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Towards a Redefinition of Design

GRAHAM LIVESEY
University of Calgary

For many reasonstherole of design in contemporary soci ety
continues to be misunderstood. On one hand, the word has
such general and vague usage in many discourses that it
vergeson meaninglessness, and, on the other, designisoften
understood as being synonymouswith decoration or appear-
ance, as a 'look.' In North Americalit is typical to either
consider design as something superfluousadded to the basic
solution of a problem, or to glorify it as status symbol. We
are surrounded by design, whether 'designed’ or not, by
devaluing it we undermine the vital role of designersin the
contemporary world. In the following | would liketoaim at
a broad working definition of design as an activity, regard-
lessof discipline, relevant to the Poshnodern condition. | am
not striving for a fixed definition of the term, but intend to
explore the deeper meanings of the word in order to better
understand design as a discipline and to have a useful
definition that is comprehensible to those not actively en-
gaged in design themselves.

When one looksfor a contemporary definition of design
one quickly discovers this is not an easy task; even many
texts devoted to the subject intentionally avoid succinct
definitions." Of the definitions of design available, the
following selection present a range of possibilities:

[Design] has gained the composite meaning of aim
plus thing aimed at. It has come to stand for a process
- from the original conceptionthroughthe planand the
manufacture to the finished object.?

Design is the conscious and intuitive effort to impose
meaningful order.?

Design is the area of human experience, skill and
knowledge that reflectsman's concernwiththe appre-
ciation and adaptation of hissurroundingsin the light
of his material and spiritual needs. In particular, it
rel ateswithconfiguration,composition, meaning, value
and purpose in man-made phenomena.*

Whileeach of thesedefinitionsisworkable, none of them
seems to capture the entire scope of what the word implies.
One of themost comprehensivedefinitionsof designisto be

found in the complete 1989 edition of The Oxford English
Dictionary. The Englishword design hasitsoriginsin Latin
and can be used as both a noun and asa verb as interrelated
terms. | am concerned here with defining design as an
activity and so will rely mainly on the three major meanings
associated withthe verb. By briefly examining each of these,
it should be possibleto synthesize a broad definition.
The first aspect of design is defined as follows:

|. [after L. designare, F. désigner] To mark out,
nominate, appoint, DESIGNATE.}

The act of designation refers to assigning, indicating, and
specifying. Thissomewhat elusivedefinition comesfromthe
Latinwordssigrare and signum, both of whichmean tomark
or tosignify. It impliesthe act of giving somethingto another
or totheworld: naming, assigningafate, havingadistinctive
mark, appointing to an office. This aspect of design tendsto
bean ol der meaning of theword asisconveyedinalinewritten
by John Donnein 1610: "' TheSonne, which designespriesthod,
isso much bigger thantheMoon.™ Here Donneusestheword
to indicate or symbolize that the sun signifies or means
priesthood. Designisan aimingat or pointing towardssome-
thing else, the potential for meaning.

Thesecond part of thedefinitionisthe most conventional:

II. [alied to DESIGN sh. I, obs. F. desseigner] To
plan, purpose, intend.”

This refers to design as the intentional act of planning. To
guoteasub-definitionin thedictionaryitisto"formaplanor
scheme of ; to conceive and arrange in the mind; to originate
mentally, plan out, contrive.™ Thisis the inventive aspect of
design that involves thinking, the intentional arranging of
somethingtofulfil apurpose. Theword 'purpose’ denotesthat
design is useful, that it accommodates needs.

Thethird part of thedefinitionisessential and potentially
controversial, since it seems to be the aspect of design that
is missing in many definitions:

II.[alliedtoDESIGN sb. 11, It. disegnare, F. dessiner]

To sketch, delineate, draw; to fashion artistically.’

This is design as the act of drawing as is conveyed in a
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passagefrom John Evelyn's diary of 1644; "'the prospect was
so tempting that | designed it with my crayon.”'® In thisthird
part of the definition we find further elaboration that allows
usto come closer to aworking definition, adirect reference
to execution, and the idea that design is to "make the
preliminary sketch of (a work of art, a picture, statue,
ornamental fabric, etc.); to make the plans and drawings
necessary for the construction of (a building, ship, machine,
etc.), which the workmen haveto follow."" In the third part
we a'so find referenceto the notion of design asadecorative
activity, as the adornment of an object or structure.

If the three definitions of the verb design describedin the
Oxford English Dictionary are synthesized intoa working
definition we arrive at the following:

Design is the act of conceiving or contriving in the
mind a purposeful plan, scheme or project, conveyed
through drawing for subseguent execution (to be car-
ried into effect by action, to be designated).

This definition suggests that design is a sequential activity
moving from intellectual conception, through drawing to
redlization. The several definitions presented above are
Modern definitions of design that have their origins in
classical antiquity and, morespecifically, during the Renais-
sance. Vitruvius's Ten Books of Architecture, the only
treatise on architecture to survive from antiquity, had a
profound influence on the Renaissance in Europe and the
emergence of modem design disciplines. Vitruvius's edict
that a good architect (designer) has to have the ability to
combine theory (thinking - mind) and practice (making -
hand) correspondsto the basi caspects of design suggestedin
the OED definitions. Vitruviuswrites that those*who have
aimed at acquiring manual skill without scholarship have
never been ableto reachapositionof authority to correspond
to their pains, while those whorelied only upon theoriesand
scholarship were obviously hunting the shadow, not the
substance.”"? Vitruviusal so statesthat designwork shouldbe
evaluated against three basic properties: utilitas (useful-
ness), firmitas (firmness, strength, endurance), and venustas
(beauty, delight)." In al the definitions we have touched
upon above, it can be determined that design in some way
combines thinking or conception, and making or execution.
Here lies the essence, and the problematic, of design.
Richard Kearney describes in The Wake of Imagination
theevolving natureof human productionand creation, which
correspondtothePremodern, theM odem, and thePostmodern
periodsin Western history.* Premoderncultures(e.g. indig-
enous, ancient Greek and medieval cultures) exemplify the
roleof thecraftsman or demiurge, wheremakingis mimetic,
imitative of the making by the Creator, and is inextricably
linked with a conception of the cosmos. Works made in
Premodern cultures are often symbolic and can contributeto
celebratory rituals. These traditions emphasi ze craft handi-
work and continuity by maintaining and gradually trans-
forming established modelsover long periodsof time. This
way of making and working does not distinguish between

theory and practice, or between thinking and making, and
there isno strong emphasi s placed on authorship or original-
ity. This unity and appropriateness to human production is
capturedin Adolf L oos's description of an indigenous moun-
tain village:

Themountainsand theclouds arereflected in the lake,
as are the houses, farms and chapels. They stand as if
they had never been built by human hands. They look
asthoughthey have comefrom God's own workshop,
just likethe mountains and thetrees, thecloudsand the
blue sky."

The Modem or humanist period, initiated during the
Renaissance, shifted emphasis from a theocentric to an
anthropocentric model, that of the inventor. This is evident
in Modem figures such as the scientific experimenter (e.g.
Galileo), the conquering explorer (e.g. Christopher Colum-
bus) and the Romantic ideal of the artist (e.g. Vincent van
Gogh). The possihility for meaning transfers from transcen-
dent connectionswith a cosmos, to the immanent genius of
acreating individual producing original works. Unlike pre-
vious periodsthe Renaissance highly valued authorship and
invention, it is here we see the emergence of design and the
central roleof drawing. During the Renai ssance tremendous
emphasis was placed on disegno as the ability to draw,
construct perspectives, understand proportion and geom-
etry; skill in drawing was required in order to be a painter,
architect, or designer of fortifications. For instance, L eonardo
daVinci used hisremarkabledrawing skillsto both probethe
worldaround himand invent new things. However, drawing
can act asamediator or asahindrance betweentheinventive
mind and the executed work. The Renaissance emphasis on
drawing prefigured the devel opment and systematization of
practice and the emergence of the various design profes-
sions. It also enabled a split to gradually develop between
thinking (theory) and execution (practice).’

Finaly, Keamey uses the figure of the bricoleur to
represent the Postmodem era. The work of this figure is no
longer mimeticor productive, but isinstead parodic, ' some-
one who playsaround with fragments of meaning which he
himself has not created....fwho] becomes a 'player' in a
game of signs, an 'operator' in an electronic media net-
work.”'7 As is suggested by Kearney's description,
Postmodernism alters the working techniques of the de-
signer, radically questionstheimportance of authorship, and
challengesthe role of design in contemporary culture.

Postmodemity, the period initiated by the electronic and
mediarevolutionof the 1950sand 1960s, hastendenciesthat
areboth liberatingand destructive. The Ageof the Hyperreal
has brought with it a rejection of traditional “meta-narra-
tives," hierarchies,institutionsand methods. Postmodernism
impliesmany things. from hybridizationto historicism, from
empowerment to nihilism. The crisis that confronts the
contemporary world is evident every time one turns on the
newsto 'participate’ in the events of the global village. The
following quotation from George Steiner contains both a
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critique of our condition and a possible attitude for the
redefinition of design in the contemporary world:

Creation should be custody; a human construction
should be the elicitation and housing of the great
springs of being. But we know reality is otherwise.
Technology has ravaged the earth and degraded natu-
ral formsto mere utility. Man has labored and thought
not with but against thegrain ofthings, he hasnot given
lodgingtotheforcesand creatures of the natural world
but made them homeless.'*

Here, | propose to revisit the three basic aspects of the
definition aspresented inthe Oxford English Dictionary and
to expand upon them, in order to arrive at a modified
definition of design, onethat attempts to moreclosely reflect
the Postmodern world. The various definitions of design
presented above do not adequately address a number of
issues, such as authorship, making, use and meaning.

The first aspect of design is the act of designating or
marking out. It is a primary one, and has deep existential
implications. Marking out or ordering the world contributes
to making the world comprehensible and habitable. There
has always existed the necessity for humankind to configure
the world both metaphysically (with cosmologies, stories,
ingtitutions and names), and materialy, through the making
of implements, objects, shelter, textsand art. Where thiswas
onceastableendeavour it hasnow been transformed into one
that is constantly changing. We can say that design is
something which isaimed at, that it isameaningful act, but,
that the location of that meaning is not constant in the
contemporary world. Meaning is continually open to inter-
pretation and reinterpretation. Design is an ongoing ques-
tioning (hermeneutics) of the world and our place in that
world, thisisthe most difficult aspect of design. As Steiner
indicates, human creation should be a custody of the world,
rather than the destruction of the world.

The second definition of design as planning, of arrange-
ment contrivedinthe mind carried forward into aconstructed
work, presentsa number of problems. Thereis theimplica-
tion of a Cartesian divorcement from the world and of a
thinking, disembodied and all knowing mind imposing order
on the world. While it requires a thoughtful outlook on the
world, design is an action that also engages the world. The
arranging, contriving or inventing of solutions is not nec-
essarily theimposition of asolution created by an individual
genius. For instance, collaborative projects and design ef-
forts that evolve over a lengthy period of time chalenge
Modernist notions of authorship.

Whereas a Modern definition of design places emphasis
on contrivance, individual invention and originality, these
have been radically questioned in recent years. The quest for
originality that underliesmodern art and science has beenthe
locus for meaning in the Modem world. This notion of
creativity as invention emerged from the development of
science and ideas of progress during the Renaissance and
Baroque periods. The discovery and conquering of new

territories the opening up of new intellectual, political and
geographical frontiers - developed as the raison d’étre of
Western civilization.

Designisapurposeful or intentional activity, that aimsat
something or some end, and is useful. If design contributes
to human existence, to making the world comprehensible
and habitable, then surely it fulfils needs and purposes.
Elaine Scany describes human artifacts as projections of the
human body. Products of creation or design respond to
human needs and also give back to us in a reciprocal
arrangement through their use, meaning is situated between
thinking and materiality. The act of designing and the
products of design are intertwined, what she hasdescribed as
""the making sentient of the external world.”" Scany writes
that an artifact "isitself only amidpoint in atotal action: the
act of human creating includes both the creating of the object
and the object's recreating of the human being, and it isonly
because of the second that the first is undertaken: that
"recreating' action is accomplished by the human makers
and must be included in any account of the phenomenon of
making.”?* Rather than imposing order, design can be a
process that both gives to and draws order out of a context.
To overcome some of the shortcomings of the definitions of
design presented above, the reciprocal tasks of thinking and
execution must be unified in order to fully engage the world.
Thissuggestsadefinition of making that issimilar tothecraft
traditions of Premodern or indigenous cultures.

Since the Renaissance drawing has functioned as the
language of design, often supplemented with model making.
However, rather than functioning as an intermediary stage
between thought and execution, drawings in most cases have
acted as representations of that conceived mentally in the
mind, divorcing thinking from execution. Instead drawing
and other forms of making, such as model making, should
take on the characteristics of craft asan integral part of the
design process.

In The Language of Drawing, Edward Hill defines draw-
ing as an activity that "'turns the creative mind to expose its
workings. Drawing discloses the heart of visual thought,
coal esces spirit and perception, conjures imagination; draw-
ingisanact of mediation....”*! Hill stressesthat drawing, like
design, isavital mediator between the mind and the world,
it isafluid reciproca process between thinking, imagining
and making as the artist strives to make marks on a surface
or the designer searches for a project. Drawing is a process
of interpretation and a striving for order; Hill continues:

Drawing diagramsexperience. It isatransposition and
solidification of the mind's perceptions. From thiswe
see drawing not simply asgesture, but as mediator, as
a visua thought process which enables the artist
[designer] to transform into an ordered consequence
what he perceivesin common (or visionary) experi-
ence. For the artist, drawing is actualy a form of
experiencing, a way of measuring the proportions of
existence....Drawing, then, is seeing.?
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Rather than being a representation of ideas, drawing should
be making. Drawing is not the exclusive means for exploring
design asawide range of tools and techniquescan contribute
to design. For instance, along with the conventions of draw-
ing, modelling and actual construction, computer technology
isnow increasingly capable of facilitating drawing and mod-
elling. The attitude expressed by Hill suggests that making
(drawing, modelling, constructing, computer design, etc.) is
essential to understanding the world, and, consequently, to
mai ntai ning theworld for continued human existence. Through
making the designer can combine intuition, imagination,
analysisand an embodied understanding of the world. We find
here an affinity with craft traditions and the possibility to
reunite theory and practice. Some designers have converted
this attitude into practice and alow the careful execution of
artifacts (drawings, models, etc.) to help to see and to reveal
the design project through a journey of exploration.”® The
designer does not create representations, even if they will
subsequently be used for guiding construction, but instead
artifacts or works of design.

Design will continue to be necessary for human survival
in the world.** The model of the bricoleur suggested by
Kearney is admirably suited to a reworking of the definition
of design. It suggests that work can evolve over time, that it
can be a hybrid assemblage of existing material and that
design can be a fluid ongoing activity. Authorship is no
longer the action of an individual genius, productions can be
collaborative efforts. This model of design shuns method-
ologies, instead it draws upon invention and process. By
taking the themes alluded to above, a redefined working
definition of design would likely read as follows:

Design is an activity that responds to human needs,
maintains the world and leads to an executable work,
developed through areciprocal action of thinking and
making. It is an activity that may be individual or
collaborative, spontaneous or evolutionary, original or
borrowed that results in the creation of meaningful
(continually reinterpreted) and material order.

This effort to find a Postmodern redefinition of design
suggests a strategy that embraces a difficult course by
marrying the craft and preserving aspects of Premodern
cultures with theinventivetraditionsof the Modem era. The
redefinition of design in contemporary terms has strong
implications for the education of designers and for the
practice of design.
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