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Design and Pragmatic Semiotics

BERNARD DARRAS

Abstract

7

This article aimstodemonstratethe relation-

ship between design and semiotics.

The author of the present paper —a semio-
tician working in the field of design theory and
practice —demonstrates how pragmatic semiot-
ics can be usefultodesignersinthe course of their
trainingaswellas lateron when studying the pro-
cesses of design, creation and developmentina
professional context. He also presents the main
themes in the field of pragmatic epistemology
anditsimpact on semiotics of experience. Finally,
byway of a practical study, he outlines his concept
of semiotic studies of design.

: is: Design, experience, habits, interac-
tion, norms, pragmatism, research, semiotics
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BERNARD DARRAS

1. From Structural Semiology
to Pragmatic Semiotics

Duringthe1970s,there was greatenthusiasm
for the semiological writings of Roland Barthes,
UmbertoEco, Christian Metz, Louis Hjelmslevand
Algirdas Julien Greimas' whose findings influ-
enced all branches ofthe humanities. However, at
the time when it seemed that structuralism and
linguistic theory would dominate, resistance was
gathering.Some semiologists of visual culture, for
example, foundthatimages could not be reduced
to the study of what could be said about them
and the linguistic model as seen in the context
of structuralism could not directly and simply be
transposed to any other field of study. It was then
that the pragmatic semiotics of Charles S. Peirce”
started to become known in France thanks to the
writings of Umberto Eco (1972 and 1976) and the
annotated translations of Gérard Deledalle (1978)
andJoseph Chenu (1984). For certain semiologists
this represented a revolution in their knowledge
which, whilst providing answers to doubts at that
time, opened up new leads of research, including
myown.’

2.From Semiotics tothe Study of Design
As a researcher, teacher and designer, my

study interests are varied,* but can be grouped
intothree categories.

For a long time, still and animated images

were my main focus, in particular the study of the produc-

tionand reception of diagrams, charts and pictograms.” In

these areas, | have affinities to information design.”

I'have published articles in the field of semi-
otics of images and of visual culture (see bibliog-

raphy) and | also organise and conduct research
inthis area, particularly visual literacy and visual
studies.largueinfavourof all forms of design be-
ing taught at all levels of the school system and
that the different approaches to the conception
should be valued as much as creativity.

Since the end of the 1990s, | have done a lot
of work in the field of interactive multimedia and
founded a Research and Development centre
thatincludes a research department and offers a
professional Masters in interactive multimedia. |
supervise multimedia projectsaswellasteaching
semiotics of user interface design and, by exten-

a great demand for reception, usability and user behav-

iour analysis which proves that a designeris no longer an

author or inventor, but has become a facilitator of social

(Thackara, 2005).

Since 2006, | have become passionate about
product design and, along with my colleague,
Sarah Belkhamsa, have developed a dynamic
model of object communication that aims to go
beyond those currently in force. Research into
product design is exciting when approached us-
ingtools from pragmaticsemiotics asitdeals with
the world from the perspective of experience, in-
teraction, habits of action and creativity of action.
Toa large extent, this study has led me to renew
many of my theoretical approaches and to em-
phasise the pragmatic, interactionist and exter-
nalistdimensions (see bibliography).

3. What Is the Difference Between
Semiology and Semiotics?

As | briefly said, even though the definition
and study of the sign are central to both these
theories, their concepts and epistemologies are so
differentthattheyare uItimaterin(:ompatible.8

To date, all attempts to unify them have
failed. Semiology remains deeply marked by its
linguistic origins and continues for the most part
to stress the primacy of structure over event.’

framework of American pragmatic epistemology.

Greimas"s work on structural semiotics formed the basis of the theories held by the Paris School of Semiotics.
Pragmatic semiotics was developed by Charles Sanders Peirce at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries, within the

Iwas initially trained in semiology, then semiotics at the Sorbonne followed by further studies in different semiotics labs.

4 lteach semiotics of images, graphic design, information design and product design at Paris1and Paris 8 Universities and as guest pro-

o w

o

©

fessor at the universities of Curitiba and Recife in Brazil and Carthage and Manouba in Tunisia. |am also researcher in semiotics at the
Institute of Media Arts of Yonsei University in Seoul, South Korea.

Particularly a fundamental study of drawings by children and adults with no previous training in drawing.

Inthis area, lwork together with the Society of Information Design of Brazilian universities which regularly organises conferences.

Semioticians have a preference for "flat" things, such as texts, images, screens at the expense of the world of small and large objects as
wellas space. In my opinion, this is a legacy of the academictradition and its emphasis on books and the written word.

The sameterms are often used in both theories, but their meanings and usage are different, which can be confusing for a layperson.
Jacques Fontanille"s writings on this subject are encouraging in this direction.
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Semiology and semiotics - definitions

Toward a structural semiology

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) Louis Hjelmslev (1899-1965)

Jakobson --> Prieto, Barthes, etc.

- Originsin linguistic
-Dyadicsign
-Semiology of the discontinuous

-Hexadicsign
-Continuous
-Structural primacy

- Principle ofimmanence

- Production of meaning as

consequence of the signs
internal structure

-Code

-Removed from environment
-Removed fromtheir creator
-Removed from their receiver user
-Meaningisfrozen
-Noenunciation

-No modalities

of meanings

of texts

fortheanalysis

1...................................

A.Julien Greimas (1917-1992)
--> Ecole de Paris

- Origins in semio linguistic

-Dynamization of the structure
-Immanence / Manifestation
-Sense as an effect of a system

-Norms of adiscourse and kind

- Environment, author and receiver-
user are components of a more
global text considered as the base

- Modalities (believing, knowing...)
-Enunciation and subject
-Meaningand modes of existence

Towards post structural semiotics  Towards pragmatic semiotics

CharlesS. Peirce (1839-1914)

--> Morris, Uexkull, Savan, Eco,
Deledalle, Seabock, etc.

-Originsin logicand pragmatism

- Triadicsign

-Vaque & continuous

-Holisticand systemic

-Relation

-Interactionnist

- Constructivist

-Pluralist

-Meaningis linked to practical
consequences (potential,
deliberate oractual)

-Beliefs and habits

-Situated experience
-Contextas part of the sign

- Dynamic semiosis in the process
of becoming ad infinitum

R I I I R R

It remains committed to the principle of imma-
nence” and, accordingly, sees the production of
meaning as a consequence of the internal struc-
ture of signs and texts. Under this approach,
"text"" and speech are made up of signs articu-
lated in a system that through analysis are de-
tached from their environment, creators and us-
ers."Outside the text nosalvation!”, as the saying
goes based on a sort of Saussurian vulgate, yet
this immanentist principle is increasingly being
challenged and laid open to the consideration of
other degrees of relevance such as enunciation,
argumentative practices,” situations, practices,
modalities, forms of life, etc.”

Pragmatic semiotics is, for its part, much
more holistic and interactionist. It examines sig-
nifying experiences taken fromreal life within the

network of interlinked environments. Practical
consequences (potential, deliberate or actual) of
signs are their meaning and these meanings are
the result of the interplay of beliefs and habits of
actionthatare re-enacted in a given experience.
Structuralist semiology is as deeply rooted in
the dichotomies proposed by Ferdinand de Sau-
ssure (Signified/Signifier; Synchrony/Diachrony;
Langue/Parole; Denotation/Connotation, etc)
as pragmatic semiotics is in the triadic systems
developed by Charles S. Peirce (Representamen
+ Object + Interpretant; Symbol or Icon or Index;
Abduction-> Induction-> Deduction; etc)

Toputitrathercoarsely, we mightsaythatthefirstdis-

sects, reduces, freezes and dualises the world. The second,

however, is evolutionist and attempts to address a living

world open to diversity, complexity and growth.”

'© The principle ofimmanence characterises that which is part of the being itself without considering external actions.
" Poems, images and objects are interlinked signs that together form text.

1

sively adopt the labelling system of tropes and figures as a result.

Foralongtime, semiology restricted its study of argumentative practices to those of classical rhetoric, which led it to sometimes exces-

Studies in this field by Jacques Fontanille, Claude Zilberberg, Francois Rastier, Alessandro Zinna and Groupe ware open to, and in favour
of,change.
"4 Orto be more precise, decided on after a period of deliberation, but not yet carried out into real action.

Here we should do justice to the efforts of semiologists: following the very important contributions by Louis Hjlemslev, Algirdas Julien
Greimas, Jacques Fontanille and others in this field, neo- or post-structuralist semiotics has now renewed itself and increasingly inte-
grates pragmatic paradigms —without necessarily turning interaction into the principle and finality of signification.
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4.Should a Distinction Be Made
Between Semiotics and Semantics?

It is possible in semiologym, but it doesn't
make any sense to do so in pragmatic semiotics -
having said that, Klaus Krippendorff favoured the
term"semantic”in Thesemanticturn: Anew foun-
dation for design. Aside from the catchy title, his
intention was to avoid confusion and set himself
apart from semiology's binary approach. In this
book, he puts meaning at the heart of design and
rejects any kind of dualist approach, e.g. "semioti-
cianswho believeinthe primacy of thedistinction
between signs and what they represent and sig-
nify (..)" (Krippendorff, 2006: 46). The use of the
term"semantic”allows himto highlight meaning
insuchawayastoclearly break with semiological
approaches, butinactualfact, hisentireargument
isadefence of pragmatic semiotics and the way it
puts meaning and interaction at the heart of any
meaningful experience. Pragmatic semiotics of-
fers” an "organic" and ontological way of articu-
lating meaning as expression of the sign and of
semiosis wherein the destination of thesignisthe
meaningand action thataccomplishit.

In many ways, the invention of pragmatic se-
miotics by C.S. Peirce marks the real beginning of
the semanticturn.

The signis seen as a dynamicand obligatory
combination ofthree universes: an "Object” (what
thesignisabout, its aboutness) whichis the initial
Alpha and final Omega of a sign; a "Representa-
men" (parts of the world that the sign activates
and brings uptodateinaction, context and situa-
tion); and an "Interpretant” (a sort of "translator”
called on by the sign to refer to a preconstructed
beliefthat is activated during the construction of
the sign, the sense made of the sign).

Once complete, the sign produces a habit of
action thatis its meaning. So, in pragmatic semi-
otics, semantics is the integrated destination of
the interpretive process and for this reason it is
impossible to separate the two.

5. Which Semiotics Is the Most
Suited to Design?

Structural semioticsisdedicatedtotheimma-

nent (separate) study of text, images and objects
along with their internal ways of working and
for these reasons gives the impression of being
completely focused on the object being studied.

Little by little, the method has absorbed some of the ap-

proachesinherentto pragmatic semiotics, becoming more

receptive to actions, interactions, usages and ways of life,

andforthesereasonsremainscommonly usedinthetrain-

ing of designers. However, its dualist definition of the com-

ponents of asign is a theoretical stumbling block that the

method cannot overcome without self-destructing.

Duetotheiruseofsignsinactionandinterac-
tion, triadic pragmatic philosophy and semiotics
provide afoundationthatis closertothe complex
reality in which the life of signs is only one part of
experience. In addition, this practical theory can
be easily combined with pragmatic, holistic ap-
proachesaswellasfindingsin complexity science
(systemics), cognitive sciences and cultural stud-
iesthatconsidersignsastoolsandasthe object of
a power struggle and counter-power.

6.ls Semiotics Useful in Training
aDesigner?

It is perfectly possible to analyse meaning in various
design products using analytical and critical skills picked
up alongthe way. After all, most people develop relatively
keen critical skillsthatare sufficient for everyday, even pro-
fessional,life.

A professional training period is not only
abouthoninga person's skills, though, italsoaims
to form people using methods that will lead to a
shiftin their way of seeing the world —and then
changingit.

Seeing as semiotics is a discipline specialised
in the study of signs, systems of signs, meaning
and processes of interpretation, it is ideal as a
means to guiding students’ critical analyses of
their—and other people's —work. This can help,
notonlyintheanalysis of completed projects, but
alsoin the earlier stages, such as when defining
the project's remit. A semiotic approach is also
calledforinthe evaluation of an ongoing project.

According to Bernhard Birdeck (2004 and
2009), Ulm was the first university to offer semi-
otics training to designers and most other higher
education institutions have followed suit, with

® See Rastier,2009.

7 In pragmatic semiotics, semiosis is the process of "'meaningin action". Adifference is made between, on the one hand, the semioses that
areinternaltothesign (thatis, the way the sign articulates the Representamen, an Objectand an Interpretant to produce meaning),and,
onthe other, the semiosis that occurs when a sign is completed and becomes the vehicle for another sign (for example, when the sign
"white bird"is identified and becomes the vehicle for "liberty"). In theory, commutations such as these from sign to sign are unlimited. In
experience, as longas a sign-action is viable, semiosis works. However, as soon as a problem presents itself (Doubt), an Inquiry is under-
takenand continues untilaviable solution can be found and semiosis is stabilised —until the confrontation with the next problemarises,

etc.ad infinitum.

varying degrees of success.

A designer's training period is a particularly
crucial momentin the relation between semiot-
icsand design.

More than ever, the success of a product,
posterorwebsiteis now determined by the depth
of understanding of their design and usage pro-
cesses.Consequently, the ability toanalyse differ-
ent ways of producing meaning through visual,
auditive or material signsisvitalin a) understand-
ingthe object beingmadeandb)learning fromits
success or failure.

Furthermore, for design, this implies a fun-
damental change of direction and requires of it
increasing participation in and integration into
society (Klaus Krippendorff,2006 and in this pub-
lication). A good example of this is the current re-
vival of jobs inthisfield: in web design, companies
areincreasingly hiring user experience architects,
interaction designers, usability analysts, userin-
terface designers, etc. On this subject, | entirely
agree with Thackara and Krippendorff in seeing
thedesignerasthe user's advocate or representa-
tive. (Darras, 2009)

7.Do Designers Need Semiotics
toDoTheirJob?

Once they become professionals, designers,
artistic directors, project managers and market
researchers all spend their time reflecting on
and giving meaning to the things they produce.
In addition, they define the meaning of our envi-
ronment. Furthermore, they manage meaning by
sharing the design phase of artefacts with future
userswhoare, as aresult, involved in co-design.

Designers are, therefore, particularly influen-
tialreceiversand producers of signsand meaning
because the things they make are so widely dis-
tributed.

Even though they are constrained by profes-
sional considerations, they are nevertheless con-
stantly making choices, defendingideas, meaning
and projects. Regardless of their job title and no
matter how important orindependent they are,
their work will require them to analyse signs, dis-
course, sign-actions, meaning, signifying experi-
ences and user behaviour. Taking all of this into
consideration, itis clear that they are anyway do-
ing semiotics, just more or less well, depending on
theirtraining.
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The more they are in possession of a good grounding
insemiotics, the bettertheycan understand whattheyare
doing and carry out their main expertise, i.e., producing
signs and being experts in meaning concerning anything
todowith artefacts and interfaces: semiotics really is their
world,
On the other hand, it is debatable whether
semiotics have anything to contribute to the in-
stant when something is actually being created.
Of course, thereis anindirect and implicit contri-
bution inthe forming of a way of thinking, an at-
titude, a network of norms and implicit rules, etc.
However, it is clear that the explicitness and ex-
planations that semiotics provides takes place at
thebeginningandtheend ofthe creative process.

8.CanaDesigner AlsoBe a Semiotician?

After working with designers for a while, it becomes
clear that they are mostly quite gifted with regard to the
study of signs. They are constantly using them, constantly
coming up with new ones. In a way, they devise things
sothat the user can act without having to think about it.
What's more, the result of their creation or inven-
tionisdesignedtobe used onalargescale, result-
inginfeedback being generated regarding the ef-
fectiveness and usability of the things they have
made. Increasingly, designers aredirectly involved
in user and reception studies, therefore, inevita-
bly,they need toknow howtointerprettheresults
of such studies to then integrate them into their
own concepts. Unlike a semiotician, who, at the
most, concludes an analysis with arecommenda-
tion, a designer-semiotician has to think up inno-
vative and pertinent solutions that are both well-
suited to users and compatible with the market.

Designers are agents of signsand meaningand ifthey
lack understanding of what they are doing and the impact
it hasonusers,thentheyare nothing more than executors
orasuggestion box.

9.ls There a Real Gulf Between
Industry and Research?

People working in product creation and de-
sign don't generally have much time to spend on
looking up recent research, they are often under
pressure and mainly focused on keeping an eye
on the results and methods of their competitors.
However, many professionals from industry do
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take part in the training of design students and
through this maintain some degree of contact
with researchers in higher education: in any case,
this is often what is claimed by professionals at
the conferences to which they are invited. Having
said that, the gap between theory and application
doesn't only exist in the design profession. How
many teachers read the latest research done in
education sciences? How many mechanics read
researchin mechanicaltheory? Doresearcherslook
upresearch in epistemology?

Thisis a widespread problem and is the result
of failing to build bridges between seemingly di-
vergent worlds. Yet, in actual fact, academic re-
search hasadirectimpactfirstlyontheinitial train-
ing received in higher education, then later on in
professionaltraining programmes. For profession-
als who work with educational establishments or
who invite researchers to their agencies, research
becomes much more accessible. However, there is
alack of contact between researchers and smaller
agencies and this results in problems adapting to
change and improving performance.

Itdoes have to be said, though, that university
researchers generally don't like doing applied re-
search or making their work accessible to a wider
public—semioticians are as guilty of thisas anyone.

10. What Are the Most Important
Characteristics of Pragmatic Semiotics?

Pragmaticsemiotics has thereputation of be-
ing complex and theoreticaland whilst this is still
often true, itis slowly becoming more accessible
due tothe increasing numbers of people who are
working with and teachingit.

Pragmatic semiotics was invented as a
branch of pragmatic philosophy, a branch that is
vitally important. The works of Charles S. Peirce,
whofounded both of these theories, heavily influ-
enced Americanintellectualswhothenspread his
ideas to other countries.”

Rather than writing a long list of all the char-
acteristics of pragmatic semiotics, | will focus on
the most essential themes.

10.1The 7 Milestones of Pragmatic
Conception

To provide an image of pragmatic semiotics
inits pragmatic environment, it helps to use the
metaphor of "nesting concepts”.

Firstly, there is pragmatic philosophy, which
contains pragmaticepistemology, thatcontainsa
triadic ontology, that contains a phenomenology

The seven steps on pragmaticdesign ladder

Pragmatic philosophy

Study of the scientific philosophy
of action

Pragmatic epistemology

Study of the pragmatic theories
concepts

Pragmaticontology

Study of the three universes
of Being (phaneron and sign)

Pragmatic phenomenology

Study of the phaneron world
(phenomenon)

Pragmatic semiotics (Macro)

Study of the network of semiosis
organised intoa cultural system
of beliefs (Mind)

Pragmatic semiotics (Meso)

Study of the network of signs
(Semiosis)

Pragmatic semiotics (Micro)

Internal study of the sign, its com-
ponents and their relationships

*® Hisworkequallyimpacted logicand mathematics as well asthe humanities. Several articles on this subject can be found in thefirstissue
of "Collection" which is dedicated to links between design and sociology. These texts are directly inspired by the pragmatism that Peirce

founded.

(phaneroscopy), that, finally, contains semiotics.
Semiotics is similarly made up of macro-semiot-
ics (study of the mind that collects all semioses),
which contains meso-semiotics (study of unlim-
ited semiosis from sign to sign), that contains mi-
cro-semiotics (study of semiosis within the sign).

This interlocking principle continues further
with semiotics enabling the study of philosophical
signs and ontology amongst others.

10.2 Semiotics of Inquiry and Habits

Both philosophy, pragmatic epistemologies
andsubsequentsemiotics share the prioritising of
research and inquiry. As a result, anything that is
resistantto habitsorinspiresdoubtandinstigates
the search for new solutions is at the heart of the
pragmaticapproach. Habits, research and change
of habits:the links to design are once again obvi-
ous.

Semiotics also studies the process of stabilis-
ing these solutions. When a solution is found and
adopted by a person and their community, beliefs
are created and habits are formed and fixed. Hab-
its are viable solutions that can be more or less
fixed and that become effective and predictable.
Theyaretheresult of regularities thatensue from
action and interaction and are reinforced by pro-
ducing meaning and shared meaning which then
generally goontobecome normal,thenthe norm.

Of course, habits areincorporated into user behaviour
andrepresentations, buttheyare also presentin artefacts
which are actually materialised habits. Ourentire environ-
mentis made up of distributed intelligence, i.e.concretised
links and relations, and we are merely one part of it.

10.3 Beliefs, Habits of Action
and Interaction

Embodied or materialised beliefs and habits
of action” can be a) a predisposition to act or b)
pragmatic programmes followed by executive
programmes.

They can remain deliberations (action delib-
erated without acting it out) or availability, but
whethertheyarehumanorartefactual (artificial),
they are carried out within interaction of which
experience is the framework.

Interaction and experience are at the origin
and the end of evolutive and dynamic processes,
processes that are embedded in the diversity of

COLLECTION - #3 - SUMMER 201

different cultural practices.

Pragmatism is therefore a theory of action,
of habitual action (habit) and of socialised action
known as interaction. "There is no action without
interaction and this is precisely what gives action
asocial dimension" (Cometti, 2010:299)

As we mentioned, itis also a theory of doubt
—arealandlivingdoubt that only occurs whenan
actionfailsthusresultingin the de-stabilisation of
habits and beliefs. Consequently, itisalsoatheory
of the creativity and invention thatis called on to
overcome the irritation caused by doubt and to
find solutions that will stabilise themselves as
new beliefs and habits.

Theriseofthe conceptofiinterfaceinthefield of design

is probably linked to the increased importance givento in-

teraction in democratic societies as well asin the humani-

ties and social sciences.

Consequently, most artefacts function as in-
terfaces thatare predisposed toaction. Thisis the
way they can and should be treated in semiotic
approaches.

10.4 Experience, Interaction and
Meaning

On account of our experiences, actions and
interactions, the dynamic ensemble of our be-
liefs, habits and changes of habit is constantly
adapting, co-determining and co-evolving with
our environment. Our beliefs and habits congre-
gate together and become more or less interde-
pendent. At this stage they constitute what C. S.
Peirce called "the Mind"; Ludwig Wittgenstein, a
"language-game"; Jakob von Uexkdll, "Umwelt";
Nelson Goodman, a "possible world" and Stanley
Fish"interpretive communities".

Itisinthis unstable environmentthat mean-
ingis actualised and concretised in the process of
interaction —and that the interaction produces
meaning. However, even whenitbecomes a habit
orautomatism, this meaningis never definitive: it
constructs and deconstructsitselfin the complex
network of meaningsthatare in competition and
cooperation.

History of science shows us that despite all
therigoursurroundingscientific practice, itisonly
able to produce conclusions that are "provision-
ally definitive" and acceptable only in temporary
and partial ways. The same s true for all scientific

9 Cornetti, (2010;57) reminds us of the fact that Peirce took these concepts fromthe Scot Alexander Bain"s (1818-1903) utilitarian philosophy
which defined a beliefas a habit of action "upon which one is willing toact.
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knowledge that, equally, can be categorised as
beliefs.

In the process, different systems of signs,
whether moreorless stableand adjusted, are part
of action and include language and all forms of
spatial, visual, aural, tactile, kinesic, gustatory and
olfactory communication.

10.5 Habits, Rules and Norms

Habits aretypes of signifying regularities that
occurduringactions and interactions of an agent
with and in its environment. Pragmatist semio-
ticians study these habits of action and their co-
determination by and with norms and rules. With
regard to this, the pragmatist approach demands
areappraisal of the traditional hierarchy between
rules, actions and facts. (Cometti 2010:177-180)

Pragmaticists believe that customary ex-
periences and interactions are not governed by
rules and that they aren't simply rules made ac-
tual. Rules aren't above the action, nor are they
detached from it or explicit,”® and we have to
knock them off their idealist, abstract pedestal
to see that, in fact, they are inextricably linked to
the usage and practices of which they are merely
acomponent part.

Onceweseethingsinthisway,wecanregard
each signifying interaction as a moment of adap-
tation, of bricolages exécutifs (Belkhamsaand Dar-
ras,2009) and creativity of action (Joas,1999) —an
interaction that takes place within a framework
of social and language games that are brought to
bear in the network of interactions and agencies
between human and non-human actors.”

With regard to this, rules are considered to
be: normative operators of correction, regulators
and intermediary operators that provide commu-
nication, re-linking, solidarity, identity and power
relations (agencies) in and between communities
of usage and interpretation.

"In this case, rules become something that
are no longer the types of laws whose application
represents actualisation or authority, but as the
normative dimension of actions that agents carry
outin a public context where the ability to react
and understand is involved inthe very acts of each
agent." (Cometti 2010:308)

Itis notthe abstractrule that fulfils during the
interaction, rather the interaction that "idealises"
itselfintherulethe momentitis rendered abstract
by institutions or theorists.”

Adjustments, bricolages exécutifs, creativity of
actionand abduction®are operationsthatdevelop
in interaction with the available norms, whether
they are incorporated by human agents or mate-
rialised by non-human actors (space and objects).

Pragmatism considers the rule to be more a
regulating and mediating component that is al-
ways reconstructed in action than a governing,
dominating, ordering and rigid form of authority.™

11. How Do You Conduct a Semiotic
Study in Design?

1.1 Doubt and the Research Problems to
Be Addressed

Everything depends on the type of study be-
ing done and on the audience it is aimed at, but
overall, the research issues or "problematics” are
determining.

During the researcher's work, there needs to
have been a problem, a crisis, a real doubt that has
arisen in the real-life experience of the researcher
or client. This requires looking closely at the real-
life situation. Without involvement or interest in
the actors' points of view, without hindrance or
beingrecalcitrant™and resisting change, an inves-
tigation would be impossible. Otherwise, it would
bejustdoingresearchforthesake of it. Thisissueis
alsovalidinthe case of beliefs and habits of action,
doubts, crises, change and learning.

20 Thisis not the case in phases of formallearning where rules are clearly defined before being integrated. Inimmersive learning, the situ-
ationis more like real life and rules aren"t necessarily made explicit, rather developed during interaction.

Thisis the focus of Actor Network Theory (ANT), developed by Bruno Latour and his colleagues.?? Here | have re-formulated the follow-

ing phrase by Francois Rastier (2009: 2) "(..), abstract language doesn"t become speech, instead speech idealises (or alienates) itselfin

language such asitis understood by grammarians.”

In histriad of logicalinferences, Peirce always favoured abduction (inference as a result of a possibility, something may be), over the other

forms —induction (inference as a result of experimentation, something actually is) and deduction (inference as a result of a system of

laws, something must be).

I

It should be noted that the degree of flexibility or rigidity of regulation and mediation that is exerted by norms depends greatly on the

ways of life, groups, individuals and situations. If we take the example of norms that are directly under the control of a form of authority,
e.g.the police, we cansee thatthereis considerable variation inthe pressure exerted on actions whether by explicit (laws) orimplicit rules
(arepressive atmosphere) or norms. In situations like this, some actors will find they are more audacious, spontaneous and "free" than
others. Theimpact that norms, instructions and regulations will have on a group depends on the importance placed on creativity within

itand will accordingly inhibit orencourage.
5 This proves the importance of research action.
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1.2 The Experiences's Scope and
Framework

Choosing the framework of a real-life expe-
rience depends on the problem to be addressed
—this applies to any part of the semiotic cycle of
habits and change of habits that has been devel-
oped from Peirce's work (See Belkhamsa and Dar-
ras, 2009, see also page 20 in this issue). The pe-
rimeters of relevantinteractions, thedurationand
depthoftheinvestigationthen goontobedefined.

The use of the word perimeter helps to define
andlimitthe network ofinteractions generated by
the experience.

In theory, the network of interactions is infi-
nite but the power of action (agency) decreases in
intensity, power and pertinence the further away
we go from the centre. The length of time sets the
temporal limit of the experience being studied.
Depth refers to the different levels of the experi-
ence andto broader levels of the study—these can
be macro-, meso- or micro-semiotics.

Most of the studies that | carry out relate to
website production and anything to do with digi-
talinterfaces onthe screen, i.e. the study of speci-
fications, logo communication, visual identity,
information architecture and interactive design.
lalsocarry out studies thatamountto more theo-
retical research and are not directly connected
with production. Even then, I try to put myselfin
the shoes of the user, sometimes using my own
experience —as I'm convinced that what we call
"first person studies" are extremely useful in ex-
ploring experiences.

This is as true for actualised habits of action
and the creativity of action that we deploy to at-
tain our goal as it is for crisis or learning situa-
tions.”®

Generally, | try to use situations where inter-
action —whether human or non-human -can be
observed.Ifthisisn't possible, I turntootherinves-
tigative tools and use experimental set-ups that
are more controlled — of course, these are then
more artificial. This way, there are fewervariables,
although it's clear that in "lab" conditions, com-
plexityis reduced.

11.3 The Analystis Part of the System
Being Analysed
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Itisimportant to bear in mind that analysts
are part of the network of agents and actions,
that their beliefs and interpretations are also at
stake and that they should not try to hide behind
some impossible objectivity or neutrality. -
man and itisimpossibletotake acompletelyindependent
stance detached from the humanity that we are part of.
Neither the divine view from on high, nor a view from no-
where make any sense. We are not independent
ofthe network of semioses with which we mostly
interactand this hastobe taken intoaccount. We
havetoremain conscious and critical of the power
resulting fromthe state of semioses we construct
andtowhichweare assigned and this, depending
onthe doubts that destabilise our beliefs.”

1.4 The Inquiry

The next stage of the study depends on the
issues being addressed, which part of the semiotic
cycleis beingtargeted, the scope of the experience
and depth of the investigation.

Using qualitative and quantitative methods,
such as the techniques of investigation that have
been developed by the humanities and social
sciences, is advisable — particularly investigative
techniques, comprehensive approaches and ac-
tion research.

-Qualitative methods are closertoreal-
life experiences which are integrated in complex-
ity. They try to grasp and understand the various
beliefs and habits of action that are provoked or
inhibited during the course of different interac-
tions and the production of meaning, bricolage,
creativity of action, crises, logical inferences, ways
of fixing or destabilising beliefs and representa-
tions, learning and the like. In this field, compre-
hensive studies and action research are better
suited.

- Once the results are obtained and if time
and resources allow, quantitative studies on
larger population samples are necessary to gain
the consensusanddissensus regarding the beliefs
of the community of agents and the interpretive
community. This then enables the study of their
influence on norms and rules.”

Whilst these collectivities are not uniform,
staticor coherent, theydoallow ustobuild typolo-
giesand segments of populationinterms of "clus-

26 Video recording can be very useful in cases such as these.

7 |am a MWWHSIC: Male, Western, White, Heterosexual, Secular, Intellectual from the Creative class. This necessarily impacts the way |
see the world as my beliefs and habits of action along with the interpretive communities | mix with are all quite coherent (light-hearted

reference to WASP).

8 The study of the life of signs and semioses in groups can be produced by an integrated socio-semiotics.
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ters" of habits of action or processes of inference
that are common to different groups, social or
cultural classes, "tribes”, niches, etc. However, we
have to ensure that the groups and abstractions
that we make do not obscure the diversity, plural-
ity and versatility of the way the world is made.

1.5 From Implicit to Explicit

When the information has been observed,
described and collected, it has to be modelised
then turned into practical and possible theoreti-
cal solutions by looking at the way in which the
semioses of the products and services previously
studied were integrated into the usages and se-
mioses of users. Ultimately, we can look at how
they are linked with the network of human and
non-human agents.

We can then go on to identify which sign
components have contributed to the produc-
tion of meaning or counter-meaning, which are
theintegrated and functional "signs" which have
not been identified as such, what are the implicit
norms, rules and interpretants that are builtinto
the action and into the creativity of action, etc. It
is also possible to note the diversity of beliefs in a
communityof usageandinterpretationaswellas
theresulting agreements or conflicts.

1.6 AShort, In Situ Practical Application
of a Semiotic Study

Here is a brief application of semiotics to a
very common experience:the use ofaruler.

During my semiotics lectures,Imake surethat
each theoretical presentation is accompanied by
concrete studies that use everyday experiences
andtransformthemintolearning experiences. To
this end, | take physical semioses that are easily
foundinthe classroom and use them as teaching
material. The room, walls, floor, corridor, tables,

chairs, even the students' clothing and belongings, mo-

bile phones and books are all design products | can use as

examplesin my semiotic analyses.

Inthis particularlecture, I first specified which
concepts were present in the communication
model of the object the lecture was examining.
Amongthese were the differences between semi-
osis of production and reception, the importance
of experience in framing a field study and also
intelligence that is integrated into the artefacts

by the production community (clients, engineers,
designers, marketers).

| focused my analysis on a simple experience
with a ruler that was carried out by one of my stu-
dents.

Lilli R. uses her ruler to underline or highlight
certain words or sections in her notes and to draw
the diagrams that | present in class. At this stage
of Lilli's experience, the meaning of the ruler is a
reliable guide for drawing straight lines in her
notebook. For Lilli, and anyone else using this in-
strumentin a similar situation, the ruleris a guide
to her pen which gives regularity and straightness
todrawn marks and figures. Not only do the lines
that Lillidraws correspond to the geometry of the
shapes|projectontothescreen, butshealsoattains
the standards required of her by the school culture
with regard to neatness, tidiness and aesthetics.

Thisaggregate of meaningsis obtained by the
implementation of a habit of action that consists
oftransferringthe shape ofthe straightedge ofthe
ruler on to paper using a pen pressing continually
alongthesideoftheruler.

Ina more technical lecture, the signs to be re-
produced would require more detail and Lilli's ex-
perience would become different in that it would
mobilise substantially different sign actions.

The ruler itself is an embodied habit. If it is
straight, its edge forms the shortest path between
the corners of both ends. A more mathematical
interpretation would tell us that it embodies the
shortest segment between two points. Geometri-
callyspeaking, the physicalruleris merelyarealisa-
tion that is more or less respectful of the general
rule:the law of geometry that defines a straight
line in the Euclidean system. The slightest curve
or crack (at any other angle than 180°) in the ruler
would resultin it betraying its fidelity to the law.

Not only does the ruler represent the "type" of
rectitude, but it is, here and now, the manifesta-
tion, substitute, continuity, a sample and verifica-
tionof the rule—itcan even bearthe same name.

However, in her experience, Lilli does not need
to pushsemiosis back (or forward) asfaras general
law, she simply produces a long, ruled line rather
than a "free hand", approximate one. By this, she
actualisesalltherelevantvisualaspects (whichare
suitableandviable) of regularity and rectitude that
placethisinstrumentinthe world of mathematics.

Regularity and straightness are both desired

properties of the line to be drawn and what the
sign "line" is about (aboutness). In this experience,
theobjectofthe signthatLilliisaimingforis repre-
sented by thesign "straightline"or "precise line" or
"welldrawn line"or"neatline"or"aline acceptable
totheteacher"-andinanycase,"alinethat meets
Lilli's requirements.”

Lilli does not doubt the quality of her line be-
cause it is guaranteed by the contract that is im-
plicitly included in the ruler, that the rulerisanin-
strumentforrulingand measuring: thisisas much
guaranteed by the maker as much as the commer-
cial semiosisthataccompanied herin her purchase
oftheinstrument.

Whenever she draws a line, Lilli updates a
group of habits that manage the relationship be-
tween the line that is obtained and the line that
was expected. This relationship is guaranteed
on an iconic level (the mark resembles a normal
line), an index level (a sort of physical imprint that
is adjacent to the ruler) and on a symbolic level (a
convention ensuring reliability of the instrument).
Theruleristherefore an example of a straightline,
materialisation of the law, astandard, guide, value,
sign and token as wellasa contract.

These properties have all been assembled and
aggregated during different usage and learning
experiences and into a "living habit that shapes
behaviourand actions”.

11.6.1 Behind the Flipside:
Locating the Problem

At no point in her experience of drawing did
Lilly specifically need to be aware of the measuring
system of her ruler. However, the habit of measur-
ing and the habit of reading the graduations are
permanently and discretely performative and fac-
titive and they establish a preferred way of using
therulerforthe personwhois usingit. This habit of
action predisposed Lillito use "the side to read and
measure with"fordrawingagainst (alsofor cutting
with, when necessary).

The action of drawing the line is completed
without any problem, a habit of action that was
never questioned.

Because of this success, Lilli has no need to ex-
plore the opposite side of her ruler and does not
find outthatthe othersideis designed to facilitate
drawing (and cutting). The areafor guiding the pen
is thicker than the bevelled, parallax free, tapered

COLLECTION - #3 - SUMMER 201

area, and itis machined or moulded in such a way
that a slight gap prevents the pen from touching
the paper thus avoiding smudges and making the
edge stain-proof.

However, this advantage is overlooked be-
cause semiotically and pragmatically, competi-
tion between the two sides is unequal. One has
an overload of information and the other is too
discreet to enter into semiosis: it simply does not
make a sign. This is the type of problem that has
to be considered by the semiotician and resolved
bythe designer.

11.6.2 From a Design Point of View

[fwe lookatit fromthe production community
and designer's point of view, what can be learnt
from a study like this? Firstly, many of the client's
specifications are not enabled in this type of com-
mon practice and some are overlooked until some-
thingisdonetoupdatetheminasemiosisinaction.

A message on the packaging or in an advert
is not enough to establish a habit of action, sowe
couldrecommendthatsomesortof permanentand
insistent communication be installed on the ruler
itself, for example through the use of diagrams.

We have also seen that when someone draws
or cuts with a ruler for the first time and is given
theanti-smudge sideto use, theytransfertheirad-
justed habits of action to the tapered side. They go
ontorealise that when using this side of the ruler,
itisn'tthetip ofthe penthatis guided by theruler's
edge but the pen's main body. Unless they move
the ruler back by a distance that is equal to that
of the radius of the pen's body, the line will not be
drawninthe place intended.

The person using the ruler will be able to see
that they have drawn a flawless line, but they
will bitterly regret the fact that it is in the wrong
place. Changing their habitin this situation would
require learning the action all over again, but this
is generally not done where the gain to be had is
minimal.

11.6.3 One Experience,
Many Experiences

Given that a chosen experience will only ad-
dresses a few relevant aspects of an artefact, it
follows that other experiences will uncover or se-
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miotically involve other embodied components.
Consequently, a new sign is formed each time a
signaction is modified. The fact thatthis ruleris so
versatile encourages multiple relationships to be
activated during different tasks or uses.

In addition to the ones already mentioned
(measuring, drawing and cutting), a ruler can be
used as a paper knife; a line- or bookmark; a cat-
apult; a fly swat or as a blunt instrument (to ad-
minister the infamous rap on the knuckles). It can
even be a static electricity generator or a space for
advertsandlogos.

Apart from these well-known secondary uses,
the strip of plastic can be integrated into a sign-
action in all sorts of ways (as a wedge, prop, stick,
back-scratcher, crumb-collector, spoon, fan, mis-
sile, etc). In order to produce meaning, each "offi-
cial"or "unofficial" usage of the ruler operates one
or more of the physical and symbolic properties of
the artefacts and inhibits others. Each time, a new
semiosis is formed in experience resulting in the
production of different signs.

Some rulers are equipped with additional
features that meet specificdemands, for example
the Cras navigation plotter (nautical instrument)
orrulers with an integrated magnifying glass; line
gauges for printers; tactile Braille rulers for the
blind; radiologist's rulers that show up on x-rays;
compass rulers for hikers.

11.6.4 Packaging and the Buying
Experience

One of the main connections with an artefact
takes place during the phase leading up to pur-
chase. The period of time spent looking for the ob-
ject, comparing technical, practical, aestheticand
identity features involve at least two important
semiotic phases: forming a first impression and
thereception of information about hidden charac-
teristics. These semiotic phases also require close
in situ examination as they influence the packag-
ing design.

The FirstImpression

This relates to the visual qualities of the ma-
terials (of the ruler in this case): transparency and
shine are important as are precision of shape and
engraving, the smoothness of the edges, as well
as thefinish and presentation. These are all qualia
that serve to create an aura of attractiveness and

desirability that contributes to a firstimpression
whose impact is decisive and lasting. As a result,
the designer's choice of materials has an enor-
mous influence on the consumer's purchase: this
should be enhanced by suitable packaging and
communication about the product.

Functions and Qualities of Usage

Anyoftheruler'sinvisible or barely noticeable
functions or features — such as anti-slip, glare,
wearand stain coatings—thatare designedtoset
itapartfromothersonthe market,canonly beap-
preciated when the ruler is actually used. For this
to be apparent to the consumer before they buy,
such features need to be substituted by pictures
orwords.

12. Conclusion

Any semioticanalysis is interaction between
anagent (theanalyst)and the phenomenon being
studied, of which the artefact is just one dimen-
sion. In most cases, analysts are unaware of the
factthattheyare unavoidably part ofthis relation-
ship:this can lead to various methodological and
epistemological problems.

Again,immanentist studies will restrict their
investigationtothe limits of the artefact, thereby
forcing semiologists to look at it from a universal
angle by reducing them to the role of neutral and
objective technicians. To take a chemical meta-
phor, the semiologist has toact as though he and
his theory are mere catalysts of meaning that do
not affect the signification.

Under the guise of a scientific approach, the
rhetoric of an "objective” analysis reinforces this
tendency to erase, by neglecting the interaction
andanalytical experience of the analystaswell as
skirting around his agency over the findings. The
absenceofanytrace of subjectivity of the analysis
makes up part of the norms governing the tenets
of this scientific model. However, this device only
erases the signs of subjectivity on a superficial
levelasitwillinevitably manifestitselfatany mo-
ment in the form of beliefs, habits, agencies and
doubtthatall produce meaning.

This objectivist "habit" willonlyend up meeting expec-

tations of truth, scientificity and operationality present in

the recipient of the analysis whilst in passing reinforcing

the value of the whole procedure.

29

Ifananalystaddresses anaudience of semioti-
cians, he will look for validation of the theoretical
angle from peers. However, when addressing de-
signers, theoryand objectivityare merelyassuranc-
esofthe"scientific" value ofthe analyst's expertise
and reveal nothing about the concrete viability of
the artefact as distinct from theoretical discourse.
This viability depends on the ability of the analyst
tobeanaverage representative of real users: if this
isthe case, theanalysisis viable.f not, the analysis
cannot be proved in practice.

Another major bias concerns the actual ob-
ject being studied, more specifically the material
studied by the analyst. Is the material made up of
components of the artefact and their organisa-
tionoris it only a representation that the analyst
makes of the organisation? Ananalystwhodoesn't
investigate the way an artefact was produced and
who is then restricted to only studying the final,
physical version of the process of production can
only generate a study of "theory of mind"*which
theanalystwill, rightly orwrongly, attribute tothe
designer. Again, whilst claiming to study an arte-
fact from the inside, it merely becomes a study of
the analysts's own representations of the artefact
and projections on the intentions and decisions of
thedesigner.

Thereisanother problemalongthesamelines
which relates to the process of elaborating mean-
ing. We can ask ourselves whether, in the eyes of
a typical user, the meaning of an artefact is pro-
duced from the lowest level of its components or
whether it is merely an illusion of depth that will
strike the reductionist analyst? The process of de-
composition by analysis is warranted if, inits basic
components, the artefact is affordant, factitive or
performing. If, however, the artefact acts on the
upper level of its qualia and relevant aspects, then
this process of de-composition serves no purpose.
Pragmatic micro-semiotics support this thesis as
it shows that meaning is developed in only those
aspects of the artefact that are relevant to action
andinteraction.

When the analysis approaches deeper levels,
thisisonlyrelevanttothe designer (and analyst) and
irrelevanttothe userwhose habits will make cogni-
tive and practical awareness of this unnecessary.
Yet, a designer's skillamounts to combining basic
components in such a way that they act directly on
thelevelthatis most pertinenttothe user.Such pro-
jective studies of deeper levels —which claim to be
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universal—arelargely responsible for the partial or
complete failure of semioticanalyses of artefacts.

By claiming to be something they are notand
choosing the wrong processes and aims, analyses
like this have confused relations between com-
munities of semioticians and designers. In fact,
the pretext of objectivity reallyamounts toepiste-
mologicaland practical biasasitsuggeststhatthe
findingsofananalysisare "universal”andthatthe
signifying processes applied by the analyst corre-
spondtotheinterpretive processes of thereal user
and their predisposition to take action.

The consequences of these theoretical, meth-
odological and pragmaticerrors have resulted in
distortions between expectations of practical
usage as set by semioticians and real-life user
experience. Pragmatic semiotics, however, is not
subject to the bias outlined above due to its inter-
actionist, constructivist and pluralist principles. A
semiotician'sroleistoreflexively integrate hisown
mediation in the process of interaction between
the artefactand potential or actual users of which
heisalsoone.

Inorder to do this, the study has to be clearly
situated and specifically focused on one or more
experiences of interaction between identified
agents and an artefact that is linked to its own
network of actors.In any case, it is experience, in-
teraction and their real (or declared) effects that
are underinvestigation.

Agents of interaction can be habitual users,
subjects won over by doubt or primary users. In
thefirstcase westudy the well-established beliefs
and habits, in the second we study the habits of
the user in their deconstruction and in the third
case, the beliefs and habits are examined in their
process of formation.

Once semioticians are well-integrated into the pro-
cess of design and production of artefacts, they can also
go on to study the interaction experience between the
designer and the object in the process of being made. In
a case like this, the analysis is integrated into the creative
process and becomes action research.

According to our state of knowledge, this is
the best way of applying semiotics todesign.

TRANSLATION FROM FRENCH
Alison Cullen-Plitt

29 The "theory of mind"is the ability to attribute mental states, such as intent, feelings, knowledge, to others. Empathyis a related concept.
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Cycleofhabitsand habitchangeafter C.S. Peirce.
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Premise

The present study is a historical and theoreti-
cal contributiontothe development of a semiotics
of controls and commands’. Within the context of
the morphological evolution of objects, itis easy to
show that the introduction of controls marks the
transition of tools to machines. This transforma-
tionis avital step in the evolution of the interface
of objects.

This evolution lends a more complex mor-
phology to the object as a whole. A n

on the subject of controls has to therefore provide a de-
scription of the signification and of the predisposed func-
tionsforthe use of any mechanical, electrical or electronic
device. This is in order to indicate the conditions

of usage to the user in order to create the con-
struction of a cognitive schema of the overall
functioning of the object. From the perspective of
signification, the identification of controls is en-

trusted tothe shape and/or colourthat are meant

to produce plastic discontinuities in the design of

the machine's surface in the form of the various
buttons, levers, wheels or other devices that cre-
atealinkbetweentheseexternal featuresandthe
mechanical discontinuities that are most often

located inside the object. And yet their structure

of meaning becomes particularly striking when

the material controls are substituted with imma-

terial commands. This marks a second historical
moment when mechanical machines give way to
electromechanical machines or electronic devices.

At this point, not only does what used to be a control no

analysis to a comparison of the startup systems
of IBM-Microsoft and Apple-Mac computers, the
aim of this analysis being to show how hardware
controls have evolved into software commands.
New communication requirements that arise
fromthe use of agraphical userinterface will also
be highlighted.

1.0On/Off function

Acomputeris the result of the collaboration
of a dual system of interfaces: the hardware and
the software. From the point of view of their exter-
nalinterface—which consists of physical interven-
tion points such as the keyboard, mouse, joystick
and otherinput devices —computers have under-
gonenoremarkable change.

1.1 Abitof history

Computers have an On/Off function, just like
other electrical appliances. This is the first and
most general function of any electromechani-
cal device: activating the object's circuits by con-
necting it to the power supply. The power button
generally performs a double function and serves
toturntheappliance onand off. These are almost
universally two reversible positions (it would be
hard to find an appliance that was turned on by
pressing a button and turned off by pulling out
the plug).

We will start by looking at the semiotic form
of the 'On" and 'Off' function in hardware inter-
faces of the most popular computers. Like other
electrical appliances, the computer is equipped

S P PR
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Fig.1
(The Apple Il keyboard)

Thisisanimportantdetail asitalready reveals
the beginningof Apple's philosophy. As we will see
in more detail later on, differences between oper-
atingsystemsarealready evidentin the concept of
the hardware interface.

In order to understand the differences in the
projects, we have to closely examine the type of
action required to switch both systems on. Turn-
ingon a computerwith a button positioned inthe
lower part of the base and/or screen —as was of-
ten the case for a PC—requires an operation that
we call localisation of the control. This is no longer
entrusted to your sight, but delegated to tactile
experience.Inordertoturn hisPCon, the userhad
toreach the button located at the back of the ma-
chine and after feeling around for a few seconds
in order to find it, could finally perform the first
operation. Mostly, turning on the screen involved
a similar procedure wherever the screen button
was also housed in the rear part. In addition, us-
ers sometimes felt frustrated tofind that they had
failed to follow the correct order of switching on
screen and base. Apple engineers, however, chose
to locate the On/Off button directly on the key-
board*. This gave Macintosh users another advan-

with specific buttons that perform these func-
tions. However, there are differences between turning on

tage: seeing as the button was on the keyboard, it meant
that they were immediately able to perform the activity

longer have a direct relationship with the machinery, but

a PCand a Mac.Toturnon a computer in the 1980s, two that followed switchingthe computer on.

nowthelatterhaveturnedintoelectroniccircuits deprived

different buttons hadto be pressed,onetostartthescreen,

of all mechanical causality’.

another for the base, However, for the Mac at the
sametime, pressingon asingle button located on

1.2 Apple's design principles

Inordertoshowinwhichdirectionthe system
of signification of tactile controls has evolved in
recent years, we propose a study of the comput-

the keyboard was sufficient to turn it on. Apple
connected the screen to the base so that both
could be switched on simultaneously (Fig. 1).

Apple's engineers were guided by three prin-
ciples:1) economy of movement at startup; 2) the
intervention point's visibility and its proximity; and

er as it was presented to users at the end of the
1980s. This moment in the history of computers
hasnotbeenselected atrandom, it marksthetran-
sition from command line interfaces to graphical
user interfaces. In this article, we will confine our

3) the unicity between the switch onthe computer
and the startup function. Why didn't IBM's engi-
neers have the sameidea?

Apossible answer is that situating an On/Off

' Aprevious version of this article was published in Deni (ed. 2002) under the title 'Avez-vous dit “allumer I'ordinateur?”".
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switch on the keyboard —in an area of permanent
access and tactile activity—could have led the user
to commit the fatal error of touching itin passing,
evenbyaccident,andrisking turningthe computer
offinthe middle of an ongoing operation. The rea-
soning behind the IBM engineers'approach seems
quite logical: the principle of error prevention made
them decide against putting the On/Off switchon
the keyboard. Ultimately, this principal prevailed
over economy of movement and of visual identifi-
cation of the intervention point. In fact they prob-
ably intentionally chose a more distant position
in order to ensure that the machine could only be
turned off voluntarily. This explanation is irrefut-
able and makes Apple's engineers seem rather
reckless for placingthe On/Off buttondirectly next
toothers on the keyboard.

But anyone whois familiar with a Macintosh,
even someone who only uses one occasionally,
knows that there is an asymmetry between the
operation of turning on the machine and turning
itoff. The On buttonisindeed onthe keyboard, but
itis not by pressing this button that the computer
can be turned off. This function is only accessible
via the software interface. So, their answer at the
time was to change the conventional relationship
of the start button where the /up/ position indi-
cates 'on'and the /down/ position indicates 'off".
Later on, we will see the advantages of this new
semiosis. For now, we will just note the inconve-
nienceinvolved in getting rid of code that was eas-
ily memorised because it corresponded to a wide-
spread codification, by noticing that this choice
goes against this semi-symbolicencoding: at least
in terms of expression, the heterogeneity of con-
trols, whether hardware and software, cannot be
confined to one sole category. However, with just
one button —following the principle of economy
of intervention points —the device merges the two
components affected (screen and base) without
risking any confusion in the order of execution.
In IBM's choice, the principle of affordance - spe-
cifically, thatoferror prevention—isattained at the
expense of principles1),2) and 3). Apple maintained
these principles without compromising the princi-
ple of affordance, which instead was reinforced by
these choices. The key on the Apple keyboard is de-
activated whilst the machineis in use and should
it be pressed —accidentally or voluntarily —this will

25

2 Translator’s Note: The French word "commande" used in the original text can mean both machine control and computer command.
3 Onthe sametopic, see 'Aquel point en sommes-nous avec la sémiotique de 'objet ?' Darras, B. & Belkhamsa, S. (eds.) 2009.

4 Asobserved by GuiBonsiepe (1993), software should be considered an immaterial tool for action.
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have no consequence. Whereas, even though the
on switch of a PCis difficult to reach, it remains
active and if it is accidentally touched could turn
off the machine. Whilst this is unlikely, it remains
a possibility—as Murphysaid, if humanerroris per-
mitted by the system, then the error is bound to
happenatsome point. Ultimately, thismeansthat
the affordance obtained by the non-operability of
theintervention pointis more efficient than that
entailed by the immediate non-accessibility of its
position.

Apple's choice in this caseis a real gamble:as anin-

siderably enhanced the feedback principle in sev-
eral respects. If we consider the turning on of the
computer as the result of electrical current run-
ningthroughthecircuits ofthe machine, thenthe
mechanical noise produced by the buttononlyin-
dicates that the button has been pressed, but not
thatthe machineisactuallyturnedon.Infact, the
'click’ can be produced even when the plug con-
nectingthe machinetothe mainssupply has been
pulled out. However, in a system where the sound
is produced by the software, if the electric current
doesn't reach the machine, the chord cannot be

heard. Thefeedbackideais certainly better because it pro-

novation in encoding, it goes against the principles of

vides a more accurate status of the machine.

acquired skills. This seems obvious when a PC user goes
to turn off a Mac and finds himself completely disorien-
tated away from a form of encoding that is almost uni-
versal. Apple therefore introduced an innovation
that changed the encoded meaning of the power
system of an electrical appliance where one but-
ton (the same intervention point) performs two
distinctand opposite functions, dependingonthe
position /up/ v /down/ as construction of an ex-
pression of controls.

1.3 Apple's startup chime

We should also note that pressing the On but-
ton produces feedback that allows us to establish
whether or not the action has really been accom-
plished.

The 'click’ produced by pressing the mechani-
cal button of an electrical appliance, or a comput-
er, is an audible feedback by which we construe
that the action has been carried out. This mean-
ing is so deeply encoded that without this noise,
we doubt that the action has been performed
correctly. Apple's startup system has a feedback
soundthatis not produced by the mechanical con-
tactwith the button (pressingon the button itself)

but by the software. When starting up the Mac, a
characteristicsound can be heard which, foryears,
was adistinctive mark deeply associated with the
use ofthe machine. Thisis a musical noise—which,
over time, has become exchangeable with other
options — that, whilst evoking the mechanical
‘click’, gives it the harmonic characteristics of a
chord. Replacing the click with such a sound con-

1.4 The 'Off' function

On aMac, the 'Off function is more complex’.
Indeed, this feature was made available only via
the software, in particular by the intermediary
of the mouse that selects and executes the com-
mand /Shutdown/ withinthe menu /Special/.

Aswe know, the cognitive schema of a graphi-
cal user interface (GUI) is based on the metaphor
ofa desktopé. Inordertoaccess this function, the
Systemicon hadto be selected by clicking with the
mouse in the top right corner of the screen. The
intervention point of the /Shut down/ command
isn't directly visible or accessible. The commands
thatappearin this menuare in actual fact groups
of commands that open by pressing on the name
or icon of each group. Situated in the tool bar,
these groups are partly iconic (Apple, Finder icon,
icon showing the selected keyboard) and partly
symbolic (File, Edit, View, Window, Special, Help).
Whilstthefirsttype arevariabledependingonthe
preferences of the user, the symboliccommands
are constants of the operating system.

5 Hereweare lookingat models from the end of the 1980s: Macintosh FXand the following ones.
6 Command names between vertical bars (|) refer to the praxeology required to execute the commands. Command names enclosed in

forwardslashes (/) represent the commands’ intervention points,and command names between single quotes (') stand for their semantic

functions.

Fig.2
(Mac0S 9.1desktop)

The /Shut down/ command is in the Special
submenu. To access this function, the menu has
to be selected and kept open by clicking once then
keeping the mouse button pressed down’. This
operation shows the commands and software
that are available. The /Shut down/ command is
located atthe bottom of this group. Already, we can
seethatthe position chosen bythe engineersis not
easily accessible. In order to select this command,
the mouse pointer has to run down all the other
commands that make up the Special menu (Fig. 3).

Fichier Gdrien Frisesisiian  Ferdere

Fig.3
(Dropdown menu /Special/ in Mac OS 8)

Toaccomplishthisfunction, the pointerhasto
be guided through the menu, whilstensuring that
itdoesn'tleave the graphicalarea. When the point-
er passes over each command, a change occursin
thateach command undergoes a colour inversion,
turningwhite ona black background; however, the
greyed-out commands (non-available) remain the
same and do not undergo a visual change (Fig. 4).
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Virderr la Carheille . 535

I:Ijecter H*E
araver le CD...
Effacer le disqgue...

Suspendre |"activité

Redémarrer
| Fermer la sessiun HQ I

Fig.4.
(Inverted colour of the command /Shut down/)

Whilst still maintaining the mouse button
|pressed down|, once the /Shut down/ command
has been reached, it is selected and the finger is
removed from the mouse, the written command
nameflashesonceorseveraltimesagainapplying
a colour inversion, and the 'Shut down' function
iscomplete.

2.Semiotic of commands

In this simple 'Shut down' function there is
extraordinary complexity of communication.
Above all, we should note that compared to the
static meaning of objects,communication of elec-
tronic scripts is dynamic as it constantly returns
feedback of the action. This is according to the
principle that any action causes a retroaction that
communicates the status of the system at any
stage of the process.

2.1Semi-symbolic semiosis of the interface

By comparing the two possibilities of hard-
ware and software design, we find several shared
principles (for example difficulty of access and
the non-visibility of the intervention point), but
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alsomanydifferences. The comparison between the same
function as performed via hardware or software showed
us that the interface does not only communicate its func-
tions, but also whether the functions are 'possible’ or 'im-
possible' at a given stage in the usage procedure.
The contrast between /grey/ v /black/ leads to
communication on the mode of existence of the
command. In orderto communicate its state, Ap-
ple's engineers produced a semi-symbolic encod-

7 Therole of these metaphorsiis central to the project of simplification of use, see Zinna, 2001.
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ing that follows the following pattern:

Expression
(Eolour) grey Black
(fCLJOnnctt?SrE) impossible possible

When the dropdown menu is opened, the
greyed-out commands indicate those commands
that are potentially available, but inactive at that
pointinthe process: with regard tothe chosen ele-
ment, they cannot be selected. On the other hand,
the black commands form the number of paradig-
matic choices that can be made for the selected
element - they are virtually possible. Change by
inversion isthe way the graphical system tellsus a
differentcommand status, thatofan actualisation
by selection:this means that it is ready to be used.
Finally, the /Shut down/ command that flashes
with a double colour inversion gives real feedback
ofthe function's execution.

Ifwe try to reconstruct aspects of the commu-
nication of Apple's command system, we obtain
the following semiotic relationships:

Expression: Content:
colour effects modes of existence
/grey/ Potential
/black/ Virtual
/inversion
white on black/ Actual
/doubleinversion .
black-white/ Realised
Fig.5

(Colour effects and modes of existence)

Itis clear from this that we have moved from
communication of function to communication of
the status of the function which shows a real gap
between the communication of hardware and
software interfaces. We can conclude that the
semi-symbolic system is meaning structure that

. 8
denotes the mode of existence of a command.

2.2 The semi-symbolic semiosis of the
intervention pointand the mode of existence

Looking more generally atthe communication
of an interface, the most important distinction is
the one between the communication of the inter-
vention point on the one hand and the communi-
cation of the mode of existence of the intervention
pointonthe other.

The correlation of the two encoding systems
can be depicted as a more general schema. This
semi-symbolic pattern underlying the communi-
cation of verbal commands of the Apple interface
isidentifiableinthe correlation of these categories:

Such a correlation can be used to create other
command devices adopting the same consistency

Expression colour form
mode intervention
Content h :
of existence point

inthe meaning of the intervention point and its
mode of existence. It hasto be said, however, that

this criterion, which could introduce consistency
in the subsequent generation of communication
systems of verbal commands, has not been main-
tained in encoding other commands of the Apple
interface.

We can conclude this study by considering the
structure of a semi-symbolic system of significa-
tion. We observed that the encoding of certain
systems of signification (by symbols or icons) can
have a more general underlying logic than the
specific system, hence this logic can be applied to
other parts of the interfaces which require a dis-
tinction betweenthe communicationoftheinter-
vention point and that of the mode of existence.

This coding appears as a true principle of optimisation

of interface communication systems. It helps structure

meaning as a system and, above all, as an abstraction it

can become a schema that generates other structures

¢ Starting with Mac OS 8, the dropdown menu stayed open when double-clicked. In this, Apples's Mac OS followed the development of

Microsoft Windows.

3.The Apple philosophy

The draft operating system created by Apple
became a pilot for other systems, especially for
applications that were created by third parties”.
The commercial success of the computer thus co-
incides with the construction of an interface that
complies with certain principles of 'good design'.

The first generations of software with com-
mand line interface contained a mass of func-
tions, constantly added to by engineers with no
consideration for the way these functions were
communicated. The thing that attracted the gen-
eral public to computers was the attention paid
by manufacturers suchas Appletosimplifyingthe
process of usage. This simplification of the com-
munication of commands by graphical meanswas
obtained by first making it more complex: the ef-
fect of simplicity assuming additional calculation
thataimstoestablishintenseinteractivity of com-
munication regarding the status of commands'.
But, ultimately, the key to this success lies in the
new semioticawareness thatleads command line
interfaces to graphical user interfaces.

3.1 The new syntacticorder of commands

Seeing as computers were no longer devised to be
used by expertsin computerscience, more effort had to be
putintoa) helping people understand the functions, b)the
cognitive schema and c) the sequence of actions required
for usage of such a complex machine.

According to Jef Raskin”, who worked on the
Macintosh project, thereis a significant difference
between the order of commands in the CLIs and
the GUIs. This difference lies primarily in the order
ofthe syntactical sequence.Inthe old DOS, theac-
tionto be accomplished first had to be written, fol-
lowed by an indication of the objects onto which
theactionshould beapplied, therebyfollowingthe
model Verb Phrase => Noun Phrase (e.g. COPY: A/B).
With the modality of graphicalcommands, the re-
verse syntactic construction was adopted: first,
the element was selected (Noun Phrase) then the
system presented a list of Verb Phrases available
forthe selected elementatthis time.

In the same way as other objects that sur-
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round us — and that are meant to simplify our
domestic lives —the computer is subject to what
Donald Norman (who also worked on the Ma-
cintosh project) called ‘the psychopathology of
everyday objects'. This, in other words, was what
the author of The Psychology of Everyday Things
describes as the ability, or inability, to make sim-
ple and less simple things in our daily lives work.
He believes that an object built according to the
principles of good design should not require an
instruction manual. The design of an object has
in part failed if diagrams, legends or instructions
are necessary. Apple's development of graphical
user interfaces followed this principle very closely.
Where once user manuals had contained several
hundred pages —even explaining how to use italic
text formatting—itwas nowimmediately possible
toseewhichoperationwasrequiredto performthe
function.

Therefore, whereas a list of DOS commands
filled hundreds of pages that had to be looked up or
learnt by heart, displaying the commands, whose
availability depends on the type of element selected
andiscommunicated at any time, is an excellent cri-
terion of economy either of memory or of movement
—the finding out about a command. By a strategy
thatwas similartothevisibility of commands, from
thenonthe userhad noneedtoreadorconsultthe
instruction manual.

3.2 The philosophy of the project

Fromthese observations, we can provide some
conclusions about the philosophy of the DOS-PC
and Apple-Macintosh projects.

The PC of the 1980s still had an elitist idea of
its user. One look at the startup system is enough
totell us that it was meant as a solemn moment
markingthe beginning of the computational expe-
rience. The DOS system favours skill in carrying out
functions over communication of those functions.
Appleasked itselfthe opposite question:howcana
user acquire the skillthrough practical usage. Their
focus was above all communicative and their ap-
proach akintolearningthrough play. The aim was
to provide computer access to a large number of
people without them having any prior knowledge
orskillsinthatarea. Seeing as this was in the early

29

9 Ashorthistory of operating interfaces can be foundin the chapter 'Interface’, cf. Wooley, 1992.
© |suggested distinguishing between interactivity of communication and interactivity of exploration; cf. Zinna, 2004.

" SeeRaskin, 2000.
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80s, it was a real gamble, one who's aim was to
develop a regular computer user who didn't end
up loathingthe engineerin charge of the project.

Apple bet on both the evolution of the indus-
trial logic of the computer as a mass product and
the development of a society of computer con-
sumers. In order to carry this out, they had to go
beyond skills of elitist and technical know-how to
access knowledge acquired through practice and
usage. Paradoxically, Apple has, over the years, be-
come ratheran elitist identity choice, but this has
not prevented the companyfrom popularising the
GUI project from a commercial perspective. From
adifferent market position, Microsoft's Windows
system has contributed to the spread of what Ap-
ple produced as aresult of their research.

Fromthe outset, Apple's engineers mastered

the future evolution of man-machine interactions: the di-
rection indicated by our simple comparative study

of the different startup systems demonstrates

that the proposed interface was aimed at a non-

over time, has fashioned and increased gestural
richness with regard to our manual relationship
to a variety of objects that required different ap-
proachesin their manipulation. Itis likely that the
emergence of commands that have no physical
connection will only be the first stage in a much
moreradicalchangeinourrelationshiptoobjects.

The interfaces we have known up to now
could be termed exteroceptive as they involve
an expressive movement of the body itself:touch
where graphics interfaces are concerned, haptic
gestures in the case of interfaces that respond to
bodily movements and finally, the articulation of
sounds forvoicecommands. The creation of brain
scanning devices allows us to register an addi-
tional modality of commands. Interfaces that are
capable of triggering the action of a machine or
other machine by reading mental activity could
be categorised as interoceptive. Devices such as
these, that have already passed the test phase,
would certainly allow commands to be carried
out more quickly, buttheir development could have wider

specialistuser profile. It also shows thatthe dema-

implications for people in their daily lives, e.g. as an aid to

terialisation of functions had already become a reality: all

the severely handicapped —unable to use their body's ex-

hardware functions, including starting up the machine,

pressivity to perform exteroceptive commands —in help-

could now be carried out via the software interface.

4.Looking ahead to the future

The development of the typology of man-
machine interfaces could well take a different di-
rection as far as touch commands are concerned.
Fromtheoutsetofourrelationships with technical
objects, these have been largely dominant as per
the physical mode described as having hold . This
istruewhetherinthecase of the physicalhandling
of a power switch or of the immaterial handling
of icons as objects simulated on the surface of a
screen.

This relationship between body and machine moves
graduallytowards contactthatis completely devoid of cor-
porality. The use of voice commands shows that our ap-

proach to objects is giving way to automata that
respondtospoken ordersaswellasrespondingto
automatic devices that register our presence and
act accordingly. This is without doubt the first
step towards the loss of physical contact that,

ingthem gain autonomy.

TRANSLATED FROM FRENCH BY
Alison Cullen-Plitt

2 See Landowski, 2009, for a detailed discussion on “avoir prise” —having hold.
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Human-centered Design;
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Abstract

33

This paper draws on a recently published his-

tory of paradigmatic design problems. It argues

that we are in transition from a culture that was

dominated by science (modernism)andthe belief

in the goodness of technology, to a culture that,

while ushered by information technologies, rec-

ognizes design as a human virtue and as its pri-

KLAUS KRIPPENDORFF mary organizing feature (constructivism). To this
end, it offers several propositions of an epistemo-
logically informed and, hence, human-centered
approach to design’. It culminates in a sketch of
whatdesigneducation should and can contribute
tothis new culture.

1 Human-centeredness has been elaborated since this essay was originally written, culminating in a book The Semantic Turn, A New
Foundation for Design (Krippendorff, 2006). The latter concludes with a proposal for a science for design, presenting the philosophical
foundation of human-centeredness, four theories of meaning of artifacts, aims of human-centered design research, design methods,
and evaluative techniques. This essay emphasizes design education as part of the paradigm shift we observe.
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ATrajectory of Artificiality

Recently, Philip Agre (2000) elaborated onthe
new space for design. He observed that design is
nolongerlimitedto professionals, that technology
hasevolvedtoa pointatwhich design has become
away of life, that the old thinking of design as the
creation of gadgets has given way to thinking of
design as socially embedded. Indeed, aftera cen-
tury of struggle among competing design/art
schools, design has now been senton anirrevers-
ible trajectory of design problems (Krippendorff,
1997), a supercession of paradigms or guiding ex-
emplars. Considerthe steps we have taken orare
inthe process of moving through:

1. Products—during the industrial era

2.Goods, information, and identities—since the
beginning of consumerism, (the 50s)

3.Interfaces—since the personal computer, (the
70s or 80s)

4.Multi-user networks—since the WWW, (the 9os)

5. Projects—in management since WWII, but in
design only recently

6.Discourses—in philosophy since Wittgenstein
(1953),Rorty (1989),in design see Krippendorff
(1995).

This trajectory manifests a gr e
of human/social considerations and amounts to a radical
departure from a scientific culture to what we might call
adesign culture. |am contending that characterizing our
society as in transition to an information society is a bit
. Let me try to formulate some principles that
emerged as this trajectory is unfolding.

Some Principles of Human-centered
Design

The paradigm of designing functional prod-
ucts for mass-production, an outgrowth of in-
dustrialization, died with Ulm, but stayed within
engineering with its concern for production and
functional use.

Human-centeredness arose in the first para-
digm shiftin the above trajectory, from products
to goods, information, identities, appearances,
fashions, brands, etc. Functional products were
intended as supportive parts of larger technologi-
cal complexes. Goods, on the other hand, reside
intheir passing through markets, information in
the reading of texts orimages, identities in how
people see themselves and each other through
their artifacts, etc. Itdawned on the designers of
such intangibles that their products were social
practices, symbols, and preferences, not things,
and that they had to be designed for buyers, con-
sumers or audiences, not for "rational” users. The
lesson learned from this shiftis that:

countsofhow individuals cope with artifacts -- not
only computational ones (Krippendorff,1990). It
taught us that the tangible nature of artifacts is
insignificant compared tothe fact that:

Artifacts happen within sensory motor coordinations.

Designing artifacts amounts to designing the possibility

for certain interfaces to arise.

We do not respond to the physical qualities of things, but

towhatthey meantous.

This epistemological axiom distinguishes
clearly between human-centered design, a con-
cern for how we see, interpret and live with arti-
facts; and object-centered design, which ignores
human qualities in favor of objective criteria (e.g.
functionality, costs, effort, durability, ergonom-
ics, even aesthetics when informed by theory).
Object-centeredness favors design criteria that
are generalizable and measurable without hu-
man involvement. Itis particularly insensitive to
culturalandindividual variations. The axiomalso
distinguishes between designand engineering. In
design, Isuggest, meaningis central. Inengineer-
ing it has no place. Finally, this axiom has been
fundamentalto product semantics (Krippendorff,
1989). Object-centered design was the child of the
industrial era, mass production, the profits of ex-
panding market, which was supported by renais-
sance notions of science.

Personalcomputing usheredinthe next para-
digm:interfaces. Language-likeness, interactivity,
submersion experiences, and self-instructability
made interfaces no longer explainable in psycho-
logical, ergonomic and semiotic terms and ren-
dered the language of functionalism, consumer
preferences and aesthetic appeals obsolete. In-
terfaces are processes andthey dissolved artifacts
intointeraction sequences. Sincethe7osand 8os,
interfaces have provided design with a totally
new focus. Product semantics offers dynamicac-

So, artifacts do not exist outside human in-
volvement. They are constructed, cognized and
re-cognized during use by people with their own
objectives. Agre (2000) observed much the same
when he claims "We can best see what a thing is
when it's changing,"—I would add when we can
make it change in line with our practices of liv-
ing—to which he adds: "and now everything is
changing.”

Undoubtedly, languaging is our mostimpor-
tant form of coordination. We create and coordi-
nate our perceptual world in speaking with one
another. We construct technology in conversa-
tions. Design cannot succeed without communi-
cation among designers and with stakeholders or
users. Hence:

Coordinations acquire social significance

in narratives and dialogue.

Artifacts are languaged into being.

Interfaces have many revolutionary aspects.
Reconfigurability, for example -- one of its out-
standing features -- grants users the ability of
(re)designing their own world. Designing (re)
design(ability) into artifacts alters the role design-
ersareableto play withina culturethatembraces
this technology. Redesignability propagates de-
sign practices beyond the confines of professional
designers. It delegates design to non-designers,
saving the designer the trouble of working out
details but also making users part of the process
by which technologies are created. This blurs the
boundaries, not only between producers and us-
ers, but,moreimportantly for us, between design-
ersand those forwhom a design is intended:

inscribing (re)design(ability into technology ampliifies

It nnééforth aculturethatincreasingly understands

itself as co-constructable and design-driven.
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Looking back where design comes from, the
industrial era was governed by the belief in the
necessary goodness of technological progress.
Users felt the need to adapt to the products made
available by industry and its designers -- not real-
izing that this belief served the needs of indus-
try:economic efficiency, market expansions, and
cultural control. Technological progress had no
place for ecology. Designers were rewarded to
serve these needs and eagerly embraced this ide-
ologyatthe expense of users'ability to participate
-- except as reactive consumers who occasionally
resisted that "progress.” But, as Agre (2000) ob-
serves, people resist only imposed changes. They
are happy to change their lives but mainly in their
own terms. The opportunity to design, to play
with possibilities, and to invent rules rather than
follow those of others, enables users to realize
themselves. (Re)design(ability) turnsouttobethe
mostimportantintrinsic motivation for people to
engagein particularinterfaces. I claim that:

Designisintrinsically motivating.:
It constitutes being human. It is not exclusive

Designing redesignability into technology
erodes the strategic position that designers ac-
quiredduringtheindustrial era. Designers nolon-
ger are in charge of what happens to their ideas.
Contemporary designers can do nothing better
than being a step ahead of everyone else. This
shifts the focus of design from products, goods,
and services to ways of interfacing with them,
from improving technology to supporting more
desirable social practices. This also entails a shift
in how we regard the people on whose behalf we
work, from consumers with needs that could be
created or manipulated to stakeholders with own
interests, information, and political resources to
usefororagainstadesign. Product semantics has
conceptualized this new kind of understanding.

The understanding needed to design for and
with stakeholdersisan understanding, notonly of
the technology involved but primarily what tech-
nology means to them, how others understand
what designers have good reasons to understand
rather differently. Understanding others' under-
standing--with respect for the differencetoone's
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own understanding --is an understanding of un-
derstanding ora secondary understandingand as
such qualitatively different from a first-order un-
derstanding of things that cannot understand. In
this new environment

Professional design entails a second-order

understanding of the ability of Others to design their

Technology enabled (re)design(ability) on
the one hand, and second-order understanding
on thew other hand, are the pillars of multi-user
networks, my forth paradigm. Such networks en-
taila loose cooperation in which participants con-
struct their own worlds while in contact with one
another. All viable multi-user networks require a
minimum number of participants. Whathappens
within them cannot, however, be controlled from
their outside. Chat-rooms, MUDs, news groups
and various "collaboratoria” either organize
themselves or ceasetoexist. Theyaredesigned by
many, including hackers, Internet buffs, computer
programmerswith crazy ideas, people at the edge
of technology, but also commercial businesses,
each entering their own conceptions of commu-
nity intothe network. They do not needtosharea
common goal orvision.

Technologies either fuel and amplify communities

Putting communities rather than individual
users into the center of design considerations
opens the door to a wholly different room. Inthe
long run, technologies that discourage coopera-
tion among users are overcome by those that do.
Technologies that provide mere technological
solutions of social problems can be identified as
the cause of instabilities. But technologies that
expand community invite new forms of livingand
evolvein the process.

Unlike networks, projects, my sixth paradigm,
areguided by shared visions—puttinghumanson
the moon, redesigning the US healthcare system,
developinga Ph.D.programindesign, even pursu-
ing the idea of a pollution free car. Project design-
ers plant seeds, but cannot control what emerges
from them. In retrospect, we might say that de-

sign has always been a project. In the industrial
eraconfinedtoindustry,design now s political. In
fact,nodesign hasever been realized without oth-
ers' cooperation. Asa project, itis paramountthat

Design can succeed onlywhen itinspires and sustains

sufficiently large networks of stakeholders.

Engineering creates instructions (drawings).
Human-centered design has to be inspiring.

Thus far, our trajectory has guided us to a de-
sign culture, onethat recognizes its reality as made
rather than found. It realizes its own variability,
reflects upon its possible forms of living, and un-
derstands itself as redesignable. The modernist
notion of a science-based culture has given way
toacultureinwhichdesignisnolongera privilege
buthas penetrated nearly every area of social life.
Each paradigm shift en route to this design cul-
ture now seems soobvious that one wonders why
we couldn't see design that way before.

Let me now address the issue of a design dis-
course, the last frontier of design along my trajec-
tory.

Design Discourse and
Educational Challenges

Discourse starts with talk but talk should not
be dismissed as idle. Design discourse is the kind
oftalkthatimproves ourfuture practices of living
withinthe material world. Inlanguage we decide
whatadesigneris. Inlanguage we negotiate and
accept assignments and narrate the futures in
which our proposals are to become real. In lan-
guage weorganize designteams, we argue forour
ideas, and inspire stakeholders to form networks
thatcarrythemtofruition. Designeducationisto
asignificantextentteaching, discussing,arguing,
testing,and evaluating. Andthis very conference,
if something comes of it, it is brought forth in the
presentation of papers, in the discussing of ideas
and in the conversations that follow the confer-
ence.

Yet, | dare say that we are generally unaware
of the way we language artifacts into being and
create the many worlds we face in the future. |
like to distinguish between speaking a language

and being spoken by a language. This is a crucial
distinction. Alanguage is speaking us when we
speak about things without realizing that it is the
speaking that matters. Design education is the
site where students of design learn a designerly
way of speaking and thinking. But design maga-
zines, lectures on design, studio critiques, awards
forgood design. Even advertising something as a
design, is not only about designed objects, it also
shifts, adds to, or subtracts from what designis in
ourculture.

Myaim here is nothing less than invoking a shift from
being spoken by a language to deliberately speaking it,
fromtalkingin a designerly wayto designing a design dis-
course capable of creating what we whish design to be,
from practicing design to redesigning design so as to en-
gage in better practices ofdesign.:

Design-educational institutions, especially
at universities, have the opportunities, | would
say the obligation, to go beyond teaching design
practices and conceptualizations of the culture
in which their results are expected to function.
Design education should moreover reflect on
the state of design and inquire into the linguistic
practices of designers, in view of the role design-
ers need to play within the very world they intend
to change. | take the above observations on our
increasingly human-centered design culture for
granted when | am suggesting: For design to sur-
vive as a profession, it must apply its design prin-
ciples notonly tothe material world but alsotoits
own practices, toits own discourse. Thus:
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starting by means presently available. This re-
quires an epistemology that is incommensurate
withthatofscience (as descriptive of whatexisted
and continues as such) (Simon, 1969). The most
important aim of design education and is to en-
able students to systematically inquire into

- Waysof narratingimaginable forms of living.
Methods accomplishing this task are largely nar-
rative. We know, futures are being articulated
by poets, science-fiction writers, and dreamers.
Designers may well be inspired by these. Butto
eventually realize these futures, designers have
tolearntoarticulate possible futures in theirown
language.

Second, the difference between fiction writers
and designers is that designers' fictions must be
realizable, introduce changesin ourworlds. While
realizability can be proven onlyin retrospect, itcan
be claimed orargued. Fordesigners itamounts to
having compelling narratives of how the present
could betransformed intodesirable futures. Typi-
cally, such narratives must overcome prejudices
that make certainthoughts unthinkable, or beliefs
inthe generality and continuity of history (histori-
cal determinism) that discourage explorations of
newness. Animportantability of designers there-
foreisto systematically search the present forthe
pivots of whatischangeable, howto bypass preju-
dices, reframe natural laws, or explore knowledge
gaps that afford actions. Design education must
teach students

37

- The ability to reframe conceptions of the present

Design must continuously redesign its own discourse

so as to make the imaginable appear realizable’.

Thisistoday's challenge for design education.
Whatdoesthis meanin particular? Let me offer six
areasin need of development.

First, design cannot be concerned with what
worked in the past. Scientific research, afterall, is
re-search, searching presently available records of
the past again and again to extract patterns that
are unchanging and can be generalized into the
future. Designers, by contrastsearchforvariables,
for possibilities to alter the world as we know it
today, to invent futures and make them possible,

Framing is the linguistic device of taking another
look at a familiar situation. The use of metaphors
iscommon toit. For long, design educators have
talked of communication skills. The pointistoren-
der the path of a design realizable and worth tak-
ing tothose who matter, especially whentheyare
inclined to resist changes. Designers who cannot
argue for the realizability of their ideas, who can-
notrearticulatetheir proposalsintheir stakehold-
ers'terms, orwho cannot delegate their design for
realization by others inevitably fail.

Third, not only does the above use of lan-
guage implicate the conceptualizations of others,

2 More fullytreated in Chapter 7 of Krippendorff (2006)
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human-centered design moreover acknowledges
that technologies live in stakeholder communi-
ties. Individual users or consumers, as envisioned
inthe first and second stage of my trajectory, are
a myth of Western psychology and embodied in
several disciplines, among them ergonomics and
consumer statistics. Design is advocacy. Where
peopletalkaboutit, it becomes political. Itis most
effective when embedded in the very commu-
nities that claim a stake in the future it realizes.
Thus education in human-centered design needs
toteach collaborative techniques of design, ways
of involving stakeholders -- not just as subjects or
informers but foremost as active participants. To
accomplish this, design education has toteach

« A rhetoric that inspires networks of stakeholders

large enough to move a design forward. Product seman-

tics has already developed several techniques
that assess understandability and design meth-
ods that are aimed at convincing stakeholders of
the validity of semantic claims. Clearly, design is
never better than the rhetorical strengths of its
empirical tests, its cost-benefit analyses, and its
endorsements by accepted authorities. We surely
need to develop credible arguments in support
of our claims, arguments that are as compelling
as that of scientificevidence. However, the most
significantaim of this rhetoricis torecruit needed
stakeholders, encourage suitable organizational
forms, and fuel continued involvement.

Fourth, I am taking design to be for and with
people other than their designers. Human-cen-
tered designiscomplicated by thefact that people
act on their own understanding. This contrasts
sharply with the aim of engineering, research
design, and other forms of inquiries that are con-
cerned with objects incapable of understanding.
Human-centered design does not presuppose
thatdesigners' understanding is better than that
of other stakeholders -- engineers, sales people,
ecological activists, users, profiteers, and victims.
There are natural differences. Much like commu-
nicators and politicians, human-centered design-
ers need to understand not just what they do but
also how others perceive what they do. The need
to conceptionalize stakeholders' conceptions (of
design, technology, or still others),amountstoan
understanding of understanding, a second-order

understanding. Second-order understanding is
fundamentally different from the first-order un-
derstanding we grew up with, whichisathomein
the natural sciences and well suited to the design
of hardware, machines that do not understand,
functional devices. In a culture that drives itself
by design, design education must

+ Generate second-order knowledge, that is, knowl-

edge capable of embracing the knowledge of others, a

perspective that accepts multiple perspectives as natural

(and considers absolutes or objectivities as distortions).

Theability of second-order understandingassures
design its social relevance and opens the possibil-
ity of moral considerations ratherthan merely ef-
ficientones.

Fifth,designis notrational, consensual, dem-
ocratic, nor principled. It succeeds or fails in the
very politics it generates. Particular designs may
be inspired by someone's vision but they must
prove themselves viable in various uses by others
with potentially different visions. All designs --
shopping malls, golf courses, Internet businesses,
restaurants, down to small kitchen appliances
--all require a minimum number of stakeholders
to succeed, not the whole population. Also, most
technologies develop in unintended ways, pre-
cisely because designers always are mere stake-
holders in their own designs. Nooneisin charge
ofthe always-emerging network of stakeholders.
Whatever motivates a design, launching it is the
most natural wayto bringits virtues and morality
or their opposites into view. Therefore, human-
centered design education must encourage de-
signerstosuspendfinal judgements and question
theirownvalues, in factanyvalue system, in favor
ofthe

- Collective virtue and morality that complex
stakeholder networks can negotiate for they
mostly exceed individual comprehension. This
calls on designers to recognize the political na-
ture of design, to participate in public delibera-
tions on their design, to sense what is going on
below the surface of behavior, and to be willing
to delegate decisions best left to stakeholders --
redesignability again. In a design driven culture,
ethical theories that aspire to generality become
questionable. The wisdom embodied in stake-

holder networks constitutes morally responsive
feedback.

Sixth, designers often see themselves asinter-
disciplinary, suggesting to be without a home, or
as integrators, signifying familiarity with a little
bit of everything without own depth. Designers'
betweenness and superficiality goes along with
theirfrequent borrowing of fashionable concepts
from the discourses of the more prestigious and
profitable disciplines. Surely, there can be noth-
ing wrong with looking over others' shoulders.
But adopting the unexamined concepts of other
disciplines often means unwittingly importing
paradigms that undermine the discourse of de-
sign or surrender it to the discourses of the more
established disciplines. Indeed, marketing, engi-

neering, psychology, and art often claim design to be an
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whatcan bealtered. With thefocus onsomething
not yet existing and, hence, not yet observable,
design must develop a language, methodologies,
practices that are capable of narrating imagined
possibilities, justifying proposals for changing so-
cial practices, inspiring others to further its ideas,
allowing the virtues of design to be decided by
the collective wisdom of its stakeholders. Design
needs a discourse that can question what other
discourses claim impossible. And it must resist
being "disciplined," distrust alien paradigms, and
remain critical of unwarranted assumptions. To
develop such adiscourseandtobuild educational
structuresarounditis anexciting project forusall.

In Conclusion
I'am suggesting that our culture is in transition, not

inferior branch of their own discipline. The absence of

to aninformation society, as nearly everyone claims it is,

strong Ph.D. educationin design signalsthe lack of design

mostly knowing only superficially what that means, but

identity aswell,

By contrast, | am suggesting that taking the
above mentioned axiom on the primacy of mean-
ing seriously and working toward a human- as
opposed to technology-centered approach to
design offers design an unprecedented rhetorical
strength and an identity that is distinct from that
ofalldisciplines concerned with particular objects
(biology with living systems, physics with material
nature, psychology with human individuals, etc.).
Human-centered design opens a huge space for
designersto clarify their own practices, shed light
on their own methods, sharpen their own lan-
guage. It discourages moving aimlessly from one
fashionable idea to anotherand being dragged in
and out of technology-centered disciplines and
getting lost in-between. It would be a mistake for
design education to go the route of technology-
centered disciplines, applying natural scientific
knowledge, forgetting that what validates a de-
sign lies always in a presently unobserved future,
notfound but made by humans. lam suggesting,
therefore, that design education acknowledges
thatdesignlanguages futures into being

+ Acriticaland undisciplined discourse. Design has no
fixed object but is concerned with the realization
of desirable futures. Itis less interested in prece-
dence -- the object of scientific re-search -- butin

toonein which design practices are no longer controlled
by a powerful industry but distributed widely. In this so-
ciety design is a way of life. Hence, design must

realize its human-centeredness and cultural con-
tingencies. This realization has already opened
heretofore unimaginable possibilities for design
practices. Design education now has the oppor-
tunitytosecureanew spacefordesign intowhich

other disciplines have not yet ventured, help de-

sign practitioners to realize the possibilities this
paradigm shiftopens up,and develop a rhetorical
compelling design discourse.
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try on interface design, and lead workshops on
this subjectinthe US, The Netherlands, Finland,
India, Taiwan, Sweden and Japan. He edited
Design in the Age of Information (NSF) and pub-
lished The Semantic Turn; A New Foundation for
Design and numerous articles on human-cen-
tered design.

K.Krippendorff
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Semiotics inthe design project

Abstract

As can be inferred from this brief description

of the use of semiotics in the field of design, our

discipline is not only related, in my opinion, to a

limited phase of the project. When time and re-
sources allow, semiotics can organize and assist
with the entire project cycle, to ensure and main-
tain consistency between its aim, the use of the

MICHELA DENI design object or product and its final interpreta-
tionwhich—inthe best cases—will have socialand
cultural resonance.
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MICHELA DENI
1. Whatisyour background in semiotics?

My training in semiotics started at the the
University of Bologna (Universita degli Studi) at the
beginning of the 1990s.1n 1989, | started attend-
ingUmberto Eco's lectures along with all the other
seminars that made up his course. In all, | studied
there for overio years, from my early college years
through to my PhD. The topic of the lectures was
different each year, always new and very stimu-
lating. I well remember the astonishment that
accompanied that period, and the feeling of en-
countering a field of studies that revealed a hith-
erto unknown world to me, yet one which I had
always intuitively felt existed. For the first time, |
haddiscovered the systematization of certain con-
ceptsand categories that allowed me to question
the processes of signification using reliable tools
and criteria —the same processes of signification
that had always fascinated me, but of which I had
previously only vaguely guessed the mechanism,
asanobserver,areaderandanonlooker.lsuddenly
became aware of a discipline that provided an ef-
fective methodology for analyzing how literature,
cinema, artand mediain generalfunctioninterms
of communicationand language.

In addition, the conditions were ideal in Bo-
logna to become passionate about semiotics and
to receive an eclectic education in the field: Um-
berto Eco, Paolo Fabbri, Omar Calabrese and Ugo
Volliwere all teaching there at that time. We were
young students and we went to all these differ-
ent classes: history of semiotics, linguistics, text
semiotics, film semiotics, semiology of art, logic
and philosophy of language. As well as attending
allthose lectures, there was also some overlap be-
tween workshops and seminars that gave us the
opportunity to work on the same topic with pro-
fessors of different subjects where we compared
research methods and constantly exchanged with
each other. This was the situation at the begin-
ningofourstudiesanditcontinuedlater,inamore
closely monitored way, during my doctorate in Se-
miotics Research when there was the possibility to
specialize even further through doctoral or inter-

doctoral seminars which doctoral students were
occasionally asked to organize. During my PhD, for
example, in 1996, my director, Umberto Eco, gave
me the possibility to organize a seminar (with Al-
fredo Cid Jurado) on the semiotics of objects. On
this occasion we organized a fortnight of talks
given by scholarsand design historians, designers,
project managers and semioticians whodiscussed
the contribution of semiotics to the field of design
through exchanges with doctoral students and
Umberto Eco.

In1998, as part of Paolo Fabbri's classes, | orga-
nized two conferences entitled Communicating by
Objects and Objects ina museum: classify and trans-
mit. These were made up of sessions with Alberto
Alessi and Alessandro Mendini, who were at that
timeveryinterestedin research andtheoretical re-
flection and who were proponents —for the Alessi
Research Center—ofseveral publications ondesign
by semioticians, sociologists, anthropologists, phi-
losophersand ethnomethodologists.Inthe middle
of the 1990s, all the major Italian design compa-
nies believed and invested in research in the field
of semioticsin design, well beyond anyimmediate
opportunities the market would have given as a
result. That is why we still spoke of 'enlightened
entrepreneurs’, even though Adriano Olivetti's era
was well over by then.

It was in this environment that | was
formed: between the teachings of a semiotics that
could be qualified as classic, a blend of disciplines
and, finally, contact with industries that didn't
trivialize theory, but rather helped to free it from
purely academicresearch and instead applied it to
the workplace where it could be put to the test.

2. Which semiotics did you adopt, and
what were your reasons for doing so?

Anyone who was dedicated to research in se-
miotics at Bologna University during the period I've
described, acquired quite an eclectic education in
that field: from structural linguistics to interpre-
tive semiotics; from pragmatics to philosophy
of language. As part of Umberto Eco's semiotics
course, specialist seminars were held on AlgirdasJ.
Greimas (by Patrizia Magliand Maria Pia Pozzato),
Charles Sanders Peirce (by Giampaolo Proni) and

Louis Hjelmslev (by Alessandro Zinna). As students
—and even more so once we were PhD students
- we were required to possess sound knowledge
of the works of the most important specialists in
these areas of research. The way the curriculum
was organized allowed each student to choose
the semiotic methodology that was most appro-
priate to his own field of research. That is why |
have always favored generative semiotics (from
the so-called Paris School) whilst at the same time
incorporating certain concepts from interpretive
semiotics (Peircian semiotics and, particularly, the
work done by Eco). Furthermore, I don't think that
any one type of semiotics is necessarily more effi-
cient than another as it depends so much on per-
sonal preference and the results obtained by each
researcher who—ina given situation —will tend to
favoroneapproach atthe expense of another.

I believe that Greimasian semiotics is more ef-
ficientin actual analyses, and even more soin the
analysis of design objects, myown area of research.
Inmyopinion, its effectiveness liesinhaving devel-
oped an analytical methodology and several tools
thatenable understanding of how the processes of
communication and meaning work. We only have
tothink of Greimas's model of the generative path
of meaning and it becomes obvious thatasurvey of
thistype helps clarify,orderand understand there-
lation and reciprocal function between the differ-
entlevels, whether real or abstract, of the produc-
tionand understanding of meaningand signifieds.

In other words, when faced with any commu-
nication process (whether a literary text, film or
interface), it is essential to understand and verify
by using a methodology, the relation between the
expression plane (what we see) and the content
plane (whatis being communicated, what our un-
derstandingis,and whatthese are based on).

As far as I'm concerned, Eco-Peircian semiot-
ics helps me define the general framework and
cultural context wherein lies the object | am ana-
lyzing - along with those who use and interpret it
(or simply 'understand' it). Besides, in my opinion,
Peircian semiotics has a lot in common with stud-
ies on objects carried out in cognitive science and
alsoinsociology.
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That's why | could perhaps say that | prefer
Greimasian semiotics, even though | always use
italongside Peircian semiotics.

3.Inwhich areas of design do you
particularly play a role?

Iteach atan academicinstitution specialized
in Product Design and Communication Design,
and | collaborate with companies and project
managers working in both of those areas —from
the project planning stage of objects and interior
design (apartments, business premises, schools,
hospitals, etc.) to product packaging, graphics
and interfaces, to global communication projects
(brand imaging, for example), and the service in-
dustry (forexample, banking projects, reorganiza-
tion of publictransport, etc.)

4.Why do you think that semiotics
is useful in the training of a designer?

I'think that semiotics is useful to a designer because,
assoon astheybegintostudyit,theysuddenlyrealizethat
everythingtheyunderstood aboutthe world of design and
projects —even the very thing they were in the process of
creating —can all be rethought in a completely different
way, theorized and made verifiable. Designers go
on to realize that intuition and creativity aren't
necessarily imponderable or incomprehensible
gifts and that conceptual systematization (for ex-
ample, between the concept and the project) can
bring greater awareness and freedom of action.
Semiotics helps designerstorearrangetheirideas,
tothinkdifferently whilstimagingall other points
of view — the most important one being that of
the users.

Through the use of semiotics, designers
achieve systematic clarification of their project,
whichIthinkisfundamental-notsomuch forthe
interpretation orexplanationthatcan be provided
a posteriori, but for the project planning itself. It
is essential, for example, to start thinking about
the design objectasasubjectof dialogue between
designerand user—which, by definition, is a recip-
rocal relationship. That's notonly becausethe user
must understand (in design, we could also say
'use’) the object being proposed by the designer,
but also because the object itself is a projection
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or reflection of the idea that the designer has of
the user (regarding his ability to use the object as
well as his ethical and social values), and the way
in which the designer —along with the company
theyrepresent—appearsand presents themselves
totheuser.

The designer knows this only too well, but
sometimes tends to be unable or unwilling to
manage this complex and many-layered dimen-
sion of communication, by levelling it in some
cases:we have to think about usage, functions,
communication ofthe user functions, the object's
values, the implicit representation of the user in
this particular object along with the representa-
tion of the project manager and equally of the
company therein. Just by listing the main factors
involved in the planning process, it's clear that ev-
erything revolves around a sole design object that
can, inany event, seem rather anonymous. After
all, designers can legitimately believe that they
areonly makinga bottle-opener,and notthatthey
necessarily havetomanage meaningand commu-
nication as well; likewise, the user can merely use
the bottle-opener without thinking of it explicitly.

Nevertheless, communication and meaning
are inevitable, even when we limit ourselves to
the use of an object we still perceive it and draw
conclusionsfromit (such asresistance, roughness
etc). At the time of use, the user may not even be
able to express an explicit or conscious opinion of
the object, but that won't stop them from making
their mind up (even if only with respect to pleas-
antness or unpleasantness of use) whether or not
they will use that particular object again.

So,allthatistosaythatitis unavoidable,the designer

will, in any case, always be creating, managing and com-

municating 'signifieds' —and needs to have control over

them.

5.Doyouthink thatdesigners need
semiotics todo their job?

Ifyouaskadesignerwhohashadnoreal previ-
ous contact with semiotics, they'll generally reply
notothatquestion. Eachwillhave developed their
own personal method of planning a project.In ad-
dition, certain designers want to create 'just' the

objects themselves and prefer to leave the ques-
tion of meaning up to other people.

Having said that, | do regularly come across
designers or design students who, after a certain
period of time spent studying and practicing se-
miotics, are quite simply astonished. | see by the
expressionontheirfacesthattheseare people who
arediscoveringawhole new universe:they start lis-
tening with interest, thinkingaboutandtryingout
thefactthatmostof whatthey suspected-regard-
ing meaning and the signification of objects —can
be explainedina certain way,andithasaname.In
addition to that, they discover the existence of a
discipline that helps them organize and putin or-
derthevast number of skills and information they
need to have at their disposal in order to have the
know-how for a project —in other words, how to
transpose functions and signifieds into an object.
From that point on, a designer-semiotician can
begin to name each concept and element, ana-
lyze and organize concepts (along with functions,
values, usage) that they had previously treated
with approximation. Then, gradually, they shift
their view of the project, start asking themselves
different questions about it (about the users, use
practices, materials, etc) and finally reorganize the
concept of project planning, whilst checking con-
sistency and effectiveness as the project gradually
becomesreality (forexample, from shape and color
tothe place inan environment and, ultimately, its
usage by the end user).

So, no, ldon't think that designers need semi-
otics todo their job as a rule, but | enjoy witness-
ing the moment when they discover that it can be
quite a useful discipline and they begin to under-
stand and control their own intuition during the
planning phase. This can be a great source of con-
fidence, especially for younger designers, as they
then realize that the right project doesn't just ap-
pear out of thin air, and that learning how to navi-
gatethe planning phase of a projectcan helpthem
out of a mazeratherthan finding themselves at a
dead end. The maze can be absolutely fascinating,
butonly when it's the result of a deliberate choice
and not some unavoidable fate.

6.Doyouthink adesignercan
also be a semiotician?

Yes, of course —and, obviously, vice versa —
particularly in the light of certain individual pre-
dispositionsthataren'talways evident beforeone
addresses them. Whereas, in general, a designer
isn'tinterested in becoming a semiotician, a good
designerholds severaltrump cardsonalso becom-
ingan expert semiotician.

From my own experience, I've seen design-

ers become passionate about semiotics and then goon to

produce semiotic analyses that were better than those of

semioticians themselves. However, after a while, the de-

signer, thankfully, forgets about semiotics as a theoreti-

cal discipline and methodology of investigation, but the

mindset of the semiotic approach cannot be forgotten

once it has been adopted. This radically changes the way

a designer-semiotician organizes and examines
the project approach too. For these reasons, in my
experience, teams made up of both designers and
semioticians are those that work best: it would
probably be too much responsibility for one per-
sontobeariftheyhadto perform both thoseroles,
even though they complement each other, espe-
cially when you consider all that project planning
implies nowadays. That'swhyitseemstometobe
more efficient to keep the two roles separate: the
designerisfreetocarryouttheinnovativeandcre-
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the end of the project as a way of 'scientifically’
justifying the work already done, by lending it—a
posteriori—asortofrhetoricaland communicative
effectiveness when presenting it to the project
stakeholders.

In each of these three cases, semiotics is only
of limited interest as its potential is not fully ex-
ploited and it is merely being used as a tool like
any other, at times depending on whether it isin
fashion.

In Italy, at least, there are only a minority of
companies that make use of semiotics through-
out the course of a project. The same cannot be
said of universities and design schools who, over
the last ten years, have succeeded in offering a
very diverse curriculum in communication and
particularly in semiotics, amongst other disci-
plines. This is what is happening in Communi-
cation Design, which is the most closely-related
discipline, and in the field of Product Design. This
doesindicate that, despite theeconomiccrisisand
inareas where it is possible to do research, there
is still vision and confidence, including in those
theoretical fields that enable the deeper study of
allaspects of communication of,and in, design.

8.What are the mostimportant
features of your semiotics?
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ativeaspects ofthe job, whilst the semiotician can
focusonthe concept, coordinate and intervene at
different stages of the project and maintainan ob-
jective point of view regarding the effectiveness of
the designer's work.

7. At what stage of the design process
does semiotics play a part?

Insituations I'm familiar with, semiotics gen-
erally intervenes at two specific stages of the de-
sign process: towards the end of the project —in
order to evaluate consistency with the original
concept —or at the very beginning, when analyz-
ing direct competitors, the target market of the
product and its correct positioning in the market.
Inany case, thisiswhatis mostfrequently required
by companies andthe project managers whowork
with consultants offering semiotic tools. There is
also a third scenario, where semiotics is used at

The most important aspect of my work in semiotics
of design and in its application to a project is the quest for
clarity:1always bearin mind thatthe project manager has
nodesireto become an orthodox semiotician, that's why|
use very clear language —relying constantly on examples
from everyday life—regarding the applicability and useful-

The semiotic system that | use is mainly ori-
ented towards methodology and project practice.
As for my teaching, including in the context of
project planning, I start with a theoretical intro-
ductioninwhich I present semioticsasadiscipline
thatexaminesthe understandingand production
of meaning and communication. We cover the
rudiments of semiotics, the most important au-
thors (such as Saussure, Hjemslev, Peirce, Morris,
Greimasand Eco) uptoandincluding present-day
research.Theideaisn'tonly to give the studentsa
general and exhaustive idea of the discipline, but
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particularlytohighlightthe presenceinanytheory
of something essential thatenables the construc-
tion of a method:a method which canthen be ap-
plied tothe analysis of anything around us.

From the very start of my classes, | demon-

strate how each concept can be applied, starting
withthe most simpleand general ones, by analyz-
ing notonly design objectsand architectural spac-
es butalsofilms, advertising and literary texts.
I dothis to helpthem understand that we are sur-
rounded by meaning and that we always have a
tendency to interpret this meaning (when we
wonder about something, when we reactina cer-
tain way when using an object, or even when we
cross the street, after learning to distinguish the
sound of an approaching carto avoid danger), but
also that we have to begin to understand how we
interpret reality around us and which elements in
each specificsituation helpustodoso.Using clas-
sic semiotic concepts to interpret current events
can give us a different perspective on what is
around us, from all differentangles, and above all
enables us, onthe one hand, to understand what
ismeantbyanintersubjectively shared method of
investigation, and on the other, to find the best-
suited method for each designer's own work.

In my teaching, as well asin my professional
consultations orin the coordination of a project, |
try to show how the understanding, use and even
the simple observation of an object don't depend
on the user's subjectivity (at least not only, orelse
there would be noindustrial projects), but that it
is the different elements within that very same
object that come togetherto produce a given sig-
nified rather than another.

During this phase, | select many different ob-
jects for analysis seeing as project managers, and
future project managers, are typically curious peo-
ple interested in the expression of anything cul-
turaland social, who are formed by absorbing the
culturetheyare steeped inand who consequently

process) implies taking it apart then rearranging
itinordertounderstand the deeper mechanisms.
That's why | demonstrate, from the outset, that
any concept is useful to a semiotician. lapply the
concept in order to show how it can be used and
atthesametimetoshowthatitsemioticsisaflex-
ible methodology which is enhanced by contact
with other areas - such as the planning stage of
the project —and which can be further enhanced
by the addition of new tools or by adapting the
onesalready atourdisposal.

After this initial phase of methodological
learning and acquiring of analytical skills, we
work back from the production of meaning and
communication (for example, functions and val-
ues). This is the point where we start the project
planning process: we start with the objective of
the project and put together the material neces-
sary to enable a particular usage of the object as
well as an impression of the user who will be us-
ing the object, service or interface. At each stage,
we examine what we are doing on the following
levels:in semiotics, we'd say that we are aiming
to create the generative path of meaning, from
theimmanentlevel (forexample, the conceptofa
project) to the surface structure (from the choice
of materials, forexample, tothe enabling of a spe-
cific practice of usage). At this point, the project
manager's job (supported by a semiotician) is to
know how to monitor each phase of project plan-
ning with a new level of awareness of the effects
of communication, perceptionand functionema-
nating fromthe project itself.

9.How do you go about a semiotic
study inthefield of design?

With regard to semiotics of design, my ap-
proach varies depending on whetherlamanalyz-
ing an existing product (packaging, space, object,
etc.) or following a new project through its life
cycletogether with the project managers.

miotics,and then as they move forward, designers
understandthatto do semiotics doesn't mean just
describing in different words the existing things
around us. Personally, | only use metalanguage
when it is necessary to a particular analysis or
project and | always, and immediately, demon-
strateits utility: the use of such a'label' toindicate
a more complex concept doesn't only summarize
itandgiveitaname, butitalsoclassifiesan opera-
tion (analytical and part of the project planning
process) and identifies it alongside other logical,
seemingly similar, operations that in actual fact
work better under different names and labels.

Subsequently, the metalanguage can be for-
gotten or replaced by the designer himself, but
the concept has been transmitted along with the
criteria of classification, discretization or layered
organization of the problem.

The planning phase of a project is such a dy-
namic process, it is essential to be organized and
tofind logic, whether causal or sequential, in the
very thing we are communicating or producing.

When it's just a question of performing an
analysis, a lot depends on the questions we ask

ourselves or whata company's requirements of us are: we

might be asked to check the communication mo-
dalities of an interface regarding a specific user
or type of usage; we might have to evaluate the
appropriacy of values contained in an object with
regard to certain target usage. In cases like these,
and when we are analyzing existing design prod-
ucts, I use the tools of design semiotics (particu-
larly those of Floch and the Paris School, as well as
my own),visual semiotics, syncreticsemioticsand
the semiotic branch of cognitive sciences (such as
Eco's research on prosthesis and design).

| go about things differently in the case of
project organization because the planning phase
involves prior analysis of the competition, the
company, context and practice of utilisation, user
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aspects — starting from a detailed explanation
of the operational and communicational aim of
the project, such as its functions and values. We
analyse the image and identity of the client; the
competition; the market positioning; the target
market identification (whether existing, poten-
tial or to be created through the project), and we
highlightthe valuestobe communicated, empha-
sized or,where necessary, minimized. Once all this
has been done, we look at the different scenarios,
programs of usage and possible courses of action
whilstatthe sametime definingtheroles thatob-
jectand userwill play offeach other.Inthe second,
specifically projective phase, we focus on what is
known in semiotics as strategies of enunciation:in
other words, we choose elements of the project
planning stage that are consistent with what
has been highlighted during the analytical stage
in order to build a prototype. Depending on the
project, this can involve identifying forms, colors,
materials, textures, etc. Each element is subject
to commutation tests (gradual substitution of
certain elements) which test the relevance of
choices made with regard to the project's aims
and its definition when the meta-project was es-
tablished. Inotherwords, the projectisa moment
of comparison between different elements of pro-
totypes, or different prototypes, in order to arrive
atasuitableand performing productinrelationto
the concept at the planning stage. Finally, in the
third stage, semiotics intervenes for the last time
during presentation of the project, the moment
which involves selecting communication (and,
where applicable, media) strategies and product
distribution networks.

As can be inferred from this brief description
of the use of semiotics in the field of design, our
discipline is not only related, in my opinion, to a
limited phase of the project. When time and re-
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sources allow, semiotics can organize and assist with the

entire project cycle, to ensure and maintain consistency

between its aim, the use of the design object or product

and its final interpretation which —in the best

reproduce it in the project. The project manager Forasemiotician talking to an audience of non-semi- cases—will have social and cultural resonance.
doesn'tonly need to understand how design objectscom-  oticians, metalanguage is the first hurdle to be overcome.
municate, but also how a newspaper article, a film or a Particularly with designers, its use can be a real challenge
given brand express one thing and not another. Learning ~ —albeit a constructive one. Metalanguage is at
howtoanalyzethe wayacommunication process  first approached with suspicion and prejudice, it

works (or, more generally-speakingasignification  is sometimes confused with the very notion of se-

potential,and soon.

As a result, semiotic work on the project is
organized in three stages: the definition of the
meta-project, the execution of the project and, = TRANSLATED FROM FRENCH BY
finally, its presentation. Regarding the defini-  Alison Cullen-Plitt
tion of the meta-project, we focus on different
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Critical Pluralism / Pragmatism and Design
A Generational Attitude

Abstract

In the early twentieth century, pragmatism,
a philosophical movement primarily albeit not
exclusively associated with Charles S. Peirce, Wil-
liamJames andJohn Deweyin North America, de-
veloped anapproachtothinkingthat stressed the
practical usefulness of philosophy for key social,
educational and political questions. Following a
GAVIN MELLES long and still relevant interest in the reflections
of critical theory and post-modern critique, ar-
chitecture and design fields in the twenty first
century are turning towards critical pluralism or
pragmatism as a balanced attitude to designing
with the social, economic and political in mind.
Critical pragmatism is constituted by a resurgent
Deweyan pragmatism coupled with a critical eye
for the politics and ideology of design. Pragma-
tism itself does not entail the creation of a new
theory butratherthe deployment ofan attitudeto
architectural and design practice and aesthetics
which is evident particularly in the work of a new
generation of architects and interaction design-
ers. True to its pragmatist pluralist roots such an
attitude does not mean convergence on a single
style but rather re-visions the significance of the
social, historical and aesthetic through and after
the design process. In this chapter | review the resurgence
of pragmatism in architecture and design fields and the
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recent emergence of a critical pluralism, attentive to the

dual claims of critical theory, pluralism and pragmatism,

astheintellectual attitude of choice in designerly work.

GAVIN MELLES

Introduction

In the early twentieth century, pragmatism,
a philosophical movement primarily albeit not
exclusively associated with Charles S. Peirce, Wil-
liam James and John Dewey in North America,
developed an approach to thinking that stressed
the practical usefulness of philosophy for key so-
cial, educational and political questions. Follow-
ing along and still relevant interest in the reflec-
tions of critical theory and post-modern critique,
architecture and design fields in the twenty first
century are turning towards critical pluralism or
pragmatism as a balanced attitude to designing
with the social, economic and political in mind.
Critical pragmatism is constituted by a resurgent
Deweyan pragmatism coupled with a critical eye
forthe politics and ideology of design. Pragmatism
itself does not entail the creation of a new theory
butratherthe deploymentofan attitude toarchi-
tectural and design practice and aesthetics which
isevident particularlyinthe work of anew genera-
tion of architects and interaction designers. True
to its pragmatist pluralist roots such an attitude
does not mean convergence on a single style but
ratherre-visions the significance of the social, his-
toricaland aestheticthrough and afterthe design
process. In this chapter | review the resurgence of
pragmatismin architecture and design fields and
therecentemergenceofacritical pluralism, atten-
tive to the dual claims of critical theory, pluralism
and pragmatism, as the intellectual attitude of
choice in designerly work.

Why Pragmatism?

Pragmatism of the Deweyan/Jamesian fo-
cuses on tracing the consequences of the truths
we wish to admit when making decisions.

Pragmatism is first and foremost a philoso-
phywithanon-absolutistidea oftruth. Ahundred

years ago, James wrote that a belief is true if it
benefits ustothink so.You decide that God exists
or thatthe sky is blue simply because you like the
practical consequences of thinking them true.
James asked: "What difference would it practical-
ly make to anyone if this notion rather than that
notion were true?" Or, as he once put it, "What is
its cash value in terms of practical experience?”
(Boxer 2000)

Keyfeatures of pragmatisminclude a focus on instru-

mentality, consequences, action and experience;
arecent definition packaging these is as follows:

The pragmatismofthe early twentieth centu-
ry offered adistinctive perspective on knowledge,
meaning, and truth. In particular, William James
and John Dewey’s work, through the late-nine-
teenth and early and middle years of the twen-
tieth century, was prolific and continues to gen-
erate discussion in education, politics, and other
fields. Pragmatism holds to an instrumental ac-
countofideasas plans of action that borrow their
meanings from their practical real- world conse-
quences. This contrasts with current philosophi-
cal positions, such asthose of analytic philosophy,
which propose abstract accounts of knowledge
andideas as correspondence with truthand objec-
tive reality. This truth-as-correspondence-to real-
ity position was roundly critiqued by analyticand
post-analytic philosophy in the wake of the later
Wittgenstein’s work. Pragmatism also proposed
thatindividualaction and experience inthe world
was the most realistic basis for decision-making.
This action-oriented environment was where an
interdependentversion of theory-practice knowl-
edge developed. Pragmatism’s demise as a flour-
ishing perspective on the forms and practices of
science, education, and other fields came with a
shift to a rationalist and logical empiricist mood
in North America following WWII. (Melles 2008a,
pp-88-89)

To avoid the confusion between common
sense (pragmatist) instrumentality, i.e.let’s make
thiswork,and ademocraticand philosophicalver-
sionasimpletacticistoemploythe P/pragmatism
typography by which big P Pragmatism refers to
an approach with philosophical roots and little p
pragmatismto ‘being practical’in various senses.
Tom Fisher (2000) makes a similar distinction in
relationtoarchitecture:

The so called pragmatists of our time are
generally concerned only with the immediate
consequences of their actions: will a building
meet market expectationsrightawayorbringina
short-term profit? Atrue pragmatist would argue
thatthe meaning and value of an action depends
upon its consequences over time and that by at-
tending only toimmediate effects, we may infact
completely misjudge what we do. (130)

Without attention to these ‘consequential’
questions the new pragmatism in architecture
(e.g.see Saunders 2007) could simply be a ‘quietis-
ticliberalism’ (see Dorrian 2005, p.232) in disgui
thatleaves critical interrogation aside. Ir

ture and Interaction Design, in particular, a resurgent en-
thusiasm for pragmatism has helped reinvigorate discus-
sion on guestions such as aesthetics, experience, material
making, and the theory/practice binary.

Philosophy: Confusing the Issue

The effect of the importation of continental
philosophy into architectural schools in the US in
the gos is characterized as follows by Saunders
(2007), ‘The ‘discourse’ at leading architectural
schoolsandintellectual publicationsinthis period
wasamazingly muddled by pseudo-intellectuality,
bydazedand confused attemptstoimportthelan-
guageandideasofarcane philosophyand cultural
studies (Saunders 2007, ix)". Michael Speaks points
to the move away from philosophical speculation
to an action oriented desire in a new generation
of architects, with the pragmatic/entrepreneurial

disposition sketched above has made a strong break with

the avant-garde. Not simply another intellectual fad or

crutch for architecture, however, this break requires that

we re-examine in architecture the problematic relation-

ship between thinking and doing, an issue at the heart of
the work of Gilles Deleuze, perhaps the last of the
great theory figures. Deleuze, like the American
Pragmatists, wanted to shift our attention away
from thought that tethered us to fundamental
truths and toward thought that enabled us toact
(Speaks 2003, p.213).

In Ockham’s (2000) book the idea of things in
the making and pragmatism is examined in rela-
tiontodesign, architectureand urban design. The
contributors to that volume aimed to explore the
significance of making to experience and knowl-
edge, exploring also the effects of the proposal by
philosopher Richard Rorty to flatten distinctions

COLLECTION - #3 - SUMMER 201

such as Literature/Science, preferring conversa-
tion as the metaphor to describe the mutually
beneficial convergence of different voices in the
resolution of private and public endeavours (see
Rorty 1989). This turn positioned conversation
inthe broadest sense as the technique par excel-
lence forknowledge making, including, forexam-
ple, conversation with literary, anthropological
andothertextsas sources of illumination for prac-
tical problems, including democracy (see Rorty
2000).Thus, Ihave suggested (Melles 2008a) that:

“What new (critical) pragmatism offers is
scope for the self-creative and public projects of
individuals to be achieved through appropria-
tions and transformation of the past in built and
designed forms. Such an approach accepts the
inherent wicked nature of design problems, and
acceptsthe creative quality of the theory-practice
interaction that Schon proposes as distinctive for
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design in general. It also sees neither the humanities nor

thesciences ordesign as having special purchase ontruth,

butequally pursuing truths whose merits must be judged

by their consequences” (100-101).

Theory/Practice—Experience the Source
The idea that theory and practice relate to
each other through a dialectic relation of sorts is
not exclusive to pragmatism while the idea that
experience and practice should be the starting
pointforreflections on this relationship connects
pragmatism with other theories of practice, such
as that of the philosophizing sociologist and an-
thropologist Bourdieu (see Kivinen 2006). Len-
tricchia (1986) spells out James’ concern with the
theory/practice dialecticand the need for evalu-
ation and decision making in many domains of
human life, Therecurringdouble pointofJames's
pragmatism is that all theory is practice (situated
intellectual involvement with real local effects)
andthatallpracticesare notequally worthy’ (p.6).
The fact that not all practices are ‘worthy’ means
judgement (and compromise) isrequiredinacon-
text where heterogenous opinions are favoured,
James’s vision of pragmatismis irreducibly a
vision of heterogeneity and contentiousness —a
vision strong for criticism, self-scrutiny and self-
revision that never claims knowledge of a single
human narrative becauseitrefuses the beliefand
it refuses the often repressive conduct resulting
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from belief in a single human narrative (Lentric-
chia, 1986, p.9).

Pragmatism and Architecture/Design:
Aesthetics Through Engagement

In addition to architecture, a number of de-
signerly fields have attempted to address the
potential of a pragmatist attitude to design prob-
lems; this has been particular the case in interac-
tion design (e.g. Coyne 1995; Wakkary 2005). in

Interaction design pragmatism has become a reference

point for reframing the aesthetics of experience and the

co-design process of thefield. Thus, Wakkary (2005), forex-
ample, suggests that the current complexity fac-
ing HCl, means the field needs to be redefined to
‘reframe concernsindesign in ordertoemphasise
situated participation, non-rational design strat-
egies, in situ design and a re-orientation in focus
fromtaskstoexperience’ (p.65). The maintenance
of an environment of constructive opposition in
decision making can be seen reflected in the gen-
eration of multiple concepts or interpretations of
design problems; Zimmermanet.al (2007), for ex-
ample, provides a vision of the pathways and de-
liverables between and among Interaction Design
Researchers and other research fields consistent
with Wakkary’s suggestion.

Spector (2004) suggests that Art as Experi-
ence focused on how engagement not contem-
plation wasthe key foraesthetics, The pragmatist
aesthetic experience tracks the subject’s engage-
ment with the work of art; it is neither solely de-
rived from the physical properties of the work nor
from the imaginative experiences of the subject,
but from something forged from the prolonged
encounter' (136). Wright, Wallace & McCarthy
(2008) contrast this approach to interactionally
produced aesthetic experience to other ‘analytic’
models.

In contrast, pragmatism sees aesthetics as a
particularkind of experiencethatemergesintheinterplay
between user, context, culture, and history, and should
not be seen exclusively as a feature of either the artefact
or viewer. Rather, it emerges in the construction of rela-
tions between artefactand viewer, subject and object, user
ol Pragmatism also regards aestheticexperience as

somethingthatis notlimited tothetheatreorgal-
lery. While these latter institutionalize and frame
objects as works of art and therefore signal the
need for an aesthetic appreciation, they are nei-

ther necessary nor sufficient for aesthetic experi-
ence. Onthe contrary, aesthetic experience can be
the stuff of our everyday lives as lived and felt. (p.1)

The authors illustrate through further dis-
cussion and exemplars how such an approach to
pragmatist aesthetics encourages a focus on the
interactive potential through the prototyping of
concepts (see Peterson et al. 2004) and the over-
all co-design imperative in current HCI (Battarbee
& Koskinen 2005) final design process, including
the significance of bodily interaction in this pro-
cess (Fogtman, Firsch & Kortbek 2008). That is
thatinterfacestoaestheticexperience are created
through engagement during and after the final
design.

Rejection of Objectified
Contemplation as Engagement

Thus pragmatism is an action-oriented aes-
thetics of engagement; one which critiques an
objectified contemplation as useful or meaning-
ful, 'Pragmatic regard for the aesthetics of action
help account for Dewey’s distaste for “museum
art”whichisnotonly putonapedestaltoserve the
interests of an elite, but also thereby becomes re-
voltinglyinert,dead, incapable of fostering further
action' (146)

Spector (2004) suggests that continental
philosophy is no longer producing the goods for a
generation of architects concerned both with aes-
thetics and social good.

Architects looking for theoretical guidance in
the struggle to overcome this conflict and craft a
comprehensive design outlook that reconciles the
uniqueness of the aesthetic with an interest in
improving the world have had reason to be disap-
pointedin continental philosophy. The off-putting
— disheartening even — thing about much con-
tinental philosophy is that it seduces architects
away from the problems of achieving social pur-
pose through theirwork more readily than it helps
them with the task of reconciliation (2004, p.147).

Dewey's pragmatism rejects the need for ob-
jectively specified criteria for aesthetic judgement
—what Spector calls a ‘judicial’ approach - as it
blinkers receptivity to new forms of life and tends
to a formalism that limits evaluations expression
in other ways. Atotally subjective ‘inner’ aesthetic
does no better really because it also assumes that
aestheticjudgementisanobjective contemplative

realm separate from experience. Rather the prag-
matistaesthetic ‘tracks the subject’sengagement
with the work of art’ (2004, p. 136). So we experi-
ence the world and its objects in a way that is not
mysterious and requires no specificelite guidance
or archiving in museums and galleries. Thus en-
gagement and an aesthetics emerging from this
experience is what pragmatism offers —through
Dewey and others—to architecture.

Pragmatism and (Critical) Pluralism
in Architectural Visions

In the theoretical literature of architecture
and design disciplines there has been a recent
move away from a focus on postmodern specula-
tion towards a growing recognition of the value
of pragmatism as underpinning a critical plural-
ism. Lamenting a lack of work in architecture in
this tradition, Guy & Moore (2007) for example
point to 'those who are productively blurring the
distinction between critical theory, pluralism, and
pragmatism—James, Dewey, Hickman, Feenberg,
Haraway, Latour, Schlosberg, and Rorty' (21-22).

The authors suggest that plurality and critical

pragmatism are not only possible but necessary bedfel-

lows; plurality played out in sustainable architecture

through civic participation.

Theauthorsexemplify their proposal with the
story ofthe Norman Foster design of the Commer-
zbankof Frankfurt, originally rejected as 'a degen-
erate American architectural formassociated with
urban decay' (p.20) and the public participation in
its reinterpretation as part of a regenerated city
skyline now signalling not post-war decay but re-
newal The authors claim that pluralist practice is
the 'seeking out the synthetic opportunities that
are latent in the conflicting imaginations of citi-
zens'(21). Accordingtothisinterpretation of archi-
tecture’s pluralism, architecture can participate
in this conversation of conflicting imaginations
over time. This connection toimagination, as Col-
lier (2006) points out, bridges the actual with the
virtual, where ‘pragmatism treats imagination as
the capacity to understand the actual in the light
ofthe possible (2006, p.313).

Exemplifying Pragmatist
Attitude - Koolhaas
Rem Koolhaasisoneofthe signal voices of this
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new pragmatic attitude to architecture. Grafland
(2000), for example, describes Koolhaas approach
as design without a master plan, ‘Koolhaas, al-
though the same is true of Tschumi, is focused
not so much on the architecturally significant
characteristics in the plan as on its operational
and pragmatic possibilities —where time is an es-
sential characteristic ... Koolhaas's pragmatism is
determined more by the tensions between stan-
dardization and homogeneity versus the wish to
allow relatively random ‘streams’ to flow freely ...
Thearchitect haslongsince lost control overthe fu-
tureof hisdesign’ (2000, p.115). Architecturally this
entailsastructuringthatavoids the social mimesis
of existing social chaos while enabling flow, ‘and
then within that structure allowing the Deleuzian
flows to flow into each other’ (119-120).

5 g

Figure 1: ADutch House - Outside 7 (koolhaas)

CCCreativecommons

More recently, Yaaneva (2009), who conduct-
ed ethnographic fieldwork in Koolhas’s studios,
offers her own action-oriented construction of
Pragmatismand its intersection with architecture.
She rejects the idea of architecture as just service
tosociety conditioned by circumstances, butrather
followingthe proactive power of architectural proj-
ects to mobilize heterogenous actors, convincing,
persuading or deterring them. Architecture and
building will be tackled here, as becoming social
(instead of hiding behind or serving the social), as
active participants in society, design - as a process
of recollecting, reinterpreting, and reassembling
thesocial' (18). Such agency for architecture comes
from a critical realism that structure without a
master plan leaving space for interpretation.

Bullivant (2007), for example, refers to ‘pro-
gressive architectural practices’ in the UK where
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public collaboration is invited, in these terms, ‘Re-
flecting social change without being socially determinist
and allowing the process of production to transform the
initial idea for the project —these are some of the design
parameters that distinguish the finest work of this rising
generationfromthatofanygenerationthataskstoomuch
ortoo little from architecture’ (p.88)

As a shortcut to a new style, it offers little; it
will be a sad day when we see "pragmatism" used
to put a glamorous gloss on pipe rails or exposed
steel. But as a method to reinforce skepticism, to
erase credulity, to verify through action new ideas
thatwork, it may be just what architecture needs.
(Nobel 2001)

The interest in the pragmatist (Dewyan) and
neopragmatist (read Rortian) potential for a new
generation of architects is at least a decade under
discussion, and centers on our relations to things
inthe making and publicand private spheres and
questions (see Ockman, Ed.2000).

Potential Relevance for
Design Education

Donald Schon (1995) questions the existing
epistemological approaches to higher education,
and particularly the ‘technical rationalist’ claim
that became embedded in higher education and
accepted by the newdisciplines thatinstrumental
practice (all practice) became professional when it
is based on the science or systematic knowledge
produced by the schools of higher learning’ (p.29).
Schonclaimsratherthatalarger place for practice
and knowing-in-practice is required,

“The relationship between ‘higher’ and ‘lower’
schools, academic and practice knowledge, needs to be
turned on its head. We should think about practice as a
setting not only for the application of knowledge but for
its generation. We should ask not only how practitioners
canbetterapplytheresultsof academicresearch, but what
kinds of knowing are already embedded in competent
practice” (p.29).

Combined with some of the designerly con-
siderations for aesthetics and experience, design
education could benefit from a pragmatist atti-
tuderesearch

Methodological pluralism is a hallmark of
pragmatism and a familiar ally of industrybased
design research. At the level of industry practice
and consultancy, it is an eclecticism motivated by
conventional pragmatist instrumentalism. Aca-

demicdesign scholarship,whichaimstomarkout
adistinctive spaceforitselfin relationtoeveryday
practice, could benefitfromarobustinquiry para-
digm able to incorporate the wicked nature of
design solution-making and the contribution of
material and visual representation to this. A fore-
groundingof pragmatism’s claimtobe theinquiry
paradigm of choice fordesign and the foundation
for a mixed-methods approach could contribute
togreaterconsensusonthedistinctiveness of de-
signinamore substantive waythansomecurrent
propositions. (Melles 2008b, p.9)

Tom Fishersuggeststhatarchitecture should
engage with pragmatismtoavoid anoverempha-
sisonidealisticfocus onintentions

The architectural community would greatly
benefitfromamoreseriousengagementwith the
ideas of pragmatism, which can illuminate some
of the blind spots in architecture today. Pragma-
tism is not against theory, noris it an "imperial-
ist gambit" by American thinkers. Pragmatism
urges us to look to the consequences of what we
do, which the discipline of architecture, infused
with an idealistic focus on intentions, frequently
resists. (Fisher 2000)

Concluding Remarks

Architecture and Interaction Design have
been particularly enthusiastic in exploring the
potential of pragmatismtoinvigorate theoretical
and methodological debate on current practice
and thinking in design fields. New pragmatism,
while contested, is closely associated with genera-
tional change indesign fields as theory/practitio-
ners look for a vocabulary to explain there com-
mitments to aesthetics, interaction, making and
soforth. Perhaps (new) pragmatism will become
the dominant voice of design thinking and prac-
tice with its focus on meaningful making, social
engagement, interpretation and aesthetics.
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A century of objects

A history of modern life, the consumer
society and design, as seen through
the collection of Jean-Bernard Hebey

Abstract

61

Over morethan 4oyears, Jean-Bernard Hebey

has assembled one of the world's largest collec-

tions of industrial design objectsglnthisinterview
with semiotician Bernard Darras, Hebey shares his
understanding of design and the way he, as a col-
lector, sees his objects.

JEAN-BERNARD HEBEY

BERNARD DARRAS
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JEAN-BERNARD HEBEY
BERNARD DARRAS

Interview with Jean-Bernard Hebey
conducted by Bernard Darras

Jean-Bernard Hebey, French listeners know
your voice well from your many years as a radio
presenter, but they aren't aware that you come
from a family steeped in the entertainment in-
dustry.

That'sright. For 20 years, one of my uncles was
singer Charles Trenet's agentand anotherranthe
Juan-les-Pins jazz festival in Antibes’. My father
was an actor and my mother was seamstress to
Bruno Coquatrix's wife’. They specialised in the
production of period costumes and of costumes
forvariety shows in music halls. | was fortunate to
spend my childhood in the wings of cabarets like
the Moulin Rouge, Folies Bergeres and Nouvelle
Eve—italltrained myeye.

After secondary school, | gotajobasanenter-
tainer at Club Med, then | was fired and taken on
by Europe1asaradiopresenter, atstillonly18years
old.Forthe nexttwoyears,|wasfortunate towork
with Daniel Filipacchi on his famous programme
‘Salut les copains'. Then, | went to work for RTL
wherelwas head of entertainmentand a present-
erfor17years. After being fired once again, I setup
my own company, called 'Sumo'. From then on, |
earnedaliving by following my own ideas and the
things | wanted to do. My professional activities
areveryvaried and diverse: | stillworkin television
and radio when I'm asked. Over the last 30 years,
I've established a database of popular culture, run
websites and redesigned houses, amongst other
things. I don't run a big company, but it has al-
lowed to keep my independence and freedom.

I dowhat interests me and what | enjoy, and
it'salwaysinsyncwith thetimes. I've always been
interested in the period | live in — it's the same
with music. I'm lucky to belong to the generation
of Baby Boomers who have experienced both
worlds: the pen and the computer, analogue and
digital.

How did you become a collector?

I' was lucky enough to be born into a family
of collectors. My father collected pocket watches
andEnglishfurniture and took metoflea markets
from a very young age. One of my cousins had
the finest collection of Jacques-Emile Ruhlmann
furniture, as well as another of1g50s Italian glass-
ware. As for me, | collected what I was interested
in, that's to say anything related to America. In
1961, at the age of 16, | travelled across the USA
by Greyhound Bus, from New York to Los Ange-
les, without knowing at the time that Raymond
Loewy had designed those buses! I think it must

have been a premonition. | fell in love with a country that

seemedtometobein Technicolor, especiallycoming from

black-and-white Europe. So, | decided to bring America to

France and for me, the most exciting things about Amer-

ica at the time were the objects of everyday life.
Bythat,Imeanindustrial design objects produced
by the new consumer society, or rather 'posses-
sions society', because in addition to benefiting
from what these objects did, owning them was
alsoaquestion of prestige. The first thing | bought
in America was a juicer. It was 1961 and I'd never
seen such a thing in France. It wasn't just that
we didn't drink orange juice in the morning, but
our manual glass lemon squeezers were nothing
compared tothose dazzling 7Ib metal appliances.

SUMO1Juicer

Aside from the influence of family environment,
how does one become a collector?

There's certainly something neurotic about a
collector! Along with a need to possess... perhaps a

' Thefirst European jazz festival, founded in1960.

2 Songwriter,composerandimpresario, he wrote over 300 songs and was owner and manager of Europe's biggest music hall, the Olympia

inParis.

need forreassurance...or maybethe fearof missing
out?Onamore practical note, goingtoanantiques
fair or flea market is mainly an opportunity to visit
atown, discover museums, hotels and restaurants.
It's about having a change of scene, speaking an-
otherlanguage.I'minterested in anythingand ev-
erything,IwanttoknowitallandIgetenthusiastic
about everything:it's exhausting, expensive... but
exciting!

In the 70s, | went to museums all the time,
particularly to modern art museums —neither de-
sign nor photography museums existed yet—and
I'bought catalogues of every exhibition | visited. |
alsohadtwoincredible strokes of luck. WhenIwas
working for RTL, I was responsible for organising
the European tours of rock groups like The Who,
Led Zeppelin and the Rolling Stones and | took ad-
vantage of these trips tovisit museums during the
day. That's how I trained my eye. My second stroke
of luck was meeting Chantal Darcy, who was look-
ing for a partner to open a new gallery. She intro-
duced me to one of the leading contemporary
sculptors at the time, Georges Jeanclos, who went
onto become a close friend of mine. Our first exhi-
bition was dedicated to Robert Malaval's works on
rock and roll and the Rolling Stones. Chantal also
introduced me to the music of John Cage, Philip
Glass, Steve Reich, La Monte Young and Marian
Zarzeella. They held concerts in her living room. |
felt like I'd suddenly become intelligent and that
I'd opened my eyes right in the middle of the Pop
revolution. I loved Andy Warhol -who, to me, is as
importantas Picasso-Lichtenstein,Rauschenberg,
Wesselmann, Jasper Johns, etc.—all Americans.

I also became friends with French artists and,
asfaras|couldafford, | started to collect them but
Monory, Klasen and Erro were already too expen-
sive for me. Unfortunately, | quickly became bored
with contemporary art, there just wasn'tanything
thatexcited meany more. The Americans were un-
affordableandthe French weren't creativeenough
forme, so | carried on buying juicers and vacuum
cleanersinthe States.

The neo-expressionist Figuration libre move-
ment in the 8os was the last thing to interest me
in painting. At the time, | was presenting a televi-
sion programme and | got artists like Jean-Charles
Blais, Robert Combas, Francois Boisrond and Hervé
DiRosatodesigntheset.

From the 70s on, | also developed a passion
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for photography, so | naturally collected pho-
tography books, so much so that in thirty years,
Iamassed what was possibly the largest private
collection of photography books and reviews in
the world. 5,000 books; 10,000 journals; invita-
tions to exhibition openings (genuine prints in
themselves); 50,000 press cuttings, etc. But the
problem is that it's a 'closed’ collection. In 1952,
Cartier-Bresson published a book called 'Images
ala sauvette'. Once you own the first signed edi-
tion, you're finished with 1952 because Cartier-
Bressondidn't publishanythingelsethatyear! He
brought out two books in 's4 ('Les Danses a Bali'
and 'D'une Chine a 'autre'), but after about 10
years, your Cartier-Bresson collection is complete.
My entire photography collection was properly
classified, inventoried and computerised. In 2000,
Ifoundedthelibrary of the Maison Européenne de
la Photographie for Jean Luc Monterosso and the
City of Paris on the basis of Romeo Martinez's col-
lection. But after that, | grew tired of photos and
thetrendsin photographydidn'tinterest meany-
more. | looked to house my collection in a French
museum but seeing as two successive culture
ministers weren'tinterested, | sold the whole in-
valuable and unique collection to a gallery owner
in Frankfurt.

The collection I was left with was the one that
interested me the most—industrial design.

It's more than a collection, though, it's a
passion.
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I've got a very basic marxist vision of industrial de-

sign | see it predominately from an economic angle. As

a result of the industrial revolution, machines and elec-

tricity revolutionised the traditional handmade process.

Workers replaced the skilled artisan and 'Tay-
lorism’, 'Fordism'and the assembly line became
widespread. The two world wars further acceler-
ated the process of industrialisation and produc-
tion organisation. Infactories, it was necessary to
rapidly produce whole series of weapons, vehicles,
tanks, and planes on assembly lines and the US
was better equipped than Europe for that. After
thewar,the west had newtoolsatitsdisposal: the
press,cinema, radio and television which together
formed the 'mass media'. These ensured the 'pro-
paganda’ or, put more subtly, 'communication’,
meaning the mass dissemination of a model of
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society. Atthe sametime, shopping malls were be-
ing developed as new systems of distributing this
brand new merchandise.

Added to this was the fact that people were
leaving the countryside and moving to towns
and into new homes that needed equipping with
things like washing machines, irons, hairdryersand
toasters. Putallthose factors togetherandyou get
the consumer society.

The mass media told and showed us how we
were now meant to live and the American way of
life imposed itself as a global standard. American
weapons manufacturers had a surplus of metal
and with it they went on to make shakers, toasters
and blenders using the same machines and work-
force, very often with the same aesthetic. The prod-
ucts were then distributed by supermarkets. This
is how the production and consumer society was
able to prosper and it was sustained by a healthy
dose of planned obsolescence. Designers were in-
structed to make regular changes of shape, mate-
rial and colour whilst the function of these objects
remained much the same. That was their job, they
were there to sell products through retailers with
the help ofthe mass media. It was the beginning of
an orgy of creativity designed to put an entire in-
dustry and its workers at the service of objects —of
which a mere twenty could really be called essen-
tial. Butin order to keep the system running, new
products had to be created all the time, products
that created new consumer needs or desire.

This was the way consumerism and the soci-
ety of possession worked. Products continued to be
created and in huge numbers, their price decreas-
ing according to the rising volume of production. |
was born afterthe warin1945,a Baby Boomer,and
solamone ofthese consumers.Istarted collecting
these products very early on. Ironically, these ob-
jectswere generallymade under U.S. license by Eu-
ropean companies funded through the American
Marshall Plan. Talk about promoting a way of life...

In order to situate your collection, we have
drawn up a concept map that shows the different
ways of looking at an object along two superim-
posed axes: one goes from design to usage of the ob-
Ject, the other follows its life cycle from the birth of
theobjectuptoit beingdiscarded or recycled in some
way, whether materially or symbolically.’

Ateach stage of its journey, the object changes

status, meaning and often name. The purpose of
this map is to look at these objects in each of their
different phases and relate them to the way you see
themas a collector.

According to our map, ‘things'that are part of
material culture can be divided into two catego-
ries:immovables, something most people don't col-
lect but that are nevertheless an interest of yours,
and movables, the category in which your collection
can be placed. Let's start withimmovables.

MATERIALCULTURE I}

consists of i
Fig.1
@D
whichare andwhichare

Movables

Vv that\'\rllclude N
furnishings, furniture, and objects
vehicles, etc clothing

That makes sense. When | was a child, my fa-
theroften hadfinancial problemsand we regular-
ly had to leave the various furnished apartments
herentedinordertoescape the bailiffs. Asaresult,
as soon as | started work, some survival instinct
made me want a roof over my head, preferably a
house that nobody could take away from me.

I enjoy the construction of houses, building up the
walls and marking out areas of living space. It's solid and
serious. | likethingsthatare safe—yet, ironically, I've always
worked in the media and entertainment industry where
there's a lot of uncertainty, gossip, trends and superfici-
ality. So, when I pour a concrete slab, it's stable,
reassuring and strong, exactly what a concrete
slabshould be.

Whilst I've often had problems with people
I've worked with in the media, that's never been
the case with people in the constructionindustry.

UnlessI'm mistaken, you've never collected fur-
niture, vehicles or clothes—only objects interest you.

3 Thisconcept mapis based on research done by Bernard Darras and Sarah Belkhamsa as part of the following topic: " Etude sémiotique et
systémique des produits design" at the Centre de Recherche, Images, Cultures et Cognitions. (CRICC). http://cricc.univ-parist.fr.

Well, think again! I've always been passion-
ate about clothes, but not about fashion. You'd be
surprised how much | know about the apparel of
the 20th century man. Think of elegantly-dressed
men like Cary Grant or Fred Astaire; shoes made
to measure by John Lobb; custom-made shirts by
LoraninTurin, Hilditch and Key on Jermyn Streetin
London or Charvet in Paris. It's about being exact-
ing, having a taste for elegance, dandyism and the
exceptional.

Still, it's not a collection.

I'm ashamed to admit it, but given the ridicu-
lousamountofclothesthatlownand wear, dating
fromthe1930s up totoday, you could almost call it
acollection! Above all, clothes are communication.
They are the first exchange with another person,
they say 'thisis wholam'. Either the other person
will have the same codes, or he won't know or
recognise them and the dialogue will be distorted.
Thisinitial exchange saves timein a relationship!

It'sthe sameforahouse.When you visit some-
one, me included, at home, you find out more
aboutthetruenatureofthe personthatlivesthere.

Have you ever been tempted to collect cars?

Cars are subject to the same influences as
toasters, vacuum cleaners and other everyday
objects. They reflect the taste, techniques, issues
and fashions of the time when they are commer-
cialised. Butasforcollectingthem...well, | couldn't,
they take up fartoo much room!

We have divided the world of objects into four
broad categories: antiques, works of art, crafts and
industrial design. Seeing as you're not someone who
is passionate about the past, | take it you've never
collected antiques.

v . N

Works ofart

Without wanting to become an Egyptologist,
I'still find itinteresting to know whatRamses Il did
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and | have to know my Napoleon Il furniture in
order to understand why Le Corbusier preferred
to put a glass top on his tables. It sounds a trite
thingto say, but we need to know where we come
frominorderto know where we are going. It's the
same with works of art:I'm interested because
I need to educate my eye and they're references.
The one thing I don't like is decorative art:if the
pointofitisjusttolooknice, I quickly lose interest.
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I particularly hate ornaments, little porcelain figurines,

for example. | know it's technically amazing and that this

know-how has been lost but, even so... It's like ships in a

bottle. All the work involved and all the time they take to

make... but what's the point?

What is your opinion on craft objects?

I'mtorn. | hate crafts for all that it represents
and for the type of people that monopolised it,
particularly the Bobos, but I have to admit that a
pair of Japanese bonsai scissors or a hand-forged
scythe are magnificent objects. As is a Hermes
saddle-stitched belt. So, | have an ambivalent at-
titude towards them.

Now we are at the heart of your collection

DESIGN

nn nn nn nn nn
Conception USAGE
Production SYSTEM OF OBJECTS Functions
Values

a Fig.3

nn

OBJECT itself

INTERFACE Waste or
Intermediary Recycling

We'll start by looking at the object design and
production phases, then we will focus on the object
itselfin isolation from what precedes and what fol-
lows its creation. Following on, we will address the
systems of objects then, moving towards the user,
we will look at the object as an interface and also
how it's used. Finally, we will focus on the object's
life after usage and in particular the collection ob-
Ject that is no longer used for its original purpose
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but instead to be exhibited, classified and to act as
a reference and a reminder.

So, we have six main categories and in each
there is one possible type of collection and, conse-
quently, one type of collector.

CONCEPTION
PRODUCTION
J N

ARTEFACT
Technical

PRODUCT
Manufacture

DESIGN

Creator

Inventor +commerce

Vs

natural

Fig.4

We can divide the first category — conception
and production — into three phases: the object as
a result of creation and conception; the artefact
that is a result of a technical production process;
andfinally the product that belongs to the world of
marketing, advertising and commerce.

Let's start with the conception. Are you inter-
ested in objects that derive from the creative pro-
cess: concepts, mock-ups, prototypes or objects
that bear traces of the designer/inventor or of the
designer/artist?
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Henry Dreyfuss, prototypes of handsets

Mock-ups and prototypes interest me, but |
don'tcollectthem. lleave that up to French muse-
um curators who are obsessed with the 'unique'.
Theyjuststillhaven't'got' the concept of the 20th
century:the'multiple’. Whatinterests me mostis
thefactthatan object has been manufactured by
amachineinitsthousands, with nohumaninter-
vention, in order to produce an object that is use-
ful,durable, cheap, convenientandthat performs
its function. In this respect, I'm Bauhaus through
and through. That's what makes me laugh —or
rather gets me mad—about Art Design and mass-
produced armchairs being sold at exorbitant
prices by artist designers. Just like in contempo-
rary art, designers who play that game will get
a nice second home out of it, but they're selling
their souls at the same time. They'd be more hon-
est calling themselves ‘artists’. Time will tell!

The thing that interests me is what the de-
signerwillthink of that willimprove people's lives,
foritthen to be made by a machine.

It's rare for designers to invent a new object
withanewfunction. Lately,that has beenthe case
with Jonathan Ive, the designer of Apple's inter-
faces, whois deeply involved in the development
ofanobjectanditsuse.Butinthe normalrunofthings, the
designer is just a cog in the machine and has to focus on
aesthetics by creating desire for an object whose function
has often remained unchangedforalongtime.

The manufacturer generally says to the de-
signer:'Give methe ideal thing without changing
my manufacturing processes... meet the user's
needsand create somethingdesirable atthe same
time.' To do what's been asked of him, the designer has to
both convince his client of the quality of his solutions and
make sure that the new product can be made onthe same
machines by the same workers, faster and more cheaply
thanthe previous model.

[tsounds like animpossible task, buttheseare
the challenges faced by good designers.

Can we conclude that you collect the objects
thatare aresult of these exploits?

The shapes, materials, colours, uses and func-
tions of an object are indicators of an era and so-
ciety; they reflect our hopes and sometimes our
failures, too (remember the Betamax video tape
player or Radiocom 2000 and Bi-Bop, the first
French mobile phones?) I collect objects that have

allthese components and that provide a tangible
linktoourown personalstoryas part of the history
of society asawhole.

Of course, they can also inspire nostalgia,
but that's not what interests me —it's just a by-
product.

Does your collection reflect a particular liking
forinventors and creators?

Experience and years of research have enabled
me to prove what we always instinctively knew:in
general, major designers make more than one ob-
ject. Often, these are people whose prolific creative
outputspansseveraldecades. Theyareinterestedin
a creative process that itself evolves depending on
the techniques, materials and tools available —they
evenfollowtrendstoo.Henry Dreyfuss, DieterRams,
Kenneth Grange are perfect examples of that.

Haveyou ever collected everything a particular
designer has made?

If I'like a particular designer or brand, I try to
identify,index and find everything they made. I've
donethatwith designers like David Chapman and
Henry Dreyfuss. With brands, it's more complicat-
ed because the designers often aren't identified.
Contrary to the States, Europe hadn't understood
until very recently (and even now, not that well)
thathavinga'stardesigner'adds value thatboosts
product sales. Unfortunately, no-one knows who
designed the Moulinex household appliances.

To what extent are you interested in the work
of engineers andtechnicians who invent orimprove
artefacts? And what do you think of the merchan-
dising process that runs material culture, as well as
society, by feeding it with products all the time.

I'm not really interested in technical issues or
ergonomics. Whilst | fully understand that with-
outtechnical revolutions certain objectswouldn't
have been created at all, the thing that really in-
terests meis when a particular object that meets
areal need goes on to become an object of desire.
Iknow full wellthat before 1940, ittook three days
totravel from Paris to Marseille! But the function
of the car (to go from A to B more quickly, com-
fortably and safely) hasn't changed since the in-
vention of the automobile —and yet, look at the
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differences between a DS 19, a Model T Ford and
a Fiat soo! Same thing with a toaster. Its function
—burning bread in the morning —hasn't changed
since the first model was made. And yet, by look-
ing closely at shapes, colours, materials and the
like, we can say for sure when a particular model
was commercialised. Today, companies like Apple
have madetechnology interesting by successfully
putting design atthe heart of theirindustrial pro-
cesses. The same is true of IKEA, but with far less
success— asanyonewho has spenttheirweekend
struggling to assemble a desk with an Allen key
will tell you!
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I'm not interested in objects unless they have an im-

pact on our lives and, in turn, it's these objects that will

bring back memories, just like Proust's madeleines.

I'm interested in form rather than function
(although the two are inseparable) and I'm also
sensitive to the emotional power of objects and
the memories they rekindle, because they allow
ustoplace ourlivesand ouremotions (subjective)
ina concrete context (objective).

So, the object itself, separated from production
process and use, doesn't interest you.

I'manarchaeologist of modernlife. Two piec-
esofachipped plate, afragment of a weapon and
a scrap of cloth found in the desert can teach us
alotabout the way we lived 1,500 years ago. The
same goes for the objects | collect, they are daily
testamentsofourrecentcivilization. We wouldn't
haveaclueabouthow people spenttheirevenings
before the invention of television and the transis-
torradio, were it notfor photos of the family gath-
ered around a one cubic meterradioin their living
room! It'sthetransistorthat marksthestartofour
'me’civilization. For me, objects are primarily indi-
cators, testaments and remindersof aneraand a
lifestyle. That is why their material, shape, colour
and texture interest me. Now, neither a vacuum
cleaneroratoasterare goingto move me totears.
Ontheotherhand, |dofind somethingemotional
about their shape, their social and historical con-
text. The reason why I dreamt of owning a Walk-
man, why | was dying to have that particular ra-
dio or camera was because of the promise (often
false) of endless joy to come, and the guarantee
I'would belong to the club —though not all that
private—of those who've 'got one’'l
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SYSTEM OF OBJECTS I;
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Under 'system of objects'in our concept map, we
have distinguished public and collective objects from
each other: urban and professional versus private,
domestic or personal objects. Are you interested in
these groups of objects?

I love street furniture: benches, lampposts,
traffic lights. l own a few pieces, but I don't have
room for any more. It's the same problem with
machinetools:I'd love toown aJohn Deere tractor,
forexample (arealone, I've already got atoy one). |
know quite a lot about them, but, unfortunately, |
can'tcollectthem, they're justtoobig.I'malsocrazy
about anything to do with do-it-yourself. I'm not a
DIY man myself, but when you look at the shape of
those electric drills and screwdrivers, or those jig-
saws, they'reamazing! Tools are where crafts meet
industrial design:they are the perfectillustration
of design. There are only a dozen tools with a pre-
cise function (need) but thousands of cosmetic
variations (desire).

Photo from the collection Tractor designed by
Henry Dreyfuss#forJohn Deere

As for personal objects, they derive from the
same industrial design process but we live more

Domes‘uc Personal
appliances objects

closely with them, we have anemotional relation-
ship with them. In the few museums that are in-
terested in design, they only ever show the items
thatbelonginthe finest'rooms of the house such
as the lounge, dining room and the hall: the fur-
niture, rugs, lamps and so on. They never display
anything from the rooms that are most impor-
tant to human survival: the kitchen, where food
is stored, prepared and often eaten and the bath-
room, the room in which we wash and dress. It's
only recently that we've started showing people
around our kitchens or bathrooms and yet these
are the most important rooms for the develop-
mentofthe human species.

It's surprising that when it comes to design,
evenindustrial design, museums are mostly inter-
ested in chairs orlamps. Maybe their infatuation
withdesignisjustanexcusetosellsofas, chairsor
armchairs at prohibitive prices. How many more
Prouvé exhibitions are we going to have to take?
Pieces of furniture by designers such as Le Corbus-
ier,Eames, Noguchiand Breuer have been re-edit-
edeversincetheirinvention. Manufacturing costs
have gone down considerably due tothe increase
in distribution, yet prices have actually gone up!

What's happened tothe original Bauhaus spirit?

What makes an armchair more noble than
aniron? Whyis alamp more worthy of being dis-
played ina museum than a vacuum cleaner? Are
curators really that conservative?

The objects with which we have a real relationship of
lifeandsurvival arethe ones thatinterest me. There would
be riots in the streets if fridges, washing machines and
irons were done away with. We have an essential and vital
relationship with all these objects and yet we never show

Little by little, these objects have changed
their social status, the same happened in the
past with furniture and paintings. Nowadays,
people will invite you to have a look around their
Gaggenau kitchen and will show you their Starck
citrus squeezer, almost forgetting what these ob-
jects are actually meantto do. This type of design
is more about the social functions of recognition,
communicationand prestige.

4 http://urbanindiana.com/in_maumee_valley/018_maumee_v_2005.jp,
p _ _valley/o1o_| V. JPg

Citrus squeezer Starck

Do you also collect personal items such as pens
or spectacles?

Yes, the glasses in my collection made up part
of an exhibition called 'Media Aesthetics' that |
organised at the Musée des Années Trente (a mu-
seum about life in the 1930s) in 2008 in Boulogne
Billancourt. Inthe exhibition, we displayed objects
that help us communicate with our two most de-
veloped senses: sight and hearing. The purpose
of glasses istoimprove and correct sight, in some
cases to protect it from ultraviolet rays — but they
also have different shapes.

The first glasses were round and stayed that
way for a long time. Think of Freud, Le Corbusier
and Fujita. They also form the sign an optician dis-
playsoutside his shop. Next came Ray Ban's Aviator
glasses, designed to protect a pilot's field of vision.
Then, the Italians copied them and added a con-
cept which was indispensable to them —'style' -
andthey manufactured the wonderful Persol sun-
glasses. As for Oakley aerodynamic glasses, well,
they were initially designed to protect cyclists's
eyes, then Porsche made a continuous screen out
of the two lenses. These are the glasses that Yoko
Ono made famous.

There are as many types of glasses frames as
there are keyrings, but up until today, there have
only been afew thatyou could call revolutionary.

Inthe world of writing instruments, it's more
or less the same thing. First there was charcoal,
then silver pencils, lead pencils, then wooden pen-
cils with graphite and finally, mechanical pencils.
As for pens, goose feathers were replaced by a
quills made of metal (Sergent Major) before thein-
vention of the Waterman fountain pen in the late
19th Century. It was technically enhanced by Park-
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er whose famous Parker 51, redesigned by Laszlo
Moholy-Nagy and Bauhaus, was distributed tothe
entire American army during the Second World
War. In 1950, Marcel Bich created a revolution
with the Bic ballpoint pen that, of course, every-
body knows (it's only fair to point out that we owe
this invention to Laszlo Jozef Biro). Finally came
the felt-tip pen and the famous '"Magic Marker'
that Sidney Rosenthal put on the marketini1gs2.

In all, there are 10 sorts of pens and pencils
that count,and obviously, I've got them all.

Parker 51designed by Laszlo Moholy-Nagy

Aslwassaying before, an objectonlyinterests
meifitmade animpactonitsera. There was a be-
foreandafterthe ballpoint pen.lalso collect office
materials. Most of us spend almost a third of our
livesin an office! In this area, everything changed
with the advent of the stapler, pencil sharpener,
typewriter, calculator —and, of course, the com-
puter. We spend eight hours a day with these ob-
jectsand they make a bigimpact on people’s lives.
To me, they are no different than Proust's mad-
eleines in the way they evoke the past. I actually
have a whole exhibition that's dedicated to office
aesthetics.

Valentine
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Office equipment and the domestic sphere can
both betermed systems of objects, but are your pur-
chases and collection determined by such systems?

I've got a dozen or so of these systems that
have been put together and identified in the col-
lection database. I callthem 'tunnels'. In addition
to office and household items, | collect communi-
cating objects of media aesthetics. Some garden-
ing objects are fabulous too.

I also collect objects by material and colour. |
have a weakness for cast aluminium and the co-
lour orange. | particularly collect orange, plastic
objects. In Europe, for the last forty years, plastic
and composite materials have taken the lead.

Infact, these tunnels are chains or themes that
structure your collection. | imagine they guide your
research and your purchases.

Thetwo gotogether.|don't buyan object just
because it's orange, made of plastic or cast aluminium or
simply becauseitwould 'lengthen'one of the 'tunnels'. But
itgenerallyturnsoutthatifit'sorange and plastic, itis likely
to be from the 1970s and its shape will be strongly influ-
enced bythe aesthetics of that decade.

Let's go back to our diagram and the categories
that address users and uses.

Fig. 6
INTERFACE

Intermediary
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DELEGATES PROSTHESIS ACCESSORY
Complementary Complementary Auxiliary

Inthis field, the object is increasingly considered
as aninterface, a device of intercommunication be-
tween humans and non-humans and, more and
more, between the objects themselves. That's why
we delegate the task of holding liquidto a container,
simply because it can do this better than our hand.
In order to do that, the object has to fit the size and
shape of our hand, not slip out of it, etc. These in-
terfaces— intermediaries between our skills, needs
and desires on the one hand and the functions that

materialise in the object on the other— are grouped
into three different types of objects/interfaces:

The first is the delegated object, to which we
entrust certain tasks that we could accomplish
without it. As Bruno Latour says on the subject of
the automatic Groom (door-closer) replacing the
human groom, almost all our objects are our rep-
resentatives.

As an extension of this capability to replace us,
the object-prosthesis performs actions we could not
dowithout t.

Finally, we come to the accessory object, which
isn't as necessary as the previous ones, rather an
auxiliary that makes our lives easier.

I'm not a theorist, so | see things in a simple,
or even simplistic, way. My definition — admit-
tedly imperfect and partial - of an industrial de-
sign object is as follows:an object thought up
by a human being to improve the lives of other
human beings and to be manufactured industri-
ally by machines. Anything that helps people live
better interests me —that explains why I don't
like decorative objects. A chair has to perform
the function of a chair and if it's nice to look at,
that's a plus. For me, the idea of an object be-
ing a prosthesis is essential, it should provide
something extra or better to human beings.
Obijects that aren't the extension of a hand, foot, body or
evenathoughtorthatdon't have anythingtosaydon'tin-
te

Coming back to the interface, are you
interested in whether a telephone fits well in your
hand or if the ergonomics of its keypad help or
hinder its use?

Well, that goes without saying, it's compulso-
ry.Ifitisn't suitable forhuman beingsto use, then
people won't adapt themselves to the object... or
only briefly because it would be a commercial di-
saster. Objects havetobe user-friendly orelse they
will be rejected en masse. Taketelephonyasanex-
ample —the first telephones were reserved for a
small elite who had a line, you had to go through
an operator, use both hands, etc. Technical prog-
ressautomated thatside ofthingsand hid it from
the general public(Standard, etc). Then the boss of
AT&T (American Bell Telephone Company before
its monopoly was broken up) asked Henry Drey-

fusstodesignasimpler,more convenient, moreer-
gonomic phone. He went on to create the bakelite
model which became a worldwide standard and
lasted until the arrival of the cordless telephone’

Dreyfuss telephone

Again, my collection only contains the most
important phones in the history of telephony, the
latest addition is Apple's revolutionary iPhone.

Infact, you waver between your different selec-
tion criteria: landmarks, major social and cultural
trends, shapes, styles and industrial aesthetic.

lown the very first Macintosh because it was
revolutionary, and not that bad-looking. Its shape
isn't particularly beautiful or original, but it was
a real landmark and the first of a family of prod-
ucts.Ihaven't gotasingle Dell but I've collected all
the iMacs because, in terms of their shape, each
is more beautiful than the previous one —as for
the functions, they stay the same. | own most of
Apple's mostinteresting products, though I didn't
keep the Laser writer 3, it was just a big block of
grey plastic.

At the moment, I'm looking for a 'NeXT', the
first computer designed by Steve Jobs in around
1985 after he left Apple. It's a black cube, along the
samelinesasthetelevisionthat MarcoZanusoand
Richard Sapperdesigned for Brionvegain1969, the
model ST 201 known as Black Cubo.
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Cuboand NeXT

I'dliketodisplaythemside by side inan exhibi-
tion in order to show the similarity of their shapes
andalsotheirlinks with sciencefiction—thisaspect
is very important to me. Depending on the period,
fashion, trends and fads, objects that are com-
pletely different can have similar shapes:an iron
shaped like a microphone, which looks like a sky-
scraper, which is a copy of a lighter, etc. It's amaz-
ing how many objects resemble animalsorhuman
beings. I'd love to do an exhibition that highlights
connections, parallels and similarities of shape,
colours, etc. Along the same lines, I've compiled a
list of objects inspired by galactic aesthetics. Since
thethirties,and particularly since the1gs0s, things
thatare'modern'have generally made reference to
space, rockets, planes and jets. Garden sprinklers
in the shape of space rockets, flying saucer heat-
ers,atomicjuicers, etc. Creativity knows no bounds!

Let's move on to usage. On this level, the cat-
egories are more difficult to define because, here,
pragmatic and semantic superpositions and inter-
sections are more complex.

On one side, we've put 'tools' and 'machines’

Tool Fig.
Machine 9.7

(pro)

Gadget
Appliance) < - 2 USAGEFUNCT|ONSVALUESI7J 1 curios

2

3 1 2
(Companion) ( Identity)

5 Onthissubject, see:Jan Hadlaw (2009). The design contest : the function, form,and meaning of the Bell telephone, 1920-1939. In Darras,
B.& Belkhamsa, S. (Dir.) (2009). Objets & Communication. MEI 30-31. Paris: L'Harmattan. P. 329-340.
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followed by ‘appliances' and 'utensils' that often
belong to the kitchen. Next, we classified 'compan-
ion objects’, such as watches, followed by ‘objects
of identity’. Owning an iPhone isn't the same thing
as owning a Blackberry yet they can both be called
companion object&6 Circuit of culture theorists see
the identity dimension of material culture as a cru-
cial one. (See du Gay, 1997). Everybody knows that
displaying one's identity and personality sometimes
prevails over the other dimensions of the object.

The last remaining category is 'toys and games'
which we have linked with 'gadgets and curios' and
considered as recreational items.

In general, tools and machines only perform
one functionoraction, adrill drills,a grinder grinds
and a sander sands down. That's Philip Johnson's
theory, the former Chief Curator of the Depart-
ment of Architecture and Design at MOMA. He
believes that an object is necessarily beautiful
because it expresses its function. Think of Louis
Sullivan's famous expression: 'Form ever follows
function' (1886).° | don't entirely agree, though.
Those Japanese scissors that are meant for prun-
ing bonsais are magnificent, but they could easily
have had a completely different shape, as do Chi-
nese scissors that performthe same function.

When a tool or machine is manufactured, the
only concerns are utilitarian, industrial and com-
mercial—there'snosocial conscience involved. The
object hastosand, cutordrillandthe form doesn't
matter. Design in tools and machines is purely
about casings destined to hide the mechanical,
electricand electronic parts. One of the ironies of
industrial design is that the general point of it is
to hide anything that really is industrial, perfect
examples of that are Henry Dreyfuss's John Deere
tractorand Raymond Loewy's cream separator.

Raymond Loewy cream separator

The main difference between machines
(tools/industrial) and appliances (domestic/recre-
ational) is that the latter were intended for mass
consumption and therefore subject to the cut
and thrust of the competitive market place. They
had to stand out, their shapes and colours had to
impress potential consumers. Competing with
each other, the goal was to gain consumer mar-
ket share, which forthe last soyears has beenthe
motor of western economies. Few people, apart
from the workers directly concerned, will become
overcome with nostalgia when they come across
amachine tool for stamping a metal plate or cut-
ting tubes of steel. On the other hand, everyone
rememberstheirveryfirstcar,thecamerathey re-
ceived fortheiristh birthday ortheirfirstwalkman.

Walkman Moulinex

Most of the objects in my collection are de-
vices designed to be beneficial to people in their
everyday lives, whilst the primary function of ma-
chines is to make those objects. Machine tools are meant
to be used by a small number of operators who are in pos-
session of the specificexpertise required to powerthem.In
contrast, the objects they make are destined to be used by
as many people as possible, without any specialist knowl-
edge or at least with knowledge that is quickly acquired
with or without the instruction manual.

Asfor utensils, these are just little things that
are meant to help out. Most people don't attach
much importance tothem, and yet they are often
very beautiful —and above all, extremely useful.
Mendini made a remarkable utensil for Alessi for
scraping the last bit of jam out of the bottom of
ajar. Kitchen utensils are mainly single-purpose
and that's why when they become part of every-
day language, they generally have a name that

6 See Umberto Eco's delightful comparison of a Macand a PCin Eco, U. (1994). Comment voyager avec un saumon. Paris: Grasset.
7 Gay,P.;Hall,S.etal.(1997). Doing Cultural Studies: The Story of the Sony Walkman. Culture, Media and Identities. London; Thousand Oaks

Calif.:Sage in association with The Open University.

& Sullivan, H. L. (1886). The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered. Lippincott's Magazine, March 1896. http://academics.triton.edu/

faculty/fheitzman/tallofficebuilding.html.

describestheirfunctionorthebrandand notage-
nericone. Forexample, a peeler, to peel fruit and
vegetables,aneggwhisk,canopenerorcorkscrew.

Mendinispoon

Companion and identity objects...

You wererightto putcompanion objects next
to identity objects. Glasses, mobile phones, pens
or watches are things we need all the time. They
don'tonly accompany us, they position us socially
too. I used a Montblanc pen for a long time, but
now | have black Bic that says something about
me just as well. I've been wearing the same Ro-
lex for forty years, you don't have to wind it up or
take it off, it's a constant companion. My iPhone
sayswholamtoo.lwearthe same glasses thatLe
Corbusier wore, the ones made by Danilo Carraro
in Venice. These are my day-to-day companions,
| feel comfortable with them —they are like my
slippers. The iPhone is the only mobile phone that
doesn'thave buttons smallerthan myfingersand
with numbers big enough for me to read without
my glasses. Thankyou,Jonathan lvel He makes my
life easier, that for me is the definition of design.

Some people collect companion objects, par-
ticularly things that once belonged to celebrities.
Do you have items like this in your collection and,
ifso, why?

The fact that an object was owned by some-
body famous doesn't make it more attractive to
me. Rather the other way around — some of the
object's aura will rub off on celebrity. Think of the
Persol glasses that Steve McQueen wore in 'Le
Mans', the same ones as Marcello Mastroianniin
'Divorce, Italian Style',or PaulNewman's Daytonna
Rolex and Jackie Kennedy's Cartier Tank Améric-
aine. These objects merely confirm that they had
pretty good taste! I'm not afetishist, 'ma collector!
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And toys?

Even though toys are designed by humans
to improve children's lives, | don't collect them
because it's just never-ending. Mecano, electric
trains, wooden blocks, teddy bears and Barbies are
allindicative of an eraand a lifestyle, but you have
to set yourself limits. It's the same with promo-
tional products.

However, | do collect electronic games be-
cause from a technical and design point of view
(again, they are inseparable), they are incredible.
However, there's progress to be made as far as the
graphics are concerned. When | think of Pacman,
DS consoles, Ping-Pong, etc. the screen interfaces
areamazing.

Inthis case, you think that the interface contains
somuch intelligence that they also mark their era.

Those devices are incredible. In 10 years, my
daughters will be delighted to see that I've kept
their old games consoles. The Nintendo DS will be
just like Proust's madeleine in bringing back great
memories.

As for gadgets, they're just childish things
whose only purpose is being given as pointless
gifts.Idon't collect them atall because forthe most
part they are useless, which is the ultimate insult
indesign, and they don't fit with my concept of in-
dustrial design.

Now we're coming to the final stage in our con-
cept map and the last part of our interview.

We have already mentioned wear and tear, age-
ing and planned obsolescence, but there are other
ways foran objecttodie. It could die a material, eco-
nomic, social or symbolic death.

An object dies a material death when it breaks
and economic death when it loses profitability, the
very basis of a consumer society. Social death occurs
when the object becomes commonplace and the
identity values it embodied have become irrelevant
oronly have negative connotations.

When the object no longer has a purpose or
loses its meaning we can refer to its symbolic death.
Asasign, the material, economic and social object is
therefore mortal as well.

Oncethe object has 'died'in one way or another,
itcan bedisposed of, abandoned and destroyed, or it

3
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can be recycled as raw material or as parts—known
as scrap — but also by changing owner if the wear
and tear is essentially social.

Recycling

Material Symbolic

1 SEMIOPHORE
PARTS
Scrap
z

intoa—>

MATERIALS

Collection

3
Culture Culture Culture
Culture

Style
Formal
art

nn nn
| |

universal anthrq:l)olqgllcal,
national, etc soclological, Fig.8
semiological

Finally, there is symbolic recycling. An object
that is economically, socially or symbolically worn
can find a new life as part of a collection. Krzysztof
Pomian referred to objects that leave the active
world by changing their signifying function as
semiophores® and it is with this status that they
movetoinhabitthe sphere of memories and, some-
times, collections. However, once again, there are
various types of collections, as is shown by this part
of our map. Depending on the collection, different
aspects of the object will be enhanced and become
signifieds. Some collections are made up of histori-
cal or heritage items, as is true of all historical mu-
seums. Scientific,anthropological, ethnological and
sociological collections are exhibited in museums of
the same names, from science museums to ethno-
graphic or social museums. Museums of technical
culture —such as the Musée des Arts et Métiers in
Paris — put the spotlight on technological break-
throughs. Finally there are museums that focus

on the aesthetic dimension of objects, which high-
lights creators, styles, shapes and colours.

Obviously, any given object could fitinto any of
these museums and, as a semiophore, would pro-
duce a particular type of sign, the interpretation of
that sign being dependent on the context.”

| couldn't have put it better myself. (

real life that spans conception, birth, pr

tivity, old age and death. Just like people, some will re-

main anonymous and others will go down in history.

The objects that interest me are those that have
accompanied people and helped them live better
intheir everyday lives. In the history of an object,
it's when it falls into oblivion that a collector like
me should buy it. It's then that we have suffi-
cient perspective to be able to judge its aesthetic
and practical qualities, along with its emotional
weight. That's when its market value is at its low-
est... Sadly, the same is true of a person at retire-
mentage.

If your collection were to go to a museum,
which one would it be?

It would be a museum of modern life, as we
imagineditatthetime (in whicheverera). It would
be a museum that would show how life has been
since1930and the beginnings of the consumer so-
ciety. It would be amuseum of things that people
thought they needed to make their lives better
and more modern.

'If I don't have an iPhone or a washing ma-
chine, then my life's rubbish'. It would be a mu-
seum of the material landmarks of modernity, it
would be a reflection of both our hopes and our
failures.

At the most there are 20 groups of objects
thatare indispensable, the latest being the com-
puterand its direct descendent, the smartphone.

The car changed our civilisation, the Boeing
707 changed our perspective of the world."

Fridges, washing machines, hoovers, com-
puters and mobile phones are all machines and
appliances that affect people because they affect
their lives.

Ask anybody in the street if their life has
changed since scientists deciphered the genome
andthey'litellyouithasn'tchangedathing! What
that person won't know is thatit's thanks to that

9 K.(1987).Collectionneurs,amateurs, curieux: Paris-Venise, XVle - Xllle siecles. Paris : Gallimard.
© SeeDanto, A. (1988). Artifactand Art. In Susan Vogel (ed.) Art/Artifact. Prestel Verlag and The Center for African Art. New York.
" The Boeing 707—the world's first mass-produced plane - revolutionised commercial flights from the 1950s onwards.

scientific discovery that his life has been saved ten
times in the last ten years, which is far from being
true of afridge or computer.

Theobjectsinmycollectionaretheretotellthe
story of our lives. By followingyour map, we've seen
that we have a very personal relationship with our
objects, companions, social markers—also because
they elicit memories.

By telling the story of people through objects,
we can also tell the history of consumerism and
production. Behind each object, there are hundreds
of people who have either kept or lost their jobs. If
thedesignerofan unbreakable Duralex glass does
a good job, the company's employees will keep
their jobs and be able to purchase other things.
This unbreakable, stackable and comfortable-to-
use glass has'foundits public'and therefore fulfills
itseconomicand social function by contributing to
the maintenance ofindustry,economy and society.

Ford said that the workers who made his cars
had to be able to afford them.” Nowadays, a basic
living wage can not buy everything that the me-
diaand advertising tell us is vital: that explains so
much frustration and despondency.

Coming back to the museum, | like to say to
people that 500 million dollars (not much for a
country like ours) is enough to open a new Picasso
or impressionist museum. It would only take a
year to buy enough paintings in order to open a
museum —in international auction houses there
are signed works up for sale every day (not neces-
sarily great ones, | admit). To open a Museum of
Industrial Design, it would take forty years of get-
tingupatsamandtirelessly scouring fleamarkets,
auction rooms and secondhand shops. As faras |
know, there isn't another collection as diverse as
mine, noronethat covers such along period (1920-
1980) —and if there is, I'd love to meet a collector
whoisasenthusiasticaslam.

How many of your own personal objects are
part of the collection?

For the most part, they aren't my own belong-
ings, they were purchased in flea markets, on the
internet, in secondhand shops and at garage and
yardsalesinFrance, Belgium, Italyandthe US.They
wentintothe collection because they were all pur-
chased by me alone, nothing to do with an expert
or scholarly buyers commission. Consequently, |

COLLECTION - #3 - SUMMER 201

stand by all these objects. Either I've owned them
or I've dreamt of owning them or I've got to know
them through books.

Do you have objects that have made the round
trip semiophore/object of use?

In the collection, there are some objects that
used to belong to me, such as the Brionvega tran-
sistor I had when | was 20, the Téléavia television
set designed by Roger Talon (1966) or my Macin-
toshes. But occasionally, I've bought things for the
collection that have made a detour via my kitchen
—why not?

I always explain to the people | work with on
exhibitions thatextreme care hasto be taken with
cleaning, lighting and scenography, the objects
are like jewels. In order for the form or function
toinspire emotion, the object has to be treated as
somethingsacred.

Do you buy via online sites such as eBay?

I'think I was one of the first in that field. The
problem is the same thing happened with these
sites as with garage sales: the first ones were in-
credibly rich, but it's no longer the case today.
Thanks to eBay, every American emptied his attic
and becameanantiquesdealerovernight—itwasa
fantastic period for collectors. But technology killed
us off when eBay created its Completed Items
service (later eBay Completed Listings), an online
service that allowed sellers to evaluate an object
before selling or let buyers first compare the price
withthatofanidentical object sold withinthe pre-
vious 9o days. Every seller became an expert and
now there aren'tany bargainsany more.

What is the mostimportant skill or quality in an
informed collector?

Knowledge, culture and theliteratureare what
counts, whetherin a dealer or a real collector. You
have to know a lot. Knowing that Raymond Loewy
once designed a fire extinguisher meant that |
was able to spot one of the very rare examples still
around and buy itat a low price. Knowledge and a
very good visual memory make all the difference.
I'm competing with obsessive collectors who only
collect toasters, hoovers or things made out of ba-
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2 Georgano, GN (198s), Voiture: rapide et cru, 1886-1930, Londres: Grange-Universal, In 1914, a model T would cost a assembly-line worker
four months salary. Quoted in Wikipedia. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assembly_line.
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kelite and even though I'm looking formarkers and Acentury ofobjects J.B.Hebey
shapes, we all want the same object in the end. B.Darras

What happens to an object once it becomes
partof your collection?

For the most part, these are objects that were
produced inlarge quantities and are mostly made
outofmaterialsthatareratherfragileorweakened =~ TRANSLATED FROM FRENCH BY
by in-built obsolescence. Sol only buy thingsthat  Alison Cullen-Plitt M AT E R | A L C U LT U R E
areingood conditionand don't need repairing, un-
lessit'san object I've been searching for years. .
The objects are cleaned, but not restored. Th | ngS
Then, they are then photographed, inventoried
and documented by a team of design enthusiasts
who look up licenses, patents, brands, factories, .
the names of the designers, types of products Immaova bles
and, where necessary, the 'tunnel'or 'tunnels'into
whichtheycango,i.e.orange, office furniture, gar-
dening utensils, etc. Allthisinformationisthenen-
tered intoa database.

Objects

What future do you foresee for your collection?

My dream would be to give these objects a
place of theirown. Design

For now, it's a dynamic, multi-directional and
transversal collection of 8,000 objects that have
made their mark on our lives, objects that jog our
memories and trigger emotions.

Waste or
recycled

It's a collection of tools, appliances and companions
that have given us loyal service and aided us, that have
brought us pleasure and maybe set us apart from others,
butthat we have quietly abandoned.

Although they have left their mark on our
individual and collective memories, they need a
place, accessible to the public, where all these ex-
periences of modern life can be brought together, )
displayed and brought back to life.

I'd callita Museum of the History of the Future . COLLECTION
—acatalogue oftechnicalinnovations. You dreamt
of it:mankind did it. Ahistory of modern society as Aesthetic

Symbolic

Sémiophore
Memories

told by its objects. Historical Scientific Technical Formal
: | | Stylistic
Culture Culture Culture Artistic

Interview conducted on 15th September 2010

Culture
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Semiotics and Design:
a Quantitative Meta Analysis.
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Abstract

79

The aim of a quantitative meta analysis is to

survey the evolution of publications belonging to

aspecificfield of research overtime (and occasion-

ally, space). This approach allowed us to observe
the studies’ geneses, define pioneers and chart
the fluctuation of publications (diachronic ap-
proach),and therefore, researchto date.

Quantitative meta analysis belongs to the
broader field of statistic bibliometrics applied to
scholarly publications (books, articles, symposium
notes, theses, etc.). This measure of scholarly pro-
duction is currently used not only to compare
research protocols and results found in a variety
of publications (in medical and pharmaceutical
research, forexample), but to evaluate scientists
andtheirlaboratoriesaswell.ltenables us tomea-
suretheworkofanindividual researcher, group or
fieldintermsofvolumein additiontovisibilityand
influence (impact factor).

Inthis study, we haveendeavouredtocompile
allrelevant bibliographical references in order to
measure, represent and compare scholarly inter-
est. It encompasses both material artefacts, in
particular those that are the result of industrial
production, as well as images graphically pro-
duced for mass distribution.
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Though the core of our corpus is made up of
publications stemming from structural and prag-
matic semiotics, we also chose to include work
from fields that call upon and apply semiotic ap-
proachessuch asInformation and Communication
Sciences, Media Studies, Visual Studies, Material
Culture Studies and Design Product Studies

SARAH BELKHAMSA
& KAREN BRUNEL LAFARGUE

Introduction

The aim of a quantitative meta analysis is to
survey the evolution of publications belonging to
aspecificfield of research overtime (and occasion-
ally, space). This approach allowed us to observe
the studies’ geneses, define pioneersand chartthe
fluctuation of publications (diachronic approach),
andtherefore, research to date.

Quantitative meta analysis belongs to the
broader field of statistic bibliometrics applied to
scholarly publications (books, articles, sympo-
sium notes, theses, etc.). This measure of scholarly
production is currently used not only to compare
research protocols and results found in a variety
of publications (in medical and pharmaceutical
research, for example), but to evaluate scientists
andtheirlaboratories as well. Itenables us to mea-
sure the work of an individual researcher, group or
field interms of volumein additiontovisibilityand
influence (impact factor).

Inthis study, we have endeavoured to compile
all relevant bibliographical references in order to
measure, represent and compare scholarly inter-
est.ltencompasses both material artefacts, in par-
ticular those that are the result of industrial pro-
duction,aswellasimages graphically produced for
mass distribution.

Though the core of our corpus is made up of
publications stemming from structural and prag-
matic semiotics, we also chose to include work
from fields that call upon and apply semiotic ap-
proachessuch asInformation and Communication
Sciences, Media Studies, Visual Studies, Material
Culture Studies and Design Product Studies.

Keyword Selection and Data
Collection Methods

In order to proceed with our quantitative
study, we compiled and treated the bibliometric
data usingdifferent methods. The latterincluded
the selection of key words and the analysis of
bibliographical data stemming from our own re-
search.

First, alist of keywords was established, these
described our fields of study and referenced our
research topic (graphicdesign/product design). ch
was widened toinclude related (semiotic) knowledge and
theoretical domains, in addition to the broader subject
of enquiry that is the construction, through objects and
imag 3. We then drafted semantic
charts that coordinated the concepts, their syn-
onyms and terms associated with keywords ini-
tially drawn fromthe most prominentworkinthe
field".

Most databases are multilingual; therefore
in an effort to maximize our results our keywords
were translated from French to English, and vice
versa. Each keyword translation was then ad-
justed to ensure its relevance and compatibility
with existing database nomenclature. This pro-
vided us access both the considerable corpus of
English-language publications in the field of De-
sign Studies in addition to the numerous signifi-
cant French-language publications dedicated to
semiotics.

Onceaprimaryterminological consensus, de-
scribing our fields of study, was established, we
begantosearchfordocumentsinseverallibraries
and used a number of search engines to canvass
pre-selected databases. In addition, we studied
and cross-referenced the bibliographies of key
authors” with the results obtained from Google,
Thomson Reuters and Elsevier, known to be the
property of private operators. The bibliographies
ofthirty scholars featured in our own recent pub-
lication dedicated to product design’® were also
cross-referenced. Also, in order to complete our
information we sought the counsel of several se-
mioticians directly.®

Inordertodraftthese semantic maps were referenced thesauruses and etymological dictionaries.
Vihma, Nadin, Bonsiepe, De Souza, Burdek, Krippendorff, Benoist, Bense, Moles, Proni, Deni, Fontanille, Zina ; for semiotics applied to

product design. Buchanan, Margolin, Ehses, Heller, Hollis, Lupton, Moles, Meggs, Soar for semiotics applied to graphic design.

IS

Darras, B.& Belkhamsa, S. (Dir.) (2009). Objets & Communication. MEI 30-31. Paris: L'Harmattan.
Alessandro Zinna, Jean Fisette, Nicole Everaert-Desmedt, Martin Lefebvre et Lucia Santaella Braga were consulted.

Technical Considerations

Following this initial phase of work, its results
were gathered and sorted. Duplicatesand publica-
tionsassessed as too farremoved from our subject
wereeliminated. Publications containing multiple
articles, and therefore multiple authors, were ref-
erenced onlyonce. Though it might be argued that
this is detrimental to the diversity of our corpus,
it was done in an effort to avoid generating falsi-
fied statistics. The remaining publications were
deemed relevant to our subject of study.
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Obviously, we cannot claim these bibliogra-
phies to be comprehensive. However, we feel they
represent an accurate sample of existing publica-
tions. The latter were then sorted by date, and all
those from a given year were added together to
represent thatyear. The results were then charted
to show the evolution of the number of publica-
tions over time. This diagram was in turn inter-
preted using the bibliographical information. The
outcomeis presented below.

Cuganditative Mets dnalyse of Graphic Desips Publicalioes:

CARRRRNER RN GRRaaRRRRaANES

We then organized each bibliography into
three concentric levels whose core group con-
tained publications we felt were closest to our
topic of interest. As pertained to product design:
work in the first group concerned the semiotics of
product design, the second referred more broadly
tothe semiotics of objectsand artefacts, and finally
thethird groupincluded work inthe fields of semi-
otics and material culture. The same general no-
tion was applied to graphic design: thefirst group
referred to the semiotics of graphic design, the
second covered work pertaining tothe semiotics of
visual communication and the third expanded to
included the semiotics of visual culture. Although
our research allowed us to develop additional, fur-
ther removed groups, it was our choice to concen-
trateonthesefirstthreelevels.
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Data Analysis

Itseemed appropriatetoapproachsuchanim-
posing corpus of publications through an analysis
of our obtained diachronic curve. We were able to
note that the average number of publications ap-
peared to progress in three stages or periods. The
first spans from 1938 to 1982, covering the work
of the field’s pioneers: the initial convergence of
semiotics and the visualimage. The second began
in1982 and extended through the late 1990s: the
dawn of Design Studies and the visualturn.Finally,
the third period marked the beginning of the new
centuryand runs untiltoday; previously developed
theories confront a design community facing the
difficulty of definingits ownfield, the development
of new media and the challenge of producing im-
ages destined to existin a global context.
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The Pioneers.1938t01982

Publications from this period essentially re-
volve® aroundthe third level of our concentric rank-
ing system: the semiotics of visual culture’. Our
corpus begins with Charles Morris’ Foundations of
the theory of signs (1938). Based on an interpreta-
tion of C.S. Peirce’s theory’, this work of reference
develops the oft-criticized premise of a tripartite
- syntactic, semantic and pragmatic —approach
to semiotics. During the 1950s and 1960s, we wit-
ness each field's separate development and their
occasionaltheoretical intersection. Graphicdesign
andvisual communicationremainrelatively unex-
plored topics in adebate thatfocuses onsigns, im-
ages/artand communication.

Anumber of journals and magazines devoted
tosemiotics,communicationandvisual cultureare
born. The first issues of Print and Design Quarterly®
are published in 1940 and 1946 respectively. Until
1953, the latter exists under the name Everyday Art
Quarterly, accurately describing the perception
of design at the time. The Journal of Communica-
tion and Communication print their first issues,
respectively,in1951and 1961. In the1960s, two key
journals dedicated to semiotics appear: Signs Sys-
tems Studies is first produced in 1964 by Lotman’s
Tartu-Moscow school of semiotics, followed by Se-
miotica in 1969, whose foundation coincides with
that of the International Association for Semiotic
Studies—Association Internationale de Sémiotique
(IASS-AIS). Other noteworthy research associations
were established duringthe1g6osand1970s, they
include ICOGRADAn1963 (International Council of
Graphic Design Associations), the Design Research
Society en 1966, whose journal Design Studies ap-
pearsini1979,andthe Design History Society in1977.

It seems interesting to note that, although
the term graphic design exists and is occasionally
used in the field from the beginning of the 1960s,
scholars seem to favor other expressions such as
graphic communication, visual communication or
communications design (Krampen® 1965, Brock-
mann'®1971a, Ehses" 1977) until the end of the
1970s. The first to show a genuine interest in the
theoretical aspect of graphic design are Ockerse,
van Dijkand Poggenpohlin1979”,asdemonstrat-
ed by theirwork in Visible Language.

Interest in our fields grows steadily through the sec-

ond half of the 1970s; the average number of publications

rose from 2 to 4 per year. The fluctuations inherent to this

first “growth spurt” reach a level of stability around 1982,

thereby markingthe end of the domains’ beginnings.

The Dawn of Design Studies1982-1999

This second period sees a significant rise in
publications”, particularly in the field of design.
Design Issues, thefirstacademicjournal dedicated
to the design history, theory and criticism, is es-
tablished in1984. Graphicdesign, and design as
a whole, confirms its significance as a subject of
study.

In 1983, Meggs publishes the first compre-
hensive historical survey of graphic design A His-
tory of Graphic Design™*. Though it is rapidly (and
continues to be) considered a work of reference
inthe field, it also sparks an ongoing debate sur-
rounding the selection criteria of “historically rel-
evant” work”. This debate is symptomatic of the
ever-growing divide between design theorists
and practitioners. Some of the latter question the
very need fortheoryin afield where manystruggle

o

o

s
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Of 62 publications compiled over a period of 44 years, 37 belong to the 3rd level (semiotics of visual culture), 14 belong to the 2nd level
(semiotics of visual communication) and 12 belong to the 1st level (semiotics of graphic design). We noted an average of 2,38 publications
peryear during this period.

Although its application could be deemed retroactive, this term is used intentionally. Visual culture only trully appeared as a discipline
orfield of research during the 1980s. Our aim here is to use this term to bring together a variety of topics of study, all of which might be
described asimages.

Despite their lasting impact on the study of visual semiotics, a number of specialists feel Morris’ theories were the result of a flawed
retation of Peirce’s work.

Published by the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis until 1993, 3 issues in particular were dedicated to graphic design and/or semiotics:
n°31Book Design (1954), n° 62 Signs and symbols (1965) et n*123 A Paul Rand Miscellany (1984).2 Krampen, M.1965. Signs and symbols
in graphiccommunication in Design Quarterly 62. Minneapolis: Walker Art Institute.

Brockmann, JM.1971a. A History of Visual Communication. Teuten: Niggli.

Ehses, H.1977. Asemiotic approach to communication design in Canadian Journal of Research in Semiotics 4 (3).

Ockerse, T,van Dijk, H.1979. Semiotics and Graphic Design Education in Visible Language 8 (4).

Poggenpohl, SH.1979. Graphicdesign a practice in search of theory in Visible Language 8 (4).

Of 151 publications surveyed, 45 belong to our 3rd level, 51to our 2nd et 55to our 1st. We noted an average of 8,88 publications per year.
Meggs, P.1983.A History of Graphic Design. NY: Van Nostrand Rheinhold.

Nooney 2006, Eskilson 2007, Drucker 2009 and Triggs 2009 question Meggs’ and Hollis’ choices in their respective books dedicated to
the history of graphicdesign. The former accuse the latter ofignoring work deemed eithertoo ordinary orembarassing to the profession
(Nooney uses the swastika as an example) and focusing solely on work consistent with the accepted aesthetic canon.

10,11

18,19
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to reconcile a creative process with a commercial
purpose (Rand 1985,1992 et Scher1992)'6. Frascara
isthe firstto plead for user-centred design in 1988,
criticizing industry canons responsible for design
work devoid of its principal function: conveyinga
message toan audience.

Duringthis period we noted two distinct peaks
in production: in1990 and then in 1994. Leading
up each peak a lull was observed. This would ap-
pear consistent with the publications’ necessary
preparation time.n 1990, Design Issues published
a special issue entitled Educating the Designer”, in
which a number of scholars underscore the need
for a body of knowledge to support and reinforce
designers’ technical skills. In 1994, the journal re-
newed its interest in design education but shifted
its focus more specifically towards graphic design.
Thissameyear, Andrew Blauvelt, as editor of Visible
Language, dedicated twoissuestoa critical history
of graphicdesign.

The last two decades of the 20th century wit-
nessed the emergence of two directions in design
writing: academic theory, which expanded toin-
clude visual communication and critical essays"”.
The former seeks to apply an existing theoretical
framework, semiotics for example, to offera more
pertinentanalysis of design production. The latter
tends to generate more concise critical texts most
often the fruit of personal reflexion.

Graphic Design:
Theory and Stakes. 2000 to Present.
During this third and final period we continue
to observe an increase in publications™, mostly
withinthefirsttwo levels of our concentricranking
system. The practice of graphic design underwent
anumberofimportantchangesinthelastdecades
of the 20th century, not the least of which was the
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replaced with more easily accessible computers

and software. The design community began to

grow conscious of the impact these new condi-
tionsimplied forthe future of the profession. Two
themes emerged in design publications. The first

isa plea forthe continued development of theory
inthefield, and more importantly its support and
adoption by the most recalcitrant practitioners
andeducators. Swanson (2000), Buchanan (2001),

Findeli (2001),Roxburgh (2001), Soar (2001,2002a,

2002b), Storkerson (2003, 2006a,2006b) and No-

ble (2005) amongst others, affirm that without a

solid theoretical foundation the profession, the
defining qualities of its practice will become more
difficult to defend. The second theme focuses on
thedebate surroundingthe notion of designersas
authors.There are, on oneside, those who support

the concept, arguing that authorship leads to a

more meaningful approach to design, underscor-

ing the value of “good” design. On the other hand, are its
opponents, whocriticize yetanotherill-advised attempt to
encouragedesignerstoviewthemselves as artists; thereby
accentuatingthe profession’s existingtendencytowards a
type of insularelitism.

Both peaks in production during this period,
in 2002 and then 2006, focus on the aforemen-
tioned topics and may be linked to the 2000 re-
lease of two manifests: ICOGRADA’s Design Edu-
cation Manifesto (see note) and the First Things
First2000™. The 2006 peak sees more publications
concerningthe second theme, design authorship,
and as interest surrounding the notion grows, so
does the number of sceptics and detractors. We
also observed a reinforced link between graphic
design and communication, and an increase in
literature dedicated to this subject.

shift from manual todigital tools. Skills and equip-

ment that once required significant training were

>

Scher, P.1986 Back to Show and Tell. In Design Culture an Anthology of Writing From the AIGA Journal of Graphic Design. Dir. Heller,Sand
Finamore, M. New York: Allsworth Press1997.

Rand, P.1992. Confusion and Chaos: The Seduction of Contemporary Graphic Design. Design Culture: An Anthology of Writing From the
AIGA Journal of Graphic Design. Dir. Heller, S and Finamore, M. New York: Allworth,1997.119-24.

---.Design, Form and Chaos. New Haven: Yale UP,1993

---.ADesigner’s Art. New Haven: Yale UP,1985

Educating the Designer. Design Issues 7 (1).1990.
See Buchanan, Ehses, Frascara, Lupton, Margolin, Miller, Moriarty, Swanson, Quinton.
See,amongstothers, Bierut, Drenttel, Helfand, Heller, Holland and Poynor.

EOf123 publications surveyed, 28 belong toour3rdlevel, 35toour 2nd level and 60 to the st level. We observed an average of 11,18 publica-
tions peryear.
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First written by Ken Garland in 1964, it was revisited in 1999 by AdBusters and signed by close to thirty known names in the design pro-
fession. First Things First 2000. Looking Closer 4: Critical Writings on Graphic Design. Dir. Bierut, M, Drenttel, W, and Heller, S. New York:
Allworth, 2002.5-6.
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Quantitative Meta Analysis of Product
Design Publications

Quantitative Meta Analysis of Product Design Publications
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As indicated in the previous analysis, the
corpus of publications dedicated to the overlap
between semiotics and product design spans
from 1936 to the present. The comparison of the
obtaineddiachroniccurves demonstrates the sim-
ilar evolutions of both fields (graphic design and
product design). Therefore, our chronological ap-
proaches and the period breakdown are identical.
In both analyses, the contextual prism of Design
Studies and semiotics was crucialin ourinterpreta-
tion of the quantitative data.

Thefirst period, the “Pioneer”” group, includes
work published from 1936 through 1982. The sec-
ond period, which encompasses the emergence of
Design Studies, runs from 1982 to 2000. It appears
important to note that the “Product Semantic” is
a paradigm shift specific to Product design, which
occurred during this same period. Since this turn,
designhas beendescribed as both amediatoranda
motor oftoday’s global economy. Drawing togeth-
er work published from 2000 through 2010, the
last period seemsto confirm anincreasinginterest
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inapplying semiotictheoryto product design; asil-
lustrated by the ongoing development of research
incomputer sciences and artificial intelligence, in-
formation sciences, communication sciences, HCI
(Human-Computer Interaction)” and, not least of
all, design. Though the number of publications
appears to drop off after 2008, we anticipate that
this is a result of the time required for a recently
published article or book to become referenced in
databases and libraries.

Pioneers.1936-1982

As early as1936, in his "Costume as sign", Petr
Bogatyrev*assertsthatclothingcan be considered
both an object and a sign. Susann Vihma™ accred-
its him with the initiative to study objects as signs.
Two years later, Charles Morris (1938), initially in-
vited to the New Bauhaus by Laszlo Moholy-Nagy,
elaborated a behaviorist approach to semiotics
greatlyinspired by C.S. Peirce.” During the1960s,
the founding of the ULM school allowed Tomas
Maldonaldo (1961,1967), GuiBonsiepe (1963), Abra-

22 Several publications, such as Production as représentations : a semiotic and aesthetic study of design product (Vihma1995), The semantic

turn: a new foundation for design (Krippendorff 2006) et most
identified and validated the existence of this group.

recently Objet et Communication (dir. Darras & Belkhamsa 2009) have

2 Weintentionally chosetocastaside mostofthe literature in this field and focused solely on that which dealt with Computational Semiotic.

Aselection of Nadin and Maier work was therefore included.

24 petr Bogatyrev is a Russian ethnographer who was a member of Russia’s structuralist movement. Influenced by Saussure, his projects
focused on the construction of meaning through cultural objects, in particular folk costumes. He belonged to the Moscow linguistic
Circle.See Velingerova.M, D. (2010). The Geopolitics of Signs. in The Semiotic Review of Books. Editorial,.Volume 2 (3).: viewed on 30-1-2010.

http: //projects.chass.utoronto.ca/semiotics/srb/2-3edit.html

5 SeeVihma, S.(1995). Products as Representations. A semiotic and aesthetic study of design products (diss). Publication Series of the Univer-

sity of Artand Design Helsinki UIAH, A14.
26 (Vihma 1995, Poisson 2001, Burdek 2005).

23

2
25

26

Semioticsthrough design product
and graphicdesign

Design Product

Graphic Design

%e

COLLECTION - #3 - SUMMER 201

K.Brunel Lafargue

S.Belkhamsa
semiot,‘CS
)(‘
/)79’
\otiCS 0 0 - 2&/‘
‘/e(\ Pt
& >
g
o > ¢
semiotics of o =
design N S
product 3
5
ox
semiohc
o
f "%
X\CS OT Vj¢ ¢
: 2 CY
fo) (@
2 =
semiotics of 3 c
graphic S o

design

85



27
28
29

30

31

32

33

86

COLLECTION - #3 + SUMMER 2011

ham Moles (1969,1972), Max Bense (1970,1971) and
Klauss Krippendorff (1961) to develop studies ap-
plying semiotics to design. Their work appeared
in the Hochschule fiir Gestaltung™ journal and in
Formdiskurs™. Around this time, Barthes’ Mytholo-
gies (1957)" and Eco’s Struture Asente (1968,1980)
were viewed by most specialists as having estab-
lished the foundations forthe semiotics of objects.
Although they are not, in the strictest sense, se-
mioticians, the works of Gilbert Simondon (1958),
Baudrillard (1968) and Herbert Simon (1969, 1982)
are also considered crucial and highly influential
inthefield™.

It seems of interest to note that, over this pe-

riod, the field of semiotics expanded rapidly. Once merely

deemed as asub-discipline of linguistics, it quickly evolved

into a cultural analysis tool in its own right. This can be

credited to the Tartu Moscow School®, to whom
we owe the shift towards cultural semiotics. In-
fluenced by Russian formalism, their approach
would be best described as post-structuralist. Yuri
Lotman, founder in 1964 of Signs Systems Stud-
ies or The International Journal of Semiotics and
Sign process in Culture and Nature, promoted the
school’s success by developing the concept of the
“semiosphere”.In 1969, with the help of Greimas,
Jakobson, Kristeva, Benveniste, Martinet, Barthes,
EcoetA.Sebeok, Lotman contributed tothe found-
ing of the International Association for Semiotic
Studies (IASS)” and its official journal Semiotica.

Inthe1970s, a second generation followed in
thisinitial core group of founders’ footsteps: Krip-
pendorff (1961) a former student of Rittel and But-
ter at the ULM school, Vihma (1966) in Helsinki®,
de Koenig (1970) in Italy, Baibourin (1971) from the
Moscow School and Abend (1973). Greatly influ-

enced by the pioneers, they contributed to their
work’s synthesis via its incorporation into the
broader fields of Design Studies and communica-
tion research. In 1974, Martin Krampen™, another
former ULM student, posited a separate entity for
material objects within semioticstudies during his
participation in the International Association for
Semiotic Studies’ (IASS) first conference in Milan
under Seymour, Eco et Klinkenberg’s* leadership.
Krampen'’s work, associated with that of Argest &
Gandelsona (1973), Lefebvre (1974) and Broadbent
(1978), has contributed to extending the scope of
material culture’s semiotic study towards architec-
ture, urbanism and space. In 1980°°, the economic
characteristicof Le Beeuf’s work associated product
semiotics with the field of Management Science.
In1981, Csikszentmihalyi & Rochberg-Halton dem-
onstrated how objects incorporate social models,
which established theirimportanceasactorsinthe
socialization process. Theyalso proved the value of
the semiotics of objects in social science, psychol-
ogy and anthropology studies.

The SemanticTurn: "The Symbolic
Quality of Product”1982-1999

This second period includes publications from
members of the aforementioned “second genera-
tion” but further widens the scope to admit work
fromfieldsasfarremoved as Psychology (Norman),
Computer Science, Human Computer Interaction
(Nadin, Aubert & Hetzel, Clarke, De Souza, French
& Smith), Marketing and Management (Holbrook
& Hirschman, Kramasien, Reinmdller). During this
period we noted the appearance of several jour-
nals including Design Studies (first published by
Elsevier in1979), Design Issues (first published by
MIT Press in 1984) and DESIGN/RECHERCHE (first
published in 1993 by I'Institut Francais du Design).

27 In1958, they established the ULM journal, otherwise known as the Journal of the Hochschule fiir Gestaltung which was published every
trimester from 1958-1968 by the Hochschule fir Gestaltung (HfG). This journal aimed to “provide a detailed account of the theoretical,
rationaland practical studies of one of Europe’s most influencial conceptual schools since the Bauhaus”. http: //www.thisisdisplay.org/
collection/Journal_of the Hochschule_fur_Gestaltung_ulm_10_11/

*8 http://www.form.de/w3fa.php?nodeld=116&lang=1&id=1085&ausgabe=1

29 Zinnaquestions the legitimacy of this pioneer role by pointing out that Barthes work « first with objetsin Mythologies and later in Systeme
de lamode, is more of an analysis of the verbal language surrounding the clothes than a discussion of the meaning transmitted by the
clothesthemselves.» Zinna, A.(2009). Aquel pointen sommes-nous avec lasémiotique de l'objet ? In: Darras, B. & Belkhamsa, S.(2009).

Objets et Communication. Paris, L'Harmattan/ MEI 30-31400 pages.

3° Of151 publications surveyed, 45 belong to our 3rd level, 51to our 2nd et 55 to our 1st. We noted an average of 8,88 publications per year.
31 In1990, the Tartu Moscow Semiotics School becomes the University of Tartu led by Kull, Torop, Mihail Lotman.
32 Widely recognized as the most important organization of semioticians in the world. http: //filserver.arthist.lu.se/kultsem/AIS/IASS/

3 The semiotic Society of Finland was established in 1970.http: //www.isisemiotics.fi/

3% Krampen (1979).Chatman, Seymour, Umberto Eco & Jean-Marie Klinkenberg (eds.). (1979).A Semiotic Landscape—Panorama Sémiotique
Proceedings of the First Congress of the International Association for Semiotic Studies, MilanJune 1974 / Notes from the International As-
sociation for Semiotic Studies’ first conference, Milan juin1974. In; http: //isbn2book.com/90-279-7928-6/a_semiotic_landscape__pan-
orama_semiotique_proceedings_of the_first congress_of the_international_association_for_semiotic_studies_milan_june_1974/

35 Klinkenberg and Goran Sonesson are at the head of the international association of visual semiotic (1989)

36 These dates are represented in the 1979 peak.
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Within the pages of these journals, authors such
as Buchanan, Margolin, Bernard, Rheifrank, But-
ter, Burdek, Krippendorff, Quarante, Lebahar and
de Noblet built a theoretical framework for desig-
nand established their present reputation as the
founders of Design Studies. However, it is undoubt-
edly Krippendorff & Butter’s (1984) concept of the
symbolicquality of products that marked the most
significant turning pointin design publications.

The second corpus opens with Krippendorff
and Butter’s (1984) notable article “Product Se-
mantics : Exploring the symbolic qualities of
form.” Published in Innovation, the International
Designers Society of America’s (IDSA) journal, the
article establishes a new direction in the study of
product semiotics. Over the summer of this same
year, the IDSA organises a workshop at the Cran-
brook Academy of Art led by Butter, Friedlander,
McCoy, Rheinfrank et Krippendorff. Because its
lineage is neither saussurean nor peircian”, what
is henceforth known as the product semantic
marks a turning pointin both Design Studies and
semiotics. This workshop was followed by "the first
European workshop on Product Semantics" orga-
nized by the University of Industrial Arts in Hel-
sinki (UIAH). Withinthe same establishment more
conferences followed based on this model: in
1989, Seppo Vakeva organised a conference on the
theme Product Semanticsandin1ggo, Susann Vih-
ma presented the Symposium on Design Research
and Semiotics entitled: the Semantic Visions.

From 1992 to 1995, a number of workshops
took place in Colombia, Germany, Switzerland, Ta-
iwan, Japan, Korea and the USA. Several universi-
tiesbegantoinclude semanticsintheircurriculum
and it was featured in a selection of design books.
In1993, based on the premise that the study of its
meaning increased an industrial product’s value,
semanticresearch grew into marketing research.
In1994, the notion of emotion gained importance
insemantics. The conference thattook placein Hel-
sinki referenced this idea and bore the title “Plea-
sure or Responsibility.” Numerous publications
and international conferences followed. Emotion,
communication, the media and the economy
evolved into topics whose contribution to mean-
ing making in design became noteworthy. Dur-
ing this same period, it seems important to note
the proliferation of work in France in the field of
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semiotics including that of Floch 1990, 1993, Bor-
don1991, Fontanille & Zilberberg1995,1999 at the
Université de Limoges. The same applied to Italy,
as demonstrated by Deni® 1999, Ferraresi 1999,
Bonfantini, 1999 ou Proni.

1999-2010 - Design Studies
the Epistemological Foundation

Though a there is a continued tendency to-
wards lulls, followed by peaks, in publications,
at least two reasons made this last period seems
more difficult to describe. First, as shown by the
diachronic curve, the number of publications
doubled in a short period of time, rendering it
impossible todistinguish between main research

trends. Second, Design Studies have made significant

headwayon both atheoreticaland a practical level. Several

awards now exist to reward excellence in design, in addi-

tion to the quality seals of approval that were established

for products, services and experiences whose conceptual

approach resembies that of design®. In response
to the growing complexity of design objectives,
severalinstitutionsand associations have created
new events or organisations such as the Design
Research Society’s Cumulus (starting in 2002) or
eventheInternational Society of Design Research
(IASDR).

Research in semiotics applied to product
design continues to generate interest. In 2000,
the University of Limoges opened its Centre de
Recherches Sémiotiques (CeReS) and in 2001, the
Association Francaise de Sémiotique (AFS) organ-
ised Sémio 2001.1n 2003, the first Nordcode semi-
nar, Semantic and aesthetic functions in design,
was held in Goteborg. The same yearthe 6th Asian
Design International Conference " Integration of
Knowledge, Kansei, and Industrial Power " took
place inJapan. It was organised by the Japanese
Society for the Science of Design and Japan Soci-
ety of KanseiEngineering, and confirmed growing
importance of Asian countries in design research,
particularly that of The Asian Society for the Sci-
ence of Design. In 2004, Vihma launched the Se-
Fun project with the main objective of observing
how products of industrial design communicate,
in a variety of contexts, with the user. Also in
2005, the first European workshop on Design &
Semanticof Form and Movement (DeSForm)took
place, drawing together scholars whose work fo-

37 asitwas developped by Morrisand Maldonaldointhe1930s

38 Doctoralthesis directed by Umberto Eco and U. Volli. University of Boulogne.

39 This approach takes into consideration eco-conception, for example, as well as co-creation, it accounts for the complexity of industrial

designand its postmodern meaning.

38

39



88 COLLECTION « #3 + SUMMER 2011

cuses on the conception and semantic of forms
and movement. This annual conference seeks to
evaluate research results, identify possible prob-
lems and define new areas of investigation.In an
effort to perpetuate the tradition of the previous
AlSS founded in Bologna in 1972 during an inter-
nationallinguisticcolloquium, the Italian associa-
tion of semiotic study was established in 2008 to
promote and furtherthe developmentofresearch
in semiotics. In 2009, we directed an issue of MEI,
areputable information and communication sci-
ence journal. Entitled Objets et Communication,
this edition brought together close to thirty con-
tributions whose focus was on the semiotics of
product design.

Mini Conclusion

As demonstrated by the Design Research So-
ciety’s conference in 2010, Design Studies can be
broken down, from a theoretical standpoint, into
subdivisions.In breaking with traditional semiotic
theory such as applied linguistics, structuralist
and post-structuralist semiology, the semiotics
of objects has evolved towards product semantics
inits attempt to take into consideration both the
economic and technological aspects of objects.

Thesemanticturn severs previousties with ethnology and

anthropology, drawing the study of objects back towards

product research to include concerns linked to techno-

logical advances and new media. The notion of meaning
making, which implies a variety of human factors
(emotions, sensory, language, etc.) has become
crucialin product research.

"Litterature Survey of Semantic features in
design product is intricate. However, semantic
issues awakened vast interest among designers”
Vihma (1995).

Conclusion

Our initial project was to describe, via two
quantitative studies, the chronological evolution
of publications in the fields of semiotics applied
to graphic design and product design. We wish
to conclude this article with a short comparative
analysis of both fields.

The meta analyses show a historical link be-
tween the evolutions our fields and the develop-
ment of semiotic theory in the 1930s followed by

that of design in the 1960s. This fundamental axis
allowed us to determine three shared characteris-
tics we shall endeavour to discuss as comprehen-
sively and neutrally as possible. Although ours is
not the first literature review, we hope to offer a
constructive critique instead of yet another quan-
titative comparison of both corpora.

First, we noted that the corpus’ breakdown
into three levels or periods proved significant in
both graphic design and product design. As pre-
viously established, the first period is that of the
pioneers, during which semiotics developed as
both a theory and an analytic tool for the social
sciences. The second period highlights design’s
ongoing contribution to economic growth and its
role as mediator of new technologies. The third
and final period is the technological turning point
for both design disciplines. The social science and
engineering heritage of each field becomes mani-
fest, as does its influence on their ability to create
meaning.

Second, in both graphic and product design,
we notedthatthe lastdecaderepresentsanimpor-
tantturning point. Publications from the first two
periodstendtooverlap both fields, referencing the
same authors. During the last period a separation
occurs, most likely explained by the level of com-
plexity each field has achieved and multiplication
of publication media.

The third and final shared characteristic in-
volves the multiple historical narratives in the
semiotics of design and, more broadly, design in
general. Despite acommon corethat mostauthors
agree upon (Vihma1990,1995; Krippendorff1984,
1992, 2006 ; Burdeck 1995, Fontanille 2009), our
comparative study revealed thateach selected ref-
erence meant to build and validate a quantitative
meta analysis delivered slightly different histories
of the encounter between semiotics and design. It
therefore appearsthat historiographies written up
until now were established upon five axes:

-each author’s personal experience

-national origin (Germany, Switzerland, USA).

- Philosophical and epistemological allegiances
(structuralist, pragmatic, etc)

-Initialtraining (architect, designer, anthropolo-
gist, semiologist)

-Andfinally, theirdomain ofinterest (marketing,
artificial intelligence, communication, psycho-

logy).

Therefore, certain authors and texts were
favoured at the expense of historical “truth”. We
suppose this might be duetothe relative youth (70
years) of both semiotics applied to design and de-
signingeneral.

In this article, we have sought to present the
most comprehensive view possible, equally treat-
ing contributions to meaning making in design. A
finer, more in depth analysis is obviously possible
and we hope to dedicate future publicationstoa
qualitative meta analysis.

TRANSLATED FROM FRENCH BY
Karen Brunel-Lafargue
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