, and the essence of life itself;”
reports The Washington Post, declaring, “Beauty
is back.”

It’s true that artists and critics are more willing to
talk about beauty than they were a half century
ago, and that psychologists have begun to
document some aesthetic universals, such as a
preference for symmetry in faces. But it’s
absolutely not true that we’ve reached some sort
of consensus on the one best way to aesthetic
pleasure. Quite the contrary. Our aesthetic age is
characterized by more variety, not less. Beauty
begins with universals, but its manifestations are
heterogeneous, subjective, and constantly
changing.

Aesthetics offers pleasure, and it signals
meaning. It allows personal expression and social
communication. It does not provide consensus,
coherence, or truth. Indeed, in many cases the
rising importance of aesthetics sparks conflicts,
since one man’s dream house is another’s
eyesore; one neighbor’s naturally beautiful prairie
garden is another’s patch of weeds. An
employer’s idea of the dress and hairstyles
needed to create the right atmosphere for
customers may violate employees’ sense of
personal identity or practical function. Today’s
aesthetic imperative represents not the return of
a single standard of beauty, but the increased
claims of pleasure and self-expression. Beauty in
its many forms no longer needs justification
beyond the pleasure and meaning it provides.
Delighting the senses is enough: “I like that”
rather than “This is good design.”

At the practical level of profit-seeking businesses,
the increase in aesthetic pluralism spurs
competition to offer increasing variety. “The
consumer is a chameleon: one day she’s
polished, one day she’s tribal,” says a hair-care-
products executive determined to serve both
identities. “It is exciting to see not just one look,
but people celebrating their individuality.” The
holy grail of product designers is mass
customization. Industrial design guru Hartmut
Esslinger (the source of “form follows emotion”)
imagines modularly designed products that could
be recombined “to offer 100,000 individual
versions,” expressing as many personal styles.
“Mass production offered millions of one thing to
everybody,” writes another design observer,
upping the estimate. “Mass customization offers
millions of different models to one guy.”

This vision is not just a business strategy. It
represents a major ideological shift. Designers
and other cultural opinion leaders used to believe
that a single aesthetic standard was right – that
style was a manifestation of truth, virtue, even
sanity. What if someone didn’t like the fixed way
in which Walter Gropius had arranged the
furniture in a new Harvard dorm? a student
reporter once asked the Bauhaus architect. “Then
they are a neurotic,” Gropius replied. The idea
that aesthetics represented truth and virtue was
hardly limited to design elites, as those of us old
enough to recall the culture wars over men’s hair
lengths can attest.
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Today, buzz cuts and ponytails coexist, without a
social consensus and mostly without conflict.
Typographers win awards for creating fonts based
on such widely varied styles and sources as
Renaissance Florentine manuscripts and hand-
lettered Latino shop signs. Homeowners mix
minimalist contemporary furnishings with antique
Persian rugs. Even the gatekeepers of taste
acknowledge and embrace aesthetic plenitude.
They find the old rigidity strange and a bit
embarrassing. “When we started American Elle,
fashion dictated that a skirt had to be either one
inch above the knee or one inch below it,” said
the magazine’s publication director in its fifteenth
anniversary issue, published in September 2000.
“And if it wasn’t, then the woman wearing it was
out of it, end of story. The beauty of what’s
happening now is that you can be bohemian,
minimal, sexy, or retro. There are so many
options – anything goes.”

Maybe not “anything.” Elle’s list of acceptable
diversity is still fairly limited, and it doesn’t
suggest much mixing and matching across
styles. Other style mavens are more eclectic. The
smash-hit magazine Lucky, launched in
December 2000, seeks to offer “fashion options,
as opposed to mandates,” encouraging readers to
combine styles to fit their personal tastes and
body types. “I thought there was room for a
magazine that took the position that many trends
could exist simultaneously,” says Lucky’s creator,
who was inspired by the mix-and-match styles in
the 1995 movie Clueless.

The once-rigid aesthetic hierarchy has broken
down. Individuals do not simply imitate their
social betters or seek to differentiate themselves
from those below them. Personal taste, not an
elite imprimatur, is what matters. A furniture
executive talks about an environment shaped by
customers’ “self-assurance.” Consumers are
willing to mix not only styles but sources. “They
have a great sofa or chair,” he says, ‘then build
around it with everything from high-end
accessories to flea-market finds.” Personal
expression, personal imagination, personal
initiative-form follows instinct.

The French interiors magazine Maison Française
touts customization as the “reaction to the
homogenization of styles and tastes: the desire to
personalize our universe. We embroider our
jeans, paint our walls, dye our curtains ... or have
others do it for us.” The authoritative Larousse
dictionary, notes Maison Française, traces the
word custom to Americans personalizing their
cars. But, fear not, French designers have given
the idea a more ancient and patriotic pedigree.
They’ve reappropriated the dictate of Antoine
Lavoisier, the great eighteenth century chemist:
“Nothing is lost, nothing is created, all is
transformed.”

A sort of chemical transformation through
recombination is, in fact, where much of today’s
aesthetic plenitude comes from. Like atoms
bouncing about in a boiling solution, aesthetic
elements are bumping into each other, creating
new style compounds. We are constantly
exposed to new aesthetic material, ripe for
recombination, borrowed from other people’s
traditional cultures or contemporary subcultures.
Thanks to media, migration, and cultural
pluralism, what once was exotic is now familiar.

Some of these subcultural styles begin with an
ethnic base. Indian mehndi (temporary henna
tattoos), African-American hip-hop styles, New
England WASP preppy clothing, Chinese feng
shui, the vivid colors of Mexico and the
Caribbean, the pervasively influential lines of
Japanese art and interiors. Others indicate value-
related, voluntary associations, “differences with
depth,” in the words of cultural anthropologist
Grant McCracken. For such subcultures as goths,
punks, and skaters, he writes, “Differences of
fashion, clothing – the differences of the surface
turned out to indicate differences below,
differences of value and perspective.”

While subcultures may remain stylistically
distinct, elements of their aesthetics get adopted
by people who simply like certain looks and may
combine them in seemingly contradictory ways.
Some of these aesthetic adapters are influential
designers or trendsetting celebrities. Others are
unknown individuals looking for ways to express
their own sense of what is beautiful, interesting,
or new. As a result, ethnic styles do not stay in
their literal or metaphorical ghettos, nor do they
remain pristine and traditional. Value-laden
aesthetics, such as punk or goth, spill over into
mainstream culture as people outside their
subcultures adopt purely aesthetic elements,
usually in a less-extreme form. That’s how
Chattel’s reddish-black Vamp nail polish wound
up on the hands of stylish women in the mid-
nineties, and how pierced ears ceased to indicate
anything definite about men’s sexual orientation.
Those narrow European style glasses say a lot
less about someone today than they did ten years
ago.
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Ours is a pluralist age, in which styles coexist to
please the individuals who choose them. The
“return to beauty” classicists confuse today’s
aesthetic pluralism, which overthrows modernist
ideology, with the banishment of modernist
aesthetics. But modernism is not dead. It is
thriving, enjoying a huge upsurge in interest.
Modernist furnishings, from Art Deco to
midcentury styles, have become sought-after
antiques, and modernist buildings are the latest
cause for preservationists. Contemporary
designers continue to use modernist motifs,
along with many other influences, to create new
objects and environments. Some modernist
experiments were certainly aesthetic failures, but
the modernists created many beautiful things.
Their formal breakthroughs continue to inspire
delight.

Although clever allusions still have their place, the
breakdown of modernist ideology means that it’s
no longer necessary to hide aesthetic pleasure
behind postmodern irony and camp. Even
modernism’s advocates have abandoned its
confining strictures. “Instead of finding a style
and adhering to its tenets, modern design allows
you to grapple with your own ideas about how
you want to live,” writes the publisher of Dwell,
an architecture and interiors magazine first
published in 2000.

Dwell’s editor in chief preaches a pluralism that
would sound strange to her forebears: “We think
of ourselves as Modernists, but we are the nice
Modernists. One of the things we like best about
Modernism – the nice Modernism – is its
flexibility.” She tweaks the puritanical doctrines of
Adolf Loos – “one crabby Modernist” – whose
influential 1908 essay “Ornament and Crime”
proclaimed decoration degenerate, the amoral
indulgence of children and barbarians. To a
contemporary reader, Loos sounds like a racist,
pleasure hating totalitarian. In the twenty-first
century, ornament is not crime. It is an essential
form of human self-expression.

And what an expressive age ours is. The signs are
all around us. A few have become cultural
clichés: Apple’s iMac turns the personal
computer from a utilitarian, putty-colored box into
curvy, translucent eye candy – blueberry,
strawberry, tangerine, grape. Translucent jewel
tones spread to staplers and surge protectors,
microwaves and mice. Apple reinvents its designs
in touchable pearly whites.

Target introduces a line of housewares developed
by architect/designer Michael Graves. Few Target
customers have heard of Graves, but his playful
toaster quickly becomes the chain’s most
popular, and most expensive, model. A year later,
Target doubles the number of Graves offerings, to
more than five hundred products. Over time, it
adds even more.

Volkswagen reinvents the Beetle. Karim Rashid
reinvents the trash can. Oxo reinvents the potato
peeler. People will pay an extra five bucks for a
little kitchen tool that looks and feels good. Show
them something cool or pretty, and they’ll replace
wastebaskets they’ve never thought twice about.

For every well-publicized touchstone there are
dozens of surprises – credit cards, for instance.
Nordstrom issues shiny holographic credit cards
to spice up its brand. “The look of the card made
it more special,” explains a spokeswoman.
PayPal, the online payments service, entices
customers with see-through Visa cards in five
different colors. I present my American Express
Blue card at a hotel and get a common reaction:
“Wow. Where did you get it?” The company,
proud of its cool card, dubs that response the
“clerk doubletake.”

Reflecting the demand for products that stand
out, the number of industrial designers employed
in the United States jumps 32 percent in five
years. Design schools are so full of students they
can hardly find faculty to staff the courses.
“We’re seeing design creep into everything,
everything,” says the former president of the
Industrial Designers Society of America. The
postnineties recession is just a “speed bump” in
a long-run trend.

“Kmart goes under,” he says, “and all anybody
cares about is Martha Stewart. Target doesn’t
have enough with Michael Graves. They have to
hire Philippe Starck, the most famous designer in
the world.” Business Week was wrong to declare
the 1990s the age of design. “The nineties were
clearly the age of distribution, and WalMart
coming to the fore,” he says. High-style products
like the iMac and Beetle didn’t appear until the
very end of the decade. “I see 2000 to 2010 as
the decade of design.”

The San Francisco Museum of Modern Art opens
an exhibit of sneakers. Guitars are art in Boston;
motorcycles are art in New York. Museums in
Miami and La Jolla display household objects,
from chairs to salad bowls. To the consternation
of critics, an exhibit of Armani couture draws
swarms of visitors to the Guggenheim in New
York. The definition of “art” has changed. But so
has the definition of sneakers and salad bowls.
We expect the most mundane products to
provide not only function but aesthetic pleasure
and meaning.
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Consumption, Reception, Taste

In the main, design historians have focused upon
aspects of production – designers, designing,
manufacture – and the analysis products rather
than upon an equally crucial dimension – the role
of users and consumers. I am including a brief
discussion of consumption, reception and taste
to correct this imbalance.

So far there is not one comprehensive text
dealing with design and consumerism. Anyone
proposing to research this subject would need to
refer to a wide range of literature touching upon
its various facets. For example, writings by
political economists about the nature of
goods/commodities and their relation to human
needs; economic and cultural histories of affluent
societies; studies of the mass media and
advertising; histories of shops and shopping;
publications about leisure and tourism; material
on consumer rights and consumer associations;
analyses a lifestyles. The challenge would be to
bring all these strands together while still keeping
design as the central theme.

Given the magnitude and the disparate nature of
the literature about consumption and
consumerism, a summary will not be attempted.
It is also assumed that the arguments for and
against the consumer society are familiar, so they
will not be rehearsed here. The problem for the
design historian with existing publications on
consumption is one of specificity. There are
numerous highly informative books and articles,
for instance, about advertising – semiotic and
ideological critiques abound – but since a large
proportion of them have been written by
sociologists media and communication theorists,
the role played by design ends to be given short
shrift. Of course, there are books by designers
who have worked in advertising agencies which
discuss the design process, but these suffer from
the opposite fault: they are weak on history,
socioeconomic context and theoretical
understanding.

Consumption

Compared to ‘customer’ or ‘user’ the word
‘consumer’ has slightly pejorative connotations.
To consume food is to appropriate it use it up. In
the process the food is destroyed or at least
broken down and, once the goodness has been
extracted via digestion, there are waste products.
Similar processes are at work in consumer
societies: goods are acquired, used, adapted and,
when worn out or obsolete, thrown away. No
precise date for the birth of consumer societies
first in America and then Europe can be given
because they evolved over several centuries. In
Britain most people think of the present
consumer society dating from the 1950s and
1960s.) Even so, their main features are clear:
industrial manufacture, mass production
methods; capitalist, free-market economy; a
reasonably affluent population with disposable
income; developed systems of distribution,
marketing, advertising/mass media, retailing, mail
order and hire purchase; an incredible number
and variety of products, appliances and services
from which to make a choice. (One critic has
referred to ‘the misery of choice’ in a consumer
society.)

Design historians need to pay attention to
consumerism because design plays a vital role
within it. Design can improve the functionality of
consumer durables (the constant redesign of
products can also make them worse), but it is
also a means of creating differences between
basically similar goods. New inventions and
redesigns are essential to the dynamic of
consumerism they create new needs, new
desires, dissatisfaction with what already exists
via the mechanism of psychological
obsolescence.

Exactly what takes place when people consume
or use designed goods or environments will be
considered shortly under the heading of
‘Reception’. The fact that consumers vary in
terms of the desires and preferences they bring to
the market place will be discussed in the section
on ‘Taste’. But first a word about shops and
advertising.

Before consumption proper can take place people
have to be informed what products exist and
where to acquire them. In other words, between
manufacturers and consumers are the realms of
distribution, marketing, advertising, mail order,
shop and shopping. Although all these topics are
closely related both logically and in daily life,
writers tend to treat them in isolation. Even single
topics are subject to fragmentation. Shops, for
instance, have been discussed as part of the
history of business, a part of the history of interior
design and display, and as part of the history of
architecture.

John A Walker
Design History and
the History of Design
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This is unfortunate given the fact that in today’s
department stores, supermarkets, shopping
centre and malls, a total shopping experience, a
spectacle of consumption, is offered which brings
into play environmental and interior design,
narrative themes, commodities, credit cards and
entertainment. A 1987 television programme
about the huge American r shopping malls and
the people addicted to them was more effective
in describing this phenomenon – because it was
visual, because it considered the mall as a totality
and because it showed it in operation – than a
purely architectural analysis of the buildings.’
Walter Benjamin’s lyrical accounts of nineteenth-
century Parisian shopping arcades anticipated the
work of these programme makers. (2)

Shops are significant places because they are
where use-values are translated into exchange
values, where consumer goods are exchanged for
money, that is, become commodities. Since shops
and stores compete with one another, design is an
important means of increasing their appeal to
customers and differentiating themselves from
rivals. Customers do not, of course, buy a shop:
interior decor and display style, but these factors
are part of a shop’s ‘image’, part of the shopping
experience, and customers certainly ‘buy’ this
‘image’ along with the goods they purchase.

Differently styled goods require differently styled
display settings. If the context is inappropriate and
unsympathetic, the goods will seem out of place;
they may not reach their intended audience either.
It was precisely dissatisfaction with the place and
manner in which his furniture designs were
displayed which encouraged the young Terence
Conran to establish his own retailing outlets: the
Habitat chain of stores, a detailed account which
is given by Barty Phillips in The Habitat Story
(1984).

Because of their large purchasing power,
chainstores are in position to influence
manufacturers, to insist on good quality materials,
higher standards of workmanship, uniformity of
production, and to determine the design of the
goods they order. As Goronwy Rees explains in
his history of Marks & Spencer – St Michael
(1969) – this was one of the policies which
contributed to the remarkable success of the
British chainstore.

Huge department stores were an urban
phenomenon of the mid and late nineteenth
century. They marked an important stage in the
modernization of consumption and retailing.
Essentially they were business enterprises created
by and for the bourgeoisie. Histories of Bon
Marché in Paris and Harrods in London make clear
the close fit between the goods and services
provided by the stores and the lifestyles of their
middle-class clientele. In a sense such emporia
were the engines of the consumer culture we
know today.

Consumption is so closely associated with the
purchase of commodities from shops by private
individuals that there is a danger of overlooking
the fact that, as citizens, everyone uses or
affected by design decisions taken in the public
realm – such things as town planning, the design
of public utilities and buildings, highways and rail
systems, military establishments and equipment,
hospital and welfare services. In these fields the
consumers’ spending power can have an
influence but to achieve change they may also
need to resort to pressure groups and the political
process. In advanced countries campaigning by
both pressure groups and politicians is now a
process which increasingly depends upon the
skills of the designer.

Advertising plays a crucial role in consumerism
by mediating between manufacturers, retailers
and the public. Like shops, advertisements
provide goods with a context (usually mythical)
and with an image (generally glamorous) which
the viewer may not be able to discount. The
vehicle of presentation is also vital: the adverts in
a glossy women’s magazine, for instance, are
fabricated in its general look and ethos. Editorial
matter and adverts make a totality which offers
readers a specific lifestyle. Janice Winship has
undertaken a critique of the British magazine
Options, launched in 1981, which, she concludes,
presents a particular fantasy-model for its readers
to emulate which she calls ‘Superwoman’.4 It is
significant that the title of this magazine pays
homage to the central notion of consumerist
ideology – choice.

Visual advertisements are particularly rich objects
of study for design historians because not only do
they promote and depict designed goods but are
themselves instances of design. As aids to selling
they can be analysed in terms of their commercial
function but as visual signs they can be analysed
in terms of their iconography, pictorial rhetoric
and aesthetic appeal. Of greatest value to design
history are those theorizations which attempt to
synthesize these modes of analysis, as in the
‘commodity aesthetics’ approach developed by
the German neo Marxist writer Wolfgang Haug.
(5)
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Reception Theory/History

Reception aesthetics dates from the late 1960s. It
was developed principally in relation to literature
when theorists became interested in the
subjective responses of readers, in the multiplicity
readings texts generated, and in the part played
in the contemporary experience of a work of art
of knowledge of past interpretations. Mainly
German scholars were involved: H. R. Jauss, P.
Zimmermann, H. Link, G. Grimm, W. Faulstich
and W. Iser. (6) This is not to say that the
approach was unknown in the visual arts.
However, the difference between art and literary
criticism is that the theoretical and
methodological problems of reception were more
explicit and developed in the latter than in the
former.

Some theorists make a distinction between
reception and impact studies: reception describes
the initial phase of assimilation while impact
refers to the effects which follow. Reception
theory challenges the autonomy of texts, and by
implication design, goods, by arguing that
interpretations and evaluations are deter mined
not only by the nature of the texts and goods
themselves but also by the character of the
receiver or consumer. Readers of Marx will recall
he once observed that goods obtain their ‘last
finish’ in consumption.

Empirical studies of psychological responses to
works of and sociological studies of the audience
for art have, of course been undertaken for many
years, but reception theory is significantly
different approach. Reception theorists are willing
to make use of the findings of such empirical
research but they also consider the wider social
processes, institutions, contexts and structures
which condition and limit the responses of
viewers.

One error which reception theorists have been
keen to avoid is the ‘affective fallacy’ identified by
the literary critics W. K. Wirnsatt and M. C.
Beardsley in the 1940s: that is, treating the
psychological processes of viewers under the
impact of a work of art as the work itself. If this
happened the history of art would be replaced by
the history of art appreciation. Wimsatt and
Beardsley’s position is that a work has a material
existence external to the viewer which structures
the viewer’s response. Furthermore, a work
cannot be equated with just one person’s
response because its meaning and significance is
objective in the sense of being an intersubjective
phenomenon. The challenge facing the theorist is
to comprehend the interaction between work and
viewers, the dialectical relationship between
object and subjects, without losing sight of either
polarity.

An earlier concept concerned with the subjective
response of viewers was empathy (Einfühlung).
This notion was developed by Robert Vischer and
Theodor Lipps in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Empathy is a psychological
concept which describes the process by which
viewers identify with works of art by projecting
emotions and muscular sensations onto them.
Aesthetic pleasure thus becomes objectified self
enjoyment. A fusion of subject and object is
postulated. The issue of pleasure will be taken up
later.

Reception theory assumes that reading or
decoding is involved the assimilation of a work of
art, that subjects take an active not a passive
part, though the degree to which readers
complete text or participate in the construction of
its meaning is contentious. Reception theory or
aesthetics tends to concern itself with the ideal
reader implied by each work, whereas reception
history tends to focus on actual readers. Of
course, it often happens that those who read a
text don’t match the ideal reader belong to the
presumed constituency for whom it was
intended.

As with linguistic ability, individuals vary in their
competence and performance. Each reading or
response to a text is called ‘actualization’ or
‘concretization’. Some critics regard the
concretizations of laypeople as partial realizations
of the text when measured against the ideal of
complete understanding, or when compared
against the consensus reached by scholars over
many years as to the text’s meaning. A central
problem of reception theory is that of deciding
whether the variant readings am interpretations
generated by different individuals and group can
be resolved by reference to a ‘true’, ‘objective’
meaning whether one has to accept a multiplicity
of competing interpretations. If one inclines to
the latter view, is there any way of judging
between discrepant readings? Or are they all
equally valid and correct? If so, one could
conclude that texts are meaningless because they
can mean anything. Most theorists want to retain
the idea of a text as an objective structure
conditioning and controlling the response of the
reader. Variant readings can be explained,
rationally, by reference to such factors as
ambiguous language, different contexts of
encounter, and different between readers. A text
may have many meanings but the number is not
infinite. Furthermore, the objectivity of the text
such that some readings can be demonstrated to
be false: we have all misread a word and then, at
a later time, discovered our error.
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Mass communication theorists have argued that
messages are encoded with a preferred meaning
in mind. This they call the dominant meaning.
Besides straightforward misreadings, two other
kinds of reading are deemed possible: negotiated:
that is, readers perceive the dominant meaning
but they modify or inflect it according to their
personal experience or situation; an oppositional:
that is, readers understand the dominant
meaning but they reject it or interpret it in a
highly critical way (this type of response has also
been called ‘aberrant decoding’).

One of the key postulates of reception theory is
that all readers approach texts with an ideological
frame of reference or horizon of expectations
already in place; for example, they may already be
familiar with the conventions of a genre. Artists
have the choice of confirming or denying the
reader’s expectations. As Hans Jauss explains,
artists sometimes lull the reader by confirming
expectations at an early stage in order to surprise
him or her at a later stage. The majority of texts
are produced with a particular readership in mind
but, as Jauss points out, there are some radical
works ‘which at the moment of their publication
not directed at any specific audience’ but only at
a future, potential audience. Such works ‘break
through the familiar horizon of literary
expectations so completely that an audience can
only gradually develop for them.’ Jauss goes on
to argue that exceptional works of this kind
establish a new canon of taste which has the
effect of making the older works seem
outmoded. Some types of experimental design by
artist-designers would also fit this description.

A major difference between empirical studies of
response and reception history is the latter’s
interest in the responses of previous generations.
However, reception history attempts to go
beyond the sequence-of-events type of history-
writing by taking account of the present as well
as the past. Modern theorists examining a
painting by Leonardo, for example, have the
benefit not only of their own concretizations but
all earlier ones; thus their understanding of the
work is enhanced. As Jauss puts it: ‘The
repossession of past works occurs
simultaneously with the continual mediation of
past and present art and of traditional evaluation
and current literary attempts.’ It might be argued
that the experience of design does not normally
call forth such complex responses but a design
aficionado confronted by a modern reproduction
of Marcel Breuer’s 1925 Wassily chair might well
respond in a comparable way.

In the view of some scholars, reception
theory/history ought to concern itself with
unpopular as well as with popular works of art.

Theodor Adorno, in his ‘Theses on the sociology
of art’, attacks the crudity of those reception
studies which fail to consider the fact that there
are some works of high quality which,
quantitatively, have a negligible social impact. For
Adorno, this is a social fact which is just as much
in need of explanation as the fact that other
works have mass appeal. Adorno had in mind
certain avant garde or difficult works the social
content of which ‘sometimes rests precisely in
the protest against social reception, particularly in
relation to conventional and hardened forms of
consciousness’. Can this argument be applied to
design? Again, some forms of antidesign design
might fulfil similar critical functions and thus
remain unpopular.

How can design historians gather information
about the processes of reception? A number of
methods can be employed.

1
By self-analysis. Historians have privileged access
to at least one consciousness. They can try to
reflect critically upon their own responses and
behaviour in relation to design.

2
By examining existing critical accounts. The
reviews of products, buildings and so on found in
newspapers, magazines and history books. These
are written by professionals – journalists, experts,
critics – and consequently, while their views may
be detailed and informed, they may also be
unrepresentative.

3
By using existing information. Sales figures, for
example, are crude indicators of popularity and
consumer trends. The drawback of statistics, of
course, is that the information is quantitative not
qualitative. Vandalism, and graffiti can be
considered direct signs of negative responses to
advertisements and the built environment.

4
By observing how other people behave in relation
to design. Such observation can be open or
covert, casual or systematic. TV researchers have
persuaded some families to permit a camera to
be placed on the TV sets so that their behaviour is
filmed whenever the set is on. ‘Participant
observation’ is a method by which the researcher
joins the group being studied for a period and
seeks to learn by adopting the group’s lifestyle.
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5
By means of questionnaires and interviews. This
method can yield much useful information but is
limited by the fact that people may lie, or they
may simply lack insight into theft own
unconscious behaviour. Devising questionnaires
and conducting interviews are also specialist
skills. In advertising and the social sciences,
studies of human behaviour often involve
deceiving participants in tests as to what is really
being tested.

6
A combination of the above.

Clearly, research of this kind is also done by
designers and market research agencies when
they are planning new product or seeking to
improve existing ones. It is also the kind of work
undertaken by sociologists and anthropologists.
However, design historians are more
disinterested than market researchers and more
concerned with history than sociologists.

Gaining accurate information on the effects of
design is difficult because people vary in their
characters, tastes, needs, incomes, and so forth;
thus, the impact of design is inevitably
differential. Also, in everyday life people are
exposed to a multiplicity of influences and forces;
hence it is hard to isolate the impact of, say, one
advertisement – though a sudden increase in
sales might indicate a positive impact. It is even
more problematical to estimate the global,
longterm impact of advertising what J. L.
Galbraith has called ‘relentless propaganda on
behalf of goods in general’ (9) – on a population.
The correlation between violence on television
and violence in society has proved hard to
demonstrate; empirical research often yields
contradictory or inconclusive results.
Nevertheless, scholars and pundits will continue
to draw conclusions and make generalizations on
the basis of any evidence they can assemble.
Perhaps the most clearcut cases of design’s
impact are those in which failure occurs:
disasters and injuries are eloquent testimonies to
poor design.

In experiencing works of art, processes of
reading, interpretation and evaluation take place.
Emotional, aesthetic and pleasure responses are
also involved. Comparable processes occur in
relation to designed goods; consumers ‘read’
products and styles of design; they appreciate or
detest the aesthetic and formal qualities of
products and they interpret their messages and
meanings.

Furthermore, the consumer’s relation to a product
is, in most cases, more active than to a painting
or sculpture. People do not just admire the visual
appearance of cars, they get into them, drive,
wash and mend them. Designed goods may lack
the intellectual profundity of works of art but one
could argue that the user’s involvement with
them is more physical and intimate – some
designed goods are worn on the body. People
who spend a great deal of time and money on the
interior decor of their homes function to a
considerable extent as designers in their own
right. In short, the issue is not only what design
does to people, but what people do with design.

An important contribution to the history of
architecture is Phillipe Boudon’s Lived-in
Architecture (1972). Most accounts of
architectural construction end the moment the
building is completed; what happens to it
subsequently remains a mystery; whether it fulfils
the functions for which it was designed is
likewise unknown; in other words, the life of the
building, its occupancy and use by successive
generations is ignored. Boudon’s book is unusual
precisely because it doe consider such questions
via a historical and sociological stud of a low-cost
housing settlement at Pessac, near Bordeaux
designed by Le Corbusier in the 1920s.

In the first part of his book Boudon traces the
history of the project and examines the motives
of the patron M. Frugés. He also describes Le
Corbusier’s aesthetic programme and the initial,
shocked reaction of the local people to the
radically modern design of the houses. In the
second half he records from interviews made 40
years later, the feelings, opinions and experiences
of the inhabitants. These interviews are also
analysed to discover what kind of criteria
residents employ in their evaluation of buildings
and these are compared to those favoured by
professional architects.

Over the years the inhabitants of Pessac have
gradually changed Le Corbusier’s design to meet
their own needs by altering colour schemes, by
adding decoration, trees, shrubs, sheds, pitched
roofs, by narrowing windows and converting
spaces to other uses. What Boudon’s research
reveals is not simply the way in which Le
Corbusier’s architecture was critically received,
but the way it was used and transformed. It is a
study, therefore, of a secondary form of design by
people who are not normally thought of as
architects or designers.
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Another perceptive example of reception history
is Hebdige’s article ‘Object as image: the Italian
scooter cycle’ (1981).(11) As its title indicates,
this paper argues that products are as much
images as objects. It sets out to demonstrate how
postwar Italian design in the form of scooters was
received in Britain during the 1950s and 1960s –
the positive response of the mods and the
negative response of the rockers (who identified
with British-made motor bikes). These products
were regarded as gendered: motor bikes were
equated with masculinity, scooters with
femininity. Hebdige also shows how the scooter
was represented in various kinds of discourses,
particularly advertising, films and tourism, and
how the machines themselves were modified via
customizing, which was done by specialist shops
as well as the owners themselves.

Studies of audiences and consumers are, of
course, commonplace in mass communication
research. They are often called ‘uses and
gratification’ studies. Such research immediately
raises questions about people’s desires and needs
and whether ‘real’ or ‘authentic’ ones can be
distinguished from those advertising and the
mass media create, promote and satisfy. A
spurious sense of individual freedom can be
associated with consumerism: if ten packets of
different brand washing powders are almost
identical chemically, then the consumer’s
freedom to choose is illusory, especially if the
choice itself has been pre-programmed by
massive publicity campaigns. The freedom to
choose between products also depends upon
being able to afford them in the first place. In a
consumer society the greater the wealth, the
greater the freedom. Choice is also limited by
what industry and the media are prepared to
offer, by what will make a profit or attract large
audiences. What a citizen really needs may not be
available on the market at all. Consumer choice is
thus a poor substitute for political choice/power.

In an effort to eliminate uncertainty from selling
goods, firms, designers and advertisers have
increasingly striven to design the consumer to
the product. Consumers who are unaware of this
process may overestimate their actual freedom of
action. At the same time, it is clear that
consumers and most design historians want to
retain a sense that selecting and combining
products allows scope for freedom and the
expression of individuality. Certainly, the practice
of bricolage is more resistant to business control
than the selection of separate items.

Pleasure

In view of the fact that pleasure is such a
significant ingredient in the appeal of design,
fashion, shopping and consumption in general, it
is surprising that little attention has been paid to
it by design historians. There is no equivalent in
design history of Barthes’ The Pleasure of the
Text (1976) or Freud’s analysis of the mechanisms
of humour in jokes and Their Relation to the
Unconscious (1905) or Laura Mulvey’s article
‘Visual pleasure and narrative cinema’ (1975). (12)
Even within the long history of visual arts
criticism there is little intelligent discussion of
aesthetic pleasure. Valuable, isolated insights can
be found in the works of Freud, Walter Benjamin,
Pierre Bourdieu and Herbert Marcuse, none of
them a design historian. It is generally within
journalistic articles and reviews by such writers
as Dick Hebdige, Peter York, Judith Williamson,
Tom Wolfe and Stephen Bayley that there is a
recognition of the importance of pleasure,
passion and desire in the consumption of
commodities; but a systematic study has yet to
be undertaken.

Feminist critiques of pleasure, in particular those
associated with the male gaze upon the bodies of
women (voyeurism, scopophilia), could usefully
be applied to design. The link between masculine
recreations, sexism and patriarchal power is
clearly evident in the discourse around
automobiles and this is uncritically reproduced in
Bayley’s book Sex, Drink and Fast Cars (1986).
Similarly, the pleasure imbalance between the
sexes – women, it is argued, take greater
pleasure in shopping and fashion than men do as
compensation for a lack of power needs further
investigation. Also requiring much more analysis
are the precise mechanisms by which pleasure is
induced by design. Some studies of how still
images, film and television evoke enjoyment have
taken place but they need extending to the whole
field of designed goods.
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Any study of this kind would need to review the
various types and phases of pleasure which exist.
These can be preliminarily identified as follows:

1
Pleasures of desire: that is, the daydreams and
fantasies concerning the future possession of
designed goods. These are fuelled by advertising,
window shopping and envying the possessions of
others.

2
Pleasures of purchase: that is, the pleasures of
shopping, spending money/buying and
ownership.

3
Pleasures of the object itself: that is, its qualities
of newness, perfection of finish, of design and
aesthetic/decorative factors – colour, form,
texture and so on – which appeal to the senses.

4
Pleasures of use: that is, the satisfactions gained
when the product is convenient to use and
performs as well as promised. These pleasures
depend, of course, on the character of the
product concerned: in the case of a car, for
example, the use-pleasures may be speed and
power; in the case of underwear, the use-
pleasures may be erotic.

5
Pleasures in respect of others: that is, the social
impression one makes via the ownership of
goods: enhanced image, status or prestige, an
impression of wealth or fine taste. Responses of
envy, respect or sexual desire.

For every pleasure listed one can, of course,
postulate a corresponding displeasure: the
frustration at not being able to afford a desired
object; the anger and irritation when an
expensive product breaks down, is damaged or
fails to function as promised; the new clothes
which arouse contempt rather than admiration;
and so on.

Taste

A key factor in the consumption of goods is the
taste of the consumer: thus it is equally important
to the design historian. Although taste is always
manifested in relation to material things – the
choice of a car or a wallpaper – it seems to belong
more to the consumer than to the object. We do
not speak of the taste of a building in the same way
that we speak of the style of a building. (Though in
the case of food, we do ascribe the sweetness of
sugar to the sugar itself.) The preferences of
consumers obviously have a feedback effect on
manufacturing, and taste can therefore to some
degree be considered a factor in production.

Taste is a puzzling and paradoxical concept: on
the one hand, the sensations of pleasure or
displeasure aroused in the mouth by food and
drink are physiological, automatic, immediate; on
the other hand, people talk of ‘an acquired taste’
and ‘a refined taste’. Whereas taste in the
gustatory sense is experienced by everyone,
having taste in the sense of a discriminating
ability is often thought of as something possessed
by a small minority. Some people are said to have
good taste, while others are said to have bad
taste. Several questions arise: is taste innate or
learnt? Is taste something everyone has or only a
few? What criteria govern the distinction between
good and bad taste?

Historically, taste is closely linked with the
connoisseur. Connoisseurship depends upon the
ability to discriminate; to tell the authentic from
the fake, the best from the worst. The taste of the
connoisseur was something cultivated and
refined over many years through the activity of
examining works of art. Without accepting the
absurd idea that there can be people without
taste, it is possible to acknowledge that certain
individuals can develop specialist skills – as in the
case of professional wine and tea tasters.

Everyone has tastes in the sense of having
preferences – likes and dislikes – in music, food,
clothes and so forth, and these vary from person
to person and from social group to social group.
The apparently infinite variety of tastes produces
a resistance to analysis. As the common
expression – ‘there’s no accounting for taste’ –
indicates, taste is generally considered to be
beyond the reach of rational, scientific inquiry. But
is this really the case? A key reason for the fear of
the study of taste is that it touches on the
innermost being, the personal behaviour and
values of everyone, including those making the
study. Another source of resistance is the fact
that a mapping of all the tastes of all the people
making up a society would position everyone
within particular groups or subcultures, thereby
undermining the ideology of individualism theft
sense that their tastes are unique, personal and
private, having nothing to do with such factors as
education, class, profession, and so forth.
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There are four main kinds of writing on taste:
philosophical/aesthetic studies theorizing about
the faculty of judgement; empirical, experimental,
psychological studies of artistic preferences
which often seek to explain them in terms of a
theory of personality types; sociological studies of
the tastes of different groups and strata within
society; and historical studies. The third and
fourth kinds are most relevant to design
historians.

Art-historical accounts of taste such as F.
Chambers’ The History of Taste (1932), K. Clark’s
The Gothic Revival, an Essay in the History of
Taste (1929), and F. Haskell’s Rediscoveries in Art:
Some Aspects of Taste, Fashion and Collecting in
England and France (1976), can be regarded as
contributions to reception history since they
record the changing patterns of likes and dislikes
in respect to the arts, the ins and outs of fashion,
and the succession of stylistic revivals,
reinterpretations and reevaluations.

Peter Burke’s Tradition and Innovation in
Renaissance Italy (1974) has a chapter on taste in
which he considers the methodological problem
of how taste is to be studied by art historians.
Burke claims that the scholar ‘will want to
discover the standards of taste current in a
particular society in a particular period, in order
that we may see works of art, if only
momentarily, with the eyes of the artist’s
contemporaries’. (13) He then goes on to argue
that a knowledge of the aesthetic criteria
governing standards of taste in Renaissance Italy
could be gained by an examination of the critical
vocabulary used by artists, scholars and patrons
found in the appraisive literature and theoretical
treatises of the period. Also included in this
chapter is a valuable, if brief, discussion of the
sociology of taste and the problems of
demonstrating an exact correlation between
different levels of social class/status and varieties
of taste.

In the cases of texts concerned with
contemporary art and design, the issue of taste is
further complicated by the fact that the author’s
preferences are bound to play a pan in the
selection of the objects featured. Detachment
and objectivity are thus much harder to achieve.
Stephen Bayley’s book In Good Shape: Style in
Industrial Products 1900 to 1960 (1979) was
criticized by other design historians on the
grounds that Bayley’s feeling that the products in
question were beautiful in form was not an
adequate justification for their inclusion in a
history of design. In fact, not all the items he
selected were to his liking: a 1950 British make of
radio popular with many working-class families
was dismissed with the words ‘This strikingly
ugly little radio’. One is entitled to ask, in whose
eyes was the radio ugly? If the judgement was
Bayley’s alone then it conflicts with that of all
those who bought the radio in the 1950s.

In such a clash of tastes whose should prevail?
As it stands Bayley’s apparently authoritative
remark is simply a flat assertion of truth: ‘This
radio is objectively ugly because my taste says
that it is.’ The reader learns little from such
unsupported remarks. What the historian has to
decide, therefore, when constructing a history is
whose taste is to be given priority – that of the
author, or that of the elite group who promote
‘good’ design, or that of the masses whose tastes
govern the vast majority of goods sold?

A greater awareness of the complexity of taste is
evident in the anthology Bayley edited in 1983 to
accompany an exhibition held at the Boilerhouse
Project entitled ‘Taste: an Exhibition about Values
in Design’. ‘Taste’, he claims, ‘is really just
another word for choice.’ It evolved ‘when at one
moment in the past there was such diversity that
it was necessary to make a clear statement about
what constituted the “good” in design. Taste is
not the whole of design because it ignores
function and finance, but it is the most human,
immediate and evocative part of it.’ 4

For much of his introduction Bayley uses the
word ‘Taste’ with a capital ‘T’. As Raymond
Williams points out, this usage dates from the
eighteenth century and involved ‘the abstraction
of a human faculty to a generalized polite
attribute, emphasized by the capital letter and
significantly associated... with the notion of Rules
and elsewhere with Manners.’ This elitist notion –
a minority have Taste, the majority do not – is of
little relevance to a modern consumer society in
which everyone with any money to spend can
indulge their tastes whether these are, in the
opinion of outsiders, good, bad or indifferent.

After a time Bayley recognizes this point. Once
mass production made consumerism available to
virtually all social classes ‘then one single
standard of taste could no longer be appropriate
to the needs of the entire nation’. As diversity
increased, as products, brands and tastes
multiplied, a disturbing relativity of values
became evident and disagreements between
different factions about what constituted good
taste and good design became fiercer. In Britain,
museums and councils of design were
established by the guardians of ‘good’ design in
an effort to raise standards of public taste to theft
exalted level.

The guardians of ‘good’ design tended to
designate products they considered to be in bad
taste as kitsch. Paradoxically, kitsch was enjoyed
by two very different social groups: those who
liked it unselfconsciously and considered it good,
and those more sophisticated beings who
relished it for its very awfulness, i.e. ‘camp’ taste.
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Eventually, through an ironic inversion of values,
‘good’ design came to be regarded negatively, as
signifying uninspired, puritanical and dull design.

Bayley’s brief history of taste and design
oscillates uneasily between the tastes of
architects, designers and the tastes of
consumers. Clearly, the two are closely linked
without being identical. Designers can seek to
lead or anticipate public taste but consumers may
not agree to follow. Even so, designers are often
taste leaders or makers. This was especially true
in the realm of fashion in the immediate post-
1945 period when the ‘line’ laid down by Parisian
couturiers had the status of a papal edict for
millions of women. Other leaders of taste include
film, TV and pop music stars and entrepreneur-
business people such as Terence Conran (founder
of the Habitat chain) and Barbara Hulanicki
(founder of Biba).

Several inadequacies marred the exhibition and
anthology: the show’s focus on objects was
misleading because taste is an attribute of people
not objects in themselves; there was little attempt
to clarify the relation between taste and social
class, subcultures and lifestyles; no reference was
made to the work of the French sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu whose 1979 book La Distinction is – in
spite of numerous theoretical problems – the
most substantial and scientific contribution to the
study of taste to date.

If analysts seek to understand taste by
concentrating upon individuals, they will be
confronted by a mass of variations and
differences. The accumulation of such data will
reveal little. It is only by considering individuals as
members of social groups am these groups as
elements in a total, dynamic system that any
coherent picture can emerge. in other words, it is
necessary to consider society as a whole and to
look at the distribution am pattern of tastes
within it in relation to other social factors such as
class, profession, wealth and education. This
ambitious objective is what Bourdieu attempts in
La Distinction. He made use of questionnaires
plus various records and statistics about the
habits of the French people during the 1960s to
produce a taste cartography of the whole society
at a particular time. His fundamental assumption
is that the taste preferences of any group cannot
be understood in isolation but only as an
assertion of difference relative to the tastes of all
other groups.

To dress as certain others do is to assert an
identity with them but, simultaneously, it is also a
choice amongst the total spectrum of ways of
dressing which signals a rejection or difference
from those other ways. If all the adults of a
society owned a Mercedes this make of car could
not function, as it does at the moment, as a sign
of affluence and middle-class status in relation to
cheaper cars such as Ford Escorts or Fiat Unos.
Bourdieu’s stress on the differential nature of
taste derives from the linguistics of Saussure and
his structuralism from the work of Levi-Strauss.

Another striking characteristic of Bourdieu’s
mode of analysis is that it encompasses all kinds
of tastes – in food, drink, clothes, interior
decoration, art, sport and so on. The total
ensemble of tastes must, he argues, be
inextricably bound up with the lifestyle of the
group concerned. And these tastes can be
correlated with the factors of class fraction,
economic capital, symbolic or cultural capital,
employment and so forth. Bourdieu’s text is far
too long and complex to summarize any further
here, but any future study of taste and design
would have to take note of the findings of La
Distinction.
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Rubbish Theory

Designed artefacts, as everyone knows, are
valued by human beings for their usefulness, their
aesthetic qualities, their personal emotional
associations, and for their monetary worth.

These values are capable of change over time.
For instance, the economic value of a new car
begins to decline as soon as it is purchased; after
a few years it may become worthless; after a few
more it may start to become valuable again (e.g.
a vintage car). The questions arise: ‘Is there a
pattern to these value changes? Can they be
explained theoretically?’

One writer who thinks so is Michael Thompson, a
social anthropologist who has taught in art and
design colleges. He is the author of a provocative
text entitled Rubbish Theory (1979) which is
concerned with ‘the creation and destruction of
value’. Artefacts, he argues, are ‘socially
malleable’: the assignment of value is a social
process which is not directly determined by the
intrinsic characteristics of the object concerned.
The same work of art may be regarded as a
masterpiece by one person and junk by another:
the object remains the same but the valuations
differ.

An initial distinction he makes is between
transient and durable objects. The former
decrease in value over time and have finite
lifespans (e.g. a used car), while the latter
increase in value over time and have (ideally)
infinite lifespans (e.g. an antique vase preserved
in a museum or a private collection). What
interests Thompson is how objects transfer from
one category to the other. He wants a theory
capable of dealing with dynamic processes not
just a static situation. For goods to alter their
status from transient to durable, he maintains,
they must pass through a ‘region of flexibility’
which is in fact the zone of zero value we call
rubbish. Rubbish, he argues, is a covert category
upon which the whole social process depends. Of
course, rubbish which is destroyed after being
discarded cannot be restored to value (except by
the recycling of its materials). However, at any
one time a large number of artefacts exist in store
in a kind of value-limbo.

A case study – the history of nineteenth-century
woven silk pictures called Stevengraphs – enables
Thompson to demonstrate how objects can alter
their value over time. During their period of
manufacture stevengraphs were cheap, mass-
produced kitsch.

Then, for several decades, they were considered
worthless junk. Finally, in the 1960s they began
to become collectors’ items. In terms of rubbish
theory they shifted from transient (decreasing
economic value) to rubbish (no economic value)
to durable (increasing economic value). A second
example – the gentrification of Georgian terrace
houses in Islington, London – shows the same
process at work in architecture.

Linking his theory to the class/wealth structure of
society, Thompson claims that ‘those who own
and control durable objects enjoy more power
and prestige than those who live entirely in a
world of transience or worse still, a world of
rubbish.’ (18) At this point he suggests his
categories are associated with particular kinds of
lifestyle, but it is not a suggestion which is
followed up in any detail. What is clear is that as
durable objects ascend in monetary value, so
they ascend the class/wealth/power structure.

One of the greatest difficulties in writing history is
to account for both persistence and change, and
gradual and sudden change. Thompson finds the
model he needs in catastrophe theory derived
from a theorem in topology first stated by René
Thorn which describes mathematically how a
sudden transformation from one situation to
another can take place.

Rubbish Theory is a stimulating text which goes
some way to explaining the kind of changes in
valuation to which designed goods are subject.
What remains to be explored are the precise
interrelations between the different kinds of value
ascribed to artefacts. For example, what
correlation if any exists between the aesthetic
valuation of an object and its market value?

The prices recorded in auction houses and
second-hand shops for old goods over many
years are an objective measure of changing
valuations. Yet this measure is a limited one;
objects of little monetary worth are treasured by
their owners for personal reasons. In other words,
knowledge of prices does not tell us much about
the feelings and attitudes of people towards
designed objects.

Human attitudes towards the past are inherently
paradoxical and ambivalent: our very identities
depend upon our past history and memories but
to grow and develop we must change with the
times; traditions provide continuity but to
innovate we must break with them. (This subject
is exhaustively explored in David Lowenthal’s
monumental study The Past is a Foreign Country
(1985). Our feelings about the past also change
as time elapses, indeed there seems to be a
pattern to our shifting responses to fashions as
they recede into the past.
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Consumption, Reception, Taste

James Layer, the fashion historian, has pointed
out that last year’s fashion seems ‘dowdy’, after
10 or 20 years it seems ‘hideous, absurd’, after
30 years, ‘amusing’, after 50, ‘quaint’, after 70,
‘charming’, after 100, ‘romantic’, and after 150,
‘beautiful’. (19) So the fashion remains the same,
but our perception and valuation of it alters. It
follows that there are two lines of development
for the historian to track: the sequence of
fashions themselves in which the new relentlessly
replaces the old, and the sequence of valuations
placed on these fashions by succeeding
generations. From time to time the two lines will
intersect as a positive evaluation of an old fashion
results in a revival.

Notes and References

Please refer to original text
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What is Design?

All men are designers. All that we do, almost all
the time, is design, for design is basic to all human
activity. The planning and patterning of any act
towards a desired, foreseeable end constitutes the
design process. Any attempt to separate design, to
make it a thing-by-itself, works counter to the
inherent value of design as the primary underlying
matrix of life. Design is composing an epic poem,
executing a mural, painting a masterpiece, writing
a concerto. But design is also cleaning and
reorganizing a desk drawer, pulling ,In impacted
tooth, baking an apple pie, choosing sides for a
back-lot baseball game, and educating a child.

Design is the conscious effort to impose
meaningful order.

The order and delight we find in frost flowers on a
window pane, in the hexagonal perfection of a
honeycomb, in leaves, or in the architecture of a
rose, reflect man’s preoccupation with pattern, the
constant attempt to understand an ever-changing,
highly complex existence by imposing order on it –
but these things are not the product of design.
They possess only the order we ascribe to them.
The reason we enjoy these and other things in
nature is that we see an economy of means,
simplicity, elegance, and an essential rightness in
them. But they are not design. Though they have
pattern, order, and beauty, they lack conscious
intention. If we call them design, we artificially
ascribe our own values to an accidental side issue.
The streamlining of a trout’s body is aesthetically
satisfying to us, but to the trout it is a byproduct of
swimming efficiency. The aesthetically satisfying
spiral growth pattern found in sunflowers,
pineapples, pine cones, or the arrangement of
leaves on a stem can be explained by the Fibonacci
sequence (each member is the sum of the two
previous members: 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21, 34... ), but
the plant is only concerned with improving
photosynthesis by exposing a maximum of its
surface. Similarly, the beauty we find in the tail of a
peacock, although no doubt even more attractive
to a peahen, is the result of intraspecific selection
(which, in the case cited, may even ultimately
prove fatal to the species).

Intent is also missing from the random order
system of a pile of coins. If, however, we move the
coins around and arrange them according to size
and shape, we add the element of intent and
produce some sort of symmetrical alignment. This
symmetrical order system is a favorite of small
children, unusually primitive peoples, and some of
the insane, because it is so easy to understand.
Further shifting of the coins will produce an infinite
number of asymmetrical arrangements which
require a higher level of sophistication and greater
participation on the part of the viewer to be
understood and appreciated. While the aesthetic
values of the symmetrical and asymmetrical
designs differ, both can give ready satisfaction
since the underlying intent is clear. Only marginal
patterns (those lying in the threshold area between

symmetry and asymmetry) fail to make the
designer’s intent clear. The ambiguity of these
“threshold cases” produces a feeling of unease in
the viewer. But apart from these threshold cases
there are an infinite number of possible
satisfactory arrangements of the coins.
Importantly, none of these is the one right answer,
though some may seem better than others.

Shoving coins around on a board is a design act in
miniature because design as a problem solving
activity can never, by definition, yield the one right
answer: it will always produce an infinite number
of answers, some “righter” and some “wronger.”
The “rightness” of any design solution will depend
on the meaning with which we invest the
arrangement.

Design must be meaningful. And “meaningful”
replaces the semantically loaded noise of such
expressions as “beautiful,” “ugly,” “cool,” “cute,”
“disgusting,” “realistic,” “obscure,” “abstract,” and
“nice,” labels convenient to a bankrupt mind when
confronted by Picasso’s “Guernica,” Frank Lloyd
Wright’s Fallingwater, Beethoven’s Eroica,
Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du printemps, Joyce’s
Finnegans Wake. In all of these we respond to that
which has meaning.

The mode of action by which a design fulfils its
purpose is its function.

“Form follows function,” Louis Sullivan’s battle cry
of the 1880’s and 1890’s, was followed by Frank
Lloyd Wright’s “Form and function are one.” But
semantically, all the statements from Horatio
Greenough to the German Bauhaus are
meaningless. The concept that what works well
will of necessity look well, has been the lame
excuse for all the sterile, operating-room-like
furniture and implements of the twenties and
thirties. A dining table of the period might have a
top, well proportioned in glistening white marble,
the legs carefully nurtured for maximum strength
with minimum materials in gleaming stainless
steel. And the first reaction on encountering such a
table is to lie down on it and have your appendix
extracted. Nothing about the table says: “Dine off
me.” Le style international and die neue
Sachlichheft have let us down rather badly in
terms of human value.

Le Corbusier’s house as la machine a habiter and
the packing-crate houses evolved in the Dutch De
Stijl movement reflect a perversion of aesthetics
and utility.

“Should I design it to be functional,” the students
say, “or to be aesthetically pleasing?” This is the
most heard, the most understandable, and the
most mixed-up question in design today. “Do you
want it to look good, or to work?” Barricades
erected between what are really just two of the
many aspects of function. It is all quite simple:
aesthetic value is an inherent part of function.

Victor Papanek
A Definition of Design and the
Function Complex
Design for the Real World
1971
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aesthetic existence

everybody cooks what he plants, says a mexican
proverb. translated for european conditions it
could mean something like, everybody thinks
what he makes. and what does a bank clerk
make, or an economist, or an official in the
federal statistics department, or a spares
manager at BMW, or a genetic researcher for la
roche in basic? he operates a computer. what
does a european make today? he doesn’t make
anything any more, he makes decisions. he sits in
front of his screen and if the computer doesn’t
know anything else and offers this or that
possibility the european says let’s try it this way,
then that. something will work. we do not craft
our own furniture any more, we don’t sing our
own songs any more, we don’t dig our own
gardens any more, we don’t make our own toys
any more, we don’t cook our own soup and food
any more, we don’t write our own letters any
more, we don’t clean our own rooms any more,
we even get rid of our own communication.
everything comes from the refrigerator, the
television, the self service shop. in this way man
has probably achieved the most difficult of all
difficult existences. he no longer needs to work,
he no longer needs to think, he no longer needs
to make anything, he is free. all he has to do is
switch on programmes.

but the human in the human being cannot be
suppressed. nothing is more important to him
than his real freedom. he is himself through self
determination. but what can he determine when
there is nothing left to be determined? something
that is indeterminate, that is aesthetic
phenomena. no-one can stop me wearing a
moustache like kaiser wilhelm the second. no-
one can stop me wearing a tailcoat like
stresemann, no-one can stop me keeping my hat
on while eating, no-one can stop me painting
pictures in which all the people are standing on
their heads, the realm of freedom is increasingly
being reduced to the realm of aesthetics, and
there all freedoms are allowed, in aesthetics there
are no bans, no standards, no rules. something
that is posited as an aesthetic fact exists, is
legitimate, is legal, is inevitable, is there. thus
today true human existence is aesthetic
existence. so far, so good. but now the question
arises: which aesthetic do i set for myself, which
do i choose, which do i slip into, let us leave aside
the fact that many slip into the aesthetic of the
beach boys or of udo lindenberg or of mother
theresa or of madonna or of karl lagerfeld or
katherine hamnett. everybody lives on
orientations and objectifications. one assesses
oneself while assessing others. the aesthetic that
one chooses oneself is not only a problem for the
individual person, making one’s own aptitudes
and talents agree with something objective, today
aesthetics shows which class you belong to.
communism, socialism, we read in the paper
every day, is finished, we live in a classless
society. probably true. reason enough to
rediscover class, to set class up again, not

economic classes this time, this time aesthetic
classes, representative classes. economic classes
had crude distinctive features: wages,
honorarium, salary, the monthly income, this
alone distinguished capitalists from the
proletariat, the distinguishing mark of the new
classes is more sublime. it is based on the choice
of aesthetic. an example: a football trainer is
usually somewhat older than his players, because
he is more experienced. in training he kicks the
ball around in the same tracksuit as them. he
must not play worse than his pupils, but it is
agreed that he probably wouldn’t last through a
whole game any longer. during a game the trainer
sits on the reserve bench with his substitutes.
now the game of aesthetics begins. one trainer
sits there dressed the same as his players. the
other doesn’t sit, but stands, and he doesn’t wear
a sports top, but a jacket, and he doesn’t have
training shoes, but elegant street shoes, and he
doesn’t have an open neck, but a tie or bow tie.
his trousers have creases, which no sports
trousers have, his shirt is buttoned up, the
opposite of what sportsmen usually go for. his
trousers are tight-fitting, something taboo in
sport. sport was a revolution against common
decency. you didn’t play in jacket and plus-fours,
but in vest and underpants. this has led to the
casual colourful world of strips that is appropriate
to the game and also practically made it possible
in the first place. a team manager cannot be
involved in this, it would be the wrong aesthetic
for him. he needs a jacket and tie. he needs shoes
and trouser creases. why? because only someone
who can afford to wear useless, impractical,
unsporting things while others are wearing things
that are useful, practical and sporting has
authority.

the aesthetic of the fine man was always the
aesthetic of the impractical, the purposeless, the
unmotivated, the functionless. it is only possibly
to make oneself distinct from the world of
purpose and order by nonsense, or putting it
somewhat more modestly, by not-sense, by
senselessness. that is why functionalism has
been pronounced dead and buried today. things
that are sensible, purposeful, useful, reasonable
have no place in the class of the sublime. in them
the opposite is true. the manager, the director,
the chairman and the representative only identify
themselves by demonstrating how unreasonable
they are, whether it be in their dress, their homes,
their cars or even their thinking. why stand
around on the wet grass of a football stadium in
town shoes that are only suitable for walking
from the car to the office? why be the only
person in the stadium with a buttoned shirt? that
man has authority, he stands above the matter in
hand. he may well say: it was the players’ fault,
when a game is lost, and when the players have
won a game he says that they followed his
strategy. even now we don’t really know: who is
playing football, the players or the coach? it is
clear from appearance, from aesthetic existence.



aesthetic existence

you have to know how to make an exhibition of
yourself. art has always made an exhibition of
itself. today the following conclusion is drawn
from this: anyone who makes an exhibition of
himself is making art, is a work of art. only what
is different is striking. this is the real reason for
the present-day liaison between art and business,
the only person who can do business is the one
who is as different as art. art is the domain of the
completely different. what is normal is not art.
what is sensible isn’t art either. art is legitimized
by the claim always to do everything differently.
anyone who paints in the way that people have
always painted is unoriginal. for a time there was
an attempt to combine the creative with the
useful, the creative with the reasonable. it was
thought that useful things could be well made
and look good as well. like a training shoe or a
bicycle, those days seem to have gone. design
too is concerned today to make art or at least to
convey art.

design today consists of making structures that
look as though they are by dali, mondrian or
kandinsky. you can’t sit on a modern chair, it isn’t
there for sitting on. it contributes to the aesthetic
ambience with which one demonstrates one’s
superiority. conversely, anyone who wants to
demonstrate superiority, who doesn’t want to be
like the others, has to become involved with art.
no manager today can afford not to understand
art. no concern can afford not to support art. of
course we all know that the world is different. if
aeroplanes were built according to aesthetic
criteria of whim they would all drop out of the
sky. if engines were constructed according to
aesthetic criteria they would never run, if traffic
regulations were made according to aesthetic
criteria there would not be any more traffic.
because there is consistency, the world is legality
and reason, even walls would not remain
standing if they were not built functionally,
skyscrapers would fall down if they were not
constructed according to calculations and logic,
and all soup would burn if it was cooked
according to aesthetic criteria alone, reason and
functionality are nothing more than insights into
the way in which the world works. and this totally
and completely. nature knows no aesthetic
opposed to reason. we all know that.
nevertheless people do have an aesthetic
existence, a form of existence that is against
purpose and reason. and this has probably always
existed. two hundred years ago the man standing
on the grass was not wearing a tie and trousers
with creases but buckled shoes and a wig. the
man of privilege, the important man in the
absolutist state, the nobleman, the king, the
emperor showed himself in the size of his
artificial wig. and the highest of all was the man
who was condemned to inactivity by his wig,
because otherwise it would have dropped off his
head. the more distinctive a power is, the more
aesthetic extravagance it develops, this is the
same in the case of the dome of st. peter’s as it is

for the hail of mirrors in versailles or the moscow
underground. the greater the despot, the more
beautiful the world becomes. it used to be said
that knowledge is power. in very early times they
might have said: ability is power. today we say:
beauty is power. only someone who can offer
beauty has a chance of dominating the market.
only someone who has slipped into an aesthetic
existence has leadership qualities. admittedly this
will only be true for as long as aesthetic is
understood as something beyond purpose and
rational explanation.
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The Nature of Beauty

Philosophers ponder it and pornographers proffer
it. Asked why people desire physical beauty,
Aristotle said, “No one that is not blind could ask
that question.” Beauty ensnares hearts, captures
minds, and stirs up emotional wildfires. From
Plato to pinups, images of human beauty have
catered to a limitless desire to see and imagine an
ideal human form.

But we live in the age of ugly beauty, when
beauty is morally suspect and ugliness has a
gritty allure. Beauty is equal parts flesh and
imagination: we imbue it with our dreams,
saturate it with our longings. But to spin this
another way, reverence for beauty is just an
escape from reality, it is the perpetual adolescent
in us refusing to accept a flawed world. We wave
it away with a cliché, “Beauty is in the eye of the
beholder,” meaning that beauty is whatever
pleases us (with the subtext that it is
inexplicable). But defined this way, beauty is
meaningless – as Gertrude Stein once said about
her childhood home, Oakland, California, There is
no there there.”

In 1991, Naomi Wolf set aside centuries of
speculation when she said that beauty as an
objective and universal entity does not exist.
“Beauty is a currency system like the gold
standard. Like any economy, it is determined by
politics, and in the modern age in the West it is
the last, best belief system that keeps male
dominance intact.” According to Wolf, the
images we see around us are based on a myth.
Their beauty is like the tales of Aphrodite, the
judgment of Paris, and the apple of discord: made
up. Beauty is a convenient fiction used by
multibillion-dollar industries that create images of
beauty and peddle them as opium for the female
masses. Beauty ushers women to a place where
men want them, out of the power structure.
Capitalism and the patriarchy define beauty for
cultural consumption, and plaster images of
beauty everywhere to stir up envy and desire. The
covetousness they inspire serves their twin goals
of making money and preserving the status quo.

Many intellectuals would have us believe that
beauty is inconsequential. Since it explains
nothing, solves nothing, and teaches us nothing,
it should not have a place in intellectual
discourse. And we are supposed to breathe a
collective sigh of relief. After all, the concept of
beauty has become an embarrassment.But there
is something wrong with this picture. Outside the
realm of ideas, beauty rules. Nobody has stopped
looking at it. and no one has stopped enjoying
the sight. Turning a cold eye to beauty is as easy
as quelling physical desire or responding with
indifference to a baby’s cry. We can say that
beauty is dead, but all that does is widen the
chasm between the real world and our
understanding of it.

Before beauty sinks any deeper, let me reel it in
for closer examination. Suggesting that men on
Madison Avenue have Svengali-like powers to
dictate women’s behavior and preferences, and
can define their sense of beauty, is tantamount to
saying that women are not only powerless but
mindless. On the contrary, isn’t it possible that
women cultivate beauty and use the beauty
industry to optimize the power beauty brings?
Isn’t the problem that women often lack the
opportunity to cultivate their other assets, not
that they can cultivate beauty?

As we will see, Madison Avenue cleverly exploits
universal preferences but it does not create them,
any more than Walt Disney created our fondness
for creatures with big eyes and little limbs, or
Coca-Cola or McDonald’s created our cravings for
sweet or fatty foods. Advertisers and
businessmen help to define what adornments we
wear and find beautiful, but I will show that this
belongs to our sense of fashion, which is not the
same thing as our sense of beauty. Fashion is
what Charles Baudelaire described as “the
amusing, enticing, appetizing icing on the divine
cake,” not the cake itself.

The media channel desire and narrow the
bandwidth of our preferences. A crowd-pleasing
image becomes a mold, and a beauty is followed
by her imitator, and then by the imitator of her
imitator. Marilyn Monroe was such a crowd
pleaser that she’s been imitated by everyone from
Jayne Mansfield to Madonna. Racism and class
snobbery are reflected in images of beauty.
although beauty itself is indifferent to race and
thrives on diversity. As Darwin wrote, “If
everyone were cast in the same mold. there
would be no such thing as beauty.”

Part of the backlash against beauty grew out of
concern that the pursuit of beauty had reached
epic proportions, and that this is a sign of a
diseased culture. When we examine the historical
and anthropological literature we will discover
that, throughout human history, people have
scarred, painted, pierced, padded, stiffened,
plucked, and buffed their bodies in the name of
beauty. When Darwin traveled on the Beagle in
the nineteenth century, he found a universal
“passion for ornament,” often involving sacrifice
and suffering that was “wonderfully great.”

We allow that violence is done to the body among
“primitive” cultures or that it was done by ancient
societies, but we have yet to realize that beauty
brings out the primitive in every person. During
1996 a reported 696,904 Americans underwent
voluntary aesthetic surgery that involved tearing
or burning their skin. shucking their fat, or
implanting foreign materials. Before the FDA
limited silicone gel implants in 1992, four hundred
women were getting them every day. Breast
implants were once the province of porn stars;
they are now the norm for Hollywood actresses,
and no longer a rarity for the housewife.

Nancy Etcoff
Survival of the Prettiest
1999



The Nature of Beauty

These drastic procedures are done not to correct
deformities but to improve aesthetic details.
Kathy Davis, a professor at the University of
Utrecht, watched as more than fifty people tried
to persuade surgeons in the Netherlands to alter
their appearance. Except for a man with a
“cauliflower nose,” she was unable to anticipate
which feature they wanted to alter just by looking
at them. She wrote, “I found myself astounded
that anyone could be willing to undergo such
drastic measures for what seemed to me such a
minor imperfection.” But there is no such thing
as a minor imperfection when it comes to the
face or body. Every person knows the topography
of her face and the landscape of her body as
intimately as a mapmaker. To the outside world
we vary in small ways from our best hours to our
worst. In our mind’s eye, however, we undergo a
kaleidoscope of changes, and a had hair day, a
blemish, or an added pound undermines our
confidence in ways that equally minor
fluctuations in our moods, our strength, or our
mental agility usually do not.

People do extreme things in the name of beauty.
They invest so much of their resources in beauty
and risk so much for it, one would think that lives
depended on it. In Brazil there are more Avon
ladies than members of the army. In the United
States more money is spent on beauty than on
education or social services. Tons of makeup –
1,484 tubes of lipstick and 2,055 jars of skin care
products – are sold every minute. During famines,
Kalahari bushmen in Africa still use animal fats to
moisturize their skin, and in 1715 riots broke out
in France when the use of flour on the hair of
aristocrats led to a food shortage. The hoarding of
flour for beauty purposes was only quelled by the
French Revolution.

Either the world is engaged in mass insanity or
there is method in this madness. Deep inside we
all know something: no one can withstand
appearances. We can create a big bonfire with
every issue of Vogue, GQ, and Details, every
image of Kate Moss, Naomi Campbell. and Cindy
Crawford, and still, images of youthful perfect
bodies would take shape in our heads and create
a desire to have them. No one is immune. When
Eleanor Roosevelt “as asked if she had any
regrets, her response was a poignant one: she
wished she had been prettier. It is a sobering
statement from one of the most revered and
beloved of women, one who surely led a life with
many satisfactions. She is not uttering just a
woman’s lament. In Childhood, Boyhood, Youth,
Leo Tolstoy wrote, “I was frequently subject to
moments of despair. I imagined that there was no
happiness on earth for a man with such a wide
nose, such thick lips, and such tiny gray eyes as
mine... Nothing has such a striking impact on a
man’s development as his appearance, and not so
much his actual appearance as a conviction that
it is either attractive or unattractive.”

Appearance is the most public part of the self. It
is our sacrament, the visible self that the world
assumes to be a mirror of the invisible, inner self.
This assumption may not be fair, and not how the
best of all moral worlds would conduct itself. But
that does not make it any less true. Beauty has
consequences that we cannot erase by denial.
Beauty will continue to operate outside
jurisdiction, in the lawless world of human
attraction. Academics may ban it from intelligent
discourse and snobs may sniff that beauty is
trivial and shallow but in the real world the
beauty myth quickly collides with reality.

This book is an inquiry into what we find beautiful
and why what in our nature makes us susceptible
to beauty, what qualities in people evoke this
response, and why sensitivity to beauty is
ubiquitous in human nature. I will argue that our
passionate pursuit of beauty reflects the workings
of a basic instinct. As George Santayana has said,
“Had our perceptions no connection with our
pleasures, we should soon close our eyes to this
world... that we are endowed with the sense of
beauty is a pure gain.” My argument will be
guided by cutting-edge research in cognitive
science and evolutionary psychology. An
evolutionary viewpoint cannot explain everything
about beauty, but I hope to show you that it can
help explain a good many things, and offer a
perspective on the place of beauty in human life.
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Art and Biology

Marx himself once recognized that art could not
easily be accommodated within his theories; he
wondered about how it was that if the Greek arts
were bound up with certain forms of social
development (as they so manifestly were), they
could still afford us pleasure today. Since Marx’s
time, this question has become ever more acute
with the uncovering of the arts of ancient cultures
of which he knew nothing. As the late Glyn
Daniel, an eminent prehistorian, once pointed
out, if we want to understand prehistoric art we
certainly need to know something about the
chronology of prehistory and its various cultures;
but, even without such knowledge, we can enjoy
in a discriminating way the artistic creations of
prehistoric man. Until very recently neither Marx,
nor any of his followers, had anything at all
intelligent to say about this vast problem of the
aesthetic transcendence of great works of art.

When we are dealing with the problem of art, we
are always dealing with two separate but closely
related questions: aesthetic response, and
aesthetic (or perhaps ‘expressive’) work. The
sorts of questions we need to begin by asking are
what are the rudiments of these twin roots of art
in species other than our own, and what can we
learn from the study of them about the nature of
these phenomena in our own species?

Take first the question of aesthetic response. Self-
evidently, although we experience this in relation
to works of art, we also experience it in relation
to other things – like flowers, animals, mountains,
minerals, waterfalls, vistas and natural scenery of
all kinds as well. Darwin pointed out that this sort
of response was almost universally observable
among men. however variable the objects they
admired might be. The problem, for him, was to
account for this widespread trait in evolutionary
terms.

Darwin tried to separate out a ‘sense of the
beautiful’ (by which he intended to refer only to
the pleasure given by certain colours, forms and
sounds) from complex ideas and trains of thought
with which, he says, it is self-evidently associated
in ‘cultivated men’. Obviously? Darwin writes, ,no
animal would be capable of admiring such scenes
as the heavens at night, a beautiful landscape, or
refined music.’ Such ‘high tastes’, he explained,
‘are acquired through culture and depend on
complex associations; they are not enjoyed by
barbarians or by uneducated persons’. (One has
to forgive Darwin his Victorian prejudices!)
Nonetheless, Darwin believed that this ‘sense of
the beautiful’ was something man had in
common with other animals. ‘When we behold a
male bird elaborately displaying his graceful
plumes or splendid colours before the female,’
Darwin wrote, ‘whilst other birds, not thus
decorated, make no such display, it is impossible
to doubt that she admires the beauty of her male
partner.’

As we shall see, others have doubted it; but
Darwin went on to argue that, with the great
majority of animals, ‘the taste for the beautiful is
confined to the attractions of the opposite sex’. In
this term, ‘sense of the beautiful’, Darwin of
course included not just visual phenomena but
also, as he put it, ‘the sweet strains poured forth
by many male birds during the season of love’.
He also noted that certain humming and bower
birds even gathered petals, coloured stones and
other bright objects with which they decked their
nests; an activity in which, perhaps, we can see
the instinctive sense of the beautiful beginning to
phase into residual aesthetic work. Darwin
offered no explanation as to why certain colours,
tunes or combinations of shapes might be found
pleasing to individuals within any given species,
beyond suggesting that habit came into it, and,
as he put it, ‘habits are inherited’. He did refer, en
passant, however, to the work of the great
Helmholtz, who had explored the physiological
bases of harmonies, certain cadences and tones
among men.

But Darwin was concerned only to argue that
when such preferences arose – in whatever
species – they played a role in natural selection
because, as he put it: ‘the males which were the
handsomest or the most attractive in any manner
to the females would pair oftenest, and would
leave rather more offspring than other males’. He
went on to suggest that the original function of
the ‘sense of beauty’ was not radically different
among human beings, drawing attention to the
apparent likeness between the patterns with
which ‘even the lowest savages’ (as he called
them) ornament themselves, and the similar
adornment with which natural selection endows
certain parts of some animals – for example, the
facial and genital regions of many male monkeys.
We do not even have to go along with Darwin’s
specific explanation of the phenomenon in terms
of sexual selection, to which there are serious
objections to accept his general point, namely
that the rudiments of a sense of beauty are
discernible in species other than our own.

Since the late nineteenth century, however,
Darwin’s view has been challenged, not only by
aestheticians, but also by other biologists who
have sometimes argued that lower animals
experience only ‘an instinctive congenital
response’, to ‘signal stimuli’, and not true
aesthetic feelings.

Those who take this line, however, invariably have
to admit that certain phenomena like complex
bird-song, with all its infinite variations, often
incorporating mimetic elements, are peculiarly
difficult to explain. Jackdaws, for example, after
being trained to certain rhythms, are able to
recognize them even when played by different
instruments, i.e. with a different tone quality (or
timbre), or even when the tempo, pitch or
intervals are altered.
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This suggests something more complex than
‘congenital response’. But Darwin and his critics
may not be as far apart as they appear. In the
nineteenth century, Grant Allen argued in his
book Physiological Aesthetics that aesthetic
experience was the specifically human
manifestation of an instinct deeply rooted in
animal nature; he tried to explain why we enjoy
certain combinations of colours, certain forms,
patterns and musical structures in anatomical and
biological terms. I, too, believe that the aesthetic
response in human beings probably has its roots
in congenital, instinctive responses, but these are
subject to some peculiarly human (rather than
merely bird-like) processes of transformation.

The pursuit of the physiological roots of
aesthetics passed out of fashion when it was
ridiculed by such idealist thinkers on art as
Benedetto Croce, at the turn of the century. But I
believe that researches of this kind have a lot to
teach us about why it is that we can enjoy, say,
medieval madrigals. Japanese kimonos, Islamic
architecture, Navajo Indian rugs or many kinds of
decoration and rhythm without knowing the first
thing about the societies from which they came.
They may also eventually tell us quite a lot about
why we enjoy decorative and rhythmical
elements in much more complex works. Perhaps
they will ultimately demonstrate something that
should make ‘pure’ formalist painters think: that
is that there is, indeed, an isolatable, ‘pure’,
aesthetic faculty, but this is no more than a crude
animal capacity like oral taste which man shares
with many lower species. Indeed it seems to me
that the formalists who say that aesthetic
response is just a matter of having a ‘good eye’,
or a ‘good ear’, are on a very dangerous wicket.
But so was John Ruskin when he said ‘I take no
notice of the feelings of the beautiful we share
with spiders and flies’. In the narrowest, formalist
sense the aesthetic achievements of animals
clearly outstrip our own. For example, all birds,
dogs and even fish (gudgeons as a matter of fact)
ever investigated in this respect were found to
have perfect pitch. Few humans possess this.
Gudgeons then presumably have ‘better ears’:
but, as we shall see, it is precisely because the
‘sense of the beautiful’ in man, though rooted in
the sense organs, and genetically inherited
responses, is not wholly dependent on them that
it acquires its specifically human character.

Let us turn now to the question of aesthetic
expression as opposed to aesthetic response. If
you think about so-called ‘primitive’ cultural
activity with its roots in song, dance, body
ornament, ritual, rhythm and mime, it really is not
difficult to point towards parallels for such
pursuits in nature. I have already had something
to say about the songs of birds; but think now of
an equally interesting aspect of birdlife, the
elaborate courtship and mating rituals, with all
their attendant dances and displays, in which so
many birds engage.

A pioneering study in this terrain was Julian
Huxley’s extraordinary little book The Courtship
Habits of the Great Crested Grebe, first published
in 1914. Its implications extend far beyond
ornithology: Huxley observes that there are many
birds – penguins, swans, divers, guillemots and
so on among them – which lack special physical
display, or ornamental structures, on the male but
which nonetheless go through courtship rituals of
very great complexity. The nature of these rituals
fascinated Huxley. He realized they could not be
accounted for by Darwin’s theory of ‘sexual
selection’. Their overall pattern seemed in some
ways determined by genetically inherited codes;
nonetheless they could be shown to include
elements which had lost all functional use for the
species, and seemed to be being pursued for
their own sake – or rather for the ritual’s sake.
Moreover, the choice of dance movements,
shaking-bouts, displays, etc. was subject to wide-
ranging individual variation. Huxley records the
surprise and reluctance with which he was forced
to the conclusion that these rituals were
essentially the expression of emotions among
male and female birds; the material through
which such expression was realized being the
often functionally useless inherited behaviour
patterns. As Konrad Lorenz has pointed out, the
revolutionary element in Huxley’s work was that
lie discovered the remarkable fact that certain
movement patterns, in the course of phylogeny or
the evolution of a species, lose their original,
specific function and become almost symbolic
ceremonies. Here, I think, we are coming very
close to a rudimentary version of certain aesthetic
pursuits among men.

Indeed, in a fascinating study on behaviour and
civilization, Otto Koenig (1976) showed that the
laws of biological phylogeny are apparently valid
for certain cultural historical processes: he
demonstrated that in many man-made objects,
like items of dress and armaments, the gradual
loss of functional significance of a particular
element or feature is commonly associated with
an increase in its ornamental character. One
example among many which he gave was the
evolution of the chin-strap in Austrian military
helmets, and its transformation from a protective
device to an ornamental element with no
functional purpose at all. Thus the strap that once
secured the helmet became an embellishment of
it, an expressive or aesthetic feature.
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But it is by no means clear that the movement is
always from the functional towards the aesthetic
– at least not in any straightforward way. We
cannot get far in our investigation of the
biological roots of art without considering the
question of play. Play, of course, is an activity
which humans share with many other species:
the play of, say, kittens and young chimpanzees is
known to everyone. In the late nineteenth
century, there was a flurry of really rather
interesting books studying the play of both man
and animals and relating both to artistic activity
and expression. For example, Herbert Spencer
argued that artistic activity was just a specially
valuable form of play. In beauty, we enjoy the
greatest quantity and intensity of stimuli with the
least effort. I do not think we have to go along
with Spencer’s dubious theories likening
biological processes to mechanical concepts of
‘energy’ to realize the importance of his general
point that there is something about art which
resembles play, and that this something has to do
with the fact that both seem to belong, as
Spencer himself put it, to a realm beyond that of
function and necessity.

Nonetheless, it must also be admitted that, in
creatures other than man, play is clearly
biologically functional. Jane Egan once made a
very interesting study of the play of a kitten with
a woollen ball. She concluded that this play was
not a category of behaviour distinct from true
predation. In its play the kitten’s behaviour
follows the same motor-patterns as in
preycatching, and it responds to the same stimuli
– small size, fur, ‘animal smell’, movement and so
forth. The kitten’s relation to the wool ball is thus
functional: it is a form of learning about solitary
hunting; and, indeed, when the kitten has
mastered the skills necessary to hunt, it ceases to
play. As we shall see, play in children, and indeed
in adults, seems much less immediately adaptive
– much more dissociated from the development
of specific, instinct rooted skills.

It is possible that although phenomena like
courtship and play are precursors of artistic
activity in general they tell us very little about
expression in those art forms with which we are
primarily concerned: activities like painting,
sculpture and drawing. The decisive difference
here is that between a performance and
workmanlike pursuits, culminating in anaesthetic
(or non-functional) object which exists outside
the organism’s own body. Of course, many
animals – like bees, ants, birds and beavers –
work; but their labours are highly functional. A
possible exception is that mentioned earlier: the
case of the bower birds with their brightly
coloured ornaments. But, as Darwin suggested,
their activities seem like the precursors of mere
fancy, rather than the imaginative labour
characteristic of high art.

There is however a much more instructive
exception than that: that is the case of primate
art. John MacKinnon (1978) has pointed out that
chimpanzees, in captivity, dress up and enjoy
selfdecoration; they have a natural sense of
rhythm and love to beat on drums; they make
windborne patterns with dust, scratch in the
mud, and execute splendidly colourful paintings.
These paintings have been studied by several
researchers. For example, Desmond Morris – on
whose findings (Morris 1962, 1967) I have drawn
heavily – worked with an ape called Congo in the
1950s; and Congo even got a one-chimp show at
the ICA.

Morris compared the development of the
chimpanzee’s drawing closely with that of the
child. Chimps and children both become
interested in the activity at about one-and-a-half
years of age. They start by covering the sheet
with scribbly lines, which become firmer, more
rhythmical and more organized as time goes by.
But, during the third year, child and ape art
become markedly different. The average child
starts to simplify its confused scribbling, to
experiment with basic shapes – crosses, circles,
squares, triangles and so on. Meandering lines
are led round the page until they join to enclose a
space. Lines turn into outlines. The simple shapes
are then combined one with another, to produce
abstract patterns. A circle is cut by a cross: the
corners of squares joined by diagonal lines. Then,
when the child is about three, comes the great
breakthrough into representation; in the chimp, it
never comes.

Like the child, the young chimp develops its
composition – even using colours more
harmoniously. The chimp gets to the point of
making fan patterns, crosses and circles... and it
goes no further. It is particularly tantalizing that
the marked-circle motif is the immediate
precursor of the earliest representation produced
by the child. A child will place a few lines and
dots inside the outline of a circle, and then, with a
sudden flash of recognition, realize that a face is
staring back at him, that his marks, out there in
the world, stand for, or represent, something else
.. thenceforth, representation dominates in child
art over and above abstract and pattern invention.
The ape stops without making that leap: once it
has drawn and marked its circle, on the threshold
of an image, it continues to grow, but its pictures
do not.
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Now let us look back at the evidence we have
been exploring: all these rudimentary biological
precursors of aesthetic experience and aesthetic
expression; the sense of beauty; natural ornament
and decoration; expressive rituals, even ape
painting. Why among all of them is there nothing
we would feel happy to call ‘a work of art’? The
clue, I think, lies in the phrase itself: a work of art.
This implies a complete symbolic world, which
can exist independently of the organism’s own
body, but which belongs, as it were, neither to
the organism itself nor to existing external reality
(in the sense which both natural and man made
functional objects do). It is certainly possible to
discern something approaching symbolic activity
among animals. Remember the grebes, or the
kitten’s ball of wool? But there is always
something meagre about this symbolism,
something intolerably close to the functional
appearances and behaviour patterns as given by
natural selection. The degree of symbolic
transformation remains slight; the animal appears
to be constantly constrained by its immediate
functional relationship to reality; the ape’s circle is
always just that. An ape’s circle. It never
constitutes a face. In short, the animal’s aesthetic
activities exist without a culture.

We must now ask, and very briefly answer, a vital
question: ‘What is culture?’ Everyone argues
about what culture is. As Leslie White (1962) has
written, ‘Stone axes and pottery bowls are culture
to some anthropologists, but no material object
can be culture to others. Culture exists only in the
mind, according to some; it consists of
observable things and events in the external
world, according to others.’ But White drew
attention to what he calls, ‘a class of phenomena,
one of enormous importance in the study of man,
for which science has as yet no name: this is the
class of things and events consisting of or
dependent on symboling’. White called such
phenomena ‘symbolates’. A symbolate, he said,
can be a spoken word, a stone axe, a fetish,
avoiding one’s mother-in-law, loathing milk,
saying a prayer, sprinkling holy water, a pottery
bowl, casting a vote or whatever. A symbolate, he
argued, could be considered in two contexts.
From what he calls ‘the somatic context’, that is
the point of view of the behaviour of the
individual organism; but symbolates can also be
considered in an ‘extrasomatic context’; i.e. in
terms of their interrelationships among
themselves. Culture, White suggests, ‘is the
name of things and events dependent upon
symboling, considered in an extrasomatic
context’.

Culture, therefore, is an outgrowth of man’s
capacity for labile symbolization, and his ability to
detach his symbols from himself into a third area
of experiencing which is neither quite ‘objective’
nor quite ‘subjective’. But here it is important to
emphasize a point made by two wellknown socio-
biologists (with whom I don’t agree too often),
Lionel Tiger and Robin Fox. ‘Men’, they say, ‘are
not simply creatures of culture, they are the
creatures that create culture because that is the
kind of creature that they are.’ Or, as Grahame
Clark (1946) puts it at the beginning of his little
book From Savagery to Civilization: ‘the
evolution, nay the very possibility of culture
depends on physical attributes which in man
have attained a unique stage of development.
However much the organism is overlaid by
culture, (the organism itself) remains the basis of
life, and though it may be modified by culture,
culture itself must perish without a firm and
sound foundation in biological reality.’
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