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ABSTRACT 

This research stems from an examination of the role of design as it was presented 

through the definitions offered by design’s governing professional bodies in the 

period from the late 1960s to the 1970s, which was a period of radical change in 

defining the field. Most notoriously, these definitions show how the discourse of 

design shifted from an emphasis on production and the materiality of practice 

towards the role it played within society. In September 1976, the Design for Need 

(DfN) Symposium, held at the Royal College of Art in London, epitomised this 

shifting discourse and general discontent with design’s status quo. While the 

symposium was justified through a discourse of social responsibility to counteract 

the global, economic and social crisis of this period, it is argued that social 

responsibility was also adopted as a mechanism of professionalisation, to 

advance the professional status of design and gain legitimisation on behalf of the 

wider circle of recognised professions. Studies in the discourse of design show 

how the meaning and understanding of design concepts were regulated by a 

wider political, cultural and economic context, as they shifted in their alignment to 

other discourses circulating at the time. Acknowledging discourses as 

interconnected entities, DfN is presented as a landmark in the history of social 

responsibility in design, as it facilitated an international space in which a myriad 

of discourses on social responsibility, design and institutional agendas came 

together. However, whilst design historians have located the symposium within a 

‘history of calls for new ethics of design’, or as the ultimate recognition of socialist 

ideals by the ‘upper echelons of the design institution’, investigation into the 

organisation of the Symposium reveals contributions from a wider network of 

people, ideas, technologies and institutions that did not fit the ‘accepted’ 

narratives of the current design ‘institution’ of the time. Approaching it through a 

lens of transnational interconnectivity, the DfN is framed as an entangled event, 

or as a ‘node within a network’ that helped shape our contemporary 

understanding of socially responsible design. By analysing the various 

discourses that were brought together under the ‘design for need’ agenda, this 

thesis explores the epistemological foundations that underpin the concept of 

need and social responsibility which remain an untapped area of historical design 
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research, as it also, expands the historical map of social design by analysing this 

wider network of institutions. Positioning the DfN Symposium as a social platform 

that was shaped by institutional agendas, individual professional pursuits, and 

the transnational flow of ideas, the thesis is structured around a selection of 

entities from this network, which, the archival research revealed, were key in 

shaping the Symposium. This then raises questions regarding the omission of 

these cross-cultural interactions and the colonialist tendency of ‘accepted’ 

histories of design, and the chapters simultaneously touch on debates regarding 

the professionalisation and legitimisation of the design profession.  
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Introduction  

 
i) Locating the Research  

In the aftermath of two World Wars, as a consequence of global inequality, social 

responsibility and need, was recognised as a key concept in forging twentieth-

century society. A surge of recent historical scholarship cites the late 1960s -

1970s as a ‘pivot of change’ or as ‘the age of fracture’ in global history.1 Thus, 

the rationale for selecting the period in which this thesis is located (the late1960s 

to mid-1970s) has to do with how a discourse of social responsibility and need 

was adopted as a response to the effects of post war regeneration within a society 

that was simultaneously coming to terms with the realisation that what was once 

the colonial realm had now become the ‘Third World’. In this context, aligned to 

the rise in design for social good, along with the recognition of the relationship 

between object and society during the 1970s, the case to explore the concepts 

of social responsibility and need through a design lens was made. In doing so, 

the cultural significance of the designed object within this genre, along with its 

discourse, was recognised not solely for its functionality but as a tangible display 

of the meaning and understanding of social responsibility in society. By exploring 

the discourse of design through the adoption of a discourse of social 

responsibility, this study aims to show the shifts in design discourse as a 

response to social, cultural and economic concerns, which simultaneously reveal 

the continuing identity crisis in which the design profession finds itself.  

 

In September 1959, at the first International Council of Industrial Design (ICSID) 

Congress and General Assembly, held in Stockholm, Sweden, the role of the 

industrial designer was outlined in the following way: 
One who is qualified to determine materials, mechanisms, shapes, colours, surface 
finishes and decorations of objects which are reproduced in quantity by industrial 

	
1 Howard Brick, ‘Review of Daniel T. Rodgers, Age of Fracture, (Harvard University 
Press, 2011) in The American Historical Review, Volume 117, Issue 5, December 

2012, pp.1537–1539.  
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processes. In addition to this, it also pays attention to the exterior aspects of such 
products. This is achieved by training, technical knowledge, experience and visual 
sensibility […]2  
 

In the early 1960s, ‘services’ were included as part of the designer’s practice, as 

well as a focus on the satisfaction and efficiency of human life achieved through 

design. Later, in 1969, Tomás Maldonado proposed the following definition for 

design: 
Industrial design is a creative activity whose aim is to determine the formal qualities 
of objects produced by industry. These formal qualities are not only the external 
features but are principally those structural and functional relationships which 
convert a system to a coherent unity both from the point of view of the producer 
and the user, Industrial design extends to embrace all the aspects of human 
environment, which are conditioned by industrial production.3 

 

These definitions of the industrial designer and design shaped the discourse and 

practice of design in the late 1960s and 1970s, which is characterised as a period 

of radical change in delimiting the professional boundaries and identity of the 

designer. Most notably, these emblematic definitions reveal a shift in emphasis 

from the production and materiality of design towards the role design played 

within society. Or, as Maldonado notes, what was increasingly at issue was not 

simply the ‘external features’ but also the ‘structural and functional relationships’, 

which mediate between the producer and the user.4 By 1969 there was a clear 

shift in the way the design profession identified itself, and, more importantly, this 

revealed design’s internal struggles, as it attempted to transition from a sole focus 

on the material outcomes towards an increased emphasis on the role design 

played within existing social systems.  

 

The aftermath of the student protests of 1968, which saw art colleges investing 

in ‘relevance’ as a priority, also led to a vocal interest in the social aspects of 

	
2 ‘Industrial design’, World Design Organization, available at: 

http://wdo.org/about/definition/industrial-design-definition-history/ [accessed 
03/04/2020] 
3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid.  
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design.5 As Gillian Whiteley writes in ‘”New Age” Radicalism and the Social 

Imagination: Welfare State International in the Seventies’, the student movement 

of the late 1960s influenced the social, cultural and political imaginaries of the 

1970s that had been profoundly marked by ‘the confusions and disappointments, 

reversals and desertions’ of the late 1960s.6  

 

In design, these forms of political activism were most vividly represented in the 

protest that took place during the 1970 International Design Conference in Aspen 

(IDCA), in Colorado, USA, at which students and designers targeted the 

conference’s ‘lack of political engagement’.7 The dissent among designers and 

students echoed the perceived absence of political, environmental and social 

engagement from this design institution that permeated the design discourse of 

the 1970s. Victor Margolin argues that during this period, the ‘harshest 

castigation of industrial design came from the architect-designer Victor 

Papanek’,8 in his seminal book Design for the Real World, published in 1971. 

Margolin suggests that the acceptance of Papanek’s 1971 text among ‘designers 

and students who were looking for alternatives to designing for the consumer 

culture’ was partly due to the book’s ‘embodiment of the simultaneous rage and 

hope’ of the student movement of the 1960s.9  

 

	
5 George Robertson, ed. The Block Reader in Visual Culture (London; New York: 
Routledge, 1996) 
6 Gillian Whiteley, “” New Age” Radicalism and the Social Imagination: Welfare State 

International in the Seventies”, in: Laurel Forster and Sue Harper, eds., British Culture 
and Society in the 1970s: The Lost Decade (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge 

Scholars Publishing, 2010), pp. 35 - 50.  
7 Alice Twemlow, ‘I Can't Talk to You if You Say That: An Ideological Collision at the 
International Design Conference at Aspen, 1970’, Design and Culture, 1:1 (2009), 23-

49.  
8 Victor Margolin, ‘Design for a Sustainable World’, Design Issues, 14: 2 (Summer, 

1998), 83-92.  
9 Ibid. 
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At an international level, these shifts and dissent within the design profession 

echoed the social, political and economic unrest of the period.  Most notoriously, 

the effects of decolonisation around the world, which as part of a post war new 

international climate, unfolded from 1945 to the 1960s, and which have become 

one of the major themes in twentieth-century historiography. Primarily affecting 

countries in the Middle East, South-East Asia, North Africa and sub-Saharan 

Africa,10 as the historian Raymond F. Betts writes, decolonisation occurred ‘with 

the force of inevitability’ where within the span of three decades, most of the 

European colonies had become independent.11 While in the quarter of a century 

after the end of the Second World War, a vast majority of previously colonized 

countries obtained independence, the process of decolonisation also enacted,  

as Betts notes, the use of concepts such as  ‘modernisation’ and 

‘underdevelopment’, which entered popular vocabulary and rendered the 

imaginaries of post war society.12 In this context, as the thesis sets out to 

examine, notions of ‘social responsibility’ and ‘need’ were also deeply entwined 

with such discourses, as highlighted in Chapter Four, where post war imaginaries 

of ‘social responsibility’ and a unified humanity led Oxfam, as an aid and 

development organisation, to engage with in-house research and development 

of emergency shelters. In this sense, Chapter Four shows further, how a focus 

on such projects led to further engagement with alternative and appropriate 

technology, as a consequence of the rise in conflict within newly independent 

states; an alignment with the development agenda, and the realisation of the 

relationship between natural disasters and the economics of the place in which 

disasters occurred.  

 

	
10 E. Bogaerts and R. Raben (Eds), Beyond Empire and Nation: The Decolonisation of 

African and Asian Societies, 1930s- 1970s, Leiden, 2012. 
11 R. Betts, ‘Decolonisation: A brief history of the word’, in: E. Bogaerts and R. Raben 

(Eds), Beyond Empire and Nation: The Decolonisation of African and Asian Societies, 
1930s- 1970s, Leiden, 2012, 23-38  
12 Ibid.  
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While in some states decolonisation occurred peacefully, for others, including 

Indonesia and to a lesser extent Malaysia and the Philippines, the struggle for 

independence involved violence. 13 According to the UN Refugee Agency 

(UNHCR), the most dramatic upheaval post WWII, was on the Indian sub-

continent where communal violence resulted in partition in 1947 and the creation 

of two separate states- India and Pakistan. Similar events took place on a smaller 

scale in succeeding years. The effects of decolonisation produced ‘strains and 

stresses’ in the newly formed states in which many countries ‘found it difficult to 

maintain democratic, political systems’ due to the economic problems faced 

along with political challenges and the ‘overarching pressures of the Cold War.’14 

In this context, Cold War politics also played a significant role in shaping the 

rhetoric of design at the time. Arising in the wake of the Second World War, 

American historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. writes, the Cold War, in its original 

form, was ‘a presumably mortal antagonism […] between two rigidly hostile blocs, 

one led by the Soviet Union, the other by the United States.’15 While new studies 

have emerged that shed new light on the causes of contention between Russia 

and the United States of America, Schlesinger describes further, how the Cold 

War understood from its origins, was perceived as ‘two sombre and dangerous 

decades [in which] this antagonism dominated the fears of mankind: it may even, 

on occasion, have come close to blowing up the planet.’16 As part of these 

contentions, the former Soviet  Union and the USA developed strategies in an 

attempt to gain influence in Latin America, the Middle East, and the newly 

independent states of Africa and Asia. One of these being, as Alpay Er, Fatma 

Korkut and Ozlem Er write within the historical context of industrialisation, the 

USA’s  rationale for promoting Industrial Design in the periphery, can be seen as 

	
13 In Chapter 3, ‘The State of the Worlds Refugees 2000’, United Nations Refugee 

Agency (UNHCR). (2011-2012) available at:  http://www.unhcr.org/3ebf9bab0.pdf 
[accessed 01/02/2021] 
14 Ibid. 
15 Arthur Schlesinger Jr., ‘Origins of the Cold War’, Foreign Affairs, Vol.46, No. 1 (Oct. 

1967), pp.22-52. 
16 Ibid. 
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a form of counteracting the expansion of communism, to non-communist nations 

(also known as the ‘containment ’policy).17 From the economic principles that 

followed WWII, agreed at the United Nations Monetary and Financial Conference 

in Bretton Woods in July 1944, was the establishment of the International 

Monetary Fund and the World Bank as a means to ‘promote and regulate the 

development of an international economy’.18 Through these agreements, as the 

authors note, it was thus perceived that international economic integration and 

development was the only safe path to political stability across the globe. 

Following further economic developments that aimed towards global unification 

based on economic principles, by the 1970s, the notion of promoting design 

within developing countries, which a vast majority were newly decolonised states, 

stemmed from the idea that if progress and modernisation could be achieved 

through technical development: which in turn, would lead to political and 

economic stability, such countries would be less inclined to form part of the 

communist bloc.19 Since, as Er et.al argue, ‘the U.S. Government believed that 

communism operated best in situations of political chaos and economic 

deprivation’20; the ‘objective was to create a working system of the world 

economy to permit the emergence of political and social conditions in which 

Western-style institutions could exist.’21  

 

This period was also marked by a shift towards neoliberal economies, which has 

been accounted for the rise in inequalities during the 1970s. As geographer David 

Harvey states in A Brief History of Neoliberalism, the turn towards neoliberalism 

	
17 Alpay Er, Fatma Korkut and Ozlem Er, ‘U.S. Involvement in the Development of 

Design in the Periphery: The Case History of Industrial Design Education in Turkey, 
1950s–1970s’, Design Issues, Volume 19, Number 2 Spring 2003  
18 Alpay Er, Fatma Korkut and Ozlem Er, ‘U.S. Involvement in the Development of 
Design in the Periphery: The Case History of Industrial Design Education in Turkey, 

1950s–1970s’, Design Issues, Volume 19, Number 2 Spring 2003  
19 Ibid.  
20 Ibid.  
21 Ibid.  
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in political-economic practices and thinking since the 1970s, where ‘deregulation, 

privatisation and withdraws of the state from many areas of social provision have 

been all too common.’22 Furthermore, the oil crisis of the 1970s (1973 and 1979) 

also played a significant impact on the political and economic context of this 

period. As the consumption of oil increased by 179 percent between 1950 and 

1972, oil prices were already rising when the Organization of Arab Petroleum 

Exporting Countries (OAPEC), decided to cut back oil production in 1973, in order 

to ‘force Europe and Japan to put pressure on the United States to change its 

policy on the Arab-Israeli dispute.’23 As David S. Painter further writes, as a 

consequence of the embargos imposed by OAPEC on oil shipments to the United 

States, the Netherlands, and later extended to Portugal, South Africa, and 

Rhodesia; in ‘an already tight oil market, the production cutbacks and embargo 

drove oil prices upwards.’24 The increase in oil prices intensified the economic 

problems around the globe, ‘especially inflation, which was now accompanied by 

stagnation and unemployment.’ As well as harming ‘the balance of payments of 

the United States and other importing countries.’ 25As non-oil producing 

developing countries had to pay higher prices for products from developed 

countries, many of these countries ‘borrowed more than they could afford, a move 

that contributed to the Third World debt crisis of the 1980s when the United States 

raised interest rates in late 1979.’26  

 

In the context of further international political and social unrest, 1971 witnessed 

a ‘massive refugee exodus’, which the world had not seen since the 1947 partition 

of India. The drift to militarism in Pakistan resulted in civil war, which led to the 

	
22 David Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, (Oxford University Press, 2005).  
23 David S. Painter, ‘Oil and Geopolitics: The Oil Crises of the 1970s and the Cold War’, 

Historical Social Research / Historische Sozialforschung , 2014, Vol. 39, No. 4, (2014), 

pp. 186-208.  

 
24 Ibid.  
25 Ibid.  
26 Ibid.  
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dismemberment of Pakistan as a state. The Bangladesh Liberation War resulted 

in an estimated 10 million people leaving what was then East Pakistan for India 

between April and December 1971. According to the UNHCR, ‘this became the 

single largest displacement of refugees in the second half of the century.’27 It was 

this event that triggered a global response on behalf of INGO’s such as Oxfam, 

in order to exert their moral and social responsibility, in this case, through the 

development of an Emergency Shelter to house the millions of refugees that were 

fleeing East Pakistan. The material discourse of social responsibility as 

disseminated by the humanitarian sector, in this case Oxfam, and the relationship 

between this and design, is examined in detail in Chapter Four. In this context, 

amongst further traumatic experiences at the turn of the decade, include the 

Nigerian-Biafra Civil War between 1967 and 1970 that led to the displacement of 

approximately a million Igbos,31 the Peruvian earthquake of May 1970 and the 

catastrophe in East Pakistan and Bangladesh, beginning with the cyclone of 

November 1970. In Latin-America, influenced by the Cold War, the period of the 

1970s was marked by military dictatorships that ‘drastically changed the social, 

economic and political development’ of Latin-American society until present.28 

Most notoriously, in 1973 in Chile, a violent coup d’état that ‘overthrew the 

socialist government of Salvador Allende, signalled the beginning of 17 years 

of dictatorship led by General Augusto Pinochet (1973–1990).’29  

 

Equally, in the context of Cold War politics, the Vietnam War, which took place 

between 1955 to 1975 and considered a ‘proxy war between the United States, 

	
27 In Chapter 3, ‘The State of the Worlds Refugees 2000’, United Nations Refugee 
Agency (UNHCR). (2011-2012) available at:  http://www.unhcr.org/3ebf9bab0.pdf 

[accessed 01/02/2021] 
28 Teresa Oteíza and Claudia Castro, ‘Dictatorship and the Cold War in Official 

Chilean History Textbooks’ in Christophe B., Gautschi P., Thorp R. (eds) The Cold 
War in the Classroom, (Palgrave Macmillan, 2019). 

 
29 Ibid.  
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the Soviet Union and communist China’30, a series of global events in the form of 

anti-war protests, instilled a sense of unification and social responsibility amongst 

a young generation that became politically and socially active. American 

historian, Mitchell K. Hall, highlights how the Vietnam War triggered an anti-war 

era of social movements in the USA that led to the establishment of committees 

and groups that sought to bring an end to the Vietnam War, to those dedicated 

to anti-nuclear commitments, along with the emergence of the African-American 

civil rights movement.31 Hall points out that whilst demonstrations organised by 

broad coalitions of national and local groups attracted greatest publicity, most 

anti-war efforts took place at the local level. In this sense, while the leadership of 

such national coalitions ‘fought continually over tactics and ideology, most 

activists were unaware or unconcerned with those debates. Their actions in local 

communities and attendance at national rallies were directed toward ending the 

war.’32 However, while at a local level, actions were directed solely to put an end 

to the Vietnam War, it could thus be argued that whilst emerging from local 

actions, the publicity of major events facilitated the emergence of further 

movements around the globe. In Europe, mass demonstrations were seen during 

the Paris ‘insurgent events’ from May to June 1968 in which an estimated 10 

million French workers participated in a general strike.33 From a sociological 

perspective, as John David Skrentny points out, the dynamics of the Cold War 

influenced political action which through the ‘cultural constitution of political 

embarrassment and political leverage, promoted a ‘world human-rights culture’.34 

	
30 Michael Lind, ‘Vietnam, The Necessary War: A Reinterpretation of America’s Most 
Disastrous Military Conflict’, The Free Press, 1999.  
31 Mitchell K. Hall, ‘The Vietnam Era Antiwar Movement’, OAH Magazine of History, 

Vol. 18, No. 5, Vietnam (Oct. 2004), pp. 13-17. 
32 Ibid.  
33 Malcolm Miles (2009) Hornsey 1968: The Art School Revolution, Visual Culture in 

Britain, 10:1, 109-112. 
34 John David Skrentny, ‘The Effect of the Cold War on African-American Civil Rights: 

America and the World Audience, 1945-1968’, Theory and Society, Vol. 27, No. 2 (Apr., 
1998), pp. 237-285. 
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As such, these global precedents show how by the 1970s a discourse of 

humanitarianism, aid and social responsibility dominated mainstream media, 

which was simultaneously instilled in society’s social consciousness, and taken 

up by the professions through codes of conduct, as a moral duty to counteract 

these global adversities. In this context, pertaining to the analysis undertaken 

within this thesis in examining the material discourse of Oxfam, as an 

international ‘aid and development’ organisation, Oxfam focused on the intrinsic 

relationship between the devastating effects of human and natural disasters, 

which coincided with the unstable economies of the affected nations. Thus, it was 

within the organisation’s social aims, to address its moral and social responsibility 

by addressing these issues, which after the initial development of its in-house 

Emergency Shelter, the relationship between its development and social goals, 

with the use of appropriate technology, was acknowledged. As this thesis sets 

out to examine further, such concerns, along with how these could be resolved 

through material and technical solutions were also adopted by the design 

profession in the form of ‘design for need’, ‘social design’ and ‘design for 

development’, as an attempt to assert a place for design within society.  

 

Moreover, in terms of the social effects of decolonisation, the thesis focuses on 

the moral, political and economic implications of decolonisation, which suggest 

that not all sectors of society viewed the newly gained independence of former 

colonies as progress for humanity. In this sense, Ian Hall analyses the debates 

that were being disseminated during this period within academic circles with 

regards to the effects of decolonisation, to what was conceived as the 

‘international project’. In so doing, Hall highlights how ‘some internationalists 

were imperialists by conviction, but many were by default.’ The latter, he 

suggests, ‘recognised, empires, colonies, and imperialism, as part of the natural 

order of things, to be lamented in a sense, especially when imperial rule was 
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poorly done, but to be celebrated if it could be made to serve a higher purpose.’35 

While empire was to be perceived as ‘unquestionably a crime, once acquired, 

empires could be made vehicles for doing good, whether that meant enlightening 

the conquered […] or converting them to Christianity, as the late nineteenth-

century Christians desired.’36 As such, for the majority of liberal internationalists 

in the early years of the twentieth century, ‘empires had a further significance: 

they offered a potent means, they thought, of bringing the global political order in 

line with the emerging economic and technical order.’37 Thus, for Hall, debates 

regarding the effects of decolonisation were divided between those for whom it 

represented a setback in the imaginaries of the global project, and thus lamented 

the independence of former colonies, and those for which decolonisation was 

imminent, and thus, offered a ‘cautious welcome’.38 It is in the latter context, that 

the notion of ‘social responsibility, ‘need’ and ‘aid’ are examined within this thesis, 

as they were enacted through a notion of shared ‘social responsibility’, which 

arguably emerged within international politics and the dissemination of the 

humanitarian discourse.  In this sense, the thesis stems from post-colonial 

awareness as it was accompanied with a vision of shared global responsibility 

that unfolded within various professional, social and humanitarian circles. 

Ultimately, as the thesis shows, such debates were adopted by the design 

profession through a discourse and practice of social responsibility during the late 

1960s to mid-1970s. As such, highlighting major world events within this 

introduction, which include decolonisation and its effects on newly formed 

independent states, internal and external political, economic and social unrest 

that emerged from the context of decolonisation and Cold War politics and human 

and natural disasters, serves to contextualise the period in which the professional 

discourse of design shifted from a focus on industrial production to meet 

	
35 Ian Hall, ‘The Revolt against the West: Decolonisation and its Repercussions in 
British International Thought, 1945–75’, The International History Review, March 2011, 

Vol. 33, No. 1 (March 2011), pp. 43-64 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 



	 26	

consumer demands, towards a preoccupation with the role it played in society. In 

this sense, the period in which a discourse of ‘social responsibility’ and ‘need’ 

emerged, is shown to have been legitimised through the mediatisation of these 

global events, which resonated and thus engaged with an international audience. 

As such, it was through this sense of a global humanity that emerged from these 

international events, that the adoption and dissemination of a discourse of ‘social 

responsibility’ and ‘need’ was possible.  

 

Following on from the previous contextualization, it is relevant to point out here 

that while dissent was emerging within a specific sector of the design community, 

predominantly art and design students, and some of the younger professionals 

and environmental action groups, in the 1970s this conception of design was not 

mainstream. As the makeup of IDCA board members for the 1970 conference 

shows, a vast majority of these ‘held prominent positions within the 

professionalized design community and within flagship corporations’ that viewed 

design as a problem-solving activity in the service of industry’, and whose careers 

had ‘flourished in the post-war period of economic expansion and were tied to the 

rise of a consumer society’.39 In this context, design and cultural historian Leah 

Armstrong argues in her PhD thesis that ‘the concept of being seen, in the eyes 

of the public, other designers and other professions, has been a driving factor in 

the professional identity of the designer.’ In other words, the professional identity 

of the designer is not fixed, but rather ‘constantly in a state of formation’.40  

 

In the midst of these shifts in discourse and general discontent with design’s 

status quo, in April 1976 an event that acted as a nexus for such sentiment was 

held at the Royal College of Art in London: The Design for Need Symposium 

(DfN). Within the context of design history, Pauline Madge refers to DfN as a 

	
39 Twemlow, 2009. 

 
40 Leah Armstrong, ‘Designing a Profession: The Structure, Organisation and Identity of 

the Design Profession in Britain, 1930-2010’ (unpublished PhD Thesis, University of 

Brighton, 2014).  
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precursor of the Green Design movement:41 by focusing on ‘products, services 

and systems that [met] human needs’, the ‘ecological and sustainable design’ of 

the 1990s reintroduced the ‘design for need’ theme from the 1970s. Madge 

argues further that ‘sustainable design [came] back full circle to some of the 

radical design theories of the 1970s’.42 Fuad-Luke’s Design Activism: Beautiful 

Strangeness for a Sustainable World locates the meeting as a precursor of 

universal design, inclusive design and user-centred design, thus having ‘a large 

impact on design culture’,43 whilst Margolin has located the symposium within a 

‘history of calls for new ethics of design’. Yet he argues that such calls ‘arise as 

urges to resist unsatisfactory situations, rather than creating new and more 

satisfying ones.’44 In this regard, design historian Alison J. Clarke’s paper ‘Émigré 

Culture and the Origins of Social Design’ situates the symposium within the 

context of Papanek’s thesis as the ultimate recognition of the ideals conveyed by 

the designer when they eventually reached the ‘upper echelons of the design 

institution’.45 

 

While these references show that the DfN Symposium has been widely 

acknowledged as a precedent to social, sustainable and alternative design 

practices, the context and organisation of the event is generally taken for granted 

within histories of technological, alternative, sustainable and social design. 

Moreover, as stated by design theorist and philosopher Tony Fry, the concept of 

	
41 Pauline Madge, ‘Design, Ecology, Technology: A Historiographical Review’, Journal 
of Design History, 6: 3 (1993), 149-163. 
42 Pauline Madge, ‘Ecological Design: A New Critique’, Design Issues, 13:2 (1997), 43-

53. 
43 Alastair Fuad-Luke, Design Activism: Beautiful Strangeness for a Sustainable World 
(London: Earthscan, 2009), p. 44. 
44 Victor Margolin, ‘Design for a Sustainable World’, Design Issues, 14:2 (Summer, 

1998), 83-92.  
45 Alison J. Clarke, ‘Émigré Culture and the Origins of Social Design’, in Victor 
Margolin, ed., Design for the Good Society: Utrecht Manifest 2005-2015. (Rotterdam: 

nai010 Publishers, 2015). Pp. 164-169 
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‘need’ in design has traditionally been approached as a self-evident empirical 

reference.46 Thus, this thesis, as a first sustained investigation into the 

epistemological underpinning of need and social responsibility in design, aims to 

trace and examine the events, discussions and socio-political context that 

enabled the organisation and dissemination of DfN, with the purpose of exploring 

how the organisation of DfN helped shape the discourse of a socially oriented 

design profession. This, in spite of the fact that holding a symposium and 

exhibition that aimed to remove or contest the institutionalisation of the ‘design 

process’ and ‘need’ at an institution such as the RCA appeared to be 

counterintuitive due to the institution’s history, which could be perceived as the 

ultimate representation of professional design. In this way, framing the 

investigation of the organisation of conferences, exhibitions and symposia as 

entities that enact the production and dissemination of knowledge offers the 

possibility of revealing the processes by which emerging discourses and ideas 

are formed. 

 

Thus, the Symposium is situated as being inherently linked to the global, political 

and economic crises of this period, whilst it was simultaneously attempting to 

address the prevailing dissatisfaction with the role design played in society. The 

number of design institutions and individual designers participating in the 

organisation of the DfN Symposium demonstrate the extent to which it was a 

defining episode in British design at the time, yet it was arguably its ‘international’ 

character that was perhaps one of the most relevant aspects that this event offers 

for understanding how these debates were shaped.47 In the light of this, the thesis 

argues that the DfN Symposium acted as a social platform, shaped by institutional 

agendas, individual professional pursuits and the transnational flow of ideas, 

which facilitated the emergence of a new discourse for design. Taking this into 

account, an in-depth investigation into the documents pertaining to the DfN’s 

	
46 Fry, 1992. 
47 ‘The scale or the event is shown by the statistics: 340 people from 27 countries 

attended, with more than 100 exhibits and 57 papers.’ ‘Letters/ Design for Need’, 
Design, 332, (1976). 
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organisation, promotion and dissemination has been undertaken. In so doing, a 

starting point as well as a constant point of reference for the development of this 

research was the University of Brighton Archives. This was combined with a vast 

literature review and a strategic empirical study of a network of national and 

international archives, consisting of the Royal Society of Arts archive, the Royal 

College of Art archives, Victoria and Albert Museum Archive of Art and Design, 

the Institute of Contemporary Art archive, the Maurice Wilkins archive (Kings 

College), the OXFAM archive (Bodleian Library), the Victor J. Papanek Archive 

at the University of Applied Arts in Vienna, the CIDOC archive at El Colegio de 

México, in Mexico City, and El Acervo Histórico, at Universidad Iberoamericana, 

Mexico City.  

 

The 1976 Design for Need Symposium’s main objective was, according to its 

organisers, to raise issues regarding the relationship and impact of design on 

society. Addressed by the Symposium’s organiser, RCA professor Christopher 

Cornford, the symposium was proposed on the basis that there was a ‘worldwide 

concern that despite the material benefits arising from advanced technology and 

industry […] deterioration in the quality of life and failure of many essential needs 

is accompanied by an increasing awareness of a waste of resources and a 

depletion of the environment.’48 Concerned with themes implicit in its name, the 

Design for Need Symposium (DfN) represents a landmark in the history of social 

responsibility in design, as it encompassed the apparent pursuit of alternative 

design practices, a critique of design’s lack of political commitment and design 

for the benefit of society. While ‘need’ and ‘social responsibility’ were mediated 

at DfN through four categories: design for the handicapped, design for the 

	
48 Christopher Cornford, ‘Introduction’, in: Design for Need: The Social Contribution of 

Design, An Anthology of Papers Presented to the Symposium at the Royal College of 
Art, London, April 1976 p. 7. (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1976). From the invitation 

brochure to ‘Design for Need’: ‘There is a worldwide concern that, despite the material 
benefits arising from advanced technology and industry, there is a deterioration in the 

quality of life and failure of many essential needs. This is accompanied by an 
increasing awareness of a waste of resources and a despoliation of the environment.’ 
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environment, design for the Third World, and design for natural disaster, this 

thesis also seeks to highlight how, in the context of development studies, these 

imaginaries of ‘design for need’, as a representation of ‘tools’49 that had the 

potential to satisfy the ‘needs’ of the ‘developing’ world, remain as a vivid image 

of how development has been deployed in a Eurocentric manner. 

 

Nevertheless, while the concept of need and social responsibility is contentious, 

DfN facilitated the space for an encounter between different discourses at a time 

of crisis. The entanglement between the various institutions, their ‘international’ 

nature along with their individual approach to the concept of ‘need’, and the 

‘social’ contribution to design played key roles in the future development of the 

various interpretations of design for ‘need’ and ‘society’.50 This thesis thus 

situates the symposium as a touchstone from which to unpack a myriad of 

interpretations of ‘social responsibility’ and ‘need’, as they were used to set the 

foundations of a new, socially oriented design practice. As mentioned previously, 

the changing definitions of design from 1959 to the early 1970s by the 

professional awarding bodies, along with the general discontent among design 

students and practitioners, reveals designers’ constant attempt to shape their 

professional identity, aligned to contemporaneous socio-political, economic, and 

global debates.  

 

Almost thirty years ago, in 1993, Adam Richardson, in his article ‘The Death of 

the Designer’, claimed that industrial design was in crisis.51 Whether designers 

recognised this or not, Richardson claimed it was in ‘a crisis of identity, purpose, 

	
49 ‘Tools’ in this context takes its meaning from Ivan Illich, in Ivan D. Illich, Tools for 
Conviviality, (London: Calder and Boyars, 1973) 
50 See the ‘Design for Need’ exhibition, held at the Design Centre, London, in 1985 
(almost a decade after the Centre formed part of the organising committee of the RCA 

‘Design for Need’ Symposium in 1976) 
 
51 Adam Richardson, ‘The Death of the Designer’, Design Issues, 9:2 (Autumn, 1993), 

34-43.  
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responsibility, and meaning […]’ which called for a revaluation of its boundaries. 

But most importantly, he suggested that the ‘death of the designer’ had been 

upon us since the Italian Counter-Design movement of the 1960s and the writings 

of Victor Papanek.52 Acknowledging design’s constant crises, it is thus argued in 

this thesis that DfN in particular reflected a professional crisis which, as the 

following call for papers for the Symposium suggests, was mediated through the 

rhetoric used to call upon designers to shift towards a socially responsible 

practice:  
 In Great Britain there has existed since 1969 a Society for Social Responsibility 
in Science, the object of which – as its title implies – is to scrutinise critically the 
uses to which science and scientists are put in the contemporary world, and 
to propose both codes of conduct (should scientists refuse, for instance, to help 
governments devise ever more gruesomely destructive weaponry?) and also 
more social and environmentally benign uses for their knowledge and talents.  
Amongst designers (not to mention architects and planners) there has more 
recently declared itself a comparable examination of conscience […] the 
prime movers of this (now considerable) change of consciousness were 
such figures as EF Schumacher and Victor Papanek.53  

 

This call for participation, while attentive to Papanek’s well-documented influence 

within the remit of the historical study of social design, also recognises the 

professionalisation of social responsibility within other professions, such as the 

scientific community’s British Society for Social Responsibility in Science 

(BSSRS), which it attempts to mirror. Furthermore, as Lord Esher (Lionel Brett), 

Rector of the RCA at the time, would comment, in retrospect: ‘it was us trying to 

establish our social responsibility in the eyes of the world’.54 Taking a professional 

lens to the way the discourse of social responsibility in design was framed 

situates the adoption of ‘social responsibility’ as a mechanism of 

professionalisation, with the aim of gaining wider recognition. In this sense, the 

thesis argues that this shift in the discourse toward the adoption of social 

responsibility, while responding to the contemporary economic, political, and 

	
52 Ibid.  
53 ICSID Newsletter, Design Archives, University of Brighton 
54 Drawn from excerpts of an interview between Liz McQuiston and Lord Esher, 
presented in the RCA Journal 1976. Source RCA Archives 
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social context, was also used as a mechanism for professionalisation, the 

objective being to legitimise the role of design in society and its place within the 

more established professions, such as science, architecture and engineering. In 

so doing, the concept of social responsibility as an entangled entity was not 

adopted in isolation but was carried out in conjunction with other discourses that 

were simultaneously embedded within the concept of social responsibility, such 

as development, humanitarianism, and other forms of neo-colonialist narratives 

of responsibility, along with ideas that emerged from ‘cross-cultural’ interactions, 

which this thesis aims to untangle.  

 

Exploring the adoption of a discourse of social responsibility in design as a 

mechanism of professionalisation through the DfN Symposium raises further 

questions regarding its so-called ‘international’ character and ‘legacy’. While the 

DfN Symposium is considered a landmark in the development of socially 

responsible design practice and represents a space in which a myriad of views 

on social responsibility were encountered, drawing on the notion of transnational 

interconnectivity which evokes ideas about the world as formed by the multiplicity 

of entities sheds light on unrecognised contributions from people, ideas, 

technologies and institutions outside the professional circle established at the 

Symposium. While organisers commended the international character of the 

event and its innovative structure for its inclusivity, strategies that promoted 

cultural imperialism pervaded the Symposium. Thus, throughout this research, 

an extended network of people, ideas, technologies, and institutions that 

transcend this ‘established circle’ was also charted in order to show how they 

have contributed to contemporary discourses of social responsibility and need, in 

spite of remaining on the margins of a history of social responsibility and need in 

design. With this objective, while the thesis is located primarily within a Euro-

American context, Chapter Five introduces material within the context of Mexico, 

as the archival material revealed contributions to the development of social 

responsibility and need in design from this context, through ideas, people, and 

projects. Thus, the thesis also compares how on the one hand, socially 

responsible design emerged in a European or US context, where from a once 
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solely industrial outlook, the objectives of design shifted towards a socially 

responsible practice, in an attempt to align its discourse with other professions 

and global concerns. While on the other, in a Mexican context, social 

responsibility in design, took on a distinct meaning based on the local conditions 

that allowed for design to emerge in this country, while simultaneously navigating 

between the local and the global.  

 

However, while the thesis explores contributions to the adoption of a socially 

responsible discourse within design that transcends recognised histories of social 

design and their geographies, as seen in Chapter Four and Five, which show how 

design is mediated between the local and the global design through humanitarian 

discourses and in a Mexican design context; it is pertinent to point out issues of 

gender within this introduction. The reason being, that while the thesis highlights 

omissions of gender within the remit of socially responsible design discourses, it 

does so with the contention that, as set within the objectives of this research, by 

first mapping the discursive influences beyond a Euro-American perspective and 

well-established historical precedents for the establishment of social design, a 

next step would be to address issues of gender. Nonetheless, the thesis 

acknowledges that focus on gender is a crucial area within design historical 

research that remains to be explored in this context. Or as Judith Attfield notes, 

to focus on the ‘gender dynamics of the design process, is not just a change of 

emphasis but … a radical approach which remains to be developed’.55  

 

In this sense, a brief overview of some the key contributions to ‘feminist’ design 

perspectives are included within this introduction, to highlight the importance of 

furthering research that explores design beyond ‘object-centred study of the big-

	
55 Judy Attfield, ‘Reviewed Work(s): Women Designing: Redefining Design in Britain 

between the Wars by Jill Seddon and Suzette Worden’, Journal of Design History, Vol. 
8, No. 1 (1995), pp. 64-67  
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name designer biography’56, which include gender perspectives. In examining the 

discourse of ‘social responsibility’ and ‘need’, this research was informed by the 

evidence that stemmed from the documentation pertaining to a network of 

archives, involved in the organisation and participation of the Design for Need 

Symposium that took place in 1976. Such evidence highlights that the vast 

majority, if not all members of the organising committee of the DfN Symposium, 

were male.  Along with this, the selected primary and secondary literature 

examined, regarding how a discourse of ‘need’ and ‘social responsibility’ were 

adopted as part of the professional discourse of design, such as the course 

reader for the Man-made Futures design course, at the Open University, was 

composed by solely male authors.  

 

Nonetheless, while the case remains to enquire further and expand research into 

gender dynamics within design, the field of design history has attempted to 

address such issues since the early 1980s. In Clive Dilnot’s 1984 essay, the 

importance of a then, ‘emerging feminist analysis of design’ is highlighted.57 

Whilst, as Dilnot writes at the time, feminist design history was ‘at the centre of 

the relation of material culture, images and forms of representation to social 

relations and processes’58; Dilnot argues further that, while feminist design history 

was rejected by ‘purists’ on the grounds that it was ‘insufficiently concerned with 

design’, a feminist analysis was essential in that it dealt ‘intimately and concretely 

to the ways in which objects and images affect us’.59 Subsequently, the 1980s 

witnessed a rise in literature dedicated to both feminism and gender. As the first 

part of the publication ‘John Heskett’s Industrial Design: An Interview at 

Middlesex Polytechnic, 1981’, which explores the ‘problems in writing histories of 

	
56 Judy Attfield, ‘Reviewed Work(s): Women Designing: Redefining Design in Britain 

between the Wars by Jill Seddon and Suzette Worden’, Journal of Design History, Vol. 
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57 Clive Dilnot, ‘The State of Design History, Part I: Mapping the Field’, Design Issues, 

Vol. 1, No. 1 (Spring, 1984), pp. 4-23  
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design’ a brief overview of the significant work that emerged from the 1980s is 

offered. This includes titles such as: Lisa Tickner’s ‘Women and Trousers: Unisex 

Clothing and Sex-Role Changes in the Twentieth Century’60, who ‘helped to 

pioneer early feminist perspectives in design.’61 Or, Suzette Worden’s, ‘A Voice 

for Whose Choice?’62 in Design History Fad or Function, along with Judy Attfield’s 

‘FORM/female FOLLOWS FUNCTION/male: Feminist Critiques of Design.’63, 

Philippa Goodall’s ‘Design and Gender’ in BLOCK 964 and Cheryl Buckley’s 

seminal 1986 essay, ‘Made in Patriarchy: Towards a Feminist Analysis of Women 

and Design’, which examines the role traditional historiography has played in 

omitting feminist voices within design history.65  Furthermore, drawing from 

design of the 1990s, Javier Gimeno Martínez’s, ‘Women Only: Design Events 

Restricted to Female Designers during the 1990s’, analyses two design events 

restricted to female designers. In so doing, Gimeno Martínez argues that these 
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events represent a ‘” symptom” of a new sociality regarding the gender issue’,66 

since they were not organised by feminist-related organisations, which suggests 

a shifting dynamic within design to portray design as an inclusive activity.  

However, while such literature has paved the way for a broader understanding of 

women and design; as Teena Clerke argues, much of the literature on Design 

remains notable for addressing the ‘absence’ of women. 67 While Clerke’s work 

focuses on gender issues within design education, her work reveals how issues 

of gender are problematically addressed within design literature: as ‘binary 

oppositions’, ‘an us/them model of power’.68 In this sense, she defines how 

women are problematically represented in the following ways: ‘ abstracted 

through the category ‘women’69; as ‘notable exceptions’70; and as subversive 

outsiders.’71 Thus, the way in which contributions are framed as notable 

‘exceptions’, ‘narratives of absenting, abstracting and subverting’ presents, ‘a 

problematic relation to the institutional practices and discourse to which they are 

subject.’72 As such, to address issues of gender within this thesis, would have 
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necessitated substantially more than to solely identify and raise debates by 

women, their relationship to design and their contribution to the inclusion of a 

discourse of ‘social responsibility’ in design. Therefore, in order to avoid 

contributing to a feminist approach that renders women’s contribution as ‘unique’ 

or ‘subaltern’ voices, requires an in-depth feminist theoretical and methodological 

framework which was beyond the scope of this research project. Or, as Cheryl 

Buckley reflects in her recent essay, ‘Made in Patriarchy II Researching (or Re- 

Searching) Women and Design’, ‘looking back and forward, “Made in Patriarchy” 

[…] Feminist theory and history provided essential critical tools that helped to 

challenge some of the embedded assumptions about design and the designer.’73 

However, referencing feminist theorist, Sara Ahmed, Buckley contends that “in a 

world in which human is still defined as man, we have to fight for women and as 

women”74 to address the question of ‘women’s relationship to design’, the design 

profession must therefore open up to a myriad of understandings of design.75 In 

this sense, as this thesis highlights within its conclusion, there is a need on behalf 

of design practice and research to shift towards an acceptance of distinct modes 

of production, along with challenging the assumptions embedded in the 

epistemological underpinnings of the design profession, such as ‘social 

responsibility’ and ‘need’. In doing so, further omissions within design histories, 

such as the relationship between women and socially responsible design 

practices, can be addressed. Nonetheless, while Chapter Four, which focuses on 

how the discourse of social responsibility was negotiated between the 

humanitarian sector and design; and Chapter Five, on how the design profession 

emerged in Mexico, are shown to draw on contributions either made by women 

	
73 Cheryl Buckley, ‘Made in Patriarchy II Researching (or Re- Searching) Women and 

Design’, in Claudia Mareis and Nina Paim (eds.), Design Struggles: Intersecting 
Histories, Pedagogies, and Perspectives, PLURAL Valiz, Amsterdam, 2021.  

 
74 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, Duke University Press, 2017, pp. 15.  

 
75 Buckley, 2021.  
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or situate women as the subject of study76, questions of gender where not 

analysed further. The rationale for this was that, had issues of gender been 

explored within these chapters, their main objective, which was to expand the 

history of social responsibility in design, geographically and disciplinary, would 

have been lost.  Furthermore, as this study revealed omissions of gender within 

the socially responsible design debate, the decision to not expand the research 

toward this area, was made with the contention that to highlight the importance 

of researching the relationship between women and design required a focused 

study of the subject.  

 

Thus, by charting the history of a discourse of social responsibility in design, this 

thesis further aims to contribute to the understanding of the development of 

discursive practices that have led to the international rise of ‘social design’, 

‘design activism’ and ‘participatory design’ as a type of professional jargon used 

to describe a form of design that aims to rethink the designer’s role in society.  In 

doing this it has thus been necessary to respond to the following questions: How 

did the understanding of social responsibility in design evolve across time and 

space? Likewise, how did this understanding of social responsibility inform the 

designer’s professional identity? This then leads on to the question of whether 

the adoption of a discourse of social responsibility was part of the mechanism of 

the professionalisation of design, and if so, was a wider professional recognition 

to designers granted? Moreover, did this expand beyond design circles? Did the 

professional designer’s interpretation and dissemination of social responsibility, 

through processes of production, help to shape a wider understanding of need 

and social responsibility? What, then, are the flows and networks in which social 

responsibility in design has operated, and how can untangling the discursive 

practices that led to social responsibility in design support the future study of 

design practice and research? In responding to these questions, rather than 

	
76 For example, Chapter Four which addresses the notion of ‘basic’ needs in the 

context of development and disaster, could have been steered towards assessing the 
gender debates that emerged during the design process of Oxfam’s Sanitation project.  
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offering an in-depth investigation into the historical processes by which the 

professional identity of the designer and its practice has been discursively 

shaped, the purpose of this thesis is to trace and examine the development and 

acceptance of the discourse of social responsibility in design, along with ways in 

which it has been disseminated and adopted. 

 
 
ii) Thesis Structure  
In order to capture the transnational networks and flows within which a discourse 

of social responsibility in design has operated, the thesis is structured around 

historical moments that have shaped design’s professional objectives and 

practice through its discourse and materiality. Chapter One offers a review of the 

literature and establishes a theoretical and methodological framework, which 

locates the thesis within the boundaries of design and cultural studies, design 

history, material culture, sociology, design theory and geography. In defining 

where this thesis is situated within these academic fields, the chapter highlights 

the specific ways in which the thesis contributes to the field of design, as well as 

its boundaries.  

 

Chapter Two is underpinned by institutional theory, in which the notion of 

legitimacy is achieved through ‘institutions’ as systems of authority, and how 

understandings of society are normalised through institutional discourses, 

examining the build-up to the ‘social turn’ in the design profession. It focuses on 

a wider socio-political context which positions the discourse of social 

responsibility in design within humanitarianism. In so doing, it unpacks the ways 

in which colonialist narratives that are embedded in a discourse of 

humanitarianism are intrinsically reproduced through socially responsible design 

discourse and practice. Moreover, the chapter explores how social responsibility 

was institutionalised within other disciplines such as science through the British 

Society for Social Responsibility, as design attempted to mirror these 

mechanisms of professionalisation, along with a close examination of the 

foundation of the Man-Made Futures course at the Open University, as an attempt 

to establish the socialisation of design within a university setting.  
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Chapter Three explores the conceptualisation and organisation of the Design for 

Need Symposium at the Royal College of Art in 1976. The event represented the 

culmination of various discourses around the concept of ‘need’ and ‘social 

responsibility’. While the major claim of the Symposium was its international 

character, the chapter focuses on the formulation of these concepts that was 

primarily dominated by Western precepts. Assessing the discursive influences 

that helped shape social responsibility and need in design not only reveals how 

a new design practice was shaped, but also how design relied on the discursive 

resources of the more established professions. This is turn suggests that the shift 

towards the social in design was also about professional legitimisation. Moreover, 

the chapter shows how, through debates regarding the concepts of need and 

social responsibility, the imaginary social construction of Otherness was 

mediated within design, which also exposes the failure to tackle issues of cultural 

domination associated with the design profession.  

 

The fourth chapter examines the materiality of the discourse of social 

responsibility and need in more detail, by selecting Oxfam’s Emergency Shelter 

exhibited at the 1976 Design for Need Symposium. Investigating the Oxfam 

archives not only highlighted how the design briefs for emergency shelters were 

framed, along with the designer’s social constructs; the chapter also sheds light 

on how Oxfam, with its institutional discourse, shaped the professional ambitions 

of the designer towards a socially engaged practice during the 1970s. This is 

further highlighted through the establishment of ICSID’s Working Group 5, 

Disaster.  

 

With the aim of offering a transnational perspective, Chapter Five explores ‘Other’ 

visions of design, through the work of Ivan Illich’s Tools for Conviviality, as a form 

of resistance to neo-colonialism. Based on local observations, and local specific 

solutions to the growing concerns of a technology-dominated society, along with 

international solutions to the needs of the world, the chapter shows how the 

‘alternative’ solutions generated were part of a broader web of ‘alternative’ 
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solutions to the ills of the world. Likewise, the chapter reveals a wider network of 

actors that helped shape the contemporary understanding of the concepts of 

‘need’ and ‘social responsibility’, which have so far been neglected in histories of 

socially responsible design. 

 

Acknowledging that exhibitions are a medium for cultural representation, the sixth 

and final chapter examines the interplay between the ‘socially responsible’ design 

object, its cultural significance and the pursuit of a shared narrative between 

visitors and the institution in which the exhibition takes place. This is approached 

through the analysis of three socially responsible design exhibitions. The chapter 

situates the organising institutions as entities that shape the cultural meaning 

granted to the objects on display. Based on the premise that exhibitions 

document social relationships while the spaces in which they take place act as 

sites where different ideologies and cultural practices meet, examining the 

exhibition in this context enables the thesis to critically appraise the multiplicity of 

social values and attitudes that were embedded in such exhibitions.  

 

Thus, this thesis contributes to the history of social responsibility in design by 

considering ‘social responsibility’ as a concept that continuously shifts through 

space and time, which is revealed through these six chapters. Underpinned by a 

methodological framework that conforms with discourse analysis, conceptual 

history as a branch of historical and cultural studies that focuses on the historical 

semantics of terms in the context of entangled, transnational and connected 

histories, the thesis argues that concepts such as ‘social responsibility’ and ‘need’ 

act as value systems and can thus be viewed as socially interrelated elements 

that feed off society while simultaneously shaping it.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

A Review of the Literature, Methodological and Theoretical 

Perspectives  

 
Discourse as the object of historical enquiry is an evolving debate in the 

contemporary study of design. Similarly, this discussion has a long trajectory as 

designers have attempted to align their professional practice to emulate the 

language, practice, and codes of conduct of the more established professions 

such as engineering, science and architecture. An extensive body of literature 

was consulted for this research project, spanning the fields of design history, 

theory, and studies, as well as cultural studies, cultural geography, sociology and 

museum and exhibition studies. This literature review addresses the following 

themes, all of which fall within and across these disciplines: how discourse has 

been approached within design studies, along with the ‘global turn’ in design that 

advocates for the study and practice of design beyond a universalist approach, 

which is simultaneously situated within a transnational, entangled and connected 

historical perspective. Moreover, this literature review explores the relationship 

between discourse, identity and professionalisation, as well as the 

professionalisation of design, and the considerations and limitations of 

undertaking archival research. The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview 

of the theoretical and methodological framework in which this thesis is situated, 

and to act as a reference for key themes, issues and concepts that are developed 

throughout.    

 
i) Discourse in Design Studies:  Historical Perspectives  

Discourse as the object of historical study has gained widespread interest within 

design studies and history in recent years.  Design historian Kjetil Fallan, in 

Design History: Understanding Theory and Methods (2012), states that design 

history forms an epistemological lens which sheds light on the relationship 

between design discourse, ideology and practice, revealing areas previously 
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neglected by historical scholarship. 77 In other words, the assessment of the 

epistemological underpinnings of design, and subsequently evolving 

interpretations through time, help to pinpoint the range of sources that constitute 

the knowledge of the field. In the context of this thesis, this is then used to map 

out the production of narratives of social design, which ultimately offer an insight 

into how ideas around a specific topic are generated, articulated and 

subsequently included within the mainstream design discourse. By presenting 

‘isms’ as cultural modes that shift in turn in accordance with the episteme, Fallan’s 

work raises issues around the unexplored history of the design discourse.78 While 

Fallan’s book is not a methodological toolbox, it offers a springboard from which 

to develop further theoretical and methodological frameworks for the writing of 

history: in this particular case, for historically assessing the wider worldview on 

the discourse of socially oriented design. Thus, the intention here is to develop a 

methodology that operates to untangle the myriad discourses and layers of 

interpretation that are enacted in the production of the ‘socially responsible’ 

designed object.     

 

Before attention was drawn to design’s epistemological foundation within 

historical studies of design, the need for histories of design originally developed 

from a professional awareness, as a sub-branch of the cultural-historical critique 

of the role of design within industrial culture in the late 1970s. Design critic Clive 

Dilnot noted in his seminal 1984 work ‘The State of Design History, Part I: 

Mapping the Field’, and ‘Part II: Problems and Possibilities’ that its emergence 

was facilitated by the growing maturation of the design professions, which were 

reflected through self-awareness. This in turn, heightened the need for a clear 

understanding and delimitation of design’s professional activities, as well as a 

	
77 Kjetil Fallan, ‘Isms and the Essential Tension of Ideology and Practice’, in: Design 
History: Understanding Theory and Method (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2010) 

pp.112-118 
78 Ibid. 
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public understanding of the role it played in society.79 In this sense, the 

methodological, political, social, and theoretical stance of historical work in design 

was, according to Dilnot, underpinned by questions of formation – ways in which 

design was organised as a profession or activity, how it operated, and was 

formed; and how it was perceived by society. It was in this context that histories 

of design shifted towards ‘problems of the design organisation, technology, and 

the relation of design to society and to the economy’, as opposed to celebrating 

individual histories, and aesthetic forms.80   

 

This ‘new’ design history was epitomised in the publication BLOCK (1979-1989), 

a journal ‘devoted to the theory, analysis and criticism of art, design and the mass 

media’. BLOCK sought to address ‘the problems of the social, economic and 

ideological dimensions of the arts in societies, past and present.’81 Likewise, in 

the later half of the 1980s, Hazel Conway’s Design History: A Students’ 

Handbook, published in 1987 and John A. Walker’s 1989 Design History and the 

History of Design marked a significant shift in the theoretical and methodological 

approach to the practice of design history, along with its objects of study. This 

enabled the study of design to shift from topics such as consumer goods, 

transport, domestic design and celebrations of the ingenuity of individual 

designers towards the political and moral implication of what designers do. This 

period (the 1990s), as stated by Walker, was intrinsically enmeshed with social 

relations through its model of production, distribution and consumption.82   

 

	
79 Clive Dilnot, ‘The State of Design History, Part I: Mapping the Field’, Design Issues, 
1:1 (Spring, 1984), 4-23.  
80 Ibid. 
81 John Bird, Barry Curtis, Frances Hannah, Lisa Tickner, John A. Walker and Tim 

Putnam, eds. BLOCK, 1 (London: Middlesex Polytechnic, 1979). 
82 Bruno Giberti, Review of John A. Walker, Design History and the History of Design 

and Peter Dormer the Meanings of Modern Design, Design Book Review, 22 (January 
1, 1991), 53-57. 
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Within this model, drawing on interdisciplinary methods and scholarship, the 

design historian was invited to address issues that touched on the boundaries of 

national histories, anthropology, social history, and semiotics, to name but a few. 

In this regard, Walker’s text significantly positioned design history beyond the 

framework of the designer and the designed artefact as the sole subject of 

historical enquiry. This in turn prompted the adoption of a more deeply involved 

economic, social and cultural approach to the history of design, in terms of theory 

and methods. Notwithstanding the existence of such methods, and regardless of 

the integration the field of design with its socio-political context, the focus 

remained on the mediation between these and the designed object in its mode of 

production, consumption or distribution.83 This gap in design history/studies, and 

where this thesis is located, calls for a deeper understanding of design’s 

ideological underpinning through the formation of the discourse engaged in by 

designers to promote their professional activities.  

 

While studies of the ideological underpinning of the design discourse are limited, 

attempts to locate the shifts and impact of discourse upon the field of design have 

previously been undertaken. Design historian Lisa S. Banu explores the language 

used for social development projects in Bangladesh from a historical perspective, 

since the 1970s disaster and famine relief. By assessing the work of Victor 

Papanek, Gui Bonsiepe and Victor Margolin, Banu heightens the tensions that 

arise from the use of ‘conflicting definitions’ of design in a global context.84 She 

concludes that as a consequence of defining design within ‘Western’ standards, 

the design discourse in developing countries is characterised by ‘local needs and 

global ambition’ as a ‘proxy political discourse’.85 Design historian Victor Margolin 

analyses the impact that the expansion of the definition of development had on 

the development paradigm in the 1980s. Margolin’s essay ‘Design for 

	
83 John, A. Walker, Design History and the History of Design (London: Pluto Press, 

1989).  
84 Lisa, S. Banu, ‘Defining the Design Deficit in Bangladesh’, Journal of Design History, 

22:4 (2009), 309-323.  
85 Ibid.  
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Development: Towards a History’ exposes how the concept of development 

shifted ‘to include its ability to create human well being and not just economic 

infrastructure’.86 Margolin suggests that as a response to the Brundtland report, 

Our Common Future, the global understanding of ‘development’, with regard to 

the ‘needs of the world’s poor’, shifted from the construction of large-scale 

industrial projects to ameliorating poverty’ through a new discourse of 

‘sustainable development’.87  

 

These studies show how the meaning and understanding of design concepts are 

regulated by their wider political, cultural and economic context. Moreover, that 

they shift in alignment to other discourses circulating at the time, which in turn 

reveals how discourses are interconnected entities. In the context of this thesis, 

the ‘conflicting definitions’ of social responsibility arise in the process of 

discursively constructing moral imaginaries and understanding of the ‘Other’. 

Discourse, in this context, is thus acknowledged as a reflection of societal 

knowledge that determines ‘how individual and collective thoughts about the 

world are formulated’,88 as well as practices that systematically construct the 

object of which they speak. An object of discourse can be either material or 

immaterial. Moreover, discourses are regarded as ‘reflexive categories, principles 

of classification, normative roles, institutionalised types.’89 They are also treated 

	
86 Victor Margolin, ‘Design for Development: Towards a History,’ Design Studies, 28 

(2007), 111-115. Presented at the Design Research Society ‘Wonder Ground’ 
Conference in Lisbon, Portugal, November 2006.  
87 Ibid.  
88 Hilal Buğalı and Sue Fairburn, ‘The Discourse of Design for Social Innovation’, 

Proceedings of ISIRC 2016 - Social Innovation in the 21st Century: Beyond Welfare 
Capitalism? (2016) 
89 Kevin DeLuca, ‘Articulation Theory: A Discursive Grounding for Rhetorical 
Practice’, Philosophy & Rhetoric 32: 4 (1999), 334-48. 
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as ‘entangled events’, or as a ‘node within a network’, 90 that emerge in a specific 

space and can be continuously transformed.  

 

In this regard, Michel Foucault argues for an emphasis on the phenomenon of 

rupture, or discontinuity.91 Moving away from unities such as ‘periods’ or 

‘centuries’, a focus on ruptures/discontinuities redirects historical analysis away 

from the search for ‘silent beginnings and never-ending tracing back to the 

original precursors, instead focusing towards a search for a new type of rationality 

and its various effects’.92 Under these conditions, ruptures offer an insight into 

the wider context that helped shift the accepted narrative and, as a consequence, 

our understanding of the world. By focusing on fractures in time, one can 

distinguish potential levels of analysis, methods, and periodisation. 

Discontinuities also support the discovery of the boundaries of an oscillation. As 

such, a discontinuity is both a method and object of research, as ‘it separates 

different domains, while [simultaneously], they [ruptures] can only be established 

by comparing such domains.’93 In this sense, the period of the late 1960s to the 

1970s acts as a rupture in the continuity of a dominant narrative of functionalism 

in design. By investigating the adoption of social responsibility in design, as a 

discursive rupture, the thesis focuses on the appraisal of the discursive 

mechanisms of professionalisation used in design to legitimise its practice. 

 

Likewise, by exploring design ‘objects’ (whether material or immaterial) as a unity 

of discourse, focus is placed on the interplay of rules that enabled the objects to 

exist during a specific period. Their formation is made possible by a group of 

relations established between authorities of emergence, delimitation and 

specification. In this sense objects are defined, in the case of the approach of 

	
90 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge [1969] Trans. A.M. Sheridan Smith 

(London: Routledge Classics, 2002), p. 25. 
91 Ibid.  
92 Georges Canguilhem, ‘History of Concepts’, cited in Foucault, The Archaeology of 

Knowledge, p.54. 
93 Foucault, 2002, p. 10. 
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social responsibility in design, by professional codes of conduct, practice, and 

institutional norms.94 In line with the study of Oxfam’s Emergency Shelter 

exhibited at the DfN Symposium as an object of discourse, this study aims to 

show how the shelter, as a product of discourse, was defined by the international 

norms of humanitarian aid; and in the context of design, by social responsibility 

as a professional code of conduct.  

 

Adopting a discursive view based on the openness of the social and the 

impossibility of fixing definitive meanings suggests that concepts such as need 

and social responsibility change in meaning as they flow within transnational 

networks. Moreover, discourse, considered as an entity within a social structure, 

constitutes and organises social relations, which are the result of articulatory 

practices.95 Through such practices, meaning is also partially fixed. Moreover, 

‘though elements pre-exist articulation as floating signifiers, the act of linking in a 

particular discourse modifies their character such that they can be understood as 

being spoken anew’.96 For the analysis of discourse, it is thus imperative to 

consider the exact specificity of its occurrence, to ‘determine its conditions of 

existence, establish correlations with the statement that may be connected with 

[…] and show other forms of statements it excludes’.97 Furthermore, as DeLuca 

argues, it is important to keep in mind that by adopting a discursive approach, we 

do not discover meaning, but rather reveal how meaning is constructed through 

rhetorical practices.98  

 

However, while Foucault’s approach to discourse suggests that ruptures enable 

a re-articulation or shift in discourse, it is also pertinent to take into account Laclau 

	
94 Ibid., pp. 36-49 
95 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a 
Radical Democratic Politics (London: Verso, 1985), p. 95. 
96 Kevin DeLuca, ‘Articulation Theory: A Discursive Grounding for Rhetorical 
Practice’, Philosophy & Rhetoric 32: 4 (1999), 334-48. 
97 Ibid., p. 31 
98 Ibid. 
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and Mouffe’s notion of antagonisms as facilitators in the ‘investigation, 

disarticulation, and rearticulating of a hegemonic discourse’.99 Antagonisms in 

this sense delimit discourse; they occur at the intersection of discourse and 

context (‘surrounding life world’), and show the fluidity of discourse (‘not 

permanently closed or sutured totality’).100 According to DeLuca, antagonisms 

are recognised as differences, socially constructed as a result of the practice of 

articulation. In order to disarticulate hegemonic discourse, a linkage between the 

different antagonisms that give rise to the various struggles must occur.101 This 

is to recognise a common struggle against the prevailing discourse while 

simultaneously engaging with local struggles. By doing so, through rhetorical 

practices, the construction of new meaning can be enabled, in ways that lead to 

the creation of networks that challenge the current discourses. Taking into 

account the shift away from attempting to pinpoint ‘beginnings’, in the context of 

the 1970s the discourse of social responsibility in design as a rupture to the 

dominating narrative of functionalism is approached not as the inception of social 

responsibility in design, but rather to distinguish the different roles in which the 

concept of social responsibility was used during this period. This offers the 

possibility of locating the positioning of such discourse within the wider political 

discourse, and thus the role design plays in society. Moreover, the consideration 

of discourse as an entity within a social structure which constitutes and organises 

social relations suggests that in order to undertake a discursive analysis such 

relations and social structures must also be investigated. This in turn proposes 

an entangled, connected and transnational approach for the purpose of 

unpacking discursive histories.  

 

ii) The ‘Global Turn’, Beyond a ‘Universalist’ View in Design: Transnational, 
Entangled and Connected Histories  

	
99 Laclau and Mouffe. 1985. p.95. 
100 Laclau and Mouffe. 1985. 
101 Ibid. 
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As the geographical spread of the concept of social design is affected by local 

norms such as culture and governmental policy, studies into the discourse of 

design are intrinsically linked to debates regarding the lack of histories outside 

those of the ‘limited number of countries in the industrialised world’ which have 

been at the forefront of design history for the past two decades.102 In 2006, under 

the title ‘Local, National and Global: Redrawing the Design Historical Map’, 

design historian Jonathan Woodham published a brief survey of the initiatives 

that the design history community had undertaken to address the limited 

geographical spread of design histories. In this survey, Woodham pointed out the 

rise in conferences that sought to expand the territories of the ‘world map 

generally delineated in histories of design’. Moreover, as Woodham stressed, for 

design history, preoccupied with defining and redefining itself, it was imperative 

to expand its geographical histories in order to avoid becoming another form of 

global cultural imperialism.103 Therefore, within the aims and objectives of this 

research, the study focuses on expanding the geographical map of social design 

histories by exploring the extended network of the DfN Symposium.  

 

Likewise, in ‘The Current State of Design History’, design studies researchers 

Hazel Clarke and David Brody reflected on how design history was practised in 

2009. Drawing on Clive Dilnot’s two-part essay from 1984, Clarke and Brody 

recognised that from the socio-historical imperative, positioned at the centre of 

understanding design activity that took place during the 1980s, design history had 

become more interdisciplinary, and geographically oriented beyond ‘Euro-

American concerns’.104 Following in this path, Global Design History105 explores 

	
102 Jonathan M. Woodham, ‘Local, National and Global: Redrawing the Design 

Historical Map’, Journal of Design History, 18: 3 (2005), 257-267.  
103 Ibid.  
104 Hazel Clarke and David Brody, ‘The Current State of Design History’, Journal of 

Design History, 22: 4 (2009), 303-308.  
105 See: Glen Adamson, Giorgio Riello, and Sarah Teasley, eds. (2011). Global Design 
History (London: Routledge, 2011), pp.1-10 
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the concept of globalism in design, with the aim of extending its histories beyond 

a Euro-American context.  

 

While research within this new genre has served as a platform for work such as 

design historian Lisa S. Banu’s ‘Defining the Design Deficit in Bangladesh’ to 

explore and raise concerns regarding the practice of defining, and thus writing, 

histories of design solely with reference to Western standards.106 Much remains 

to be done in the field in order to expand the geographical space in which design 

history operates. It is thus within this context that the thesis locates its aims and 

objectives: to unpack these entangled discourses through a methodological 

framework of connections and comparisons in order to contribute to the historical 

study of design’s epistemological formation, which is simultaneously set within 

transnational and post-colonial debates.  

 

By recognising that ‘the global has become commonplace’, Global Design History 

opens up a dialogue between design historians, practitioners and scholars in 

related fields of research by assessing how the awareness of the ‘global’ may 

contribute to the history of design, and to its practice.107 The thesis thus locates 

a transnational dialogue of social responsibility at the 1976 Design for Need 

Symposium. Through the mapping of the international network enacted at DfN, 

the construction of the concept of social responsibility in design is assessed as it 

is negotiated with other international understandings, positing the concept of 

‘social design’ as bound to national and transnational discourses which are 

deeply intertwined with a global agenda.  

 

Taking the definition of discourse as a reflection of societal knowledge that 

‘determines how individual and collective thoughts about the world are 

	
106 Lisa S. Banu, ‘Defining the Design Deficit in Bangladesh’, Journal of Design History, 

22: 4 (2009), 309-323.  
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	 52	

formulated’,108 investigating their formation requires a review of entangled and 

connected histories which are simultaneously positioned within a ‘relational’ 

approach to historical investigation. Over the past twenty years, ideas about the 

conditions and ways in which socio-historical knowledge is produced have 

undergone significant changes. In ‘Beyond Comparison: Histoire Croisée and the 

Challenge of Reflexivity’, Michael Werner and Bénédicte Zimmermann 

reconsider the interactions between different societies and cultures (social and 

cultural productions) through entangled histories. Entangled histories, in this 

context, refer to the ‘empirical intercrossings consubstantial with the object of 

study’, along with the operations by which researchers cross ‘scales, categories 

and viewpoints.’109 Werner and Zimmerman further argue that, as a result of the 

collapse of colonialism, the previously dominant position of the ‘Western’ 

production of knowledge has been ‘weakened’. Moreover, with the ‘culturalist 

turn’ that emphasises specificity, ‘the local’ redefines our understanding of the 

‘differentiated functioning of societies and cultures’, while at the same time 

recognising the fragmentation of knowledge.110  

 

Entangled histories are thus a useful methodology for examining societies in 

contact with one another, where the objects and practices are not only 

interrelated, but reciprocally modified by one another as a result of their 

interaction.111 In this context the transnational scale provides a good illustration 

of the multiplicity of ‘settings, logics, and interactions to which the objects of 

analysis relate’. These reveal a ‘network of dynamic interrelations whose 

components are in part defined through the links they maintain among 

	
108 (Rose 2012, Willig 2013) in Hilal Buğalı and Sue Fairburn, ‘The Discourse of Design 
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themselves and the articulations structuring their positions’.112 Intercrossing or 

entangled histories is thus an aspect of both the object of study and the 

methodology.  

 

On the other hand, connected histories focus on the ‘circulations, exchanges and 

interactions’ that link places together. The term ‘connected history’ derives largely 

from the work of Sanjay Subrahmanyan.113 Attempting to locate Asia within a 

global early modern period, Subrahmanyan’s analysis is based on the 

interconnectivity of the movement of people, goods, technologies, institutions and 

beliefs. The author thus suggests it is the researcher’s role to reveal the ‘fragile 

threads that [connect] the globe’. 114 A connected historical approach, within the 

remit of the global and transnational, which also focuses on the flows, ‘interaction 

and circulation of ideas, people, institutions or technologies’,115 calls for increased 

attention to connections, mobility and networks as the subject of this study.  

 

Rather than separate different areas of the world, the connected histories 

approach proposes the study of the connected yet distinct nature of each region. 

The focus is thus placed on the cultural implications of ‘cross-cultural’ 

connections, while acknowledging a ‘re-spacing’ and ‘re-defining’ of the world. 

This, in turn, avoids Eurocentric perspectives and points instead to ‘transnational 

	
112 Ibid.  
113 S.J. Potter and J. Saha, ‘Global History, Imperial History and Connected Histories of 

Empire’, Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History, 16: 1 (2015).  
114 Sanjay Subrahmanyam, ‘Connected Histories: Notes towards a Reconfiguration of 
Early Modern Eurasia’, Modern Asian Studies, 31:3 (Jul 1997), Special Issue: The 

Eurasian Context of the Early Modern History of Mainland South East Asia, 1400-1800, 
735-762. 
115 Bernhard Struck, Kate Ferris and Jacques Revel, ‘Introduction: Space and scale in  

Transnational history’, International History Review 33 (2011), 573-584.  
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linkages’ as a constituent element in the formation of discourse.116 As such, when 

studying the formation of the discourse of social responsibility in design, instead 

of focusing on the notion of ‘national’ borders to explain the way in which such 

discourse was formed in Europe and the United States, it is contrasted with the 

way it was formed in a Latin American space (Mexico); such ‘space’ is 

considered, as social geographer Doreen Massey suggests, as a global entity 

that is the ‘product of interrelations […] constituted from interactions’. Moreover, 

it is also considered as the ‘sphere of the possibility of the existence of multiplicity’ 

and as something ‘always under construction’.117 

 

The result of the flows and networks enacted by the interrelation of people, ideas, 

institutions, and technologies is the formation of ‘fluid’ and ‘shifting’ identities. In 

the context of discourse, understood as the reflection of societal knowledge that 

‘determines how individual and collective thoughts about the world are 

formulated’,118 as ‘entangled events’, and ‘node[s] within a network’119, also bring 

into play Homi Bhabha’s concept of ‘hybridity’. In The Location of Culture Bhabha 

contests the notion of nation-state ‘borderlines’ as defining agents of identity;120 

taken into the context of discourse, social responsibility can thus be understood 

as the amalgamation of a myriad of ideals that originated from local and 

transnational interactions between people, groups, institutions and ideas around 

the world. Social responsibility as a defining concept of our culture and society 

thus requires exploration beyond ‘narratives of originary and initial subjectivities’, 

focusing instead ‘on [the] moments or processes that are produced in the 

	
116 Christian De Vito and Alex Lichtenstein, ‘Writing a Global History of Convict Labour’, 

International Review of Social History, 58: 2 (August 2013), 285-325. 
117 Doreen Massey, For Space (London: SAGE Publications, 2005), p.9 
118 (Rose 2012, Willig 2013) in Hilal Buğalı and Sue Fairburn, ‘The Discourse of Design 
for Social Innovation’, Proceedings of ISIRC 2016 - Social Innovation in the 21st 

Century: Beyond Welfare Capitalism? (2016) 
119 Foucault, 2002, p. 25. 
120 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture [1994] (London: Routledge Classics, 
2004). 
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articulation of cultural differences’121 when discussing social responsibility in 

design. That is, new understandings of social responsibility that are negotiated, 

in the case of this thesis, through failed attempts on behalf of socially responsible 

design practices from what appears to be practices from a top-down, North-South 

approach. These ‘in-between’ spaces, as Bhaba proposes, provide the ‘terrain 

for elaborating strategies of selfhood – singular or communal – that initiate new 

signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in the act 

of defining the idea of society itself’.122  

 

Within global design studies, Karen Friss argues that focusing on the ‘uniformly 

dystopian character of the imperialist model of globalization’ forecloses the 

possibility of realising a more complex, multivalent understanding of our 

contemporary condition, ‘one that takes into account hybrid forms of cultural 

expression that are not necessarily global or local, indigenous or imported, 

“Western or non-Western”’.123 In this context, Arjun Appadurai further suggests 

that the expansion of the global has facilitated the ‘flow’ of culture ‘from different 

centers, in different directions, and often with no clear center or periphery’.124 In 

Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization, Appadurai explores 

these complex ‘global cultural flows’ through what he terms ‘ethnoscapes, 

mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes and ideoscapes’, which are aimed 

at replacing the current center-periphery model.125 Thus, shifting from a binary 

model and a centre-periphery, top-down approach by taking into account the 

notion of the global, hybrid cultural forms that emerge from the flows and 

networks of global interactions, it is argued that the discourse of social 

	
121 Ibid.  
122 Ibid.  
123 Karen Fiss, ‘Design in a Global Context: Envisioning Postcolonial and Transnational 

Possibilities’, Design Issues, 25:3 (Summer 2009)  
124 Arjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization 
(Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1996). p. 37  
125 Arjun Appadurai, 1996. 
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responsibility in design emerges in these ‘in-between spaces’, negotiated by 

transnational cultural and professional norms. However, while this section on 

global, transnational and connected historical perspectives has highlighted a shift 

from a binary model of ‘top-down’, ‘Western or non-Western’, ‘North-South’ 

framework towards the notion of ‘fluid’ or ‘hybrid’ cultural spaces; such concepts, 

which are underpinned by postcolonial theories remain intrinsically embedded 

within discourses of development, humanitarianism and aid, and as such, to 

‘social responsibility’ and ‘need’, that this thesis sets out to examine. As such, 

while postcolonial literature does not form the basis of the theoretical 

underpinning of this thesis, it was however, informed by postcolonial authors such 

as Edward Said, Arturo Escobar, Ivan Illich, Homi Bhabha, and Arjun Appadurai, 

the work of which has been used to frame the understanding of concepts such 

as ‘subaltern’, the ‘Other’, ‘top-down’, ‘development’ and ‘underdevelopment’, 

used throughout this document. Therefore, the following section aims to offer a 

brief outline of the main ideas pertaining to these authors, in order convey the 

postcolonial perspective employed throughout this research.  
 

iii) Postcolonial Perspectives  

 

Edward Said’s Orientalism was fundamental to understanding how the notion of 

the ‘Other’ is conceived. In this work, Said highlights how the construction of the 

‘Other’, in this case, the processes by which the Orient was conceived, is done 

so through the act of discursively creating differences and distance between the 

representation of the self, and the construction of the other. Or in Said’s words, 

Orientalism is an attempt to show how ‘European culture gained in strength and 

identity by setting itself off against the Orient as a sort of surrogate and even 

underground self.’126 Drawing from Foucault’s notion of discourse, particularly 

The Archaeology of Knowledge and Discipline and Punish, Said reveals how the 

notion of Orientalism cannot be understood without examining its discourse.127 

Said argues that Orientalism derives discursively as a ‘systematic discipline by 

	
126 Edward Said, Orientalism, Penguin Classics (2003) (1st edn, 1978).  
127 Ibid.  
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which European culture was able to manage-and even produce- the Orient 

politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientifically and imaginatively 

during the post Enlightenment period.’128 Where , in order to construct the self, 

we must establish ‘opposites’ and ‘others’, which ultimately, forms the basis of 

the fabrication of identity.129 The theoretical work of Said, along with how his work 

has informed areas within human geography, in particular for the purpose of this 

thesis, Derek Gregory’s notion of geographical imaginaries underpins the 

analysis undertaken in Chapter Four. In which, through the examination of the 

relationship between the humanitarian sector and design, underpinned by a 

discourse of social responsibility, exposes the rendering of geographic 

imaginaries and the construction of the ‘Other’ as embedded within the design 

process. Derek Gregory shows how Said uses the concept of ‘imaginative 

geographies’ to highlight the many ‘triangulations of power, knowledge and 

geography’. In this sense, Gregory argues that Orientalism is underpinned by an 

intrinsic spatial sensibility, where to represent a culture, is to also define it and 

represent it spatially or geographically.130 This is shown in Chapter Four through 

how the conceptions of disaster and distant suffering were geographically and 

culturally conceptualised and represented through Oxfam’s Emergency House.  

 

Moreover, in highlighting discourses and practices of social responsibility within 

design, the concept of ‘top-down’ is used throughout this text to address the 

power relations embedded within design and humanitarian solutions to ‘global’ 

issues such as inequality, environmental and human-made disasters. The 

definition used for the concept of ‘top-down’ for this thesis, draws from the work 

of contemporary writer, friend and member of Illich’s CIDOC network, Gustavo 

Esteva.  Particularly Grassroots Post-Modernism: Remaking the Soil of Cultures, 

highlights how Esteva along with Madhu Suri Prakash, critique the constructs of 

development as a route towards modernity. In so doing, they challenge the very 

	
128 Ibid.  
129 Ibid.  
130 Derek Gregory, ‘Imaginative Geographies’, Progress in Human Geography, 19, 4 
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notion of the ‘Global Project’, along with its concepts and promises of modernity 

that ignore locality and other ways of living; the universality of human rights, which 

equally erases any form of a pluriverse, as agency is taken away from individuals 

to ‘defend their own ways of life and self-governance’, and the ‘individual self’.131 

As such, Esteva and Prakash attempt to imagine a world beyond the framing of 

the post-World War II ‘development era’. In turn, they ‘celebrate’ social 

movements that originate at the ‘grassroots’; ‘emerge from the stuff of daily life’s 

innovations’, and thus, pave the way for the ‘birth’ of new societies and radical 

transformations that are removed from the development era framework.132 In this 

sense, within the aims and objectives of this thesis, Grassroots Post-Modernism: 

Remaking the Soil of Cultures is used as a lens that challenges the ‘top-down’ 

approach embedded within humanitarianism’s ‘socially responsible’ discourse. In 

doing so, the thesis concurs with Esteva and Prakash’s aim of identifying 

‘culturally diverse initiatives and struggles that emerge from within diverse social 

and political spaces’133 in order to move beyond the universal discourses of 

humanitarian aid, development agenda, social responsibility and need, as 

examined in Chapter Five.  

 

In a similar vein, Arturo Escobar’s work on development and the construction of 

the ‘Third World’ as part of the development agenda underpins the thesis’ 

understanding of how ‘universal’ social constructs are formed discursively. In 

Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third 

World (1995), Escobar examines how the ‘Third World’ was conceived within our 

imaginaries, as part of the ‘dream of development’. Both of which he argues, 

‘have been an integral part of the socioeconomic, cultural, and political life of the 

post–World War II period.’134 Thus, the thesis is positioned within Escobar’s 

	
131 Gustavo Esteva and Madhu Suri Prakash, Grassroots Post-Modernism: Remaking 
the Soil of Cultures, Zed Books Ltd (1998).  
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134 Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third 
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reimagining of society towards the notion of a ‘pluriverse’ in which, quoting the 

Zapatistas (National Liberation Zapatist Front, Mexico), he argues for a ‘world 

where many worlds exist’ and foster alternatives to the universalist approach 

adopted as part of the post- World War II development era.135 In doing so, 

Escobar, like Esteva and Prakash, shed light on the increasing opposition to the 

development model being undertaken by social movements and voices of 

‘popular groups in the Third World’ that are ‘calling for an end to development’136, 

from which this thesis draws a postcolonial lens.   

 

Further literature on international development from which this thesis draws and 

which has influenced Esteva, Prakash, and Escobar, along with the 1970s shift 

towards ‘alternative’ modes of living as seen within the humanitarian sector, is 

the work of Austrian philosopher, Ivan Illich. Drawing both from primary and 

secondary sources, the thesis draws from Illich’s critique of the professions and 

the concept of ‘need’, as they emerge from the notion of development, progress 

and modernity, which he argues, are inherently entwined with economic 

discourses. Moreover, Illich’s concept of ‘conviviality’ is approached as a lens 

from which to explore alternatives to society’s status quo and shift towards the 

possibility of conceiving new ways of living that are not solely dependent on the 

advancement of technology and its effects.137 As such, Illich is fundamental to 

the understanding of how the concept of ‘need’ is the product of an economic 

discourse, which is examined in Chapter Three, Four and Five. Within Chapter 

Three ‘need’, as a concept that defines contemporary society, is untangled in 

order to explore the ideological influences that led to the organisation of the DfN 

in 1976. Chapter Four further explores how need is understood and conveyed 

	
135 Arturo Escobar, Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical Interdependence, Autonomy, 

and the Making of Worlds, Duke University Press (2018).  

136 Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third 
World, Princeton University Press (1995). 
137 See Ivan Illich, Tools for Conviviality, New York: Harper & Row, 1973. 
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within humanitarian material discourses, and Chapter Five, examines the 

relationship between a discourse of need as it is embedded within progress and 

development along with how this is challenged by Illich’s concept of ‘Conviviality’; 

concept which has been highlighted within Oxfam and the design course, Man-

made Futures’ reading lists. 

 

In this sense, as this section has shown, in working with transnational, global and 

interconnected histories, it has been imperative to also define the myriad of 

conceptual perspectives that challenge and foster alternatives to the universalist 

approach in design. In so doing and continuing to explore how a discourse of 

social responsibility in design was negotiated through geographical and cultural 

aspects that influenced the adoption of such a concept, alongside mechanisms 

of professionalization, the following section discusses the struggles faced by the 

design profession in pursuit of professional recognition.  

 

iv) Discourse, identity and professionalisation  

Historically, the professional delimitations of design have been a source of debate 

within design scholarship.138 In 2006, a special edition of the Journal of Design 

History, ‘Amateur, Vernacular and Dilettante Practices and Modern Design’, 

explored the complex and intertwined relationship between amateur and 

professional practices that offered an insight into how the amateur and the 

professional reflected equally upon each other. It argued that the dichotomy 

between the professional and the non-professional is largely influenced by the 

fact that ‘everyone’ is engaged in design, through their everyday activities.139 In 

turn, this issue acknowledged that such a dichotomy incorporates acts of the 

‘everyday’ into the professional realm through ‘systems of licensing’, which has 

simultaneously led to the emergence of a diversity of subfields within design, such 

	
138 Set within the early objectives and formation of design societies such as the Design 

Research Society in 1966, the Society of Industrial Artists and Designers in 1963, the 
Design Council in 1944, among others.  
139 G. Beegan and P.  Atkinson, ‘Professionalism, Amateurism and the Boundaries of 
Design’, Journal of Design History, 21: 4 (2006) 305-313. 
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as DIY (Design it yourself) and ‘adhocism’.140 Despite the complexity this poses 

in defining the design profession, to present the profession as an act of the 

‘everyday’ has also, arguably, led to the foundation of new practices such as 

social design, co-design and design for social innovation. All of these have 

contributed further to the blurring of the boundaries between professionalism and 

amateurism.  

As a diversity of perspectives were adopted to promote design’s social 

responsibilities, on the one hand professional societies such as the Society of 

Industrial Artists and Designers (SIAD) which sought to create stricter 

professional guidelines to exclude amateur design practices, acted as ‘systems 

of licensing’,141 while on the other the appeal for ‘participatory’ practices in the 

1970s suggests that in order for design to flourish, ‘professional’ design could not 

be dissociated from the ‘everyday’.142 Likewise, the reassessment of the role of 

the design profession, as an attempt to legitimise the design practice within 

professional circles, is a longstanding and ongoing debate. Since its inception as 

a recognisable field of practice, design has historically sought to gain professional 

recognition by mirroring the mechanisms of professionalisation enacted by 

	
140 Term coined by American landscape architect Charles Jencks to describe a 

postmodern approach to architecture that responded to the needs of local communities 
141 Ibid.  
142 See Gerry Beegan and Paul Atkinson, ‘Professionalism, Amateurism and the 
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reject, as a limitation to their creativity or originality. These essays look at the 
conscious appropriations of vernacular design by professionals and at the rejection of 

professional specialisation by both amateurs and working designers. They emphasise 
the complexity of the interchanges between the professional designer and the 
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educational standards, journals and systems of licensing are instruments through 

which professions attempt to define themselves.  
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architects, engineers, doctors, barristers and scientists. In Britain, the first 

professional body of design, the Society of Industrial Artists (SIA, which in 1963 

became SIAD), was founded in 1930 with the objective to ‘carve out a 

professional status for the designer’. 143 Design historian Leah Armstrong argues 

that the professionalisation of design in Britain was a ‘social project driven by the 

desire for greater social economic status and self-improvement.’ Armstrong 

highlights further that members of the SIA expressed great admiration for the 

more established professions through frequent references, such as the following 

remark made by architect, designer and President of the SIA (1954-1955), Misha 

Black: ‘If [designers] are to efficiently serve the machines which multiply their 

progeny […] They must organise their affairs as competently as architects, 

engineers, barristers, doctors, similarly build their organisations’144 

 

Likewise, in 2000, in a publication marking the 40th anniversary of the emergence 

of the Design Methods movement with the founding of the Design Research 

Society and its Conference on Design Methods in September 1962, Nigel Cross 

pointed out the historical concerns that emerged from a relationship between 

design and science, noting two important periods in the modern history of design: 

‘the 1920s, with a search for scientific design products, and […] the 1960s, with 

a concern for scientific design process.’145 Cross claimed that throughout much 

of the Modern movement, the desire to produce works of art and design were 

based on ‘objectivity and rationality, that is, on the values of science. These 

aspirations to ‘scientise’ design surfaced strongly in the “design methods 
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movement” of the 1960s’.146 While Cross’s account of the pursuit of ‘scientific 

design’, referencing Buckminster Fuller’s use of the term ‘design science’, was to 

highlight the role of the science-design relationship in shaping the design method 

as a ‘coherent, rationalized method, known as "the scientific method"’,147 this 

thesis addresses this historical moment in the design profession to explore the 

profession’s relationship to other disciplines, in order to argue that they served 

as a mechanism of professionalisation by adopting the discourse of what were 

perceived as the more ‘established’ professions.  

Following something of a disenchantment with the Design Methods movement of 

the 1960s, design in the 1970s witnessed a backlash to, and rejection of, the 

underlying values of a ‘design methodology’.148 Instead, design from the late 

1960s to the 1970s was influenced by the social, cultural and political climate of 

the time, which was marked by student protests, radical political movements, a 

new ‘liberal humanism’ and the rejection of conservative values. 149  It was in this 

context, as a form of contestation of what the scientific method represented, that 

design professionals sought to ‘open’ the design process through ‘participation’ 

and bring its social role to the fore of its practice. This new vision of design was 

most evident at the Design Research Society’s (DRS) 1971 conference, entitled 

‘Design Participation’, which took place in Manchester. Elizabeth B.N. Sanders 

and Pieter Jan Stappers argue that this conference was ‘both an attempt to put 

design in the service of societal need and an indication of a maturing self-

consciousness amongst designers […]’. 150  

 

Towards the end of the 1960s and into the 1970s, the shift to ‘put design in the 

service of societal need’ gained momentum. From protests at the International 

Design Conference in Aspen, which forced the conference to vote on a series of 
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resolutions at the conference’s summary session, that were intended to improve 

the conference’s and the design profession’s engagement with social, political 

and environmental issues,151 to the refocusing of other internationally renowned 

design organisations’ objectives towards alleviating society’s ills, similar to those 

of ICSID, the design profession’s institutional values were challenged. While 

ICSID’s priorities, from its origins, were to inform educational and professional 

standards for industrial design on a global level, as well as acting as a point of 

contact for designers and industry, ICSID´s rhetoric was not untouched by the 

influence of the burgeoning humanitarian discourse of the late 1960s. Aligned to 

this discourse were the discussions raised at ICSID´s Sixth General Assembly, 

held at Nash House in London on 8-9 September 1969, where it was agreed to 

‘set up a special commission to examine the problems of developing countries’.152  

The debate on such matters continued throughout ICSID´s sixth biennial 

Congress, entitled ‘Design, Society and the Future’, held in London on 10-12 

September 1969, where a priority in alleviating the ‘ills of the affluent world – a 

mere one-fifth of the world’s population’, were pointed out by Lord Blackett.153 

While there was nothing new in this observation (with the rise in humanitarian 

aid, world inequality had been on the global agenda for at least a decade), it was 

pointed out at the conference that ‘the problems of the rest were vastly greater. 

Their problems [were] not so much pollution and congestion but the elementary 

needs of a civilised life’,154 and as such, it was asserted, design should act 

towards this cause. 

 

Following the appeal to ‘put design in the service of societal need’ through the 

adoption of the concept of ‘participation’, an awareness of design’s political and 
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social implications, and the general need to refocus the profession’s efforts 

towards addressing the ills of society, the 1976 Design for Need Symposium 

served as a platform to continue the conversation regarding the role of the design 

profession in society – this time by examining the morality of the practice of 

design, underpinned by a discourse of social responsibility. Meanwhile, the 

organising committee and participants of DfN, most of whom were also members 

of one or all of other professional design organisations (SIAD, DRS, the Design 

Council, ICSID), or staff at the RCA or the Open University, were moving away 

from the ‘scientific design method’ towards a humanist approach which claimed 

to raise sensitivity to the world’s social and environmental problems. 

Nonetheless, the appropriation of discourses from the ‘established’ professions 

in order to justify the inclusion of social responsibility in design continued. As 

mentioned earlier in the introduction to this thesis, the call for papers promoted 

among ICSID members made explicit reference to the scientific community’s 

adoption of a discourse of social responsibility, through the foundation of the 

British Society for Social Responsibility in Science (BSSRS).155  

 

By exploring discourse as a mechanism of professionalisation and highlighting 

design’s longstanding tendency to adopt the discourse of other professional 

circles, such as the scientific, engineering and architectural communities, it is 

argued that a discourse of social responsibility was approached as a way to 

convey the importance of design in society, as well as securing a permanent 

place among other professions. In so doing, this endeavour was addressed 

primarily by questioning the ‘moral’ role of design activity. However, as the design 

community questioned the morality of their professional activities and, as Cheryl 

	
155 ‘In Great Britain there has existed since 1969 a Society for Social Responsibility 

in Science, the object of which – as its title implies – is to scrutinise critically the uses 
to which science and scientists are put in the contemporary world, and to propose both 

codes of conduct (should scientists refuse, for instance, to help governments devise 
ever more gruesomely destructive weaponry?) And also, more social 

and environmentally benign uses for their knowledge and talents.’ Source:  ICSID 
Newsletter, Design Archives, University of Brighton. See full text on Pp. 8 of this thesis.  
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Buckley writes in Designing Modern Britain, by the early 1970s an ‘increasing 

disillusionment with the ‘official’ or ‘high’ Modernism had resulted in a ‘process of 

critical questioning […] that challenged the ‘uncritical commitment to progress, 

the enthusiasm for technology and the belief in social advancement and equality 

through design’;156 design had also become ‘perceived as a crucial element of 

lifestyle and as a means of self-expression’.157 This in turn suggests that the 

ideological underpinning of the establishment of Western Modernism was not 

thoroughly challenged within design, in spite of its moral questioning. As a result, 

the understanding of the role of design was further entangled, between design 

for the betterment of society, through its professional discourse, and design for 

profit, through practice.  

 

In examining the processes by which ‘social responsibility’ was instilled in design, 

along with the concept of ‘need’, this section responds to the research question, 

stated above, of whether the adoption of a discourse of social responsibility can 

be understood as part of the mechanism for the professionalisation of design. In 

so doing, it elucidates how by the mid-1970s such ideals had become part of a 

mainstream struggle within the profession. This is furthered in the rest of this 

document by paying close attention to the discursive practices that legitimised a 

discourse of social responsibility and need within professional debates. This will 

examine the ‘systems of licensing’ that have been used to inform how such 

discourse was legitimised by professional organisations, educational standards, 

conferences and journals,158 along with the way this discourse is intertwined with 

organisational, economic and political change.  
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Viewed through the lens of professionalisation, the shift from ‘excessive 

individualism’ towards a ‘new standard of social service’159 is seen as a precedent 

for the constant reassessment of design, oriented towards its contribution to 

society. Such attempts to reaffirm the professional status are also identified within 

scholarship that has focused on investigating the identity struggles of the 

professional designer.160 Incorporating this literature within this review offers 

insight and responds to the research questions of how a discourse of social 

responsibility in design evolved across time and space, as well as how this 

discourse informed the designer’s professional identity.  The struggling identity of 

the design profession is approached by looking at both the notion of 

professionalism established within the institutionalised norms of a body 

concerned with ‘specialised’ knowledge and practice, and that of ‘everyday’, 

‘amateur’ design, which has been appropriated by the ‘professional’ and 

translated into ‘alternative’ or ‘social’ design. 

 

Institutional theory supports the identification of relationships and environments 

that reveal ‘professional’ practices of socially responsible design. Contemporary 

studies of the institutional structures within which social design operates reveal 

its still precarious status, which, it is argued, mitigates against the consolidation 

	
159 Thomas H. Marshall, ‘The Recent History of Professionalism in Relation to Social 
Structure and Social Policy’, The Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science 
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a practical, cognitive activity in its own right, have all contributed to ensuring a very low 
status for designing and design within the value system of industrial societies.’ 
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of a legitimate professional practice.161 Guy Julier and Lucy Kimbell argue further 

that the variety and ‘hybridity’ of socially responsible design practices ‘reflect a 

wider framework of institutional logics in which different design professions 

exist’.162 

 

This is pertinent because, as these authors propose, understanding the ‘kinds of 

expertise that are produced and validated through different organisational 

practices, require being attentive to professional design’s histories and 

institutional locations’.163 In this sense, the thesis is located within the history of 

institutional debates regarding design’s pursuit of professional legitimisation 

through the moral questioning of its practice, enacted by the adoption of a 

discourse of social responsibility. Within the social sciences, the reinforcement of 

the ethical obligations of the profession questions ‘whether the ethical code is an 

arbitrary fabrication of the professional mind or whether it reflects some real 

characteristics which distinguish the professions from the trades.’164  

 

Thus, the overarching consideration of thesis is whether the emphasis placed on 

the moral and social role of design during the 1960s and 1970s operated as a 

mechanism to promote design within professional circles, to counteract the loss 

of trust encountered in the past years, or whether it represented a genuine pursuit 

of change within the field. As design management professor Brian P. Smith 

pointed out in 1978, a re-evaluation of the objectives of design practice steered 

the profession towards attending to the needs of ‘society’ through the assessment 

of its morality, which was ultimately expressed as a discourse of social 

responsibility. 165 

	
161 Guy Julier and Lucy Kimbell, ‘Keeping the System Going: Social Design ad the 
Reproduction of Inequalities in Neoliberal Times’, Design Issues, 35:4 (2019), 12-22 
162 Ibid.  
163 Ibid.  
164 Marshall, 1939. 
165 See, for example, Brian P. Smith, ‘The Morality and Management of Design’, 

Journal of the Royal Society of Arts, 126: 5260 (March, 1978), 193- 210. ‘Morality is not 
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Smith further suggested that the power of words should be awarded an important 

role in the development of professional practice. In this context, the concepts 

adopted for professional pursuit profess such values. However, for sociologist 

Pierre Bourdieu, the power of words is ‘nothing other than the delegated power 

of the spokesperson, and his speech’.166 This suggests that when assessing 

concepts as part of discourse, along with their dissemination, they can be no 

more than the importance that is vested in the spokesperson to deliver such 

discourse.167 Thus, discourse in isolation does not possess power, as the 

hierarchy and individual traits of the spokesperson are equally important. In this 

sense, in order to respond to the research question regarding the flows and 

networks in which social responsibility in design operates, the thesis explores 

discourse, its spokespeople and their networks, through the close analysis of the 

web of archives outlined in the introduction to this thesis. This is simultaneously 

set within a framework of institutional theory and entangled, connected and 

transnational histories. Since the research actively relies on the analysis of 

archival documents, while I have outlined the rationale for selection of archives 

that form this network it is also pertinent to set out the considerations and 

limitations of the archive.  

 

v) The Archive: Considerations and Limitations   

	
my kind of subject, but I have been surprised to find how frequently design decisions in 

business these days are essentially matters of what I can only call morality, […] So if I 

am to develop the understanding of design and its management, then its morality is an 
inescapable issue for me’;  ‘It must be clear by now that the morality with which I am 

concerned is that which is measured in terms of responsibility to society.’ ‘It is 
becoming a marketing disadvantage for British companies to be seen as irresponsible, 

deliberately down-market, with low-priced low-quality products which appear to satisfy 
no real needs.’ 
166 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), 

p.107 
167 Ibid.  
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Maria Tamboukou, whose work focuses on the writing of genealogies from a 

Foucauldian perspective, theorises the archive as ‘a spatial and discursive 

apparatus of experimentation, whose configuration has an impact on the type of 

data and the kind of knowledges that will derive from it’.168 Tamboukou thus 

suggests that in the research, ‘questions, interpretations, theoretical insights and 

analytical tropes emerge as intra-actions between space/time/matter relations 

and forces within the archive.’ Navigating the archives for the purpose of this 

research was carried out with caution in relation to the intentions for which the 

documents were collected, as well as by whom, and how they were curated. 

While institutional archives, such as those of the Royal Society of Arts (RSA) and 

the Institute of Contemporary Arts (ICA) were organised to highlight institutional 

objectives and areas of support, personal archives, such as the L. Bruce Archer 

archive, donated to the Royal College of Art in 2007 by his daughter Miranda 

Archer, would have initially, prior to reorganisation at the RCA, reflected Archer’s 

personal view of how his life and work was to be perceived for future generations. 

Consequently, at times this could have led to valuable omissions that 

compromise the data. In order to assess the archival material, I focused on both 

the context in which data was collected and the content of written documents, but 

also the institutional motives for the preservation of documents, along with the 

professional affiliations and social networks of the personal archives accessed. 

 

The research also draws on the ICSID archive held at the University of Brighton 

Design archives.  The International Council of Societies of Industrial Design, as 

it was known until October 2015,169 is an international non-governmental 

organisation that was established with the objective of creating an international 

	
168 Maria Tamboukou, ‘Archival Research: Unravelling Space/Time/Matter 

Entanglements and Fragments’, Qualitative Research, 14: 5 (2014), 617-633. 
169 Members approved a motion proposed at the ICSID General Assembly in Gwangju 

in 2015 to renew the organisation’s vision and mission and change ICSID’s name to 
the World Design Organization. 
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body that would represent the interests of industrial designers.170 Today, its aims 

are to ‘promote the profession of industrial design and its ability to generate better 

products, systems, services, and experiences; better business and industry; and 

ultimately a better environment and society.’171 Officially founded at a special 

meeting in London on 29 June 1957, according to ICSID´s official website, by the 

start of the 1960s it had witnessed rapid growth, and included over 40 members 

from more than 30 countries.172 In 1963 it was granted special consultative status 

with UNESCO, with which it maintained a fruitful collaboration in pursuit of 

development projects. By the 1970s, it ambitiously aimed to act as a ‘bridge 

between worlds’ in the task of disseminating the role of industrial design in 

society.173 As such, exploring the ICSID´s archive necessitated substantial 

background research into the personal agendas of individual members, which in 

turn helped establish a network of associations to the socially responsible design 

project. Nonetheless, it was important to maintain objectivity, because the project 

was positioned predominantly from a Western perspective. In other words, while 

projects were established to promote socially responsible design projects in the 

so-called ‘Third World’ countries, the outcomes and negotiations of these were 

not included within the material assessed. The Design Council Archive, also held 

at the University of Brighton Archives, was also pertinent in establishing 

governmental inputs for the design profession, which offered insight into how a 

‘design for need’ agenda was perceived in relation to the Council members’ 

individual pursuits.    

 

The Oxfam archives, held at the Bodleian Library in Oxford, were researched 

extensively in order to assess the material relating to the establishment of an in-

	
170‘History’, World Design Organization, available at:  http://wdo.org/about/history/ 

[accessed 24/08/2020] 
171 As defined on the website of the World Design Organisation. See: ‘About’, World 

Design Organization, available at: http://wdo.org/about/ [accessed 24/08/2020] 
172 ‘History’, World Design Organization, available at:  http://wdo.org/about/history/ 

[accessed 24/08/2020] 
173 Ibid.  
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house Appropriate Technology (AT) group within Oxfam. Moreover, the Oxfam 

archive offered insight into the relationships established between NGOs and the 

design profession through its research and realisation of the Emergency Shelter 

exhibited at the DfN Symposium in 1976. The Victor J. Papanek Archive in Vienna 

was also consulted for this research. For the purpose of presenting the 

emergence of the design profession from a transnational institutional perspective, 

the archive of the first graduate programme in design in Mexico, which is held at 

the Universidad Iberoamericana in Mexico City, along with Ivan Illich’s CIDOC 

(Centro Intercultural de Documentación) collection at the Daniel Cosío Villegas 

Library at El Colegio de México, were consulted. While exploring the archival 

material, two kinds of design have been considered, professional design as it is 

legitimised through conferences, journals, exhibitions and institutions, and non-

institutional design practices in the form of local practices that abide by the same 

principles of professional design, but without ‘professional’ status.  

 

vi) The Professionalisation of Design 

Using the concept of ‘professional’ as a parameter to define the vernacular, or 

non-professional, the thesis adopts Willem Schinkel’s and Mirko Noordegraaf’s 

notion of professionalism, articulated in 2011, in order to assess the material 

addressed in the thesis: 
Professionalism exists when workers are part of an occupational association that 
institutionalized a technical base (knowledge and skills) as well as a service ethic 
(some sort of calling or higher purpose). This in turn, calls for an autonomous space 
or jurisdiction that enables members of an association to control their own 
behaviours and practices.174 
 

As highlighted in the text cited above, the literature in this field points towards 

professionalism as a ‘social construction that acquires (new) forms and shapes 

in changing economies and labour organisations, in a changing “occupational 

world’, with changing ‘workplaces, career patterns, and transnational linkages 

	
174 Willem Schinkel and Mirko Noordegraaf, ‘Professionalism as Symbolic Capital: 

Materials for a Bourdieusian Theory of Professionalism’, Comparative Sociology 10 
(2011) 67–96 
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and networks’ as a way to seek legitimacy and construe ‘collective rationality’, or 

as ‘projects of standardization’.175  

 

Within the field of sociology, Tony Watson points out that the notion of 

professionalism can also be seen as a ‘discursive resource’.176 However, he 

argues for the disuse of ‘professionalism’ as a unit of analysis for the occupational 

division of labour.177 Instead, he proposes a sociology that ‘would examine the 

part that social actors’ accounts play in the social construction of realities, the 

development of ideologies, the negotiation of order in organizations, and the 

occupational division of labor in societies’.178 Watson argues further that this 

sociological perspective would address, ‘for example, the way in which certain 

groups in the occupational hierarchy of a society – or the spokespersons for those 

groups – use “professional” discourse to defend or advance their position within 

that hierarchy.’179 

 

This is used as a lens through which to examine the criteria used for developing 

a network of institutions and key actors that were involved in the establishment 

of a discourse of social design. In so doing, the formation and internal structures 

of the selected institutions, as well as the way these have interacted with their 

institutional environments, such as government policy, and, in a broader context, 

with global society, are taken into account. As such, the assessment of the 

institutions selected for the purpose of this thesis was based on institutional 

theories of organisation. Scholarship in this field focuses on how institutions’ 

objectives are negotiated and defined by external factors. This suggests that in 

seeking long-term survival, institutions gain access to societal resources by 

	
175 Ibid. 
176 Tony Watson, ‘Professions and Professionalism – Should We Jump Off the 
Bandwagon, Better to Study Where It Is Going?’, International Studies of Management 

& Organization, 32:2 (2002), 93-105. 
177 Ibid. 
178 Ibid.  
179 Ibid.  
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legitimising their activities through active control in shaping the ‘institutional 

environment’.180 Following this argument, sociologist Lynne G. Zucker further 

explores this statement, arguing that public organisations, or firms with strong 

ties to the public sector via contracts, are likely to adopt the innovations that are 

required or supported by public policy voluntarily, and to reject those that are 

prohibited.181 

  

Likewise, in the context of traditional mechanisms of professionalisation, Zucker 

suggests that ‘professions’ serve as external sources that transmit normative 

social facts as part of the process of institutionalisation.182 In other words, the 

inclusion of social responsibility within design is viewed as a process of 

institutionalisation through mechanisms of professionalisation. And as such, the 

discourse through which such processes occur is a key factor in conveying 

identity, and consequently, in the context in which this thesis takes place, 

professional status.183  

 

Following this line of enquiry, further studies of institutional theory suggests that 

the ‘appeal to professionalism’ within the discourse of new occupational domains 

acts in order to ‘profess appropriate work identities and conducts’;184 the shifts in 

the meaning of concepts, in the face of change within organisational structures, 

along with ways in which the professions renegotiate their practice, offers a lens 

through which to examine shifts in design practice.185 Likewise, the 

presupposition that ‘professions’ serve as external sources that transmit 

	
180 Lynne G. Zucker, ‘Institutional Theories of Organization’, Annual Review of 
Sociology, 13 (1987), 443-464. 
181 Ibid. 
182 Ibid.  
183 Bourdieu, 1991. 
184 Valerie Fournier, ‘The Appeal to “Professionalism” as a Disciplinary Mechanism’, 

The Sociological Review, 47: 2 (1999), 280-307. 
185 Fournier, 1999.  
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normative social facts as part of the process of institutionalisation186 suggest that 

the inclusion of social responsibility within design can be viewed as a process of 

movement towards the professionalisation of design.  

 

In ‘Holding Creativity Together: A Sociological Theory of the Design profession’, 

David Wang and Ali O. IIhan argue that designers in pursuit of design-specific 

knowledge inherently ‘establish their social boundaries’, which in turn, define their 

‘professional boundaries.’187 Wang and Ilhan argue further that designers seek a 

sociological standing in culture in order to achieve identity and legitimisation. 

Wang and IIhan thus propose a ‘sociological wrapping’ of the design professions 

as design’s key distinguishing signature.188 In this sense, approaching the 

discourse of design as a social construct that seeks to portray the profession’s 

‘knowledge’ is to grant the design profession a professional identity within the 

larger culture.189 In this context, therefore, professionalism is seen as a discursive 

practice that helps designers to situate themselves and their work within wider 

society. This, in turn, situates professionalism as a lens through which to 

discursively analyse how, in pursuit of professionalism, a discourse of social 

responsibility was adopted.  

 

vii) Conclusion  

Drawing on the literature review, this chapter has outlined the theoretical and 

methodological perspectives for the purpose of positioning discourse – in 

particular, a discourse of social responsibility – as the object of historical enquiry 

in order to understand the development of the design profession. In other words, 

the chapter highlights discourse as a subject of enquiry that is addressed 

	
186 G.L.Zucker, ‘Institutional Theories of Organization’, Annual Review of Sociology, 13 

(1987), 443-464. 
187 David Wang and Ali O. IIhan, ‘Holding Creativity Together: A Sociological Theory of 

the Design Professions, Design Issues, 25: 1 (Winter 2009), 5-21. 
188 David Wang and Ali O. IIhan, ‘Holding Creativity Together: A Sociological Theory of 

the Design Professions, Design Issues, 25: 1 (Winter 2009), 5-21.  
189 Ibid.  
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throughout this thesis as a key element in mediating the changing aims and 

objectives of design practice over time. Thus, it sets the tone for the following 

chapters which, while they analyse specific themes in relation to social 

responsibility in design, simultaneously assess how the use of a discourse of 

social responsibility was used to portray the role design played in society, as it 

was intended to be perceived by a wider professional and general audience. This 

was addressed through the concept of professionalisation, which is inherently 

entwined with discourse and identity.  

 

Thus, this chapter also offers an overview of how professional awareness in 

design heightened the need for a clear understanding and delimitation of its 

professional activities. This in turn led design history and studies to shift from its 

focus solely on designers and ‘style’ towards an understanding of its relation to 

society. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s discourse analysis, which emphasises the 

notion of ruptures, it locates social responsibility as a new type of rationality that 

emerged during the 1970s. Equally, taking into account the idea of discourse as 

a reflection of societal knowledge, it sheds light on the conflicting definitions of 

social responsibility as a concept, as it was used to discursively construct social 

and moral imaginaries and understandings of the ‘Other’, which has been 

approached within the literature review and methodological and theoretical 

framework in this chapter through the notion of transnational, connected and 

entangled histories in design.  

 

Having laid out the theoretical and methodological foundations that underpin the 

thesis, Chapter Two will proceed to explore in detail the events that led to the 

‘social turn’ in design in the 1970s. This is done with the objective of establishing 

the theoretical foundation for the organisation of the 1976 Design for Need 

Symposium, explored in Chapter Four and Chapter Five through the objects that 

emerged from this discourse.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Designing a Future Practice: Towards the ‘Social Turn’ in 

the Design Profession, 1970s  

 
This chapter explores a selection of discursive influences that paved the way for 

the ‘social turn’ in design, which was consequently used to inform the DfN 

Symposium’s organisation, objectives and call for participation. The chapter 

analyses how, in an attempt to carve out a new role for the design profession, the 

discourse of social responsibility acted as a hidden force for the development of 

new design practices and research. A broad definition of the concept of social 

responsibility is used throughout this chapter. It highlights a shift in the ethical 

and moral concerns of society during the late 1960s and early 1970s and offers 

insight into how social responsibility transitioned from a concept used to convey 

the practice of producing goods and services in a way that was not harmful to 

society or the environment,190 part of a wider discourse of sustainability that 

claimed to build on ethical systems in which individual actions must benefit wider 

society,191 to address global challenges such a poverty, social inequality, climate 

change, peace and justice.192 In other words, social responsibility in design came 

	
190‘Social Responsibility’, Cambridge Dictionary, available at:  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/social-responsibility. [accessed 
04/02/2020] 
191 See, for example, The United Nations ‘Sustainable Development Goals’, a blueprint 
to achieve a ‘better and more sustainable future for all’   
192 ‘Sustainable Development’, United Nations, available at: 
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/ 
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to signify the production of goods in an ethical way, as well as a mode of action 

that benefited wider society as a pursuit of global justice and equality.  

 

In 1963, Ken Garland, along with twenty other designers, photographers and                                                                                                                                

students, wrote the ‘First Things First’ manifesto.  In a call to return to the 

humanist aspects of design, the manifesto stated:  
[…] We are proposing a reversal of priorities in favour of the more useful and more 
lasting forms of communication. We hope that our society will tire of gimmick 
merchants, status salesmen and hidden persuaders, and that prior call on our skills 
will be worthwhile purposes […]193 
 

This was one of the earliest calls to rethink the role of professional design and 

counteract the consequences of design’s impact on the environment and society. 

The influence of the manifesto reached a wide audience, and it was subsequently 

published in a range of journals, magazines and newspapers. 194 However, since 

the emergence of politicised debates within the arts in the 1960s and 1970s, a 

concern for the ‘social’, in a sociological sense within the spatial disciplines, was 

deemed important until recently. 195 Guy Julier argues that the recent re-

emergence of a contestation to mainstream commercial design and the search 

for alternative models of practice, which took place during the financial crisis of 

2008, like the politicisation of design in the 1970s, is linked to a moment of 

neoliberalism.196 It is important to emphasise that Julier does not situate the 

former as a precursor of the latter, and is thus addressing it from a historical 

perspective, rather than viewing it as a continuous phenomenon; instead, as 

Julier describes, each can be seen as a  ‘”shadow period” in design that existed 

during the formation of neoliberalism as a central tenet of political economy in the 

	
193 Ken Garland, ‘First Things First’ (1964), available at: http://kengarland.co.uk/KG-

published-writing/first-things-first/?LMCL=QsxpM1. [accessed 04/02/2020] 
194 ‘The First Things First Manifesto’, Design Is History, available at: 

http://www.designishistory.com/1960/first-things-first/ [accessed 04/02/2020] 
195 Anna Richter, Hanna Katharina Göbel & Monika Grubbauer, ‘Designed to improve?’ 

City, 21:6, (2017), 769-778, DOI: 10.1080/13604813.2017.1412198  
196 Guy Julier, ‘From Design Culture to Design Activism’, Design and Culture, 5:2 

(2013), 215-236. 
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1970s and equally, during its crisis since 2008’.197 This shows how inherent 

economic policies are to the formation of discourses and critical thought during 

specific periods in time that challenge the status quo. Thus, they have been 

considered when navigating this chapter, in which such ‘ruptures’ or ‘shadow 

periods’ represent a discontinuity to the otherwise apparently continuous market-

oriented design, which, as Julier argues, arises as a contestation to the economy.   

 

Discourse in this context can also be acknowledged as a practice that 

systematically constructs the object of which it speaks. By exploring moments, 

events, organisations, and texts that led to what could be termed the design 

profession’s first ‘social turn’, the chapter assesses the ethical and moral 

concerns within design as they were conveyed through a discourse of social 

responsibility. This is done with the objective of offering an insight into the 

discursive foundations used to organise and promote the 1976 Design for Need 

Symposium, which is explored in the next chapter.  

 

These ethical and moral concerns are examined first by highlighting the cultural 

shift experienced by the design profession. Second, the chapter explores the 

reproduction of social consciousness through the discourse disseminated by 

humanitarian and relief efforts, facilitated through the work of NGOs such as 

Oxfam. This establishes humanitarianism as a metric for the emergence of a 

moral consciousness in society as a whole, and design in particular. By 

investigating humanitarianism as a social norm and its relationship to design, the 

chapter reveals how design adopted the parameters set by international NGOs 

as a code of professional practice to convey its role in society. Third, the chapter 

offers an insight into the formation of the British Society for Socially Responsible 

Scientists (BSSRS), along with its relationship with design and designers, as it 

pertained to the organising committee of the DfN. This is offered with the objective 

of shedding light on how the discourse of social responsibility was adopted by 

other professions upon which the field of design relied to construct its own 

	
197 Ibid.  
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professional discourse. A fourth section analyses the ideological foundation of 

the Man-Made Futures course at the Open University (OU), as the first socially 

oriented design course in the UK.  It does this through the examination of the 

Man-Made Futures course reader and assessment modules. 

 

Through these four sections, the chapter concludes how, by the mid-1970s, the 

design profession had steered a course towards the ‘social’, which was 

represented by a sense of ‘openness’ within its practice, calling upon participatory 

and multidisciplinary processes. A discourse of ‘social responsibility’ in this 

context challenged designers to expand their professional boundaries by 

including developments implemented by other professions such as science, 

which was already reflecting on the role of their profession in society. Moreover, 

the chapter sheds light on a network of ‘institutions’ involved in the organisation 

of DfN. Connections were revealed through direct references to texts, members 

or events pertaining to humanitarian organisations, the BSSRS and Man-Made 

Futures at the OU. By analysing these ‘institutions’ in a sociological sense, as 

mechanisms that govern social behaviour – humanitarianism, through the work 

of international organisations, the BSSRS as a professional society, and Man-

Made Futures as it was legitimised through its university status – the chapter 

argues how, whilst social responsibility was approached in response to political, 

economic, social and environmental unrest, it was also about ‘keeping the system 

going’.198 

 

The intersection between institutions, legitimacy and authority is best explored in 

sociologist Max Weber’s study of organisational behaviour, Economy and 

Society, published posthumously in 1921/2. Weber’s theories have informed 

studies in organisational theory as a backdrop for defining the emergence of 

rational forms of production and organising, as well as providing a legitimate basis 

	
198 Used in the context of Guy Julier and Lucy Kimbell’s article, ‘Keeping the System 

Going: Social Design and the Reproduction of Inequalities in Neoliberal Times’, Design 
Issues, 35:4 (2019), 12-22.  



	 81	

for existing as a formal organisation.199 Legitimacy in this sense refers to ‘people’s 

beliefs about political authority and, sometimes, political obligations.’ 200 

According to Weber, ‘the basis of every system of authority, and correspondingly 

of every kind of willingness to obey, is a belief, a belief by virtue of which persons 

exercising authority are lent prestige’.201 Weber goes on to distinguish three ‘pure 

types of legitimate rule’: the first is a ‘legal’ rule in which the validity of their 

legitimacy can be secured primarily in a ‘rational’ manner where the ‘legality’ of 

‘statutory orders and the right of those appointed to exercise rule’, is trusted; 

second, the ‘traditional’ rule, where legitimacy is granted on the basis of a ‘belief 

in the sanctity of long-established traditions of legitimacy of those whose authority 

derives from these traditions’; the third is based on the ‘exemplary character of a 

person, and of the orders that this person proclaims or creates (charismatic 

rule).’202 In exploring the work of international NGOs, the formation of 

professional societies and professional design education, the chapter takes these 

three forms of legitimacy as a lens through which it is possible to assess how 

such organisations produce social order, codes of conduct and regularities by 

means of their discourse, which in turn grant legitimacy.  

 

Furthermore, taking into account the precepts of institutional theory outlined in 

the first chapter of this thesis, in which the notion of professionalism is seen as a 

‘discursive resource’,203 the discursive foundations of DfN can be established 

through the mapping of the social actors, the role they played in the ‘social 

	
199 Arild Wæraas, ‘On Weber: Legitimacy and Legitimation in Public Relations’, 
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construction of realities, the development of ideologies, the negotiation of order 

in organisations, and the occupational division of labour in societies.204 This in 

turn facilitates the possibility of assessing ‘the way in which certain groups in the 

occupational hierarchy of a society – or the spokespersons for those groups – 

use “professional” discourse to defend or advance their position within that 

hierarchy.’205 At a time when the relationship between design and intermediate 

technologies began to permeate the academic activity at the Royal College of Art 

(RCA),206 the network of actors that was established207 suggests that the ideals 

that were articulated into the objectives of the DfN Symposium were influenced 

by individual and institutional agendas. This chapter, therefore, through each 

individual subsection, offers a backdrop to the processes by which the 

organisation of the DfN Symposium was legitimised.  

 

i) The ‘Social’ Cultural Turn in Design Criticism   
The 1960s and 1970s experienced a dramatic cultural, social and economic shift 

that affected design culture. These shifts, along with the theoretical developments 

of the 1970s and the English translation of the work of French thinkers such as 

Louis Althusser, Roland Barthes, Pierre Bourdieu, Guy Debord and Michel 

Foucault, and the wider work of the Frankfurt School, had a profound effect on 

the arts and design.  In this context, a critical approach to design and its place in 

society emerged. Roland Barthes’ Mythologies, translated into English in 1972, 

for example, is considered as ‘one of the first postwar theoretical texts to gain 

	
204 Ibid.  
205 Ibid.  
206 At the time, the RCA perceived itself as a national and international leading 
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prominence in the design world’.208 Further, design historian D.J Huppatz claims 

that ‘over fifty years later, Barthes’s mode of critical thinking still haunts not only 

much of contemporary design criticism, and education, but also design practice, 

advertising, film and popular culture’.209 Barthes’ work was a demonstration of 

critical thought regarding material culture and design, which was interested in 

‘everyday’ objects, language and ideology. It helped shape critics’ and 

practitioners’ understanding of how designed objects operate in society.210 The 

critique of commodity aesthetics was a strong theme of the 1970s and early 

1980s, most vividly represented in Jean Baudrillard’s For a Critique of the Political 

Economy of the Sign, in which design is posited as an object of analysis.211 In 

parallel, there was increasing interest in the analysis of ‘commodity-form and 

advertising’, which, while it was mostly inspired by John Berger’s Ways of Seeing, 

behind these figures was also the work by Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. 

Adorno, ‘The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception’ in Dialectic of 

Enlightenment (1972),212 in which the authors discuss the homogenisation of 

culture, where ‘interested parties like to explain the culture industry in 

technological terms’; and ‘its participants, they argue, demand reproduction 
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processes which inevitably lead to the use of standard products to meet the same 

needs at countless locations.’213 

 

These key texts were later to inform the critique of design, as well as its practice. 

Early examples of the impact of this cultural shift can be found in the magazine 

published by Middlesex Polytechnic, BLOCK, which ran from 1979 to 1989. 

These texts had a deep influence on the cultural shift within design debates, the 

focus of which had changed from the material outcomes of design or celebrated 

individual designers towards a discussion of the role design played in society, 

along with a consideration of the ills resulting from the production and 

consumption of design. This then shifted academic debates towards the ‘sociality’ 

of design. Likewise, in the attempt to establish the role of design in society and 

thus legitimise its practice, designers drew upon the emergence of the 

humanitarian discourse, which was enabled by the exponential rise of NGOs in 

the aftermath of the two World Wars. Through the mediation of distant suffering, 

humanitarianism disseminated a discourse of global social consciousness, which 

called on the world to take action to alleviate the ills with which the vast majority 

of society lived. The following section thus explores the discourse of 

humanitarianism, along with design’s pursuit of the formation of alliances with 

relief agencies and NGOs, with the objective of carving out a new role for the 

design profession that was aligned to the ‘needs’ of the world. Through a lens 

derived from the sociology of institutions, the role humanitarianism and NGOs 

played in shaping the discourse of social responsibility in design is viewed as a 

mechanism for legitimising the professions. A transnational perspective then also 

offers an insight into the networks and flows in which such a discourse of social 

responsibility in design operated.  

 

	
213 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, ‘The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as 

Mass Deception’ in Meenakshi Gigi Durham and Douglas M. Kellner (eds), Media and 
Cultural Studies (Key Works in Cultural Studies,) (Chichester: John Wiley, 2009).  
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ii) The Role of Humanitarianism and NGOs as Mediators of a ‘Global’ Social 

Consciousness in Design  

This section explores how anthropological considerations and participatory 

methodologies were undertaken in design as an attempt to align the goals of 

design practice to humanitarian concerns, which were to tend to the ‘needs’ of 

the world. On 17 November 1966, the United Nations General Assembly 

established the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) as 

an autonomous body within the United Nations. Its mission was to ‘promote and 

accelerate the industrialization of developing countries’, as stated in the 

organisation’s documented history.214 Its firm commitment to support the 

industrialisation of developing countries led to the forging of a relationship with 

the design community, for which ICSID acted as ambassador for the professional 

activities of design. Alison J. Clarke argues that the fruits of such a relationship 

culminated in 1979 with the Ahmedabad Declaration, launched at the 

ICSID/UNIDO congress with the title ‘Design and Development’, which formalised 

the emergence of the specific genre of ‘development design’.215 Clarke’s work 

further considers how the informal ‘alternative design’ movement was legitimised 

through the incorporation of anthropological considerations and methodologies, 

which were highlighted as key to ‘securing the design profession’s prominence in 

newly emerging development policies and “soft power” structures’.216 

 

Attempting to mirror the international concern for ‘peripheral countries’ on behalf 

of the United Nations, ICSID, the ‘international professional organisation’ for 

design in the West, became preoccupied with what was happening in ‘developing’ 

countries. In 1973, at the request of ICSID, Gui Bonsiepe, a former staff member 

	
214 ‘Who We Are’, UNIDO, available at: https://www.unido.org/who-we-are/brief-history 

[accessed 15/03/2020] 
215 Alison J. Clarke, ‘Design for Development, ICSID and UNIDO: The Anthropological 

Turn in 1970s Design’, Journal of Design History, 29:1 (February 2016), 43–57. 
216 Clarke, 2016.  
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of the Hochschule für Gestaltung Ulm (HfG),217 was commissioned to write the 

report ‘Development Through Design’ for UNIDO,218 which was later published in 

1975 as a guideline paper for UNIDO’s industrial design policy.219 Bonsiepe was 

commissioned to write the report as a result of his five-year professional 

experience as a designer in Latin America. This first-hand experience granted 

him an insight into local norms and traditions, which are reflected in the following 

excerpt from the report:  
 Industrial design activity in developing countries does not mean to develop cheap 
replicas or low-quality versions of existing designs developed in industrialised 
countries. Rather it requires a definition and solution of the design problems in 
terms of existing (scarce) means and (abundant) needs.220 

 

At times, his ideas of how design could assist development echoed the wider 

interventionist discourse that was simultaneously embedded within other 

humanitarian organisations and the development projects circulating at the time. 

In the section of the report in which Bonsiepe offers strategies for the ‘promotion 

of industrial design in developing countries’, priority is placed on the ‘training’ of 

industrial designers; he states that ‘one of the main handicaps of developing 

	
217 The HfG, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter Three, was founded in 
1953.  Designers at the HfG were trained in five areas (Industrial Design, Visual 

Communication, Building, Information, and Film). One of the main aspects for which 

the HfG remains a relevant model for teaching contemporary design, is the teaching 
materials and methodologies developed at Ulm. Initially conceived as a continuation of 

the Bauhaus model, controversial debates regarding the school’s independent 
curriculum rooted in science and theory, ultimately led to a unique philosophy in which 

members were preoccupied with the social questions of design. Source: https://hfg-
archiv.museumulm.de/en/the-hfg-ulm/history/ 
218 James Fathers and Gui Bonsiepe, ‘Peripheral Vision: An Interview with Gui 

Bonsiepe Charting a Lifetime of Commitment to Design Empowerment’, Design Issues, 
19: 4 (Autumn, 2003), 44-56. 
219 Ibid.  
220 University of Brighton Design Archives, Gui Bonsiepe, 'Development Through 
Design’ (1973). GB 1837 DES/ICD/6/4/1/5 
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countries consists in the lack of skilled industrial design personnel’.221 This 

suggests that such skill could only be granted by an ‘established’ design 

institution, as it was defined and recognised in developed countries. As a 

consequence of the dominant view expressed throughout the document 

presented to UNIDO, the role of design within developing countries in the form of 

development or relief, along with the strategies promoted by organisations such 

as UNIDO, remained interventionist despite claims to have shifted towards 

anthropological considerations and participatory methodologies in an attempt to 

establish a new role for the design profession that prioritised the ‘needs’ of the 

world. Exploring Bonsiepe’s original paper reflects how the assessment of ‘needs’ 

within a humanitarian framework served to justify the intervention of the design 

profession in developing countries. In turn, by supporting the agenda of UNIDO, 

this genre of design was discursively validated. 

 

Humanitarianism can be seen as moments of acceleration. Historians of 

humanitarianism situate the Red Cross internationalism, the post-First World War 

and the post-Second World War periods as three moments of significant 

expansion for the non-state sector. Furthermore, the period from 1968 to 1985 

(the NGO moment) can be considered as a fourth phase, ‘when the rise of global 

media, the creation of a global development industry and the immediacy of crisis 

in the decolonised world fostered a proliferation of NGOs, allowing them to 

become the primary manifestations of global concern for the less-well-off’.222 The 

post-Cold War period can be considered as the fifth, after the conflict had 

dissipated, prompting a search for new forms of intervention in a rapidly changing 

world.223 Therefore, as moments of acceleration, humanitarian discourses reflect 

wider socio-political concerns. Having been adopted by the design profession as 

the epitome of a discourse of social responsibility, undertaking an in-depth 

	
221 Ibid 
222 Kevin O'Sullivan, Matthew Hilton & Juliano Fiori, ‘Humanitarianisms in context’, 

European Review of History: Revue européenne d'histoire, 23:1-2 (2016), 1-15. 
223 Ibid.  
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examination of humanitarianism offers a framework from which to analyse further 

discursive influences of design.  

 

Recent histories of humanitarianism, such as the work of Kevin O'Sullivan et al., 

argue that the contemporary notion of humanitarianism has been adapted and 

articulated in a myriad of cultural forms. Unlike the prevailing narrative of aid from 

the ‘West to the rest’, from its very beginnings the geography of non-state 

humanitarianism has not only been a North-South, but also a South-South, and 

even a South-North phenomenon.224 Unpacking how these interactions were 

shaped, O'Sullivan et al. suggest that it not only adds to an understanding of 

transnational action and the strength of global civil society beyond the West, but 

also a better appreciation of the myriad languages and practices of 

humanitarianism employed in a non-Western context. Furthermore, the authors 

point towards exploring more deeply rooted norms that have shaped 

contemporary humanitarianism. While drawing on previous attempts to describe 

mid-nineteenth-century humanitarian action, instead they emphasise the 

importance of exploring the continuities that have shaped the history of NGOs. 

By emphasising continuities, the authors assess ‘moments of acceleration’, 

referring to periods or events that triggered a humanitarian response not as 

sudden ‘right turns’, but as ‘bursts of activity that refreshed the sector while 

carrying with them the baggage of what had come before’.225  

 

Further scholarship within humanitarianism suggest that ‘the history of 

humanitarianism can usefully be viewed as a fundamental component of imperial 

relations, a way of bridging trans-imperial, international and transnational 

approaches.226 Thus the ‘impulse’ for humanitarian action can be seen as 

entwined with debates around ‘anti-slavery, colonial administration and the 

	
224 Ibid.  
225 Ibid.  
226 Rob Skinner & Alan Lester, ‘Humanitarianism and Empire: New Research 

Agendas’, The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History, 40:5 (2012), 729-747. 
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protection of indigenous peoples’.227 Moving away from the prevailing assertion 

that non-state humanitarianism is the product of the post-Cold War era and the 

post-Second World War reconstruction of Europe, Rob Skinner and Alan Lester 

argue that the history of humanitarianism is intrinsically linked to that of empire, 

both in its imperial origins and in its attempts to come to terms with the realities 

of a post-colonial world. This poses a central concern for the history of 

humanitarianism, centred as it is upon the politicisation of humanitarian 

endeavours.228 In this context, the authors argue further that the agenda of NGOs 

were more than expressions of compassion; they were conditioned by political 

interests and the desire to capture markets, along with the construction of local, 

national and international identities. They claim, for example, that the British 

youth engagement with NGOs became ‘a way of finding a new role for the nation 

and its people in the aftermath of empire, and an attempt by a new generation to 

distance itself from the legacies of empire’.229  

 

These underlying relationships between non-state organisations and imperialist 

narratives are dividing debates as to whether the concept of humanitarianism is 

in actual fact beneficial to the communities that arguably benefit from such 

interventions, or whether it is just another form of imperialism that disseminates 

a deterministic worldview. Within design, these concerns are mirrored in the 

context of design for need, social design, social responsibility in design and other 

iterations. Just as contemporary design claims to place the ‘user’ at the heart of 

the design process, and the solutions offered are often contradictory, so with the 

contention that narratives of humanitarianism are located within the discourse of 

social responsibility, these debates on humanitarianism offer a perspective from 

which to examine the relationship between humanitarian NGOs and design. The 

	
227 Ibid.  
228 For further references, see: Michael Barnett, Empire of Humanity: A History of 

Humanitarianism. (London: Cornell University Press, 2011) and Brendan Simms and 

David J. B. Trim, (eds.). Humanitarian Intervention: A History. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2011).  
229 Skinner & Lester, 2012.  



	 90	

perspective on the way humanitarianism evolved as a response to coming to 

terms with the realities of a post-colonial world is vividly exemplified in the history 

of Oxfam.  

 

Oxfam can be seen as representative of the humanitarian discourse on the basis 

of its presence at the DfN Symposium, where the design of its Emergency Shelter 

was regarded as a success within the genre of design for need. Examining the 

tensions that emerged within relief agencies such as Oxfam as the organisation 

attempted to align itself with the emerging narrative of development reveals that 

this was done through its collaboration with intermediate technology, design and 

architecture. Moreover, Oxfam can be seen as exemplary because it instilled a 

sense of social responsibility in the public consciousness through its vast material 

culture, which ultimately drew designers’ attention to the sector.  

 

Formed on 5 October 1942 as The Oxford Committee for Famine Relief,230 

Oxfam, once solely a relief agency, was now confronted with the need to shift its 

objectives towards the global goals of development while still negotiating disaster 

relief. By the 1960s, Oxfam had managed, through its innovative advertising 

strategies – most notoriously with the ‘Freedom from Hunger’ campaign for Africa 

– to establish itself as part of a ‘new consciousness about the world’.231 The 

material produced and circulated by Oxfam from the late 1950s to the late 1960s 

	
230 Like several similar groups set up during the Second World War, Oxfam was 
created to support the National Famine Relief Committee, with the purpose of 

campaigning for the relief of suffering behind the Allied blockade in Greece and other 

countries under German occupation. In March 1943 Oxfam was registered as a charity 
under the War Charities Act. ‘Records of Oxfam Programme Policy, Management and 

Administration’, Archives and Manuscripts, Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, 
available at: 

(http://www.bodley.ox.ac.uk/dept/scwmss/wmss/online/modern/oxfam/oxfam-
prg.html#introduction) [accessed 06/07/2017] 
231 Maggie Black, A Cause for our Times: Oxfam-the first 50 years (Oxford: Oxfam 
Professional, 1992). 



	 91	

highlighting child malnourishment, hunger and poverty, exhibitions representing 

a comparative analysis of basic diets between the developed and the Third 

World, the re-creation and display of situations encountered by the refugee crises 

around the globe, and educational material displayed on Oxfam tour buses, 

billboards, mobile exhibitions, concerts, and fundraising events, was thoroughly 

embedded in the collective conscience of British society. This, as well as raising 

necessary funds for its various programmes, also had a strong impact on the 

realisation by the wider public that what was once the colonial world had now 

become the ‘Third World’, and that there was a shared responsibility to alleviate 

global inequality. 232 

 

It was through this collective consciousness of a shared responsibility to alleviate 

global inequality, which was mediated through the discourse of humanitarian 

organisations, that a young generation of designers sought to apply their skills 

and knowledge to these causes. Moreover, the shifting of the humanitarian cause 

towards the development goals promoted by the United Nations led to the 

establishment of a space in which design for need could flourish. Through its 

meticulously curated material, Oxfam aimed to transcend the educational 

purposes that illustrated the work it undertook in developing countries, explain 

the roots of poverty and suffering, and visualise the division between North and 

South. This is observed in Oxfam’s self-representation depicted in the following 

photograph, taken from an exhibition of the 1960s (Fig 2.1), in which the caption 

‘Oxfam is people’ is juxtaposed with an image of a child in a display case. This 

suggests that Oxfam’s innovative displays aimed to contest a stereotypical image 

of disaster victims as passive individuals, instead presenting an image of a unified 

humanity.   

	
232 The images Oxfam displayed during the 1960s, along with their continuous call for 

the alleviation of hunger, poverty and inequality, originated primarily with the African 
independence movements (i.e., Kenya, 1963; Algeria, 1962;). This was the backdrop to 

the ‘The Freedom from Hunger Campaign’, one of Oxfam’s most successful 
campaigns.  
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Fig. 2.1 Oxfam Exhibition c. 1960, Oxfam Archive, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.  

 

 

 
Fig. 2.2 Oxfam touring exhibition (Freedom from Hunger Campaign) c. 1960, Oxfam 
Archive, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.  
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While the merging of Oxfam’s pledges with everyday objects and activities, as 

shown in Fig.2.1 and Fig. 2.2, is an apparent appreciation of a unified cause, 

without the division of the ‘other’, the imagery used on the Freedom from Hunger 

campaign (see Figure 2.3) once again conveys a division between donor 

countries and victims of disaster.  

 
Fig. 2.3 Billboard for Oxfam’s Freedom from Hunger Campaign c. 1960, Oxfam Archive, 
Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.  

 

As these images promoted a visual imaginary of the Third World to the wider 

public, as well as advocating the need for a shared responsibility to alleviate 

global inequality, the sensationalist exposure of the idea of ‘distant suffering’ 

adopted by relief agencies to promote their cause was also widely adopted by 

other entities that sought to convey this message. It also reveals the opposing 

discourses within humanitarian and relief agencies. On the one hand, they were 

promoting development and aid as inclusive, participatory and no longer 

interventionist. On the other, however, the approach to their projects, along with 

the materials used to convey their message, remained top-down in approach. 

Ultimately, the discourses disseminated on behalf of Oxfam were contradictory: 
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what was said and written conflicted with the organisation’s actions. As these 

imaginaries became a global language, adopted to communicate issues related 

to social responsibility, these conflicting discourses where equally adopted by 

entities seeking to align themselves to humanitarianism, development and relief.  

 

The influence of Oxfam’s visual campaigns transcended national boundaries and 

sectors. In design, the following image is a clear acknowledgment of Oxfam’s 

Freedom from Hunger campaign (shown in Fig.3), which was adopted a decade 

later to promote a socially responsible design exhibition (see Fig.4).  This was 

nothing less than an exhibition based on Victor Papanek’s ‘Design for the Real 

World’ at the Contemporary Art Gallery in Zagreb in 1974. The similarity in its 

composition and elements to Oxfam’s graphic approach was used to convey 

social responsibility in design, as well as representing the discourse promoted by 

Papanek. 
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Fig. 2.4 Poster for the exhibition ‘Victor Papanek - Design for the Real World’ at the 
Contemporary Art Gallery, Zagreb, 1974. Design by Dalibor Martinis. Source: 
http://dizajn.hr/blog/dizajn-dalibora-martinisa-70ih-i-80ih/# 

 

In the introduction to The Politics of Humanitarianism: Power, Ideology and Aid, 

Antonio De Lauri defines humanitarian intervention as the dominant instrument 

framing protection, aid and democratisation at a global level.233 In terms of 

	
233 Antonio De Lauri, ed., The Politics of Humanitarianism: Power, Ideology and Aid, 
(London: I.B. Tauris, 2016). 
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humanitarian intervention described as ‘humanitarianism’, De Lauri claims the 

suffix ‘ism’ ‘embodies a whole set of beliefs, practices, categories, discourses and 

procedures’. It can thus be seen as an ethos, or a political mode of controlling 

territories and lives, as well as governing international relations.234 Thus it is not 

only a product of a particular period, as post-war humanitarian efforts or natural 

disaster relief projects would suggest; it is also a ‘producer’, shaping a specific 

view of humanity, as shown in the way Oxfam’s material culture instilled a sense 

of global humanity and consciousness that transcended international boundaries 

and influenced sectors such as the design profession. In the context of politics 

and power relations, it is also argued that over the past twenty years, 

humanitarianism has ‘functioned as a kind of last (Western) frontier’.235 With a 

similar perspective on design interventions, the way in which designed objects in 

the form of, for example, ‘low cost technology’ by the Intermediate Technology 

Design Group or the proposals for shelter after disaster are represented, these 

are aligned to the forms of humanitarian intervention that is scrutinised in the 

history of humanitarianism. Thus, design’s pursuit to satisfy the ‘needs’ of society 

can be seen as being inherently entwined with a humanitarian discourse. In doing 

so, charting the development of humanitarianism along with its debates reveals 

some of the spaces in which socially responsible design operates.  

 

Seen as a form of utopia, humanitarianism has played a crucial role in 

determining a global understanding of what is ‘human’, ‘good’, and ‘normal’.236 

These understandings of society have become normalised through the 

institutional discourses established within the ‘donor-victim’ relationship of NGOs. 

In this sense, the imposition of trans-cultural ideas of normal is of a ‘normal’ 

deemed acceptable by international standards, which are built ‘according to the 

cultural, moral and economic standards of neoliberal democracies.’237 

Furthermore, as Billaud and De Lauri claim, humanitarian actors may be seen as 

	
234 Ibid.  
235 Ibid.  
236 Ibid.  
237 Ibid. 
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contemporary producers of ‘new utopias’: utopias in which tomorrow is the ‘site 

of hope for normality’. A site in which, paradoxically, social inequalities remain, 

while what should be considered human richness, such as cultural diversity, is 

rendered as a ‘need’ that must be addressed under the guise of ‘civilising’ 

aims.238 

 

As discourses of humanitarianism were adopted in design, the tensions that 

emanate from a donor-victim relationship had not been untangled prior to 

incorporating them within the profession. While humanitarian intervention through 

design was perceived to have pushed forward design’s ‘social’ agenda, such 

practices remain highly scrutinised for still functioning within, as Arturo Escobar 

put it, ‘colonizing politics of development knowledge.’ 239 Pereira and Gillett argue 

further that the genre of ‘development design’ recycles colonialist ideals,240 which 

obscure the resourceful everyday local practices for providing solutions. Or as 

happens within humanitarian organisations, design solutions tend to endorse 

strategies that draw from one perspective of ‘global salvation’ that ignores non-

Western ways. 
 

iii) The Professionalisation of Social Responsibility: Expanding the 

Discourse of Design through the BSSRS, 1969 

This section explores the overlooked issue of the professionalisation of ‘social 

responsibility’ that took place in other disciplines prior to its adoption by the design 

profession. While examining the documents pertaining to the organisation of the 

DfN Symposium and the relationship between the organising committee, along 

	
238 Ibid.  
239 Arturo Escobar, Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical Interdependence, Autonomy, 

and the Making of Worlds (New Ecologies for the Twenty-First Century). Durham, NC: 
Duke University Press. [Kindle Edition] (Kindle Locations 1514-1515) 
240 Helder Pereira and Coral Gillett, ‘Africa: Designing as Existence’, in: Design in the 
Borderlands, ed. by Eleni Kalantidou and Tony Fry (London: Routledge, 2015), pp. 

109–131. 
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with their respective institutional affiliations, the British Society for Social 

Responsibility in Science (BSSRS) was revealed as influential in establishing 

social responsibility in design.  By exploring these overlooked precedents of 

social responsibility, this section exposes arguments relating to why particular 

actors, events or texts have been accepted within histories of social design whilst 

others are neglected. In the context of institutional sociology, and practices of 

legitimisation, this raises questions about why Papanek’s text was regarded, as 

Nigel Whiteley puts it, as the ‘bible’ of socially responsible design,241 while, 

despite the DfN Symposium’s call for participation, which drew directly upon and 

acknowledged the work undertaken by the BSSRS, the work of this organisation 

has not been recognised.  

 

In the midst of the economic, social and environmental uncertainty of the 1960s, 

which has been clearly referenced as precursor of the emergence of social 

design, a notable attempt by the scientific community to professionalise ‘social 

responsibility’ led to the establishment of The British Society for Social 

Responsibility in Science (BSSRS) in 1969. Prompted by the development of 

nuclear, biological and chemical weapons, the scientific community was brought 

together to contest practices that would support such an endeavour. From the 

BSSRS’s inaugural meeting, held on 19 April 1969 at the Royal Society, 

responsibility in science was called for by president of the BSSRS, Professor 

Maurice Hugh Frederick Wilkins, a British physicist and molecular biologist, best 

known for his contribution to the discovery of the structure of DNA at Kings 

College London, as follows:  
In 1969 growing awareness that science not only provided benefits but also 
created severe problems led to the formation of the British Society for Social 
Responsibility of Science. […] The scientist tended to see his job as being confined 
to discovering knowledge for its own sake. In his view, how science was applied-
the use and misuse of science-was more the concern of the public: the politics, 
was not the job of a scientist. The BSSRS believes that scientists must no longer 
confine themselves to research in a narrow sense but must involve themselves 
also with the wider social consequences of the knowledge they produce… 242 

	
241 Nigel Whiteley, Design for Society (London: Reaktion, 1994) 

 
242 Kings College London, Archives and Special Collections, M.H.F. Wilkins Archive, 
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In this context, the critical points that the society’s ‘Action Groups’ were to 

address included, but were not limited to, the following:  
1) Formulation of a Code of Ethics, rules, and institutions to exercise control. 2) 
Education: How can social awareness be injected into university science courses? 
How can non-scientists be made aware of the potential of the scientific methods 
for talking societal problems? 3) Propagation of the possible positive contributions 
of science to particular problems in society. 4) Identify future scientific 
developments likely to cause social problems (initially a discussion group). 4) An 
employment agency for war scientists wishing to change jobs.243 

 

From this backdrop, the principal objectives discussed at the inaugural meeting 

were to engage science with ‘political, social or even moral problems, rather than 

technical’. They also aimed to ‘lead [the BSSRS] to action or proposals, and not 

just to philosophical debate’. 244 This in turn, evoked the organisation of 

multidisciplinary groups that were willing to engage with disciplines outside the 

boundaries of the scientific community, and generally disseminate such work 

towards a wider public. This was achieved, like the goals of many other societies, 

through the publication of a magazine entitled Science for People245 (SfP), along 

	
Papers for the first meetings of the British Society for Social Responsibility in Science, 
Minutes of the inaugural meeting of the BSSRS, 1969.  
243 In a draft signed by Joseph Rosenhead from the London School of Economics. 
(Kings College London, Archives and Special Collections, M.H.F. Wilkins Archive, 

Papers for the first meetings of the British Society for Social Responsibility in Science, 
‘Proposals for action groups for BSSRS’ (1969)  
244 Kings College London, Archives and Special Collections, M.H.F. Wilkins Archive, 

Papers for the first meetings of the British Society for Social Responsibility in Science, 
‘Proposals for action groups for BSSRS’, (1969)  
245 ‘Science for People (SfP) was the bi-monthly and latterly quarterly magazine of the 
British Society for Social Responsibility in Science (BSSRS).  It succeeded the BSSRS 

Newssheet in the autumn of 1972 incorporating more discussion material.  The 
Newssheet had run for 17 issues.  Thus, the first issue of SfP was numbered 18 and 

more than 50 issues were produced during the remainder of the 1970s and throughout 
the whole of the 1980s.  The last issue, issue 70, appeared in the autumn of 1989.’ 
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with other forms of communication, such as informal pamphlets. SfP was clearly 

focused on national issues, but at times crossed transnational borders in terms 

of socially oriented topics in science and technology. Most importantly, SfP was 

characterised by the socialisation of science, which brought together specialists 

from a wide range of scientific disciplines and non-specialists.  In terms of what 

can be perceived as a strategy by the established professions to expand their 

outreach and professional boundaries, the discourse of the BSSRS, through its 

printed material, represents the inclusion of lay people into ‘professional’ debates. 

The following front covers of SfP highlight a few of the many political, social and 

economic concerns discussed within the magazine, which clearly reveal the 

profession’s engagement with affairs beyond the context of science:  

 
 
Fig. 2.5 Front covers of SfP, No. 19 (1972/73) and No. 25 (1974) Source: M.H.F Wilkins 
archive, held at Kings College London archives, folder: Kpp178/11/1/23  

 

Written in an accessible format, engaging with graphic designers to convey the 

society’s cause to a wider audience, the BSSRS’s magazine denotes a clear 

	
‘Campaigns: Science for People’, British Society for Social Responsibility in Science, 
(n.d.) available at:  http://www.bssrs.org/clients/resources [accessed 06/05/2017] 
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discourse of ‘action’, rather than the continuation of ‘philosophical debate’.246 Also 

relevant to the study of the DfN Symposium was the establishment of the 

BSSRS’s Science and Art working group in 1970, which acted as a space for 

scientists and the creative sector to forge professional relationships. Through its 

multidisciplinary approach to addressing societal issues, the BSSRS’s ‘socially 

responsible’ agenda culminated in the establishment of a further network of 

academic and cultural institutions across the country.247 Among the cultural 

institutions with which the BSSRS established collaborative links was the Institute 

of Contemporary Arts (ICA), through the BSSRS’s Science & Art working group.  

The expressed interest by the scientific community in engaging with art, stated at 

the BSSRS inaugural meeting, was that ‘the relation between art and science 

would help to clarify the position of science in culture today’.248 As a result, the 

BSSRS proposed to organise science-art-related exhibitions and talks and set up 

design competitions for art colleges, including Kingston Polytechnic.249   

	
246 Kings College London, Archives and Special Collections, M.H.F. Wilkins Archive, 

Papers for the first meetings of the British Society for Social Responsibility in Science, 
‘Minutes of the inaugural meeting of the BSSRS’, (1969)  
247 Participants were invited from across the country: this included members of the 
University of Edinburgh, Manchester, and the Open University, among others. Kings 

College London, Archives and Special Collections, M.H.F. Wilkins Archive, Papers 
relating to the Science and Art Group, British Society for Social Responsibility in 

Science. 
248 ‘Minutes, meeting 4 March 1971’, in Papers relating to the Science and Art Group, 
British Society for Social Responsibility in Science. (M.H.F. Wilkins Archive, Kings 

College London, Archives and Special Collections).  
249 Kings College London, Archives and Special Collections, M.H.F. Wilkins Archive, 

Papers relating to the Science and Art Group, British Society for Social Responsibility 
in Science, 

Notes on BSSRS Science and Art Group meeting, 10 September 1970.  
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This led to the direct involvement of members of the BSSRS with the 1976 DfN 

Symposium, when a member of the editorial board of SfP, David Dickson,250 

presented the paper ‘Technology: The Language of Social Action’, at the 

Symposium.251 In this text, Dickson highlighted the effects of technology on both 

‘industrialised and underdeveloped countries.’ Drawing from the ideals promoted 

by the BSSRS Art and Science working group, Dickson called upon the design 

community to take political and technological action to ‘ensure that technology 

[met] true social needs’ and to foster a society which was prepared to recognise 

and cater for such needs.252 Contributions from David Dickson appeared in 

several issues of SfP. With titles such as ‘Intermediate Technology: Political 

Liberation or the New Imperialism’, in issue no. 20, 1973,253 and Alternative 

Technology and the Politics of Technical Change, published by Fontana in 

1975,254 Dickson’s work was already, in the mid-1970s, scrutinising the power 

relations embedded within intermediate technologies, and which, through his 

participation at the DfN Symposium, attempted to raise such concerns within the 

design profession.  

 

In the context of earlier tensions regarding the professional identity of the 

designer in Britain, as pointed out by historian Leah Armstrong, the use of the 

	
250 David Dickson was present in the meeting held by the BSSRS on June 16, 1970, to 

discuss the ‘working group on the Science/Art/Technology interface’. (Kings College 
London, Archives and Special Collections, M.H.F. Wilkins Archive, notes on a BSSRS 

meeting to discuss a working group on the Science/Art/Technology interface.)  
251 David Dickson, ‘Technology: The Language of Social Action’, in Julian Bicknell and 

Liz McQuiston (eds.), Design for Need: The Social Contribution of Design, An 

Anthology of Papers presented to the Symposium at the Royal College of Art, London, 
April 1976. (Oxford: Pergamon Press, 1976), pp. 102-107. 
252 Ibid.  
253 David Dickson, ‘Intermediate Technology: Political Liberation or the New 
Imperialism’, Science for People, issue no. 20, 1973 
254 David Dickson, Alternative Technology and the Politics of Technical Change, 
Fontana, 1975.  
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terms ‘Designer’, ‘Industrial Designer’ and ‘Commercial Artist’ highlights the 

ambivalent position of design’s professional identity between art and engineering. 

The renaming of the Chartered Society of Designers (1986), formerly the Society 

of Industrial Artists (SIA), to the Society of Industrial Artists and Designers (SIAD) 

in 1963 highlights these contentions.255 In this context, and that of the continuous 

promotion of design within art institutions such as the ICA, design was perceived 

as being at the blurred boundaries between art and engineering. Moreover, the 

acceptance within such circles of members associated with the BSSRS has been 

argued to be part of the struggle for professional identity in the field of design. 

This suggests that the encounter between the design community and the ideals 

established by the BSSRS was facilitated by this continuous search for 

professional identity. Nonetheless, while primary sources pertaining to the 

BSSRS and the organisation of the DfN Symposium reveal direct interaction 

between members from the BSSRS’s Science and Art working group and 

members of the Royal College of Art and the DfN organisers, Misha Black and 

Christopher Cornford, at the Art Education Symposium in April 1971256 and the 

ICA’s series of integrated exhibitions: ‘Design, Applied’ at the ICA.257 Whether a 

dialogue between individual members of the BSSRS and specific actors from the 

design community took place remains speculative. This in turn, presents a space 

for investigating further histories of social design, as the BSSRS was openly 

referenced as promoting socially responsible design within the ‘socially 

responsible design’ debate. 

 

For example, in the chapter ‘Responsible Design and Ethical Consuming’ in 

Design for Society by design writer Nigel Whiteley, the range of products 

developed by the Lucas Combine project described in Mike Cooley’s paper 

	
255 Armstrong, 2015.  
256 Kings College London, Archives and Special Collections, M.H.F. Wilkins Archive. 

Papers relating to the Science and Art Group, British Society for Social Responsibility 
in Science, ‘Minutes, meeting 4 March 1971’. 
257  Publicity for the exhibition ’Design, Applied’. Tate Britain, Institute of Contemporary 
Arts archive, TGA955/7/8/114.  
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‘Design for Social Need: the Lucas Workers’ Initiative’, 258 presented at the DfN 

Symposium,259 is positioned as a vivid example of the ‘socially responsible design 

movement’. It is referred to as an immediate legacy of Papanek’s ‘design 

priorities’: Whiteley describes the range of products as ‘Papanekian in its 

responsibility’.260 Notwithstanding, the Lucas project, with little reference to 

Papanek’s thesis, if positioned within the technological and scientific realm, along 

with an investigation into the networks that were established between the working 

groups of the BSSRS, could arguably shed light on the further influence of the 

BSSRS on design practices during the 1970s.  

 

Within traditional notions of professionalism, the impact of the work of the BSSRS 

could be perceived as the institutionalisation of the discourse of ‘social 

responsibility’. Based on the premise that professionalism can be referred to as 

‘the disciplinary logic which inscribes “autonomous” professional practice within 

a network of accountability and governs professional conduct at a distance’,261 in 

this context a discourse of ‘social responsibility’ may have been brought into play 

in order to achieve governance and control of ‘professional’ practices. Whereas, 

as has been shown in this section, the dissemination of social responsibility by 

	
258 Mike Cooley (1976). ‘Design for Social Need-The Lucas Workers’ Initiative’, In 

Bicknell and McQuiston (eds.), 1976, Design pp. 95-101.  
259 ‘The Lucas [Aerospace] Combine Shop Stewards’ Committee in the mid-1970s had 
been formed as a response to the British government’s reorganisation of the British 

aerospace industry. During 1975 and 1976 the Combine won international acclaim for 
their alternative plan, which argued that more jobs could be saved and even created by 

Lucas moving into the production of new, socially useful products. An example of the 
Combine’s definition of “socially useful” was: “make minimum demands upon natural 

resources and improve the quality of the environment.”’. Nigel Whiteley, ‘The Lucas 
Plan and Social Responsibility’, in Nigel Whiteley, 1993, pp.107-9.  
260 Nigel Whiteley, ‘Responsible Design and Ethical Consuming’, in Nigel Whiteley, 
1993. pp.94-133. 
261 Fournier, 1999. 
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the BSSRS acted as a ‘code of conduct’ not only for scientists, but also for the 

wider academic community, including design. From the premise that a discourse 

of ‘social responsibility’, and ‘action’ was being widely disseminated within a wide 

range of academic, professional and everyday practices during the 1970s, the 

next section will continue to explore the concept of social responsibility within the 

‘institutional’ setting. In this particular case, the university is seen as an institution 

that guides societal behaviours and disseminates ‘accepted’ discourses. With this 

objective, the Man-Made Futures (M-MF) course established in 1975 at the Open 

University provides a platform from which to explore the relationship between 

‘social responsibilities’, the ideological foundations of the course and the role it 

may have played in the development of the current understanding of social 

design. 

 

iv) Legitimising the Discourse of Social Responsibility in Design Education: 
The Professionalisation vs. Deprofessionalisation Debate in Design 

Through a Discursive Examination of ‘Man-Made Futures’ at the Open 

University, 1975-1982  
Along with the ideological underpinnings of Man-Made Futures, the history of the 

establishment of the Open University (OU) is relevant to an examination of the 

mechanisms of professionalisation through the legitimisation of institutional 

discourses. The foundational pillars for the establishment of the Open University 

(OU) were formed between 1968 and 1969. The OU was unique in the sense that 

it was a radical experiment in higher education with the objective of extending 

educational opportunities to all. This was done through its expressed ethos: ‘to 

be open to people, places, methods, and ideas’ in a ‘post-war social democratic 

settlement and the Cold War.’262 Having been granted a Royal Charter on the 23 

April 1969, the institution obtained university status, and was expected to start 

teaching in January 1971. Set within this context, Man-Made Futures, which was 

	
262 Daniel Weinbren, The Open University: a History (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2014). 
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founded in 1975, is inherently embedded within such narratives of the 

‘socialisation’ of education.  

 

As stated within the OU’s documented history, it was ‘the University’s 

collaborative approach to course design that encouraged innovation and course 

creation across non-traditional boundaries’ that provoked debate in academic 

circles.263 In this context, such an educational approach was accused of having 

a ‘Marxist bias’ at the time; in addition, during this period this approach was also 

influencing practices in art and design, through its social cultural shift, as 

highlighted previously in this chapter.264 Sociologist Martyn Hammersley argues 

that ‘generated by the student movement which brought key figures of Western 

Marxism, notably Georg Lukacs, Antonio Gramsci and Herbert Marcuse, and also 

the very different kind of Marxism being developed by Louis Althusser and his 

students in Paris’ brought an ‘alternative curriculum’.265 This shift in education 

was met with further critique from the ‘dominant functionalist approaches within 

US sociology, preoccupied with the preservation of social order’, through 

education. 266   Across the political Left and Right, social order was perceived as 

desirable. Within the realm of educational sociology, the E282 ‘School and 

Society’ course at the OU was highly criticised within British media for exploring 

	
263 ‘History of the OU’, Open University, available at:  

http://www.open.ac.uk/researchprojects/historyofou/story/early-curriculum. [accessed 
06/04/2017] 
264 See for example, Laurel Forster and Sue Harper, eds., British Culture and Society in 
the 1970s: the Lost Decade (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 

2010), and John A. Walker, Left Shift: Radical Art in 1970s Britain. (London: I B Tauris, 
2002) 
265 Martyn Hammersley, ‘An Ideological Dispute: Accusations of Marxist Bias in the 

Sociology of Education During the 1970s’, Contemporary British History, 30:2, (2016), 
242-259.  
266 Ibid. 
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radical alternatives to education that challenged ‘traditional’ schooling for its role 

in ‘establishing and maintaining social control’.267  

 

Within this backdrop, the literature suggests that the Man-Made Futures: Design 

and Technology, a second level course, which ran from 1975 to 1982, was set 

primarily within the realm of alternative technology. As design historian Pauline 

Madge points out, Man-Made Futures ‘provides a useful collection of texts and 

issues to do with design and alternative technologies.’268 It can also be regarded 

as an early example of how an attempt to address the current state of the world 

by focusing on the future intertwined with technological advancement and a 

radical approach to education that challenged the institutional power relations 

and foregrounded the social values of design.  

 

Man-Made Futures offers an early example of a ‘future-focused’ design practice, 

by highlighting the potential role for design within a changing society. While 

embedded in the alternative technology discourse, Man-Made Futures was 

simultaneously entwined with a discourse of openness and the ‘socialisation’ of 

the professions. The shift in the role of the design activity within this course 

emphasised ‘change’, the democratisation of design, its consequences, and the 

role it played in creating the future.269 This set the tone for the foundation of what 

could arguably be considered as one of the first socially oriented design courses 

in the UK.  

 

Through its educational material, Man-Made Futures prompted a call for a shift 

in attitude of design activity. The image below, the cover of the course book 

	
267 Ibid.  
268 Pauline Madge, ‘Design, Ecology, Technology: A Historiographical Review’, Journal 
of Design History, 6 (1993), 149–66.  
269 See for example the Design Research Society’s 1976 conference ‘Changing 
Design’, held in Portsmouth (B. Evans, J.A. Powell, and R. Talbot (eds.), Changing 

Design (Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 1982)). 
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featuring Tarot cards, was designed to capture the desired transition (a future 

vision for the profession), which went from a notion of ‘unrestrained excess’ 

towards ‘fairness and proper balance’. The status quo of design was graphically 

represented by L’Ermite (the Hermit), as ‘circumspection and withdrawal’, while 

design’s foundations, which relied on ‘beauty, good advice, and inspiration’ 

L’Amoureaux (the Lovers), and Jupiter, the priest or guru, were positioned in the 

‘near future’, to shift towards ‘reflection and moderation’ (Temperance), in order 

to avoid the effect of a sudden change or failure (!) La Mort (Death).270 

                          

	
270 Nigel Cross, Dave Elliott and Robin Roy, The Open University Man-Made Futures: 

Design and Technology, A Second Level Course Unit 2-3: Technology and Society. 
Milton Keynes: The Open University Press, 1975), p. 6 
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Fig. 2.6 Course structure: the interrelationship of technological change and social change. 
Source: Cross, N. Elliott, D. Roy, R. (1975) The Open University Man-made Futures: 
Design and Technology, A second Level Course Unit 2-3: Technology and Society. The 
Open University Press, Pp. 6  

 

Furthermore, the course material drew on Victor Papanek’s critique in Design for 

the Real World of the lack of social, economic, and political education taught in 

design schools. This was stated within the objectives of the course (module T262) 

through the promotion of the design process as offering the value of design to 

society. By doing so, the process of design was raised as part of a larger 

movement of technological change, inherently bound to social change. In this 



	 110	

light, it was suggested that the ‘intimate relationship of technology and society 

[provided] the “environment in which design [took] place”’ and was ‘as much 

about this “environment” as it [was] about “design”.’ 271  

 

From this discursive analysis of the educational material provided by the Man-

Made Futures course, it is argued that the course transcended the disciplinary 

boundaries of design. Set within the context of the foundation of the OU, the 

material relating to Man-Made Futures offers an insight into the social agenda of 

design, which sought to move from a strict activity confined to the creativity of the 

individual designer towards design as a collective process. To support this 

transition, the foundation of the course drew from studies in sociology, politics 

and technology and sought to address themes in design that ranged from 

‘technological change’, ‘participation and the professional’, ‘participatory 

democracy’, ‘post-industrial society and the future’ and ‘design responsibility’ to 

‘technological alternatives’.272 This is reflected in Unit 9, Design and Technology, 

which included the following subcategories: changing design’s process, social 

problems and technological solutions, alternative technologies and social 

responsibility in design. The last of these themes sheds further light on the 

alternatives envisioned for the design practitioner. These were: ‘to continue to 

increase emphasis on professionalism of a kind which is based on “expert” and 

“inspirational” roles’; ‘to adopt a sympathetic stance to so-called “participatory” 

design process […] for developing ranges of possibilities for public choice’, and 

‘to reject both above solutions and work for real transfer of power on design 

	
271 Nigel Cross, Dave Elliott and Robin Roy, The Open University Man-Made Futures: 

Design and Technology, A Second Level Course Unit 1: Designing the Future. (Milton 
Keynes: The Open University Press, 1975), p. 7 
272 Themes discussed in Nigel Cross, Dave Elliott and Robin Roy, (eds.), Man-Made 
Futures: Readings in Society, Technology and Design (London: Hutchinson, 1974), pp. 

39-48. 
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decisions.’273 The following figures offer an example of how the course was 

structured:  

 

 

 
Fig. 2.7 Course structure: the interrelationship of technological change and social change. 
Source: Cross, N. Elliott, D. Roy, R. (1975) The Open University Man-made Futures: 
Design  

 
 

	
273  Prepared for the course team by Nigel Cross. In: Nigel Cross, Dave Elliott and 

Robin Roy, (eds.), The Open University Man-Made Futures: Design and Technology, A 
Second Level Course Unit 9: Social Responsibility in Design (Milton Keynes: The Open 

University Press, 1975), p. 43 
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Fig. 2.8 A conceptual model of technology-society relationship showing that technological 
change is influenced by factors in the environment, while also having consequences for 
the environment some of which feedback to influence subsequent technological changes. 
Source: Cross, N. Elliott, D. Roy, R. (1975) The Open University Man-made Futures: 
Design and Technology, A second Level Course Unit 2-3: Technology and Society. The 
Open University Press, Pp. 10 

 

This new perspective also envisioned the design process as no longer exclusive 

to the ‘engineer or architect, or any of the generally recognized design 

professionals.’ As stated in the course description, the design process could be 

adopted equally by: ‘a manager, politician, protestor, consumer, lawyer, trade 

unionist, pressure group, butcher, baker or candlestick maker’.274 Thus the ability 

	
274 Ibid., p.8  
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to imagine the future was no longer portrayed as exclusive to the design 

profession; instead, it was intended to be seen as a collective activity, relevant to 

all. With the aim of locating the various sources that conformed to the ideals of 

the Man-Made Futures course, and thus its impact on the socially responsible 

design agenda, expressions of ‘openness’, reflected through a discourse of 

participatory and collaborative practices, were analysed from the selected texts 

for the course reader, Man-Made Futures: Readings in Society, Technology and 

Design (1975).275 In the following image, texts that have been asterisked were 

examined through this perspective. They were selected for their content and 

connection to DfN through their relationship with members of the organising 

committee of DfN.  

 

Contents  

Section 1. Technology and Society  
Technology and Industrial Society 
1.1 The industrial society Raymond Aron  
1.2 Utopia and technology: reflections on the conquest of nature William Leiss 
1.3 Technical dilemmas and social responses Robin Clarke*  
Technological Change  
1.4  Futureshock Alvin Toffler  
1.5 The imperatives of technology John Kenneth Galbraith  
1.6 The myth of autonomous technology Seymour Melman  
1.7 Technology and economic growth Nathan Rosenberg  
Technocratic Society  
1.8  The technocracy Theodore Roszak  

1.9 Technology, planning and organization John Kenneth Galbraith  
1.10 Freedom and tyranny in a technological society Jack Douglas  
1.11 Technology and the failure of the political system Victor Ferkiss  
Post-industrial society and the future 
1.12 Notes on the post-industrial society Daniel Bell  
1.13 The structural presence of post-industrial society E.L Trist  

	
 
275 See Fig.2 9 Contents of course reader: Cross, Elliott, and Roy (eds), 1974. 
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1.14 The triumph of technology-‘can’ implies ‘ought’ Hasan Ozbekhan  
1.15 Inventing the future in spite of futurology Krishan Kumar  

 

Section 2. Policy and Participation  
Technology Assessment and Technological Forecasting  
2.1 The management of technological progress Harvey Brooks, et al. 
2.2 Technology assessment: superfix or superfixation? Brian Wynne  
2.3 Technology assessment and political power Tony Benn  
2.4 Technological forecasting as a tool of social strategy Robert Jungk*  
Participation and the Professional  
2.5 Priorities for research and technological development Helmut Krauch  
2.6 A rationale for participation Peter Stringer * 
2.7 Researching decisions about technological projects with social consequences 

Marvin Manheim * 
2.8 Planning and Protest John Page  
The Participatory Democracy  
2.9 Inventions for democracy Nigel Calder  
2.10 Toward liberation Robert Goodman  
2.11 Neighbourhood councils Stephen Bodington  
 

Section 3. Design and Technology  
The Design Activity  
3.1 The Unselfconscious process Christopher Alexander  
3.2 Design in the light of the year 2000 Donald Schön  
3.3 The need for new methods J Christopher Jones 

3.4 Wicked problems Horst Rittel and Melvin M. Webber  
The Technological Fix  
3.5 Can technology replace social engineering? Alvin M. Weinberg 
3.6 Technological shortcuts Amitai Etzioni  
3.7 Systems of power Robert Boguslaw 
Design Responsibility  
3.8 Machines for a creative society M. W. Thring*  
3.9 Areas for responsible design Victor Papanek  
Technological Alternatives  
3.10 Liberatory technology Murray Bookchin  
3.11 Alternative technology Robin Clarke*  
3.12 Convivial technology Ivan Illich  
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Fig.1.9 Contents of course reader. Source: Cross, N. Elliott, D. Roy, R. ed. (1974). Man-
Made Futures: Readings in Society, Technology and Design. Hutchinson & Co. 

(Publishers) Ltd. 
 

Ivan Illich’s Tools for Conviviality (1973) included within the ‘Technological 

Alternatives’ subsection of the course reader, was adopted for the critical 

appreciation of professionalised design. Philosopher of technology Carl Mitcham 

argues that through Illich’s work, design professionals sought ‘a more disciplined 

and limited use of technology, especially [through] low-scale technologies.’276 

Furthermore, Illich’s critique, in relation to the disparity between the advancement 

of technological tools and ‘autonomous’ human development, was most famously 

highlighted, specifically his analysis of the ‘epidemic of counterproductivity’.277 

That is, ‘the pursuit [of technology] beyond its inherent limits’, or, in other words, 

the unlimited expansion of technology across a variety of sectors. For Illich, an 

appropriate response to such issues ‘was to learn to practice a more disciplined 

and limited use of technology, and to invent alternative, especially low-scale, 

technologies.’278 The work of Illich in this context presents a critical standpoint 

and historical influence to the Design for Need agenda and, as such, to 

contemporary social design. While this approach is located within the national 

discourse of the socially responsible design agenda as it emerged in the UK, it is 

relevant to point out that much of the work drawn from Illich’s texts was published 

during the 1970s, when Illich was in Mexico as founder of the Centro Intercultural 

de Documentación (CIDOC). Influenced by Illich’s local observation and critique 

of ‘industrialisation’ in Mexico, the excerpt of Illich’s text within the Man-Made 

Futures course reader not only highlights the ‘deprofessionalisation’ debate 

which arguably helped shape ‘alternative’ visions of design, but also raises 

awareness of the transnational articulation of ideas and the tensions between 

local and global agendas within the professions. Drawing from primary sources 

	
276 Carl Mitcham, ‘In Memoriam Ivan Illich: Critic of Professionalized Design’, Design 

Issues, 19: 4 (Autumn 2003), 26-30.  
277 Ibid. 
278 Ibid. 
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associated with Illich’s personal library located in at El Colégio de Mexico 

(COLMEX) in Mexico City, these concerns will be explored in depth in Chapter 

Five of this thesis.  

 

Another work upon which the Man-Made Futures course reader relied in order to 

advocate for the acceleration of change in society through design was futurologist 

Alvin Toffler’s Technological Change. In this text, Toffler critiqued the 

‘supercharged pace of change’ by stating that the inability to adapt would lead to 

society suffering what the author called: ‘future shock’.279 As a consequence of 

this, students were encouraged to integrate design with issues that affected 

society, as Figures 2.7 and 2.8 above show. From the material produced for the 

course, Man-Made Futures reflects the ambition to resist technological 

dependency by addressing the uncontested ‘changes’ that prevailed in society. 

This was achieved by conveying an image of the future that bridged society with 

technological advancement through design. Furthermore, the course reader 

highlights key texts that challenged the idea that industrial society was the 

ultimate evolution of civilisation. This in turn heralded a return to the central 

preoccupations of early sociology280 that led to reimagining society through 

alternative modes of living. In this sense, Man-Made Futures echoed a strong 

interest in earlier utopian visions that was reflected in the assessment modules 

on ‘alternative futures to work’, ‘food and shelter’.281 Further selected texts from 

the course reader, such as sociologist Krishan Kumar’s Inventing the Future in 

Spite of Futurology, shows how attention was drawn to the differences in present 

	
279 Alvin Toffler, ‘Technological Change’ (1970), in: Cross, Elliott, and Roy (eds), 1974, 

pp. 39-48. 
280 Krishan Kumar, (1972). ‘Inventing the Future in spite of Futurology’, in: Cross, 

Elliott, and Roy, (eds.),1974, pp.129-132. 
281 See: The Open University, A Second Level Course, Man-Made Futures: Design and 

Technology, Peter Murray with Nigel Cross (eds.), Units 4 and 5: The Future of Shelter; 
Oliver Shirley with Robin Roy (eds.), Units 7 and 8: The Future of Food; David Elliot 

(ed.), Units 10 and 11: The Future of Work (Milton Keynes: Open University Press, 
1975) 
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and past utopias. In this piece Kumar stated that in contrast to past utopias, which 

ranged from alternative societies to pre-industrial ones, and even pre-urban 

modes of life, what distinguished modern utopianism was society’s full 

‘acceptance of the technology of advanced industrial society’.282 Based on this 

‘modern’ utopianism, according to Kumar, a renewed interest in the future was 

widespread during the 1970s. As a result of the revolutions of the 1960s, which 

challenged the prevailing view that industrial societies had resolved all their 

problems, a project known as ‘futurology’ also emerged.  

 

From the works analysed, associated with the course reader and the educational 

material of Man-Made Futures, this section has thus highlighted the rhetorical 

foundations of a social design course of that emerged during the period in which 

this thesis is situated. The design profession was rhetorically positioned as a 

strong proponent for imagining the future, thanks to its capacity as a facilitator 

between present and future.283 Through this pursuit of envisioning ‘alternative’ 

futures, a profound concern was placed on the effects that technology had on 

contemporary society, where technology was perceived as the social ‘engine of 

change’,284 and which for far too long had benefited from uncontrolled 

development. Moreover, the suggested literature for the Man-Made Futures 

design course reveals further connections with the radical scientific movement 

enacted by the BSSRS through its magazine, SfP. For example, in SfP No. 21, 

Apr/May 1973, Robin Clarke, founder of Biotechnic Research and Development 

(BRAD), a ‘Welsh farm community designed to explore the practical use of 

ecologically sound, non-polluting technology’, describes the challenges the 

	
282 Kumar, K., Inventing the Future in spite of Futurology (1972), in: Cross, Elliott, and 

Roy, (eds.),1974, pp.129-132 
283 Based on the themes presented in the course reader:  Cross, Elliott and Roy (eds.) 

1974, pp.39-48 
284 Toffler, 1970. 
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community faced. The project undertaken at BRAD has also been used to 

exemplify ‘alternative’ and ‘social’ design projects.285  

 

The alternative movement, along with a shift towards a knowledge society, was 

clearly promoted by Man-Made Futures. Sociologist Daniel Bell’s work portrays 

a clear message of this future-oriented agenda for the design profession, which 

sought a post-industrial society through the advancement of knowledge. In ‘Notes 

on the Post-industrial Society and the Future’, Bell argues that ‘what [had] 

become decisive for society [was] the new centrality of theoretical (scientific) 

knowledge’.286 This was proposed as the element that enabled the visualisation 

of alternative modes of living, something Bell perceived as a new emerging social 

system. In his work, Bell stated that this was not because of the fact that the basis 

for this ‘new’ society was knowledge. Instead, it was because knowledge itself 

had changed, and was now focused on theoretical knowledge that was 

consciously embedded in society.287  

 

In 1965, the American Academy of Arts and Sciences initiated the Commission 

on the Year 2000 project, in order to ‘determine whether we can identify the 

nature of the emerging problems in our society, whether we can indicate the kinds 

of knowledge necessary for the formulation of alternative solutions, and whether 

we can design new institutions and methods to cope with these problems’.288 

Within a report prepared for the commission at the October meeting in 1967, 

Chairman Daniel Bell’s multi-dimensional post-industrial society agenda was 

highlighted as follows: ‘the increasing demand for professional and technical 

employment is the second dimension of the post-industrial society’. The main 

	
285 Robin Clarke, ‘Technology for an Alternative Society’, New Scientist (11 January 

1973), pp. 66-68, 
286 Extracts from: Daniel Bell, ‘Notes on the Post-industrial Society and the Future’, The 

Public Interest, 6 (Winter, 1967). Quoted in Cross, Elliott, Roy, (eds.), 1974, pp.99-106. 
287 Ibid. 
288 ‘The Post-Industrial Society: The Crisis of Rationality’, Bulletin of the American 

Academy of Arts and Sciences, 21: 2 (Nov. 1967), 5-15.  
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concern for this was the possibility of creating a ‘bi-modal’ society in which a large 

part of the economy was either engaged in ‘professional-technical’ or ‘semi-

skilled’ work, with a gap so wide between them that ‘it would resemble a bi-modal 

curve’. But in general, the main concern for post-industrial society was the 

importance of developing theoretical knowledge: as Bell argued, ‘empiricism 

[had] given way to the predominance of theory’ beyond science and technology, 

as well as in other areas such as economics.289In this context, this awareness of 

‘knowledge’ suggests that the ‘alternative’ design movement, and readings in 

‘futurology’ that sought a post-industrial society based on knowledge as opposed 

to empiricism, read through the ‘rise of professionals’, was a call to reinstate the 

declining public trust in the professions.290 In this light, it is argued that the 

inclusion of  ‘social responsibility’, along with the envisioning of design as a 

discipline that could help to shape the ‘future’, was entangled between the 

professionalisation and de-professionalisation of the design discipline. On the 

one hand the selected texts focused on ‘opening’ up the practice of design 

through the participation of non-professionals, while on the other a vision for the 

future relied on the production of ‘institutionalised’ knowledge. Within professional 

norms, this not only served to address the socio-political and environmental crisis 

that prevailed during the 1970s, but also acted as a mechanism to maintain the 

social status that accompanied the professions.  

 

 
 
v) Conclusion  

This chapter has aimed to establish some of the precedents that led to the 

incorporation of the concept of social responsibility within the practice of design 

	
289 Ibid.  

290 Extracts from M.L. Manheim, Reaching Decisions about Technological Projects with 
Social Consequences: a normative model’, in Design Research Bag, 2 (1972) quoted 

in Cross, Elliott and Roy (eds.),1974, pp.191-206. 
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as a response to the dissatisfaction with the existing role design played in society. 

It has shown the professional maturation of design as it was reflected though the 

sense of responsibility by designers to understand the consequences of their 

actions in a more theoretical, as well as practical, sense. This was rendered 

through a shift in design theory and criticism that drew upon key texts that were 

translated into English during the 1970s, which focused on ‘everyday’ objects, 

language and ideology and the critique of commodity aesthetics, and helped 

shape critics’ and practitioners’ understanding of how designed objects operate 

in society. 

 

Moreover, the chapter has explored how the concepts of social responsibility and 

need were defined by various institutions, as well as the challenges faced in 

attempting to rearticulate such definitions to a broader public of non-specialists.  

In so doing it has also offered an overview of humanitarianism and development 

policies and their discourses, along with the 1970s leftwards turn in the arts as 

the context in which the rest of the thesis develops. This was followed by an 

exploration into how social responsibility was professionalised within science 

through the establishment of the BSSRS, which acted as a code of conduct for 

other professions. Exploring the BSSRS also revealed a connection between 

science, art and design, through the encounter between BSSRS members and 

designers at various events, at a time in which the organisation of DfN was being 

conceptualised. Through the use of primary sources, the chapter has shown how 

these relationships were pursued, with the contention that this was due to 

design’s constant search for professional acknowledgement, in which ‘being 

seen’ and thus recognised within a wider professional network, in this case, the 

scientific community, added status to the activities being undertaken.  

 

A final section of this chapter has charted a brief history of the foundation and 

course content of design at the OU, through the Man-Made Futures course 

established in 1975. This was done with the aim of offering an insight into how 

social responsibility was introduced into design education through its theory and 

practice as a contestation of the current state of the world, in terms of inequality, 
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climate change, the exploitation and deterioration of natural resources and 

housing, amongst other global challenges. However, analysing the content of 

Man-Made Futures highlighted how the notion of social responsibility was 

mediated to simultaneously accommodate discourses within the development 

and progress agenda, which appear to be contradictory at times, due to their top-

down approach.  

 

Ultimately, the chapter has highlighted a shift in the ethical and moral concerns 

that came to define society in the 1960s and early 1970s, and which were 

adopted by professional circles. Exploring institutional discourses of social 

responsibility, embedded in the humanitarian sector, professional societies and 

the university setting, establishes the parameters for ‘legitimacy’ as a guiding 

force that helped shape the design profession. Having mentioned previously that 

the Design for Need Symposium can be seen as one of the most vivid 

representations of how this discourse of social responsibility was being taken 

upon by the design profession, through each individual subsection of this chapter 

a backdrop to the processes by which the DfN Symposium was organised and 

legitimised is offered. Thus, Chapter Two acts as a context from which to assess 

the material relating to the organisation of the DfN Symposium, which is 

addressed in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

A Call for ‘Action’: The Design for Need Symposium at the 

Royal College of Art, London 1976  

 
The theme ‘Design for Need’ with its particular concern for developing 
countries and disabled people had been around for some time. The theme, 
however, has never before been given comprehensive consideration in 
including the total field, defined as resources, environment, aid, and 
development and based upon a maximum of fact rather than wishful thinking 
[…] this could be a prototype of a series of international symposia on design, 
which Britain is uniquely equipped and qualified to hold.291 
 

Frank Height, 1976  
 

This chapter explores the organisation of the Design for Need Symposium that 

took place at the Royal College of Art in London in 1976, with the objective of 

highlighting the mechanisms by which a discourse of ‘social responsibility’ was 

adopted and articulated by the design profession through the concept of ‘need’.  

It is done with the contention that despite the fact that a discourse of social 

responsibility was already being circulated within the design community in the 

UK, it was DfN that ultimately placed these debates at the heart of ‘international’ 

design ideology and practice.  Moreover, the chapter is based on the premise 

that within design, past and present, ‘need’ has been called upon as ‘if it were a 

self-evident empirical reference’, as argued by Tony Fry.292 Nonetheless, despite 

the fact that need has been a central concept to the practice of design, based on 

the literature review no other work in the fields of design history or design studies 

has approached the ontological or epistemological foundations of the concept of 

need in design, which, in turn, represents an opportunity to contribute to the 

	
291 Letters/ ‘Design for Need’, Design, 332 (1976) 
292 Ibid.  
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understanding of design.  Thus, by exploring the organisation, content and legacy 

of the DfN as an international endeavour, this chapter aims to assess the 

mediation of discourses between those of ‘social responsibility’, as presented in 

the previous chapter, and those of functionalism and sustainability. This is offered 

along with a critical assessment of how the notion of the ‘Other’ was negotiated 

in this context. 

 

The DfN Symposium took place from 11-14 April 1976, with an accompanying 

exhibition that ran from 8-30 April.  Over 100 exhibits were received from various 

parts of the world and 56 papers presented, of which ‘roughly 20 [were deemed] 

memorable, profound or original’ enough to feature in the published proceedings, 

as was revealed through the correspondence between Liz McQuiston and Julian 

Bicknell, editors of the proceedings.293 Expressed in the promotional papers for 

the DfN Symposium, and introduced through a discourse of ‘social responsibility’, 

it is argued that, although the concept of social responsibility through alternative 

modes of design may have eventually shifted into the institutional design 

discourse, the RCA accelerated this process by hosting the DfN Symposium 

when it did. The organisation of DfN is thus seen as an opportunity for design 

circles to capture public interest and for design to be perceived as a ‘serious’ 

discipline: in other words, the DfN acted as a mechanism to work towards 

seriousness.  As Lord Esher, rector of the RCA at the time, commented in 

retrospect: ‘it was us trying to establish our social responsibility in the eyes of the 

world’.294  

 

Reflecting the significance of the range of institutions that participated in the 

organisation of the event, with both national and international inputs that 

ultimately disseminated into a global dialogue about the social responsibility of 

the design profession, the DfN Symposium has been recognised by design 

	
293 University of Brighton Design Archives, ICSID Archives. 
294 Drawn from excerpts of an interview between Liz McQuiston and Lord Esher, 
presented in the RCA Journal 1976.  
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scholarship – highlighted through the references made to the Symposium within 

the literature review of this thesis – as a significant form of cultural production and 

social engagement. Moreover, seen as a social platform that was shaped by 

national and transnational discourses, and informed by organisational, 

professional and personal agendas, investigating the organisation of the DfN 

facilitates the exploration of the collaborative construction of a discourse of social 

responsibility. The articulation of need within the context of this symposium is 

thus presented as the product of the various interpretations expressed by the 

organising committee, that consisted of the Design Council, the Royal Society of 

Arts, the Society of Industrial Artists and Designers, and the Design and 

Industries Association, as organisers, with the collaboration of the International 

Council of Societies of Industrial Design, and the International Council of Graphic 

Design Associations. 295  

 

Furthermore, as stated by the organising Chair, Frank Height, the fact that the 

concept of ‘need’ was addressed across the themes of ‘resources’, ‘environment’, 

‘aid’ and ‘development’ also reveals the tensions raised within design with regard 

to its role in society. Documents relating to the contribution of each of these 

organisations have been examined, which have unearthed a further 

entanglement of the concept of social responsibility and need, as social 

responsibility can be understood as being negotiated between discourses of 

sustainability, development and functionalism. Consequently, these negotiations 

are explored throughout. The chapter also focuses on the social network and the 

discourses that emerged from the interaction between members of the various 

institutions involved. This is juxtaposed with an overview of the individual 

institutional agendas that arguably guided their interest in participating, and the 

personal and professional background of selected members from such 

organisations. In this context, the chapter considers the concept of need and 

	
295 ‘The scale of the event is shown by the statistics: 340 people attended from 27 

countries, with more than 100 exhibits and 57 papers.’ Source: Letters/ ‘Design for 
Need’, Design, 332 (1976) 
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social responsibility as a shifting entity that circulated across the network of 

collaborators to the organisation of the DfN Symposium. It is pertinent here to 

highlight that such concepts do not possess a fixed meaning, as it emphasises 

the relevance of the role that context plays in the study of discourse.  

 

As such, the concept of need, disseminated through a discourse of social 

responsibility, is assessed through its capacity for creating expectations. In other 

words, need and social responsibility are seen as utopian. This is, they are not 

based on any existing ‘reality’, 296 as they are based on imaginary social 

constructs. Thus, by analysing need through a discourse of social responsibility, 

expressed individually and collaboratively by the network of social actors, a 

perspective on one of the many social realities for need is facilitated. Moreover, 

by positing concepts as mediators between language and reality, light is shed on 

the ‘aesthetics’ of social design, as a materialised ‘reality’ enacted by discourse. 

In this context, discourse is analysed by exploring the relation between a 

language of social responsibility in design and how this was materialised through 

the design activity.297 For contemporary practice, this may contribute to an 

understanding of the ideological underpinnings of contemporary social design.  

 
i) The Concept of Need in Design  

Design theorist and philosopher Tony Fry has described the Design for Need 

Symposium, in hindsight, as ‘a functionalist design reform rally’.298 While the 

Symposium was conceived as a ‘call to action’, a call to reflect upon the social 

responsibility of the design profession299 through the concept of ‘need’, it is 

	
296 J. Müller, ‘On Conceptual History’, in: M. McMahon Darrin, S. Moyn (eds.), 
Rethinking Modern European Intellectual History (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2013), p. 76 
297 Ibid., p.84 
298 Tony Fry, 'Against an Essential Theory of “Need”: Some Considerations for Design 
Theory’, Design Issues, 8: 2 (Spring, 1992), 41-53 
299 Frank Height, (1976). Foreword. In Design for Need: The Social Contribution of 
Design, pp. 3-4.  
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pertinent to highlight that ‘need’ in design has traditionally been approached as a 

self-evident empirical reference.300 This in turn presents an obstacle to aligning 

the materialisation of ‘socially responsible’ design objects with an inclusive 

representation of ‘need’ and ‘social responsibility’. Nonetheless, outside the 

realm of design the concept of need is recognised for the role it has played in 

shaping our social constructs about the world. It is thus necessary here, before 

any in-depth analysis of the Symposium itself is undertaken, to pause and 

consider the central concept upon which it was based: need. 

 

Approaching the concept of need in relation to social structures, Agnes Heller’s 

The Theory of Need in Marx enables us to think about the problems of defining 

need from the standpoint of social theory. Heller’s work encourages a view 

beyond ‘the restrictive structure of capitalism and its market economy’.301 She 

further argues that, while Marx does not explicitly define the concept of need 

within his work, his account, however, is approached in the social sense.302 

According to Heller, Marx’s preliminary observations are built on the concept of 

need (use value, surplus, labour power).303 For example, he discusses the 

commodity as use value: ‘a commodity is […] a thing that by its properties 

satisfies human needs of one sort or another.’ ‘Therefore, ’satisfaction of a need 

is the sine qua non of any commodity.’304 Here Marx is referring to the way in 

which the construction of exchange value is not possible without some degree of 

use value, which can be understood as the satisfaction of needs; however, this 

‘satisfaction of needs’ can and does exist without exchange value. In other words, 

‘needs’ are not solely rendered as commodities that can only be satisfied through 

exchange value. Nonetheless, within a consumer society need has been 

commoditised, which in turn suggests that the satisfaction of ‘needs’, as defined 

in economic terms, can only be achieved through consumption. This 

	
300 Fry, 1992. 
301 Agnes Heller, The Theory of Need in Marx [1976] (London: Verso, 2018). p.10 
302 Ibid.  
303 Ibid. p.23 
304 Ibid.  



	 127	

understanding of the problem can then be aligned to the way Ivan Illich 

challenges the appropriation of need through the discourse of economics and 

attempts to linguistically disengage from it by examining the various instances in 

which ‘need’ is used. He does this with the ultimate objective of resurrecting 

earlier terms outside the field of economics to ultimately be able to think about 

‘need’ without an immediate reference to its commoditised status. Illich’s ideas 

will be explored in more detail towards the end of this section, and in particular in 

Chapter Five, where his ideas are geographically contextualised by exploring in 

detail the relationship between Illich’s work and his first-hand experience of living 

in Mexico at the time.  

 

Returning to Heller’s work on Marx’s theories, she points out that need and 

objects of need are always interrelated. Heller highlights Marx’s ‘material’ and 

‘spiritual’ goods as his most general classification of needs, in terms of the 

relationship between need and object of need, although political needs are also 

raised.305 To this end, Heller sets out to develop a ‘historical-philosophical-

anthropological’ classification, which she bases on Marx’s readings, of ‘natural’ 

needs and ‘socially’ produced needs.306 In this sense, the author argues that 

‘necessary’ needs develop historically; they are not dictated by mere survival. 

They are bound to culture, moral elements, and as such, ‘their satisfaction is an 

organic part of the “normal” life of people belonging to a particular class in a given 

society.’307 This suggests that needs are highly dependent on their historical 

period and class system and shift in alignment with other cultural and social shifts 

throughout history. In this sense, exploring need as it was appropriated and 

disseminated at DfN positions the concept of need as a defining entity in the 

social construction of the various actors present at the Symposium.  

 

	
305  Heller, 2018, p.28. 
306 Ibid. 
307 Ibid., p.33. 
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It is appropriate to point out here that while the intention is not to adopt an entirely 

Marxist approach to the concept of need, it is useful in this instance to underpin 

the economic context in which a discourse of need operates. Continuing with 

Marx’s use of ‘needs’ in the context of production, the notion of ‘necessary needs’ 

is understood as inherently linked to material production. ‘Need’ can thus be seen 

intrinsically as part of the process of objectification. If ‘needs’ are an organic part 

of ordinary life, as previously mentioned, and, similarly, needs are bound to 

material production, this suggests that the human condition is objectified through 

the concept of need.308 That is, that the human condition is reduced to the 

capacity it possesses to satisfy its needs through the consumption of material 

goods. To this end, the papers and accompanying objects, such as the Oxfam 

Emergency Shelter exhibited at the DfN, enables us to explore the materiality 

enacted by a discourse on ‘needs’ during the period in question (1970s).  That is, 

as physical ideology – as material discourse – that we can read and parse. Thus, 

through these objects the thesis explores how they were constructed through the 

personal, organisational and professional appreciation of ‘need’ as a common 

pursuit that translated into design for need. In the case of humanitarian and 

design for disaster relief, need is embodied by the notion of ‘distant suffering’. 

While the production process of Oxfam’s Emergency Shelter was conceived as 

the result of this geographical imagination of ‘distant suffering’, which expressed 

the literal and metaphorical ways in which people conceptualise and render 

space,309 ultimately, the forces that enacted its material production were guided 

by the concept of ‘human needs’.  

 

In a similar vein, Illich focused on what he called the ‘sociogenesis’ of needs, first 

examined in his 1978 publication Towards a History of Needs, and later in an 

article written for the 20th anniversary of the Whole Earth Catalogue. In these 

texts, Illich explores the inception of need as a social concept. In so doing, Illich 

	
308 Ibid. p 48. 
309 Derek Gregory, Geographic Imaginations (Cambridge, MA; Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 
1994) 
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highlights the role that linguistics plays in defining our understanding of need, and 

thus its place in society. This, in turn, construes our social values in the context 

of economic growth and capitalism. In order to create a shift in the way need is 

understood, Illich attempts to resurrect the old terms of ‘blessing and “boon” to 

speak of the rediscovery of joys, but also sorrows, that [he] observes in both rich 

and poor countries when the expectation of marketable pleasures and securities 

comes crashing down.’310 He further suggests that such discourse can have  

‘theoretical consistency and practical relevance only in a language devoid of 

economics, of references to productivity, resources, decisions, systems and, 

above all, development.’311 

 

Illich thus challenges the language that defines society, in particular that of 

progress and development, which, he states, could purportedly be achieved 

through the satisfaction of needs.  At the time he wrote Towards a History of 

Needs, he argued that need should move beyond economic growth, and 

development, both of which, he argues, are concerned with speculations about 

the future. Illich found the present tinged with economics, which coincides with 

the discovery of human needs, defined by economists as: ‘finite, few, classifiable 

and universal’. In this context, Illich suggests that the ‘naturalness’ of this concept 

as a ‘recent social creation, something unknown to the past epochs’, must be 

deconstructed.312 

 

He argues further that the 1960s added terms like ‘needs test,’ ‘needs analysis,’ 

‘need pattern’ – ‘neologisms indicating “lacks”, operationally verified and 

managed by the many specialized experts in needs recognition’, which arguably 

	

310 Ivan Illich, ‘20th Anniversary Rendezvous’, The Whole Earth Catalogue Review, 

(Winter 1988), available at: 
https://web.archive.org/web/20160707031823/http://wholeearth.com/issue/2061/article/

248/20th.anniversary.rendezvous.-..ivan.illich [accessed 15/09/2019] 
311 Ibid.  
312 Ibid.  



	 130	

refers to the institutionalisation of needs, and those with the power or knowledge 

to delimit these ‘needs’. Or, in other words, how ‘need’ is normalised by 

institutions or professionals, is the guiding concept of our current economic 

system that leads to inequality and injustice and is ultimately imposed on ‘Others’ 

and legitimised through a discourse of social responsibility and development. 

Illich suggests that since the 1960s, ‘needing’ had become a social learning goal:  
During the 1970s, the term “basic needs” came into both economics and ordinary 
discourse and is increasingly used in the definition of persons. Similar definitions-
by-the-negative recently slipped into the language: the illiterate, the undiagnosed, 
the untreated and the uninsured possess, we are told, professionally definable 
needs and claims.313  

 

This highlights how the use of ‘basic needs’ refers to the lack of ‘goods’ that have 

been set as the standard quality of life. Moreover, it suggests that the human 

condition is defined through needs. Illich points out that the ‘needs-defined 

discourse also characterizes our alienation from one another.’ With this in mind, 

to promote a discourse of ‘design for need’ during the 1970s as a solution to 

defining design’s professional status and place in society was, and remains, 

discursively problematic. This is due to the entwinement between need and the 

economic discourse. In other words, it is problematic from the point of view that 

need, as we understand it, is defined by the same economic discourse that 

defines design for solely economic purposes, which, in the context of the DfN 

Symposium, design was attempting to shift away from. This challenge is thus 

exposed throughout this chapter, as research into the organisation of the DfN 

Symposium reveals the contentious debates that were raised on behalf of the 

organising committee and participants as they aimed to disengage design from 

the economic discourse while simultaneously attempting to define the design 

profession. Thus, this chapter explores the organisation of the DfN Symposium 

by assessing how ‘need’ was defined across debates of sustainability, 

development and functionalism, and justified through the umbrella discourse of 

social responsibility.  

 

	
313 Illich, 1988. 
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ii) A Call for ‘Action’ at the Royal College of Art, 1976 

Primarily framed as a Royal College of Art initiative, the entanglement of the 

various institutions, along with their individual approach to the concept of ‘need’, 

and the ‘social’ contribution to design, played a key role in the future development 

of the various interpretations of design for ‘need’ and ‘society’.314 In this context, 

the 1976 Design for Need symposium’s main objective was to raise issues 

regarding the relationship and impact of design upon society. Addressed by 

symposium organiser Professor Christopher Cornford, the symposium was 

proposed on the basis that there was a ‘worldwide concern that, despite the 

material benefits arising from advanced technology and industry […] deterioration 

in the quality of life and failure of many essential needs [was] accompanied by an 

increasing awareness of a waste of resources and a depletion of the 

environment.’315 The event’s call for papers, promotional resources, exhibitions 

and discussions were gathered under the overarching objective of examining the 

‘social contribution of design’.316 The symposium reflected the eagerness of a 

new generation of designers actively seeking to address such matters. Arguably, 

this represented ‘the beginning of a new phase in design, ready to replace the 

functionalism of the Modern Movement.’317 

 

iii) Negotiating Discourses of Functionalism Through Design for Need  

	
314 See the ‘Design for Need’ exhibition, held at the Design Centre in 1985 (almost a 

decade after the Design Centre had been part of the organising committee of the 
RCA’s ‘Design for Need’ Symposium in 1976) 
315 Cornford, 1976. From the invitation brochure to ‘Design for Need’: ‘There is a 
worldwide concern that, despite the material benefits arising from advanced technology 

and industry, there is a deterioration in the quality of life and failure of many essential 
needs. This is accompanied by an increasing awareness of a waste of resources and a 

despoliation of the environment.’ 
 
316 Height, 1976. 
317 Madge, 1993. 
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Following on from the necessity to reinstate public trust in the professions, as 

stated in the concerns that led to the inclusion of social responsibility within the 

scientific community through the BSSRS and the Man-made Futures course at 

the OU, it seems apparent, from an analysis of documents relating to the 

organisation of the Symposium, that this was also a major drive for the 

organisation of the DfN. As an excerpt of a transcribed conversation between Liz 

McQuiston and Professor Frank Height, chairman of the organising committee, 

reveals that prior to the Symposium, Height, in a conversation with Sir Misha 

Black, had stated that they envisioned that the nature of the event should be to 

promote design as a ‘creative activity for good’ amongst both designers and the 

public.318 This statement suggests that the RCA was not only concerned with its 

professional representation amongst its own, but was also looking for external 

approval, and thus legitimisation.  Moreover, the fact that the idea for the DfN 

Symposium had stemmed from the establishment of the Society for the 

Advancement of the Natural Environment (SANE) in the early 1970s, together 

with the proposal to create an ecological society within the College, suggests 

further that the Symposium was embedded within the pursuit of the professional 

advancement of design.319 It was also around this time that Frank Height, who 

was professor of design at the RCA, established a collaboration with the 

Intermediate Technology Development Group at Imperial College, which was 

investigating ‘Third World projects’, in particular,320thus suggesting alignment to 

the global development project, as promoted by the humanitarian sector.   

 

	
318  ‘We would try to make the assumption that design, in the end, is a positive creative 
activity, and therefore, maybe something positive and creative is going on to meet the 

various crisis we’re being faced with on a major scale and on an individual scale.’ 
Drawn from an excerpt of a transcribed conversation between Liz McQuiston and Prof. 

Frank Height, in which he elaborates on the origins of the ‘Design for Need’ 
Symposium. RCA Journal, May 1976.  
319 Source: RCA Journal 1976. 
320 Ibid. 
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Adhering to these objectives by organising an international event with the theme 

of ‘social responsibility’, the RCA relied on the work of its well-established 

Department of Design Research (DDR) in order to promote its seriousness 

externally.321 This was partly due to the DDR’s institutional collaborations, 

through its director, Bruce Archer. With his significant influence on the direction 

of the RCA’s Design department, it is pertinent to give an overview of Bruce 

Archer’s professional background and legacy, in order to map out the personal 

and professional contributions that key actors played in the direction of the DfN 

Symposium.  

 

Leonard Bruce Archer (1922-2005) was as an engineering designer, and was 

best known for his participation in transforming the approach to the ‘process of 

design’ during the 1960s. After early training at the Northampton Institute (now 

City University), and after a year as guest professor at Hochschule für Gestaltung 

Ulm (HfG) (1960-1961), he spent most of his career at the RCA. As Research 

Fellow and later Professor of Design at the RCA, Archer sought to position design 

as a ‘knowledge-based discipline in its own right, with rigorous methodology and 

research principles incorporated into the design process.’322 On 7 May 1976, the 

same year as the DfN Symposium, Archer delivered a lecture at the Manchester 

Regional Centre for Science and Technology, with the title ‘The Three R’s’. In a 

later paper based on this initial 1976 lecture, published in the first issue of the 

journal Design Studies in 1979, Archer argued that a vision of design should be 

	
321 Drawn from excerpts of an interview between Liz McQuiston and Lord Esher, 

presented in the RCA Journal 1976: ‘I don’t think its fair to treat this place as a 

boutique as some people do, some of the artists are extremely serious and so are a lot 
of the designers – a department like Design Research is deeply serious´; ‘It was us 

trying to establish our social responsibility in the eyes of the world’; ‘I thought the timing 
was wrong. You see this was much more alive a couple of years ago, that at the date 

we had to fix for the thing.’ 
 
322 Administrative/Biographical History’, L. Bruce Archer Archive, Archives Hub, 
available at: https://archiveshub.jisc.ac.uk/data/gb1134-lba. [accessed 18/02/2020] 
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‘regarded as a fundamental aspect of education (in no sense a specialised 

subject), but that Design [is] (or should be) on a par with and distinct from science 

and the humanities.’323 This thinking was transferred to the work Archer engaged 

with through the DDR: Professor of Design Research at the RCA, Stephen Boyd 

Davis, has shown how investigating the history of the DDR reveals the nature of 

the issues the DDR attempted to engage with. These include the ambitions of the 

DDR to ‘both improve the practice of design [and] develop an understanding of 

what design [was] in a philosophical and social sense.’324 This positioning of 

Design as a ‘third culture’, which situated design within philosophical, social and 

practical debates, was ultimately reflected in the ambitions set for DfN. This was 

seen in the aim of locating the Symposium within the more established fields of 

engineering at Imperial College, its international ambitions, a quest to underpin 

design’s moral grounds, and the contentious debate between the opening up of 

design in an anthropological sense and its pursuit of professional recognition 

through a clear delimitation of its discipline-specific production of knowledge.  

 

An understanding of the context in which the DfN Symposium took place was not 

straightforward. The following excerpt reveals how various contradictions within 

the focus and the objectives that were established prior to the organisation and 

realisation of the DfN symposium was later described by graphic designers and 

joint editors of the DfN papers, Liz McQuiston and Mark Pilkington, as being 

vague and confused, both before and after it took place: ‘It was inevitable – the 

theme is vague in definition and personal interpretation varied, so the question 

	
323 Bruce Archer, ‘Design as a discipline’, Design Studies, 1: 1 (1979), pp. 17-20. 
324 Stephen Boyd Davis in conversation with Octavia Reeve (2016), ‘The Origins of 
Design Research: Bruce Archer and the Department of Design Research’, ‘News and 

Events’, Royal College of Art, available at:  https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/rca-
stories/origins-design-research-bruce-archer-and-department-design-research/ 

[accessed 18/02/2020] 
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‘what are we trying to say… or do?’ remains unanswered’.325 Set within the 

context of the RCA, such confusion was exacerbated by the clear rejection of the 

lack of a ‘formal’ aesthetic in terms of the objects presented at the symposium 

and joint exhibition, as exemplified in this issue of Design, 1976:326  

	
325 ‘It was inevitable – the theme is vague in definition and personal interpretation 
varied, so the question ‘what are we trying to say… or do?’ remains unanswered.’ Liz 

McQuiston, Mark Pilkington, RCA Journal, 1976.  
326 Interpreted from the material presented on the ‘Design for Need’ Symposium. in the 

RCA Journal, 1976.  
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Fig. 3.1 Things Seen/ Design for Need, DESIGN, Vol. 331, 1976 
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Fig.3.2 Things Seen/ Design for Need, DESIGN, Vol. 331, 1976 

 

This reaction was not in any way new to the design community, as recalled by 

designer Victor Papanek in Design for the Real World during a visit to the HfG in 
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the mid-1960s. Design professors at the HfG walked out of Papanek’s lecture 

when presented with images of his work on designs for ‘development’, later 

suggesting that, ‘painted in muted grey, the design might be rendered 

acceptable’. 327 In terms of the objects presented at DfN, the fact that a clear 

rejection of the lack of a ‘formal’ aesthetic was present, which was simultaneously 

associated with the prevailing functionalist discourse disseminated by the HfG, 

calls for a close scrutiny of its discourse. HfG’s international recognition had been 

based on its ‘highly effective’ rhetoric of functionalism; ‘a vocabulary for 

explaining its designs’ was central to debates in design at the time.  Nonetheless, 

as former student Klaus Krippendorf writes, within the HfG ‘there was no critical 

questioning of what a function was, where a function came from. And who or what 

defined the function in question.’328 Krippendorf recalls that ‘our discourse, and 

just that, made functions appear to be objective, amenable to scientific 

exploration, and the topic of seemingly rational discussions […] We spiked our 

arguments with concepts from novel disciplines: ergonomics, semiotics, 

cybernetics, scientific methodology… to name a few.’329 Designer and also 

former student and professor at the HfG, Gui Bonsiepe, however, contests the 

association of functionalism with the approach at the HfG, which has been 

criticised for being ‘top heavy or too intellectual’.330 Bonsiepe argues that it was 

a place not only for practising design, but also for talking about design. Bonsiepe 

suggests further that despite ‘permanent pressures toward innovation and 

legitimation’, the HfG took part in, and had a ‘paradigmatic weight in the formation 

of design discourse.’331 According to Bonsiepe, it not only influenced design 

discourse, but was also influenced from the outside. Its intellectual climate was 

the result of its openness and receptiveness, established by discussion with 
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‘philosophical, scientific and art-theoretical writings’.332 In this sense, Bonsiepe 

positions the HfG as having ‘drawn the line between art and design.’ Design, as 

a foreign body in the realm of traditional higher education institutions, had no 

place in technology, science or art. As a field of human knowledge and activity, 

design was new. This is why, according to Bonsiepe, ‘it could play the 

paradigmatic role in educating design intelligence.’333 While this sheds light on 

the controversies surrounding the legacy of the HfG, and thus raises questions 

as to whether the rejection to the aesthetics of objects borne out of ‘design for 

need’ can be justified from a discourse of functionalism, it also highlights the 

pursuit of professional legitimisation through the discourse established at the 

HfG. That is, while the appeal to designed objects enacted by a discourse of need 

and social responsibility was apparently hindered by design’s legacy of 

functionalism in an aesthetic sense, this section has also highlighted how that 

same aesthetic was rendered discursively. In other words, the acceptance of 

functionalism relied on discourse. This highlights in turn the relevance of 

discourse for the advancement of design, as it has always relied on it to define 

and communicate its codes of conduct, professional activities, and material 

outcomes, both internally and externally, for a wider audience. Thus, the question 

here is not whether a genre of ‘design for need objects’ were deemed 

unacceptable due to their so-called ‘lack’ of formal aesthetics, but rather, how 

such objects can be discursively communicated for acceptance. Thus, through 

the sections that follow in this chapter, the aim is to untangle how ‘need’ was 

negotiated through the various existing discourses that were already embedded 

within the ‘language’ of design, to define its professional activities.  

 

In this sense, critical commentary on the aesthetics of design has also played a 

part in defining the profession and is thus deeply ingrained in the processes by 

which design seeks professional status.  As design historian Alice Twemlow 

exposes in Sifting the Trash: A History of Design Criticism, ‘political, social, and 
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economic pressures’ frame design criticism. Based on her PhD thesis, in the book 

Twemlow explores ‘interruptions’ in the focus of design criticism, along with the 

interactions that have taken place between writers, audiences, and other ‘opinion 

formers’. Twemlow’s analysis is not limited to the written form: she explores how 

design criticism is conveyed within the exhibition and conference format.334 In a 

similar way to that in which the DfN Symposium is framed throughout this thesis, 

by highlighting the rejection of the lack of a ‘formal’ aesthetic in the DfN objects 

Twemlow’s aim is to show how this attitude towards such products was deeply 

ingrained in the institutional norms of the design profession. In this sense, the 

DfN Symposium acted as a site for a cultural enquiry into discourse beyond the 

written and spoken form, and also from a perspective of its materiality.  

 

By seeking to position design as an independent domain, viewed as a cultural 

activity in its own right on behalf of its organisers as a result of the significant 

influence of the HfG through the actors involved in the organisation, DfN rejected 

the idea of any cultural implications. This is something that would not immediately 

emerge in designing for social responsibility, but which would serve as a platform 

for further discussions of the cultural implications of design. In this context, a 

review of DfN, published in Design magazine, recalls a ‘curious’ ideology problem 

that emerged from discussions around ‘peripheral’ countries at the time.335 

Delegate Thomas Kuby, an industrial designer who had trained at Ulm and a 

former member of the Intermediate Technology Development Group (ITDG), 

contested the basis of an ideology of social responsibility in design, along with 

the morality embedded in the discourse of ‘need’. By examining the ITDG’s egg-

box project, he highlighted how ‘what had started as a low-cost alternative had 

become no less expensive than the machines it sought to replace’.336 The review 

concluded that ‘no amount of ideological intent can alter the fact that, in practical 
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terms, this design is seriously flawed.’ Ideology, [Kuby] implied, could be a 

dangerous distraction from the essential values of ‘good design’. However, the 

fact that Kuby’s case for a ‘non-political, non-moral basis for “alternative” design’ 

was well put but received a lukewarm response from his audience’337 reveals the 

tension between the widespread support for a more socially responsible 

approach to design, juxtaposed with a clear resistance to the shift from design’s 

Modernist agenda, as part of the profession’s struggle to adapt to the changing 

circumstances of the world. The ambivalence of the term ‘need’, at this stage, 

was arguably the result of the various discursive interventions from the organising 

institutions, in which a clear vision for the representation of need was, and 

remains, uncertain.  

 
iv) Sustainability and Progress in Design for Need  

Approaching the issue from the point of view of the environmental sciences, 

industry and development studies, Professor of Design and chairman of the 

Symposium, Christopher Cornford, stated that the event, initially conceived of as 

‘Design for Survival’, was the result of the ‘world resource crisis, population, and 

general crises of everything’ that prevailed during the time that the Symposium 

took place.338 Design historian Victor Margolin argues that since the 1970s, 

critiques of the design profession, such as those articulated by Victor Papanek, 

Buckminster Fuller, John Chris Jones, Gui Bonsiepe and Tomás Maldonado, 

have continued to ‘ripple through design schools, but have never strongly 

threatened the underlying premise of design practice that the role of the designer 

is to work within the system of consumer culture’.339 In this context, Margolin, 

while stating that these critiques enabled the emergence of a ‘culture of 

sustainability’, situates the DfN Symposium as one of the few isolated initiatives 

on behalf of designers to envision a professional practice outside consumer 
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culture.340 While sustainability in a design context has its roots in these debates 

of the 1970s,341 in order to understand how the discourse of sustainability has 

evolved over time it is important to acknowledge its wider historical context. This, 

in turn, not only informs the way sustainability came to be adopted by the design 

profession to counteract the harmful consequences of design practice, as stated 

by Papanek, but also how discourses of sustainability, aligned with social 

responsibility, have shaped contemporary society.   

 

Historian Jacobus A. Du Pisani takes a longue dureé approach to analyse the 

emergence of sustainability and development, first by analysing the historical 

roots of the concept of sustainability, which he traces back to ancient times. The 

roots of the interaction between development and sustainability, Du Pisani argues 

further, are intrinsically tied to the notion of ‘progress’ as the antecedent to 

development and, in due course, sustainability. ‘Progress’, in this context, 

surfaced in pre-modern times: Christian philosophy contributed to the idea of 

progress as the ‘gradual unfolding of a design present from the beginning of 

human history, and the concept of the eventual spiritual perfection of humankind 

in the next world’.342 By the thirteenth century there was awareness, within a 

European conception of human progress, of the ‘cumulative advancement of 

culture and a belief in a future golden age of morality’.343 In this sense, Western 

modernity and the belief in progress are almost synonymous. Subsequently, after 

the Industrial Revolution, human progress became linked to economic growth 

and material advancement. Thus, Du Pisani highlights how an early awareness 

of development arose from notions of progress, which subsequently led to the 

need to use resources in a sustainable way, as concerns that crucial resources 
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such as wood, coal and oil could be depleted, grew.344 Moreover, the exploitation 

of these natural resources, along with a world economic system that benefited 

primarily industrial countries, which widened the gap between rich and poor 

societies, was a major factor in the emergence of discourses of sustainability and 

development. Ultimately, it was the fear that future generations might not be able 

to maintain their living standards that stimulated a mode of thinking which 

informed the discourses that paved the way for the global adoption of sustainable 

development.345  

 

In this sense, historical approaches to the emergence of sustainability in design 

are best understood from a discursive approach. In ‘A Brief History of 

(Un)Sustainable Design’, design theorist and cultural historian Damon Taylor 

explores how the discourse of sustainability emerged in design. Taylor highlights 

how the discourses of the pioneers in the environmental movement in design, 

such as Papanek and Fuller, were framed, in which the problem of progress as 

‘expansionary’, with is ‘continual need for growth’, was not only a practical but 

also a conceptual concern.346 From a conceptual perspective, this meant that ‘the 

very imaginative basis of such progress was in doubt.’ In this sense, the author 

suggests that this could be seen as an ‘imaginary response, that any critique 

depended upon a wider sense of what was perceived to be in play, and what was 

at stake’. Taylor goes on to assess the nuances of the concept of ‘environment’, 

and how society assumed it lived within one in the latter half of the twentieth 

century.347 In other words, the framing of ‘crisis’ and sustainability can only be 

understood from a backdrop of the concepts that define us as a society, in this 

case from the general consensus of progress and environment.  
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From this brief overview of the history of sustainability and development, and the 

way these concepts informed the notion of progress as a defining concept of how 

society operates within its economic system, it is possible to visualise the space 

in which DfN was conceptualised, through the myriad of discourses that informed 

its debates. Overall, while DfN’s call for action was based on a discourse of social 

responsibility, exploring the organisation of the Symposium reveals how its 

organisers additionally had to navigate through discourses of development and 

sustainability while simultaneously, encountering resistance within the profession 

to move beyond design’s founding principles of functionalism and design for 

commerce. While the chairman of the Symposium, Christopher Cornford, justified 

the call to action on behalf of the design professions’ assuming of social 

responsibility as a code of conduct relating to sustainability, the promotional 

papers relating to ICSID’s participation, on the other hand, were oriented towards 

a ‘design for development’ agenda. This agenda was most strongly put forward 

by designer Gui Bonsiepe, who, in the months leading up to the symposium 

highlighted the benefits that participating in the London Symposium would bring 

to ICSID’s ‘design for developing countries’ agenda.  

 

v) Design for Need as Development: A Post-colonial Lens 

Bonsiepe described the following potential contributions to the event: ‘I could 

bring a lot of visual material concerning case histories of product development in 

“peripherical” countries, ranging from mechanized axes to solar water heaters for 

agricultural areas’.348 This description was later used in ICSID’s promotional 

sources to encourage members’ participation, which, in turn, arguably created an 

image of the aesthetics of ‘design for need’.349 In the context of development 

studies, these imaginaries of ‘design for need’, as a representation of tools350 that 
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had the potential to satisfy the needs of the developing world, remain as a vivid 

image of how development has been deployed in a Eurocentric manner. This is 

rooted in a colonial discourse that ‘depicted the North as advanced and 

progressive and the South as backward, and primitive’.351In this sense, 

discourses of development are based on representational language that uses 

‘metaphors, images, allusion, fantasy and rhetoric to create imagined worlds that 

arguably bear little resemblance to the real world.’352 Consequently, guided by 

the pursuit of development, misinterpretations of the world are produced and 

reproduced. Thus, to assess the context in which design for need was 

materialised, a postcolonial lens is adopted to discursively assess the design 

objects enacted through a discourse of ‘need’ and ‘social responsibility’. By 

adopting a postcolonial lens, the objects facilitated by the organisation of the DfN 

Symposium, which engaged with ‘development’ as a major factor in underpinning 

the relevance of the event are thus critically explored. In this sense, as human 

geographer Cheryl McEwan, argues, assessing development through post-

colonialism casts light on the ways in which power is assumed to name and 

represent other cultures, societies and people.353 As such, in mapping the 

collaborative discourses involved in establishing the design for need discourse, 

such power relations can also be highlighted in the underlying objectives of the 

DfN Symposium. This raises questions about why some aspects of design for 

need have been promoted within histories of social design, while others remain 

outside the design debates. 

 

The Design Council press release issued on 29 December 1975 placed major 

emphasis on the ‘international’ character of the Symposium.354 This was despite 
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the fact that the majority of participants attending originated from Western 

countries, with only a few exceptions, such as Gui Bonsiepe, who, supported by 

a grant from the United Nations Industrial Development Organisation (UNIDO), 

was able to attend from a ‘developing’ country. This shows how, while the 

Symposium was intended to expand the national boundaries of the design 

profession by establishing its role in society through discourses of social 

responsibility, the reality was that such debates, and in particular discussions 

regarding the ‘needs’ that could be satisfied through design, remained limited to 

a small network of an elite and established design circle. In this light, subaltern 

forms of design had been, and remained, on the margins of the professional 

boundaries of design, as this remained intrinsically bound to its origins in 

industrialisation. This was in spite of claims about the ‘opening up’ of the 

professions through the adoption of ‘participatory’ and other anthropological 

methodologies. 
 
Furthermore, the activities of the Design Council reflected a complex dialogue 

between its national objectives and transnational relationships. The press release 

suggests that while the aims and objectives that were disseminated nationally 

were associated with the conveying of national economic growth through design, 

transnational discourses of design were embedded within the Council’s 

collaborative work in developing nations, as the following description suggests:   
Contributions, which will be by designers, architects, teachers, research workers 
and planners from many parts of the world, will describe experimental or completed 
projects on such subjects as the development of a solar water-heating system, 
design for rural living in India, planning for disaster relief, designing for social needs 
in urban areas, an experimental ‘eco-house’, design in general education, easy 
chairs for the disabled and many other subjects.355  
 

A similar discourse re-emerged in 1985 to promote the ‘Design for Need’ 

exhibition, organised by the Design Council and presented at the Design Centre. 

On the other hand, the Royal Society of Arts, while being primarily responsible 

for financial aspects of the organisation,356 promoted the Symposium’s 

	
355 Ibid. 
356 RSA Archives, ‘Design for Need’ (Minute No. 2096): ‘The Chairman drew the 
attention of Members to a leaflet announcing the Symposium ‘Design for Need’ which 



	 147	

international character,357 and its role ‘to examine the present and future 

contribution of design to the satisfaction of social needs’ through its journal 

publications.358 Thus it was concluded by the RSA that the event was a ‘great 

success’, as opposed to the confusion presented from the perspective of the 

RCA.359 Moreover, despite the fact that the DfN Symposium did not reflect the 

immediate objectives espoused by the RSA for the development of design as 

presented in the categories awarded by the Design Bursaries Competition during 

this period, by stating that the purpose of the Symposium had been ‘to provide a 

forum for the public examination of the social and environmental functions of 

design’360 the society’s interest in participating reflects that it was more aligned to 

the environmental aspects of the Symposium.  Notwithstanding, the emphasis 

placed on the ‘social’ aspects of the event could also be seen as an attempt by 
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participating organisations, and individual participants, to convey a positive image 

to the public, while uncertainty regarding what the symposium was really about 

remained. As Sir Brian Flowers, member of the RSA, among others,361 stated at 

the opening of the Symposium, neither he nor his colleagues at Imperial College 

had knowledge of what the Symposium was about, and from the perspective of 

the engineers at Imperial College, the Symposium was perceived more as a 

‘happening’ than a Symposium.362 With the purpose of highlighting the impact 

and relevance of the DfN Symposium, the following section, in the form of a 

continuation of the 1976 discourse on social responsibility and need in design, 

explores how the perceived legacy of this Symposium has been articulated in 

subsequent design events.  

 
vi) The Legacy of Design for Need: From Design for Society to ‘Design for 

Social Equality’  
This section is framed as a continuation in the sense that the selection of 

subsequent design events was made on the basis of an overlap of delegates and 

institutions involved in the organisation with that of the DfN Symposium. The 

content of two consecutive conferences, one from the 1980s and the other from 

the 1990s, is closely examined with the objective of assessing the extent to which 

a discourse of DfN was embedded within design discourse. Both the 1982 Design 

Policy conference and the 1993 International Design Congress, entitled ‘Design 

Renaissance’, were selected for the overlap of delegates and institutions involved 

in the organisation of the conferences with that of the DfN Symposium. 
If the great 1970s theme was design for need, and the great 1980s theme was 
design for profit, what in short might be the great 1990s theme? Or are ‘great 
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themes’, like ‘grand narratives’, out of fashion? […] Maybe we can settle for design 
for the quality of life […] or better still, design for people.363 

 

From this excerpt, taken from the epilogue to the 1993 Design Renaissance 

conference, cultural and design historian Christopher Frayling, appears to reflect 

on the role of the design profession in the 1990s, a period when the focus of the 

social values of design was seen as inherently entwined with the social, political 

and economic context of the period. Notwithstanding, while the 1980s is 

acknowledged to have been marked by the design for profit discourse, a 

retrospective reference to the decade of the 1970s ‘design for need’ agenda was 

encountered within the Design and Society strand of the ‘Design Policy’ 

conference in 1982,364 ‘an international conference on the social, industrial, 

environmental and political implications of current trends and developments in 

design research, education and practice.’ This section has thus been guided by 

the contention that despite the fact that such calls for responsibility within the field 

of design ‘left the general modus operandi for industry unaffected’,365 as Alastair 

Fuad-Luke notes, the ideals of social responsibility remained within the design 

discourse. This, in turn, interrogates the processes by which this discourse 

gained permanence and was disseminated across three decades.  
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The Design Policy conference, organised by the Department of Design Research 

at the Royal College of Art, in association with The Design Council and the Design 

Research Society, highlighted that while it had been acknowledged that design 

decisions carried industrial and environmental implications, a major 

preoccupation now focused on the acknowledgement that these decisions carried 

important political and social ones too, and as such should be ‘reflections of social 

and political priorities’.366 Within this context, the aim of the conference was 

‘reviewing the development, applicability and potential of design in relation to 

government, industry, education, social development and technological change.’ 

It was divided into six themes: Design and Society, Design and Industry, Design 

Theory and Practice, Design Evaluation, Design Education, Design and 

Information Technology, and the conference reflected the recognition of design 

at a governmental level. 367 

 

Moreover, like earlier design conferences, the Design Policy conference claimed 

to represent the ‘growing awareness of critical world problems of natural 

resources, energy supplies, pollution, and the imbalance between rich and poor’, 

which, according to the organising committee, had ‘led to a wider audience 

becoming interested in many of the issues with which design research has been 

concerned over the last decade.’368 Additionally, following on from the discourse 

that had prevailed in the 1970s, the conference focused on the mutual needs of 

North and South, while simultaneously criticising the ‘nationalistic’ agenda that 

prevailed in the 1980s, which was accused as ‘a fashion for rhetoric rather than 

rationality and a retreat from morality’.369 Delegates echoed this sentiment, in 

particular within the Design and Society strand, which sought to address the 
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‘Social Relevance of Design’370 and was represented by participants who had 

been previously involved in the Design for Need Symposium and the OU Man-

Made Futures course. Design and Society covered themes such as ‘Design 

Policy and Developing Nations’, chaired by Victor Papanek, and ‘Design and 

Technological Change’, chaired by David Elliot, which included the work of Mike 

Cooley’s371 Socially Useful Production that had also been represented at the DfN 

Symposium. Cooley’s presentation juxtaposed examples of design for 

consumption with ‘socially useful’ designs, in which he echoed the ‘call for action’, 

present in the 1970s by stating that socially useful design does not merely 

criticise, but ‘proposes positive human enhancing alternatives’.372 With the title 

‘Utopia and Numerosa: a Conversation about the future of planning’, J 

Christopher Jones imagined a conversation between UNESCO as Utopia, ‘the 

voice of perfection’, and Numerosa, regarded as ‘the voice of us all’. The paper 

challenged the idea of participation, which at the time had become ‘fashionable’ 

within the design community, by questioning whether participants actually made 

decisions or if it was the result of their being ‘nudged’ into particular choices, 

along with the critical view that within the promotion of participation in design 

there had been ‘too much thinking and too little practice’.373  

 

The scepticism towards the idea of design participation that prevailed within the 

conference, with further examples such as ‘Participatory Design: Design Policy 

or Design Puppetry’, was, and arguably remains, a critical debate within design. 
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As raised by Brian Smith in ‘Conceptual Design: a Polemic’, a paper presented 

at the DfN Symposium, in which, referencing the 1971 Design Participation 

conference, Smith questioned the power relations between planners and 

participants within such a discourse.374 Within this context, returning to the 1982 

Design Policy conference, the importance of addressing the epistemological 

implications of design by appraising the design-social relationship, which can 

arguably be extended to the concepts used within the field, can be raised.375 

 

As the previous section has shown, while the prevailing theme in the 1980s was 

‘design for profit’, as stated by Christopher Frayling, the preoccupation that had 

emerged within the 1970s regarding social responsibility in design was not 

completely abandoned by the political and economic ideals that prevailed during 

this period. Notwithstanding, as the following discussion of the ‘Design 

Renaissance’ conference shows, the discursive basis on which the conference 

was organised was entwined with the discourse on design for profit that prevailed 

during the 1980s, thus excluding the advancement in knowledge of the social 

value of design. Organised in Glasgow as an International Design Congress on 

behalf of the International Council of Graphic Design Associations (ICOGRADA), 

the International Council of Societies of Industrial Design (ICSID) and the 

International Federation of Interior Architects/Designers (IFI), the 1993 Design 

Renaissance conference’s main output, according to Stephen Hitchins, chairman 

of the Congress steering committee, was an exploration of the potential of the 

design process, and the responsibility of the design community to enact such a 

process.376Moreover, as design writer Jeremy Myerson, founder of the Helen 

Hamlyn Centre for Design at the RCA and director from 1999 to 2015, has 
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observed, the Glasgow conference served as a watershed for the self-image of 

the international design community. It was an opportunity to collaboratively 

discuss issues that would shape the future of design activity and redefine its 

relationship with industry, society and culture,377 something that had been 

overshadowed by the drive for profit that had been dominant during the 1980s. 

 

With the rise in the global project that prevailed during the 1990s, designers were 

encouraged to be ‘contextual rather than nationalistic’. The UN’s Erskine Childers 

highlighted this in his paper ‘Upbraiding the World to do Better’, in which he 

pointed out the impact of ‘transnational communication’ in speeding up the 

messages of the UN International Bill of Human Rights and the notion of a ‘new 

global context’ in which the centres of gravity were changed. In other words, 

Childers advocated for the dissemination of the idea of one world with a plethora 

of problems.378 Childers raised this awareness by presenting a ‘divided and 

unstable’ world, in which he highlighted the injustice of the distribution of the 

world's resources, where ‘one in four human beings exist today on the very 

margins of survival'.379 Coincidently, echoing the sentiments expressed at both 

the 1976 Symposium and the 1982 Design Policy conference, Childers called 

upon the delegates to revisit the role of the designer in society. This was 

reinforced by the presence of Victor Papanek; according to Myerson, Papanek’s 

approach to ‘real world’ problems was as relevant then (in 1993) as it was in 

the1970s. In the 1990s call to designers to reconsider their role in society, the 

concept of ‘need’, formulated in the 1970s, the notion of design for ‘development’ 

and Papanek’s ‘design priorities’ – that is, design for the ‘Third World’, design for 

the ‘handicapped’, ‘medicine, surgery, dentistry, and hospital equipment’, 

‘survival systems for difficult environments’, and design for ‘breakthrough 

	
377 Jeremy Myerson, Introduction, in Myerson, (ed.), Design Renaissance, 1993., p.8 
378 Erskine Childers, ‘Upbraiding the world to do better’, In Myerson (ed.), Design 

Renaissance, 1993, pp.23-28 
379 Ibid.  
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concepts’ – continued as a priority for the purposes of establishing the 

seriousness and legitimacy of the design profession. 380  

 

In this context, nearly twenty years after the DfN Symposium, Papanek’s paper 

‘The Coming of a New Aesthetic; Eco-Logic, Etho-Logic, Bio-Logic’, continued to 

raise awareness of the shift from functionalism to the social role of design by 

presenting an alternative aesthetics of design. Papanek proposed that instead of 

being guided by the market, ‘profound spiritual aspirations could be a powerful 

influence on the look of things in the future.’ In this sense, ethical design needed 

to be ‘embedded in social responsibility’.381 In this context, designer Ezio Manzini 

continued the debate regarding the aesthetics of sustainability, or ‘design for 

social quality’, by pointing out that just as design had played a crucial role in giving 

form to modernity in the first part of the century, ‘the aesthetic of sustainability 

[had] yet to be born’.382 While the conference was rhetorically set within the 

promotion of a ‘new’ kind of design that would cater for the needs of society, it 

was generally perceived by many delegates to be merely paying lip service to 

goals of social sustainability. In this context, ‘the lip service paid by fashionable 

speakers to fashionable ideas of global respect for national cultures’ was 

challenged in the conference’s closing moments.383  

By comparatively analysing the scope and content of the contributions to the 

Design for Need symposium, the Design Policy conference in 1982 and the 

Design Renaissance conference in 1993, the time spans over which a discourse 

	
380 Jeremy Myerson, ‘Chocolate for breakfast’, RSA Journal, 141: 5444 (November 

1993), 827-828 
381 Victor Papanek, ‘The Coming of a New Aesthetic; Eco-Logic, Etho-Logic, Bio-Logic’, 
in:  Myerson (ed.), Design Renaissance, 1993, pp.29-34. 
382 Ezio Manzini, ‘Design, environment and social quality’, in Myerson (ed.), Design 
Renaissance, 1993, pp.35-40. 
383 ‘Challenge closes Design Congress’, Herald Scotland, 9 Sept. 1993, available at: 
http://www.heraldscotland.com/news/12719779.Challenge_closes_Design_Congress/ 

[accessed 08/03/2016] 
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permeates contemporary culture are represented. However, while the concept of 

need was deeply embedded within society before the 1976 DfN Symposium, the 

aim here is to emphasise that it was not until the 1990s that its impact could be 

assessed within the discipline of design.  A hypothesis for this is that at the time 

the relationship between an ethical design culture and its material representation 

through design practice was not easily assimilated. Thus, a collective image of 

the material representations conveyed by need could not be presented at the 

time of the DfN Symposium. It is therefore pertinent to point out that it was not 

until the 1990s that questions pertaining the aesthetics of social sustainability 

became commonplace, which arguably created a space for the rise in the 

demand for, and acceptance of, exhibitions based on the materiality of social 

responsibility and ethical design. In this sense, while confusion prevailed 

regarding design’s role in society, the 1993 Design Renaissance conference, with 

its theme of ‘Design for Social Equality’, prompted the mention of ‘economy of 

need’ once again, through the representation of need within a myriad of images 

that exhibited ‘starving and displaced millions’, and a ‘divided and unstable’ world, 
384 which suggests that it was the discursive imagery accompanying any call for 

socially responsible design practices.  

 

In this sense, analysing the continuation of a discourse of social responsibility 

chronologically through specific design conferences also highlights the utilisation 

of the same visual tactics and rhetoric of what could be defined as a ‘need 

economy’. In both design practice and scholarly literature, the continuous use of 

similar images and rhetoric has resulted in an equally similar material 

representation. In other words, within the ‘utopian ideals’ that build on a vision of 

a ‘good society’, which are as present today as they were at the 1976 symposium, 

the range of objects that emerge from the interpretation of the concept of ‘social 

responsibility’ and ‘need’ appear to produce similar material outcomes.  

 

vii) Conclusion  

	
384 Myerson, ‘Chocolate for breakfast’, 1993.  
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By displaying fragments of how the Design for Need Symposium was organised 

and subsequently promoted, this chapter has highlighted the diversity of 

interpretations that stemmed from the concept of need, as interpreted by 

organisers and delegates through discourses of functionalism, sustainability and 

development, to define ‘design for need’. This subsequently revealed the forces 

that helped shape its current understanding, as well as the way in which for some 

contributors DfN represented a landmark to envision a ‘professional practice 

outside the consumer culture’,385 along with the responsible design movement, 

sustainable design, design for society and socially oriented design. This, in turn, 

positioned the DfN as a ‘prototype’ for a series of international symposia on 

design, as well as situating Britain in a key role of pioneering the hosting of 

symposia at an unprecedented, international level, and theme.386 For other 

contributors, however, DfN was perceived as a mere reflection of the widespread 

support for a more socially responsible approach to design at the time, which had 

not been fully established within the design institution.  

 

In this context, Pauline Madge argues, it was ‘postmodernism, rather than 

“Design for Need” that emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s, as the new 

phase beyond modernism.’387 In other words, Madge suggests that by 

incorporating the concept of ‘need’ within the formal discourse of design, the 

socio-political concerns of designers were heard. However, neglecting to define 

what the concept of ‘need’ represented for design practice from an ontological or 

epistemological standpoint situates ‘need’ as a concept that merely conforms to 

postmodernist ideals of design. That is, until a comprehensive theoretical 

understanding of the concept of need is integrated with design’s professional 

discourse, it will remain superficial, and thus nothing more than a discourse, as 

opposed to an integrated strategy for action.  

 

	
385 Margolin, 1998. 
386 Letters/ Design for Need, Design, 331 (1976). 
387 Madge, 1993. 
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Moreover, Bonsiepe, as reflected in his letters written to ICSID at the time DfN 

was being organised, had envisioned a great outcome from a conference that 

sought to address design for ‘need’. Nonetheless, in an interview almost thirty 

years after the event took place, Bonsiepe recalls the DfN as ‘an attempt to find 

some answers as a profession to the needs of the majority of the world 

population, which we felt were left out’,388 admittedly denying that DfN as a 

movement ever took off. Bonsiepe partly attributes the loss of momentum that 

DfN, or ‘Appropriate Technology’, experienced to the prejudice that this type of 

design ‘[dealt] only with second-rate and third-rate technology’, and a ‘class 

distinction between two types of technology: high-tech for the central countries 

and low-tech, do-it-yourself technology for the periphery.’389 

 

In terms of the way that the discourses of need that emerged in the 1970s have 

influenced the material outcomes of design within the realm of social 

responsibility, analysing how the concept of ‘need’ was articulated at later 

conferences revealed how, because there was no further development in the way 

a discourse of social responsibility in design was disseminated, the material 

outcomes of this type of design have remained unchanged; this, in turn, reflects 

a similar approach in ‘development design’ and ‘humanitarian design’ of the 

1970s and contemporary examples of ‘public service design’, and ‘design for 

social innovation’. The consequence of this for the development of the design 

profession is that while discursively this genre of design appeals to both 

practitioners and non-practitioners, the material production that emerges from 

this approach to design is hindered by a misalignment between discourse and 

materiality. As such, by continuing to articulate need as it was conceptualised in 

the context of the 1970s, through references to its established pioneers such as 

Papanek, the design solutions enacted by this discourse cannot transcend 

solutions such as filtering water or an adapted tricycle, transportation solutions or 

	
388 James Fathers and Gui Bonsipe, ‘Peripheral Vision: An Interview with Gui 

Bonsiepe, “Charting a Lifetime of Commitment to Design Empowerment,”’ Design 
Issues, 19:4 (Autumn, 2003), 44-56 
389 Ibid.  
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shelters, for example. Therefore, research into these objects would benefit from 

a shift beyond the ideological underpinning of a ‘good society project’ if 

contemporary socially responsible design practice is to move beyond the narrow 

representations, conveyed by ‘need’, ‘responsibility’ and ultimately a particular 

strand of socially oriented design set within the 1970s rhetoric of development, 

progress and sustainability.  

 

Ultimately, this chapter has highlighted ways in which new concepts emerged 

from the necessity to articulate new experiences or expectations, such as ‘design 

for need’, ‘responsibility in design’, ‘design for social innovation’ and ‘social 

design’. As a consequence, attention has been drawn to the discursive 

representation of a new ‘sociality’ in design. In doing so, previous understandings 

and meaning of ‘need’ and ‘social responsibility’ have been highlighted in order 

to show how new understandings are inherently linked to previous uses, as they 

are inherited from a linguistic context within a wider social and cultural sphere.390 

With this in mind, this chapter acts as a springboard from which to assess the 

development of socially responsible and ‘design for need’ objects discursively, 

which is explored in the next chapter. This is addressed more specifically by 

exploring the relationship between discourse and the materiality enacted by 

design practice through the design processes that led to Oxfam’s ‘Igloo’ 

Emergency Shelter, exhibited at the DfN Symposium, and ICSID’s pursuit of 

establishing professional ties with the NGO sector through its Working Group 5, 

Disaster.  

 

 

 

 

 

	
390 R. Koselleck, ‘Event and Structure-Speaking and Language’, in The Practice of 

Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 2002), pp. 29-37. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Design for Need and Non-Governmental Organisations: 

The ‘Objectification’ of ‘Social Responsibility’  
 

 

Underpinned by the aims and objectives with which the Design for Need 

Symposium was discursively conceived, while this chapter explores the 

relationship between discourse and materiality it also focuses on designing for 

the ‘Other’ as a central theme of this type of design. The notion of the ‘Other’ is 

addressed through a comprehensive study of the development of Oxfam’s ‘igloo’ 

type, site-moulded polystyrene Emergency Shelter that was, exhibited at the DfN 

Symposium. For context, the notion of the ‘Other’ that has been adopted 

throughout this thesis is based on Edward Said’s conceptualisation of the Orient 

in his book Orientalism. In this work, Said posits the value of Orientalism as a 

‘sign of European-Atlantic power over the Orient, rather than as a veridic 

discourse about the Orient’.391  

 

By investigating the design process of the Emergency Shelter, while 

simultaneously considering the notion of ‘Otherness’ that is embedded in design 

for need objects, enables discourses of power to be revealed. Moreover, doing 

so also sheds light on how users are imagined through the designer’s personal 

representation, which is ultimately influenced by the media’s portrayal of people 

in distant lands (geographic imaginaries). In doing this, the chapter further 

exposes issues of mediation between the discourse rendered by such objects 

and their impact on cultural representations of the ‘other’: this, in turn, highlights 

the challenges faced by this type of design from the standpoint of ‘social 

responsibility’ as a social construct.  

 

The chapter is not linear, as it undertakes a comparative analysis of two different 

approaches to disaster relief within simultaneous timeframes. Consequently, it is 

	
391 Edward W, Said, Orientalism [1978] (London: Penguin Classics, 2003).   
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divided into two sections: the first half explores the development of Oxfam’s 

Emergency Shelter exhibited at the 1976 DfN Symposium, as it was considered 

a great success, and the epitome of design for need, which ranges from the late 

1960s to 1976, when the project was discontinued. It moves from this backdrop 

into how an internationally recognised NGO such as Oxfam negotiated the design 

‘needs’ of refugees during the Bengali crisis in 1971, and later, the earthquake in 

Lice, Turkey (1975), through its igloo’ Emergency House; the second half 

examines the formation and work of ICSID’s ‘Design for Disaster’ Working Group 

5, as the Society attempted to convey the design profession’s social responsibility 

agenda by seeking professional recognition from NGOs (non-governmental 

organisations). It is presented as a comparative analysis of design for disaster 

relief undertaken by a professional design organisation (ICSID), and ranges from 

1971 to the completion of the ‘Design for Disaster Relief’ project in 1977. 

Historically, from the section that engages with Oxfam to that discussing ICSID, 

the objects covered in this chapter range from 1971 to 1977. However, for 

context, the chapter also touches on the decade of development (the 1960s), 

which was influential to both organisations: demonstrated in particular by the 

case of Oxfam’s most successful campaign, the ‘Freedom from Hunger’ 

campaign, launched in 1969, through which Oxfam achieved global recognition. 

 

Using discourse theory and conceptual history as a methodological framework 

for its capacity to offer an in-depth analysis of how concepts are articulated 

through time, Chapter Two, ‘Designing a Future Practice: Towards the ‘Social 

Turn’ in the Design Profession, 1970s’, and Chapter Three, ‘A Call for ‘Action’: 

the Design for Need Symposium at the Royal College of Art, London 1976’, were 

concerned with the processes by which a discourse of social responsibility was 

introduced within professional and academic design circles. By focusing on the 

institutional and intellectual formation and adoption of a discourse of social 

responsibility within design during the late 1960s, which culminated with the 

organisation of the Design for Need symposium at the Royal College of Art in 

1976, these chapters offered an outline of some of the key debates, authors, 

designers and institutions that contributed to the establishment of the ‘design for 
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need’ agenda during the mid-1970s. As such, they were primarily attentive to the 

processes by which a discourse of social responsibility was introduced within 

professional and academic design circles.  

 

In contrast, drawing from the reviews on the Design for Need Symposium and 

exhibition presented at the Royal College of Art, Oxfam’s Emergency Housing 

has been selected as a focus for this chapter to explore the objectification of a 

discourse of social responsibility. This is because of the wide recognition the 

Emergency Housing gained within the design community,392 and for the place 

that the design of emergency shelters holds in the history of design and 

architecture: in the past century, prominent architects and designers such as 

Buckminster Fuller and Alvar Aalto have been involved in the development of 

emergency relief shelters: these include Fuller’s Dymaxion House393 (1927), and 

the AA System House by Aalto (1940).  

 

While these, amongst other designs, were widely published in journals, and 

received design awards, few became more than prototypes. Ian Davis, an 

architect involved in risk and recovery management since 1972,394 recalls, in 

Recovery from Disaster (2015), that in his 42-year experience in the field, designs 

for emergency shelter  
Have come in a continuous stream that has never dried up. The stream turns into 
a veritable river after any well-publicised disaster. These designs come from 
architectural, civil engineering or industrial design students and professionals, 
intrepid inventors, relief agencies and product manufacturers. Often, to gain 
momentum, they combine their resources to form consortia.395 

	
392 Things Seen/ Design for Need, Design, 331 (1976) 
393 ‘Spaceship Earth: A Game of Domes’, (2014) BBC, available at: 
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20140613-spaceship-earth-a-game-of-domes 

[accessed 07/06/2017] 
394 ‘In Conversation: Ian Davis, UCL, (2013), available at: 

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/rdr/hide-events/annual-conf-2013/in-conversation/ian-davis 
[accessed 07/06/2017] 
395 Ian Davis and David Alexander, Recovery from Disaster (London: Routledge, 2015) 
p. 228 
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In this context, the impact of Oxfam’s Emergency House within the field of social 

responsibility in design had to do with the fact that its Emergency House had 

been trialled in the ‘real world’, as opposed to the majority of exemplars that 

emerged from the ‘design for need’ agenda, which remained speculative or as 

prototypes. While this was partly due to a lack of funding, the context in which 

they were designed was also an important factor in their acceptability. In the case 

of design, objects for disaster relief emerged from a practice deeply embedded 

in industrial production which, despite the emergence of design for disaster as a 

concept during the 1970s, a decade that is viewed as a period of reflection on the 

role of design for society, most notably because of the increase in social and 

environmental awareness, this field of design remained closely tied to a capitalist 

model.  

 

Thus, this chapter aims to show how, due to Oxfam’s longstanding work in 

humanitarian aid and technical developments for the alleviation of disaster and 

poverty, for Oxfam, design for need, as represented by ‘design for disaster’, went 

beyond immediate relief and profit, at least discursively.396 Conversely, however, 

for designers, design for disaster was simultaneously entwined with a discourse 

of social responsibility and a discourse of profit that aimed to expand the space 

in which design practice operated. Drawing from these oppositional contexts in 

which design for disaster was practised, the chapter addresses, through a 

comparative analysis of design for disaster in the NGO sector (in the particular 

case of Oxfam), and design institutions (through ICSID’s Working Group 5, 

Disaster), how, while design/designers were genuinely engaged with the 

alleviation of human and natural disaster, such intentions were overshadowed by 

the dichotomy between design for social ‘good’ and profit from commercial 

design. Last, the chapter offers an insight into the contentious relationship 

	
396 For Oxfam, the provision of relief was embedded within an integrated set of ideals, 
that included ideas of development, social sustainability, and an awareness of the 

geographical space and environmental resources for which these designs were 
intended. 
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between design/designers and NGOs, as designers attempted to engage with 

the type of work for which NGOs were recognised (i.e. design for disaster, design 

for development and so on), establish collaborations, offer professional design 

services to such organisations and apply for project funding. It aims to address 

the question of whether objects that emerged from a discourse of need and social 

responsibility helped to reinforce the relationship between donor 

countries/agencies and disaster-struck communities, or whether they alienated 

these countries (cultures) even further. In addition, it examines the question of 

whether social responsibility was incorporated into a model of industrial 

production through the adoption of a socially responsible discourse. 397  

i) Design and International Non-governmental/Intergovernmental 

Organisations  

The relationship between international non-governmental/intergovernmental 

organisations and design has been a longstanding one. Such relationships range 

from the ‘International Design Study on Disaster Relief 1974-1977’, organised by 

the International Council of Societies of Industrial Design (ICSID) in collaboration 

with the League of Red Cross Societies; the Ahmedabad Declaration on 

Industrial Development, signed in April 1977 by the United Nations Industrial 

Development Organisation (UNIDO) and ICSID, to more recent programmes 

aimed at developing social sustainability and design, such as the Creative Cities 

Network (UCCN) established in 2004 by the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific, and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), which seeks to ‘promote 

cooperation with and among cities that have identified creativity as a strategic 

factor for sustainable urban development.’398 

However, despite the alliances between design and international non-

governmental/intergovernmental organisations, design remains on the margins 

of the core activities of such organisations. They are not an integral part of their 

aid programmes. As recently as 2007, Victor Margolin argued that the ‘thousands 

	
397 In the context of this thesis, design refers to industrial/product design. 
398‘Creative Cities’, UNESCO, (2004) available at:  http://en.unesco.org/creative-
cities/home 
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of non-governmental organisations … [could] neither understand what designers 

do, nor envision what design could contribute to their programmes and 

concerns’.399 In this context, by investigating the logic behind Oxfam’s support for 

appropriate technology towards the provision of emergency solutions, from its 

origins in addressing the needs of the 1971 Bengali refugee crisis until its 

withdrawal from Oxfam’s overseas projects in 1976, sheds light on the dynamics 

of the relationship between NGOs and design; this, in turn, offers an insight into 

the reasons for maintaining such relationships, despite the fact that up to the 

present, as Margolin argues, the way in which design’s activities can assist NGOs 

remains unclear. This takes into account the social impact of the material and 

visual productions used by Oxfam for its advertising campaigns, the history of 

humanitarianism and development, the rise in the mediatisation of disaster, the 

politics of ‘distant suffering’, and the construction of geographic imaginaries.400 

This analysis has been informed by concepts from the field of human geography, 

which has helped to explore ways in which human societies (people, 

communities, and cultures) operate in relation to their physical environments 

(such as natural and built environments), as well as how the social constructs of 

geographic imaginaries401 are negotiated within the humanitarian sector and their 

‘products’, in this case, the design process of an emergency shelter. 
  
Thus, the section within this chapter that explores Oxfam’s involvement in design 

for development and disaster maps out how Oxfam, as an NGO, 1) contributed 

to developing a unique model for appropriate technology; 2) promoted social 

sustainability through low-tech solutions; and 3) engaged in wider discussions 

about how these designs and humanitarian appeals shaped the geographic 

imaginary of the Third World and its resources, all of which, influenced the 

	
399 Margolin, 2007, pp. 111-115 
400 See Luc Boltanski, Distant Suffering: Morality, Media and Politics (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1999) and Roger Silverstone, Media and Morality: On the 
Rise of the Mediapolis (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007). 
401 ‘Human Geography’, Dartmouth College, available at: 
http://researchguides.dartmouth.edu/human_geography [accessed 03/06/2017] 



	 165	

development of technical solutions for humanitarian aid. The section on Oxfam 

concludes with an exploration of the wider impact of the collaborations 

established by Oxfam’s Technical Unit with individual designers, educational 

institutions, groups and societies. This is in order to offer a counter-perspective 

of designers’ engagement with ‘design for disaster’ through the International 

Council of Societies of Industrial Design’s (ICSID’s) Working Group 5. 

 

ii) The Social Imaginaries of Humanitarianism and Development 

Tensions in terms of immediate relief versus long-term solutions in the form of 

development were prevalent in the 1960s. In spite of such tensions, the global 

development agenda had a major influence on Oxfam members’ 

acknowledgement of the relationship between technology and development. With 

the increasing promotion of technology and science as a catalyst for progress 

and development in the Third World,402 Oxfam established its Technical Unit, 

alongside the Disaster and Health Units, in order to engage with long-term 

solutions, as opposed to immediate relief. However, by the end of the 1960s, the 

UN’s first ‘Development Decade’, development, as an instrument of aid, had 

disappointed social scientists, economists and humanitarians, as well as the 

wider public. Author Maggie Black recalls in A Cause for our Times: Oxfam – the 

First 50 Years, that ‘the image of the starving child with which Oxfam popularised 

the new mission [of humanitarian aid], that had caught people’s imagination and 

inspired a heartfelt response’ had become less effective by the beginning of the 

1970s.403  
The euphoria of the early 1960s, the excitement of ‘Freedom from Hunger’ and the 
‘Development Decade’, had raised unrealistic expectations about what overseas 

	
402 In order to achieve the goals, set for the United Nations’ first Development Decade 
(1960s) (Resolution 1710 (XVI), signed on 19 December 1961, and established at the 

UN General Assembly), one of the tasks were to redirect science and technology in 
industrialised countries towards accelerating and promoting economic and social 

development in developing countries. 
https://documentsddsny.un.org/doc/RESOLUTION/GEN/NR0/167/63/IMG/NR016763.p

df?OpenElement [accessed 05/07/2017] 
403 Black, p. 153.  
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aid could do. […] At the beginning of the Development Decade, people had looked 
for a twentieth-century miracle, a crusade using space-age technology to banish 
poverty from the face of the earth.404 
 

In addition to the unrealistic expectations that had been set, the over-exposure to 

spectacles of suffering though imagery such as that presented by Oxfam had also 

created a process of desensitisation to the cause. Studies that focus on the 

mediation of suffering are divided: there are those that state that the current 

portrayal of suffering has led to an ‘increase in compassion fatigue among 

audiences’, thus separating the spectator’s local reality from the non-local, as two 

worlds that never meet.405 Further studies, on the other hand, claim that these 

types of images facilitate the ‘democratisation’ of responsibility, ultimately arguing 

that this type of media has produced ‘various forms of connectivity between 

spectators and sufferers across national borders […] bringing spectators together 

in new forms of sociality’.406 This section thus highlights the time lag that exists 

between discourse being adopted as a social norm and the realisation of the 

shifting realities in which such a discourse is no longer relevant to the existing 

conditions. In other words, during the 1970s, a period in which a discourse of 

social responsibility through need was being incorporated into the professional 

discourse of design, and aligned to humanitarianism and the global development 

project, NGOs such as Oxfam were coming to terms with the realisation that 

support for development as an instrument of aid had declined. Moreover, it had 

arguably increased ‘compassion fatigue’. Nonetheless, as the next section of this 

chapter shows, while Oxfam was shifting to ‘long-term’ intervention through the 

development of ‘alternative technology’, there were controversial social 

implications that had not been resolved. As Chapter Two of this thesis has 

explored, alternative technology (AT) was also underpinned by a legacy of 

	
404 Ibid.  
405 Lilie Chouliaraki, ‘The Mediation of Suffering and the Vision of a Cosmopolitan 
Public’, Television & New Media, 9:5 (2008), 371-391. 
406 Ibid.  

 



	 167	

humanitarianism and development, despite now being considered by Oxfam in 

an attempt to shift beyond this agenda.  

 

For Oxfam, this new reality (of disappointment due to unrealistic expectations of 

development accompanied by ‘compassion fatigue’) affected its capacity to 

fundraise, make headlines and launch appeals for its work in the Developing 

World. More relevantly, the domestic politics and economic situation of the time 

also had a significant impact on the work that Oxfam was able to support. Since 

Oxfam depended widely on public support, its members had to regain public 

belief for its overseas programmes, as it simultaneously addressed the 

increasingly popular public view that ‘charity begins at home’ as a consequence 

of the local political and economic turmoil of the 1970s. In The Seventies: Portrait 

of a Decade, Christopher Booker described the national sentiment as follows:  
Here at home in Britain, we shall remember the end of the Wilson-Heath era in our 
politics, the steady rumble of trade union power continually threatening chaos in 
almost every area of national life, above all perhaps a decade of unending hard 
slog through the quicksand of inflation.407  

 

In this context, Oxfam’s Technical Unit identified the possibility of addressing both 

issues through its work on AT. By approaching this type of technology, Oxfam 

would, on the one hand, be able to allocate resources for its overseas 

development and relief programmes, while on the other, it could support projects 

for the use of AT in the UK, as well as contribute to local education programmes. 

Jim Howard (Oxfam’s chief engineer and technology officer) was a key figure at 

Oxfam who emphasised the relationship between the physical developments 

made possible by AT and Oxfam’s social aims. These objects, Howard stated, 

could ‘alter the social/political situation, for example: grain silos could reduce 

dependence on middlemen and moneylenders, and the mental attitudes by 

showing that both physical and social improvement was possible’.408 AT became 

central to Oxfam’s programmes, and as such these objects served as a mediator 

	
407 Christopher Booker, The Seventies: Portrait of a Decade, (Allen Lane, 1980) pp.4 
408 University of Oxford. Bodleian Library, Oxfam Archive, MS. Oxfam PRG/5/5/66. 
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between Oxfam’s social aims and the local realities of the places for which they 

were intended.  

 

While the relationship between AT and development had been around for some 

time (as early as the 1960s),409 for a non-governmental organisation like Oxfam, 

expenditure on research and development in AT had focused until then on 

disaster situations, because only on the scale of disaster could research and 

development be justified, as well as ‘marketed’ for further support from donors.410 

The exposure of natural and man-made disasters in the media, such as the 1971 

refugee crisis in India – identified by the United Nations Refugee Agency 

(UNHCR) as the ‘largest single displacement of refugees in the second half of 

the 20th century’411 – paved the way for the development of Oxfam’s ‘igloo’-type, 
site-moulded polystyrene Refugee Shelter.  

 

iii) Oxfam’s Emergency Housing, 1971-1976 

For Oxfam, the most immediate needs that the organisation could tackle, for the 

estimated ten million refugees that had fled from the military repression in what 

was then East Pakistan412 (Bangladesh) to India, was the provision of shelter, 

food and sanitation. As soon as the crisis broke out, Oxfam commissioned a 

‘design study’ for a shelter, dated July 1971 – just four months after the refugee 

crisis broke out. This study was presented to James Howard, Oxfam’s then chief 

engineer and technology officer.413 Under the title ‘The Site-Moulding of Refugee 

	
409 See for example E. F Schumacher’s writing on intermediate technology and 

development, in ‘How to Help them Help Themselves’, Observer, August 29, 1965. 
Available at: ‘History’, Practical Action, https://practicalaction.org/history 
410 University of Oxford. Bodleian Library, Oxfam Archive, MS. Oxfam PRG/5/5/66. 
411 In Chapter 3, ‘The State of the Worlds Refugees 2000’, United Nations Refugee 

Agency (UNHCR). (2011-2012) available at:  http://www.unhcr.org/3ebf9bab0.pdf 
412 Also referred to as the Bangladesh Liberation War 
413 Dante Bondonno and Brian Colleran, ‘The Site-moulding of Refugee Shelters in 
Expanded Polystyrene: A Design Study Report for Oxfam’, University of Oxford: 

Bodleian Library, Oxfam Archive, Ms. Oxfam PRG/5/5/89-Folder: 1971-1974. 
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Shelters in Expanded Polystyrene’, the study proposed to address issues of time, 

scale and cost constraints, as well as material suitability for production.414 

 

This design study marked the beginning of an era in the history of Oxfam, 

establishing in-house product research and development. It was acknowledged 

that suitable equipment, including moulding tools of a mobile nature, needed to 

be built and transported to the disaster areas, together with quantities of raw 

expandable polystyrene beads. The proposed design suggested that a very small 

quantity of material would be sufficient to mould and expand a dwelling of 

adequate strength and insulation relative to cost, and comfortably house four to 

six persons. 415 Nonetheless, as noted in the technical specifications, these 

sought to address specific issues that had emerged from previous disaster 

situations (transportability, ease of construction, and time efficiency). The 

aesthetics, however, were concluded to be less important. As a result, the 

following images of blueprints and user representations reflect how, due to the 

lack of understanding or integration of local customs and dwelling forms and 

techniques, it was determined that with regard to ‘structural rigidity and 

associated aerodynamic and moulding considerations’, an ‘igloo’ shape would be 

the most satisfactory.  

 

	
414 Ibid.  
415 Ibid.  
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Fig. 4.1 Blueprints for the design study ‘The Site-moulding of Refugee Shelters in 
Expanded Polystyrene: A Design Study Report for Oxfam’, By Dante Bondonno and Brian 
Colleran. Oxfam Archive, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford: ms. Oxfam PRG/5/5/89-
Folder: 1971-1974) 

 

 
Fig. 4.2 Visual representations for the design study ‘The Site-moulding of Refugee Shelters 
in Expanded Polystyrene: A Design Study Report for Oxfam’, By Dante Bondonno and 
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Brian Colleran. Oxfam Archive, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford: ms. Oxfam 
PRG/5/5/89-Folder: 1971-1974) 

 

 
Fig. 4.3 Prototype of Oxfam’s first ‘igloo’ emergency house. Left: Jim Howard.  Oxfam 
Archive, Bodleian Library, and University of Oxford: ms. Oxfam PRG/5/5/89-Folder: 1971-
1974) 

 

In this case, it could be argued that the lack of vision in relation to adequate 

aesthetic specifications was due to the ‘donor-led’ character of shelter provision, 

in which aid was provided from one nation to another in a distant land. Likewise, 

in the visual representations of the refugee camps (see Fig. 4.2) that depicted 

victims interacting in day-to-day activities, their clothing (or lack of), and 

representations of their everyday objects, we can observe how life in temporary 

shelters was interpreted and represented through this medium. This relates to 

the discursive creation of the other, and imagined societies, which was deeply 

embedded in the design process of this genre of design.  In this context, distance 

and imagination are interrelated; as Roger Silverstone points out, ‘distance’ is 

that which permits the adoption of the position of the other, and ‘imagination’ is 

that which serves the purpose of distancing oneself from this other.416 

	
416 Silverstone, (2007) 
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Undertaking a discursive analysis through the images associated with the 

development of Oxfam’s emergency shelters, and juxtaposed with photographs 

taken on site, these conceptual drawings reveal the discrepancy between the real 

and the imagined. As well as offering a representation of disaster and relief, these 

technical drawings act as an ‘Otherness’-producing process, where distance is 

translated into difference. As such, the discrepancy between visual 

representations of design and the reality of place is highly influenced by the 

concept of imaginative geographies, which is disseminated through discourse.  

According to geographer Derek Gregory, the concept of geographical imagination 

expresses the literal and metaphorical ways in which people conceptualise and 

render space. Moreover, Gregory argues that geographical knowledge has 

always been produced at multiple sites and circulated through multiple 

networks.417 Examples of these can be found in organisations such as the United 

Nations, or NGOs such as Oxfam, along with art, film, literature and magazines. 

These are all media through which other imaginative geographies are created 

that shape our sense of places and people around the world. 

 

Taking into account the rendering of space involved in the design of shelters for 

the 1971 refugee crisis, a utopian image of life in refugee camps was circulated 

through the initial sketches and blueprints. An image which could be argued, as 

the latter part of this chapter will discuss, deeply influenced future designs for 

disaster. Consequently, due to the distance created between the imagined ‘igloo’ 

community and the reality of local traditions, after initial trials this shelter was 

considered unsuitable. While natural disasters serve as a platform for the 

articulation of a discourse of ‘global connectivity’, it is precisely through this 

discourse that forms of cultural imposition are simultaneously reproduced. A 

sense of engagement beyond local communities is instilled in audiences to act 

on conditions of human existence, portrayed in the mass media. As forms of life 

	
417 Derek Gregory, Geographic Imaginations (London, Wiley-Blackwell, 1994) 
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are mediated through processes in which distant suffering and meaning are 

produced technologically, ethical positions, which are not locally aligned, are 

imposed. In this case, such ethical positions and the need to engage with distant 

suffering materialised in the form of the ‘igloo’ Emergency House. Ultimately, 

herein lies the challenge for a socially responsible design practice, where 

designers are faced with the question of how design might engage with socially 

responsible practices, without the negative effects of cultural impositions.  

 

The 1970s is regarded as a turning point in design practice towards the inclusion 

of participatory methods that included the user in the design process, which 

mostly originated in the social sciences such as anthropology.418 Research into 

the specific relationship between ‘social design’, with its origins in the pursuit of 

social responsibility in design and neo-colonialism, suggest a shift away from the 

human-centred approach recognised in the anthropological turn of the 1970s 

towards a ‘situation-centred’ one. Quoting the Brazilian educator Paulo Freire, 

whose seminal work Pedagogy of the Oppressed was first translated in 1970 and 

immediately adopted by organisations such as Oxfam, Cinnamon L. Janzer and 

Lauren S. Weinstein argue that ‘in order to cultivate a practice with a situation-

centered focus, a complex, multidimensional understanding of people and their 

environments is essential.’419 
One cannot expect positive results from an educational or political action program 
which fails to respect the particular view of the world held by the people. Such a 
program constitutes cultural invasion, good intentions notwithstanding. 420 

 

Janzer and Weinstein argue further that ‘design work applied within the social 

realm must be collaborative, culturally relevant, socially applicable, and 

empowering rather than imposing and removed.’421 While such norms have been 

acknowledged within socially responsible design practices and the work of 

	
418 See Clarke, 2016.  
419 Cinnamon L. Janzer & Lauren S. Weinstein, ‘Social Design and Neocolonialism’, 

Design and Culture, 6:3 (2014), 327-343.  
420 Paulo Freire, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: Continuum, 2005) 
421 Janzer & Weinstein, 2014.  
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humanitarian and development agencies since the early 1970s, and are 

reiterated in contemporary design studies of this type of design, as presented in 

Janzer and Weinstein’s paper  ‘Social Design and Neocolonialism’, projects that 

achieve such standards are limited. In this sense, the case of Oxfam’s 

Emergency House, emerging out of a discourse of social responsibility which was 

simultaneously embedded within notions of need as outlined by a progress and 

development agenda, would benefit from a post-colonial lens. While projects 

such as the one developed by Oxfam was developed with ‘good intentions’, to 

come to terms with its status as culturally insensitive, adopting decolonised and 

post-colonial debates within development studies would assist in untangling other 

histories that led to Oxfam’s approach to development. This, in turn, would 

facilitate an understanding of how notions of social responsibility from other 

geographic locations were incorporated and appropriated into the process of 

designing the Emergency House.  

 

The global relations shaped by power dynamics, set within the history of 

European colonialism and imperialism, have existed since the fifteenth century. 

According to human geographer Cheryl McEwan, these power dynamics are not 

only political and economic, but also cultural.422 In terms of writing a history of the 

discourse of social responsibility in design, seen through the lens of the 

emergence of design for need, along with its impact on the development of the 

design profession, this presents the question of who has the power to write 

histories and represent other people and places in the present. When writing 

about design for development, the top-down dynamics of such practices are 

scrutinised. While it is important to recognize the power dynamics and 

consequences of this approach, it casts a shadow on contributions from other 

actors, which are equally important in the configuration of a discourse of social 

responsibility, development and need. Anthropologists inspired by the work of 

Michel Foucault have pinpointed development discourses as an imposition on the 

Third World by powerful Western institutions: through their ability to shape 

	
422 McEwan, 2019. 
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perceptions of the Third World, ways of imagining change have been limited.423 

For anthropologist Arturo Escobar, a discourse of development facilitates not only 

the governance and control of the Third World by the West, but also imposes a 

hegemonic view of reality which defines non-Western peoples as 

underdeveloped.’424 The consequence of this discourse is that it perpetuates the 

expansion of global inequality and the ‘disqualification of non-Western knowledge 

systems’.425 

 

As anthropologist Margaret Everett argues, while it is important to generate 

debate in response to the way the discourse development has rendered a view 

of the world, the response and agency of the ‘target populations’ is often 

overlooked.426 While the approach adopted to assess the material relating to the 

design of Oxfam’s Emergency Housing and ICSID’s Design for Disaster project 

was aligned to the former critique of the development discourse, in recognising 

such agency on behalf of ‘local’ populations this thesis, which adopts an 

entangled approach to history, delves further into the recognition of the agency 

of local communities to simultaneously shape their own realities. In doing so, this 

enables ‘counter-stories’ to be told about the history of interventions in the name 

of ‘development’ by one country to another. 427 Within this line of thought, 

stemming from Oxfam’s attempt to address cultural issues within its development 

agenda, the archive reveals that a great source of inspiration was the work of the 

philosopher Ivan Illich. Illich’s legacy, which so vividly critiqued the adoption of 

the concept of need in the context of development and progress in Latin America, 

is thus examined in depth in the following chapter, the objective being to reveal 

	
423 Margaret Everett, ‘The Ghost in the Machine: Agency in "Poststructural" Critiques of 

Development’, Anthropological Quarterly, 70: 3 (Jul., 1997), 137-151. 
424 Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third 
World (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1995). 
425 Ibid.  
426 Everett, 1997. 
427 McEwan, 2019.  
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how social responsibility and need in the context of development was 

appropriated.  

 

Despite the shortcomings of the ‘igloo’-type shelter to provide an adequate 

solution to man-made or natural disasters, Oxfam’s firm commitment to assist in 

this endeavour led to further discussions on how to engage with the design of 

temporary shelters, which would later lead to participatory design practices within 

the organisation.428 While these objects acted as mediators that reinforced 

previously established social constructs, as a solution to the lack of acceptability, 

and from lessons learnt in the field, Oxfam produced a new design that would 

enable houses to be united in a honeycomb plan, in order to promote a sense of 

community which had been observed as favourable in times of disaster. 

Convinced that this new design would be successful, Jim Howard and Guy 

Stringer, on behalf of Oxfam Limited, registered this new design under the 

Registered Designs Act 1949, which was granted in 1973.429 A first opportunity 

to trial the new structure was presented by the 1974 floods in Pakistan, and the 

aftermath of the earthquake in Lice, Turkey, in September 1975. The team flew 

out three weeks after the earthquake; once there they found it impossible to tour 

around the remote villages to construct the houses. Instead, they had to establish 

a base camp at the foot of Lice, making houses on site that would eventually be 

taken away,430 as the following image shows:  

 

	
428 See for example, architect John F.C Turner’s concept of community planning, 

developed in the 1970s, in John F.C Turner, Housing by people: Towards autonomy in 
Building environments, (London: Marion Boyars Publishers Ltd, 1976).  
429 Oxfam Disaster Emergency Housing Patents, University of Oxford: Bodleian Library, 

Oxfam Archive, Guy Stringer’s files: Ms. Oxfam DIR/2/3/2/116-Folder: Dec 1972-Oct 73 
430 Press Release, ‘Oxfam Emergency House Team Return’ (1975). University of 
Oxford: Bodleian Library, Oxfam Archive, ms. Oxfam COM/1/3/2, 1974-1975. 
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Fig. 4.4 New ‘honeycombed’ shape Emergency Houses, at a house-making unit at the foot 
of Lice. Oxfam Archive, Bodleian Library, University of Oxford.  

 

After six weeks, the team of Oxfam volunteers returned due to worsening weather 

conditions, which forced the early closure of the programme. Despite having 

encountered great problems, the team at Oxfam remained optimistic about the 

future of the project, and the potential modifications that could be made from 

lessons learnt, as the following report shows:  
As with any new technique the system will [have to] be thoroughly evaluated and 
modified where necessary for the future. But what these men have been able to 
show in this pioneering project is that it is not only desirable to produce low-cost 
emergency housing, actually at a disaster site, it is technically possible. I’m sure in 
the future, whether it is Oxfam of some other organization, this method will be used 
again and will provide a meaningful and new way to help with disaster situations.431 

 

In its failure to address how issues of distance and imagination could be bridged, 

like the original convex shelter developed in 1971, the pentagonal shelter was 

not well received by its users, either. The houses were widely critiqued in the 

media, an issue that ultimately led to the withdrawal of the project in 1976. As the 

magazine New Scientist reported shortly after the earthquake, the low safety 

	
431 Ibid.  
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standards observed by relief agencies for the provision of shelter was highly 

criticised, and the report pointed out that ‘Oxfam was building shelters made from 

a material considered in Britain to be extremely dangerous.’432  

 
It is important to highlight here that despite the withdrawal of Oxfam’s Emergency 

House in 1976, as a result of improving its technical and cultural aspects, 

definitions and understandings of AT were enhanced by the formation of the 

Appropriate Technology Unit in 1974, along with the Appropriate Technology 

Committee. With the establishment of the Appropriate Technology Unit, based 

on conversations regarding the Emergency House project, further definitions and 

sub-categories for AT were established. Additionally, the formation of guidelines 

for funding for both overseas and national projects, and academic collaborations, 

such as the Bradford Disaster Research Unit (BDRU) at Bradford University,433 

established in 1974, were facilitated. From the press statement circulated by the 

University of Bradford, one of the key objectives of the BDRU was to ‘make 

contact with all other areas of work in the subject and with as many as possible 

of the organizations and individuals who are thus engaged throughout the 

world.’434 From this statement, amongst other sources, it is evident that disaster 

	
432 Adrian Greeman, ‘Oxfam Building Polyurethane Foam Houses for Refugees’, New 

Scientist, 27 November 1975.  
433 The Bradford Disaster Research Unit was made possible, via a Leverhulme Trust 

Fund, a grant which was made to the University of Bradford of 23,000 GBP over three 
years for a study of preparedness and planning for natural disasters. The BDRU was 

concerned with ‘all aspects of preparedness and planning for natural disasters and 

aimed to provide a new and urgently needed initiative in minimising damage and 
human suffering by means of appropriate precautionary strategies.’ The grant allowed 

for the appointment as Senior Research Fellow of James Lewis, a 39-year-old 
architect, trained at the University of Manchester School of Architecture and Planning, 

who for several years had studied the occurrence of natural disaster and pre-disaster 
planning. 
434 Press Statement, University of Bradford. Title: Disaster Research Unit Established. 
University of Brighton Design Archives (General: DES/ICD/06-5-3)  
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relief became, on different levels (institutional, humanitarian, economic and 

political), a multidisciplinary global priority. As we can observe, the formation of 

the Appropriate Technology Unit provided Oxfam with a well-established platform 

from which to contact and work with key figures within the realm of intermediate, 

alternative and appropriate technology, for the purpose of long-term relief and 

development.  

 

iv) Oxfam’s Appropriate Technology Unit  

The main collaborators in Oxfam’s Appropriate Technology Unit were Jim 

Howard, with a background in water engineering, Arnold Pacey, in charge of 

developing the technical information, and Paul Sherlock, responsible for technical 

education.435 In the interest of Oxfam’s objectives as a development charity, it 

was important for the committee to distinguish its approach to this type of 

technology as ‘appropriate’, rather than alternative, or intermediate. The 

emphasis placed on distinguishing the terminology used by Oxfam was partly 

aligned to Oxfam’s policy of avoiding the disruption of local systems by imposing 

the use of Western technological standards on developing countries through the 

aid it provided. As Jim Howard wrote:  
Appropriate or intermediate technology is a bit of an umbrella phrase generally 
used to describe things, which are small-scale, not capital-intensive, and not 
complicated. Appropriate technology is the wider term since it includes at one 
extreme very simple (and perhaps old) devices (e.g., the Persian wheel), and at 
the other sophisticated frontiers-of-knowledge stuff (e.g., Polyurethane foam 
houses).  Intermediate technology implies something somewhere between the 
cheapest and the capital-intensive, the simplest and the most complicated. So 
appropriate technology is the more appropriate term for Oxfam.436 

 

The objects that emerged from the use of AT strengthened Oxfam’s discourse of 

social responsibility. Through these objects, as the previous statement shows, 

Oxfam was able to express the most immediate ‘needs’ of the local communities 

	
435 Report by Arnold Pacey to Brian Walker, December 1975. University of Oxford, 

Bodleian Library, Oxfam Archive.  
436 Jim Howard, Paper ‘Intermediate Technology’, to Oxfam director, 1974. University 
of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Oxfam Archives.  
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it helped. Ultimately, it could be said that such objects acted as a discursive tool 

for the relief agency. As such, these objects represented the materialisation of 

ideas around relief and development, as well as prompting further debate within 

the humanitarian field. In this light, the objects also helped to negotiate an 

approach that respected local systems, which in turn, encouraged Oxfam to 

develop educational material on AT.  

 

Moreover, under the ‘Appropriate Technology Design Problems Scheme’, Oxfam 

attempted to promote the possibility of developing AT in developed countries.437 

Within these educational programmes, design problems experienced by 

communities in the ‘Third World’ were disseminated to polytechnics and colleges 

of technology in Britain to be used as project work for final-year students. The 

resulting ideas were returned to the people who had originally communicated 

them. If acceptable they would then be modified and ‘transformed’ by local 

people. Projects were provided in the form of a ‘design pack’ that included 

technical specifications, as received from overseas; information relating to the 

community, village or project from which the design problems had been received; 

wider background information and reading lists about the country concerned, and 

a reading list and information about AT.438 

 

With initiatives such as the one described above, it is possible to observe how 

Oxfam’s unique use of AT – that is, a model adapted for the Third Sector, was 

disseminated amongst design and technology students as early as the 1970s. 

Furthermore, drawing on Oxfam’s early attempts to engage with this type of 

technology, from its origins as a relief agency, in the context of disaster relief, 

highlights how, through lessons learnt in the field, Oxfam adopted a participatory 

approach to technological developments. While a direct line of communication 

was set up between polytechnics and colleges of technology in the developed 

	
437 See ‘Oxfam Materials on Appropriate Technology’, in Adrian Moyes, The Poor 

Man’s Wisdom: Technology and the Very Poor (Oxford: Oxfam, 1979), p. 39.  
438 Ibid.  
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world and local communities, the question of why AT remained as a top-down 

initiative, instead of working directly so that technological solutions emerged from 

within the local communities, remains. Such critiques of design are common in 

contemporary design practices, despite the emergence of participatory methods 

and co-creation, among other approaches.  

As the committee’s involvement with AT advanced, so did its vision for what could 

be achieved, beyond the Emergency House, through the application of this type 

of technology. According to Oxfam’s thinking:  
Technology (was) not simply classified according to capital intensity, or whether it 
is ‘appropriate’ to a particular context or not, but it (was) thought of in terms of its 
social component-its relevance to particular social situations and types of 
organization.439  

 

As such, the possibilities for AT within Oxfam shifted from an overall sense that 

people’s lives could be improved through material resources, where people ‘had 

more, particularly in terms of food and food production, as well as a fair share of 

the world’s increasingly limited resources’,440 towards the social aspects that 

included the possibility of ‘building people’s confidence, improving physical well- 

being, and countering oppression and exploitation’.441 

 

In this sense, returning to Oxfam’s Emergency House project, although it had a 

limited life span of five years, and was considered as a failure by Oxfam, the 

statement above shows how for Oxfam, its involvement in the development of 

this project served as a site from which to explore a wider range of possibilities 

for social sustainability. It did so through a close examination of the possibilities 

offered by AT, and by improving its understanding of the cultural sensitivity 

required for the production of low-tech solutions for relief and development, which 

were later incorporated within Oxfam’s general guidelines.  As an innovative 

solution to relief, the trial of Oxfam’s Emergency House positioned Oxfam as a 

	
439 Different approaches to AT-IMG 0782. University of Oxford, Bodleian Library, 

Oxfam Archive.  
440 Ibid.  
441 Ibid.  
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consultant on the use of AT, which aimed to help develop a ‘more appropriate, 

less Western-oriented version’ of AT for developing countries. Consequently, this 

led to a significant rise in project proposals sent to Oxfam for funding, as well as 

a rise in calls to Oxfam for the provision of technical information by architects, 

designers and industry, that sought to engage in design for disaster relief.  

 

In turn, this suggests that Oxfam’s work significantly influenced an appeal to work 

in both disaster relief and development, promoted by its visual and object-based 

artefacts, which indicates the relevance of investigating further the relationship 

between design and NGOs. Moreover, by exploring how the study of 

organisations such as Oxfam ‘objectified’ ideas about social sustainability, 

development, and the Third World, may also help unpack the processes by which 

a discourse of social responsibility materialised in design practice. With this in 

mind, the next section will explore the International Council of Societies of 

Industrial Design (ICSID) Working Group 5’s work on design for disaster relief, in 

order to offer a comparative analysis of the design solutions offered by an relief 

organisation such as Oxfam, with its Emergency House, and that of a 

professional design organisation.  

 

v) ICSID's Working Group 5: Design for Disaster Relief  

At a time when the design establishment was in pursuit of reform in terms of the 

role it played in society, an almost logical theme to be approached, once issues 

of development had emerged in the field, was to incorporate matters related to 

disaster relief. Since, as highlighted in the earlier section on Oxfam’s relation with 

relief and humanitarian aid, the magnitude of human and material loss in the 

event of natural or human-made disaster was intrinsically correlated with 

countries’ respective ‘development’ status. Influenced by the rise in the 

mediatisation of disaster and humanitarian aid of the late 1960s, when ICSID’s 

next General Assembly was held in Barcelona in 1971 the motion to form a 
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commission dedicated to this task, that would later become the Working Group 5 

(WG/5) ‘Design for Disaster’, was put forward.442  

 

ICSID’s intentions for WG/5 was to act as a mediator between designers, design 

institutions and organisations dedicated to disaster relief. If ICSID’s offer was 

accepted, it proposed to develop investigations, in collaboration with such 

organisations, to ‘help bring concrete proposals’ to the organisation.443 The 

formation of the group took two years to come to fruition. At the Leningrad 

meeting in June 1970, ICSID members had agreed that they would focus its 

resources on ‘bringing all designers together to help, at world level, a 

humanitarian cause’. A first step towards this was to plan an open debate at the 

Seventh ICSID Congress in Ibiza, where all the societies could express their 

views and suggestions on this matter. For this purpose, the designer Andries Van 

Onck would introduce the debate and prepare a list of questions as a basis for 

discussions.444 After the Ibiza Congress, in a letter to Josine des Cressonniéres, 

Van Onck confirmed that the idea of an international collaboration on design for 

disaster relief had been received with great enthusiasm and without exception,.445 

While the foundations were set at the General Assembly in 1971, it was not until 

1973 that the working group was fully defined. A first step towards the Design for 

Disaster project, following its approval at the General Assembly, materialised at 

the ‘Ecology of Natural Disasters’ seminar held at the Université Catholique de 

Louvain, Belgium, from 7-10 December 1971.446  

	
442 University of Brighton Design Archives: Correspondence between Josine des 

Cressonniéres and H. Ohnmacht. (General: DES/ICD/06-5-3) 
443 University of Brighton Design Archives: Working Group V, Introduction to ‘Design for 

Disaster’. Texts O6-5-1 
444 University of Brighton Design Archives: Correspondence with Members: notes on 

the Project of Equipment for disasters. General 06-05-03 
445 University of Brighton Design Archives: Correspondence from Adries van Onck to 

Josine des Cressonniéres. 27/10/1971, General 06-05-03 
446 University of Brighton Design Archives: Working Group No. 5, Texts O6-5-1 
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Josine des Cressonnières (Secretary General) had met Michel F. Lechat earlier 

that year.  Lechat, a public health consultant and professor at the Université 

Catholique de Louvain, who was preparing the Seminar, had several meetings 

with members of the Executive Board prior to the event, and was interested in 

the ‘design approach’.447 He officially invited ICSID ‘[t]o send two or three 

representatives to the seminar and prepare a basic document, as well as case 

studies to be distributed to the participants, concerning the possible contribution 

of designers to the problem of assistance in cases of natural disasters’.448 At this 

Seminar, ICSID, represented by Henri Viénot (President of ICSID), Josine des 

Cressonnières (Secretary General), who attended part of the Seminar, and the 

designers Van Onck and Helmuth Ohnmacht, had the opportunity to interact with 

key representatives of international organisations dealing with relief efforts for the 

victims of global natural disasters. Amongst the organisations with whom ICSID 

established contact through their representatives were the League of Red Cross 

Societies, the United Nations, UNICEF, Oxfam and other voluntary agencies.449 

During the first session, Van Onck gave a short general introduction on design 

and what it could contribute, as well as formally announcing ICSID’s intention to 

work towards the relief of disaster. 

 

According to the report prepared for ICSID’s members on the organisation’s 

participation at the Seminar, ‘at various moments Henri Viénot and Josine des 

Cressonnières intervened in debates to introduce the point of view of industrial 

design’, which they considered could ‘alter considerably the approach to certain 

problems, and bring fresh openings’.450 Additionally, it was recorded that 

Ohnmacht presented the only practical example shown at the seminar: ‘a case 

	
447 Ibid.  
448 Ibid.  
449 University of Brighton Design Archives: Working Group No. 5, List of participants to 

the Seminar on the Ecology of Natural Disaster. Texts O6-5-1 
450 University of Brighton Design Archives: Working Group No. 5, Report prepared for 

Icsid Members, on the participation at the Seminar on the Ecology of Natural Disaster. 
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study illustrated by slides of a transportable, dismountable and multipurpose 

shelter designed by him for mountain relief’, which had a favourable participant 

reaction.451 In the promotional pamphlet for Ohnmacht’s design (1971) shown 

below, we can observe the similarities with Oxfam’s ‘honeycomb’-style shelter of 

1973:  

 

 
Fig. 4.5 Polymac-Poly Biwak (multipurpose shelter) by Dipl. Ing. Arch. Helmuth Ohnmacht, 
1970. University of Brighton Design Archives: Working Group 5, Texts O6-5-1 

 

This is highlighted because at this point such a similarity raises the question of 

whether – beyond functionality – the forms adopted for the provision of 

emergency shelter (domes, igloos, etc.) can inform us about society and its 

values. Going back to engineer Walther Bauersfeld’s Zeiss Planetarium in Jena, 

Germany, arguably the first ‘geodesic dome’ (begun in 1912 and completed and 

open to the public in 1926), to Buckminster Fuller’s patented icosahedron 

geodesic dome in 1954, dome culture has had a strong influence on twentieth-

century Western society.452 However, while we can observe the similarities 

between these early shelters and their adaptations, that were applauded for their 

ability to be mass-produced and their lightweight modular properties (both 

	
451 Ibid.  
452 Eva Díaz, ‘Dome Culture in the Twenty-first Century’, Grey Room, 42 (Winter 2011), 

80-105.  
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technical advantages of Oxfam’s early Emergency House, and those proposed 

by WG/V), their appropriation by the countercultures of the late 1960s and early 

1970s went beyond functionality and efficiency.453 In this context, domes were 

used as ‘social pivots’, adopted for their emphasis on individuals working together 

to build them, as well as offering communal living.454 They were, as Eva Diaz 

writes in ‘Dome Culture in the Twenty-first Century’, ‘part of a larger politics of 

spatial decentring and suburbanization.’455 That is, domes were not only adopted 

for their potential for ‘community’ building, but also because their physicality, in 

terms of their materials, processes and shape, conveyed the countercultural 

discourse.  

 

While in the case of Oxfam’s ‘igloo’ and ‘honeycomb’ shelters the idea was to 

include a participatory building process, in the context of emergency shelter for 

human-made or natural disasters in distant lands, adaptations of the geodesic 

dome introduced a culturally alien object, which in turn lost its political 

significance. Thus these interventions, as we have seen in the case of Oxfam’s 

Emergency House project, resulted in a failure between need and design. 

Nonetheless, preoccupied with the role that the designer could play in disaster 

relief, mostly in terms of processes and ‘innovative’ solutions, ICSID reported that 

its participation at the Seminar had set a precedent regarding the potential 

contribution of Industrial Design methods, which was widely understood by the 

delegates, and which was, for most of them, a ‘revelation’.456  

 

ICSID’s strategy for the project was to try to define, as soon as possible, three 

pilot projects. Focusing on projects emphasised by the speakers at the seminar 

(disaster preparedness, communication, and, like Oxfam, the post-1960s 

humanitarian vision of ‘teaching people to help themselves’), ICSID’s aims were 

	
453 Henry Sanoff, Community Participation Methods in Design and Planning, 
(Chichester: John Wiley, 2000), p. 190  
454 Ibid.  
455 Díaz, 2011. 
456 University of Brighton Design Archives: Working Group No. 5, Texts O6-5-1 
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to submit such project to ICSID Council Members and schools of design, in order 

to study them collaboratively with representatives of interested organisations.457 

In addressing the issues emphasised by the Seminar’s delegates, the following 

‘designs’ were tentatively proposed: a shelter-in-a-suitcase, a container system 

answering the problems of ‘how to carry bundles on one’s back, and to put them 

together and undo them easily’, and a ‘do-it-yourself’ solution in pictures, showing 

people how to manage independently in cases of disaster.  

 

With no further information about the logic behind such propositions, these pilot 

projects reveal the superficial treatment that ‘design for disaster’ received at this 

point in time.  As highlighted earlier in the thesis, where the politics of 

humanitarianism are discussed, it was assumed that the victims of disasters were 

incapable of acting without external intervention (something that proved 

contradictory on the ground, as Oxfam later observed: by the time shelter arrived, 

disaster victims had already organised themselves in terms of mitigating 

destruction and working towards reconstruction). In spite of this previously 

established knowledge on disaster relief, in the context of design such 

propositions went beyond the technical elements: they heightened the value of 

‘method’ in the formulation of relief-oriented projects. By promoting design not as 

a solution, but as a method, ICSID was to act as a bridge between the design 

community and humanitarian agencies. Conversely, by proceeding with this 

strategy, ICSID highlighted humanitarian work as a source of inspiration for 

design. It is possible to argue that at a smaller, individual, and local level, 

designers and other creative fields followed in these steps, thus incorporating into 

the design process the social imaginaries represented by organisations such as 

Oxfam, along with the interpretation of ‘need’ through the social imaginaries of 

distant geographical spaces.  

 

The recommendations made to designers interested in engaging with this type of 

design were aligned to imagined needs, as it was felt that industrial designers 

	
457 Ibid.  
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from both donor countries and host countries could play a significant role in the 

design of specialist disaster equipment. As the knowledge gained from 

humanitarian agencies advanced in terms of the cultural and social provision of 

aid to distant lands, there was an explicit attempt by ICSID to echo this sentiment:  
Disaster relief programmes must consider the particular characteristics of the 
stricken population. Social, cultural, religious and economical needs should be 
met. In fact a donor country, or a designer for that matter cannot impose their own 
cultural patterns to that of the host country, even for humanitarian purposes. A 
thorough study of anthropological, social and cultural characteristics of areas that 
are prone to disasters, and of the effect of past disaster relief actions on the 
concerned population, has to be made. In this respect the hardware is to be 
considered the direct expression of a cultural pattern.458 
 

The above excerpt from the project’s second statement shows how ICSID’s 

recommendations reflected the current sentiment amongst humanitarian 

agencies with which it approached matters related to post-disaster planning or 

development planning.  It was guided by the idea that planning for emergency 

relief action and development planning should be considered as a system, as a 

whole: ‘industrial designers should link all projects concerning emergency relief 

with future development plans in which they might also collaborate.’459 

Nonetheless, the challenges of designing for the ‘Other’ without appearing as a 

cultural imposition, was, and remains, a challenge for the design profession.  

 

In general, ICSID’s argument for promoting the inclusion of design within the 

realm of disaster relief was on the basis that the ‘methods of work displayed by 

industrial design professionals grouped by ICSID from 34 countries’ could add 

efficiency to the efforts and the money spent by organisations dealing with 

disaster relief. To prove this, with the support of the League of Red Cross 

Societies, ICSID set out to undertake the first international study on this issue, 

entitled ‘Design for Disaster Relief’. It was declared that the overriding aim of the 

project was to ‘prove that the tremendous resources of industrial design [could] 

be used in a direct and practical way to assist survival and recovery’, by focusing 

	
458 University of Brighton Design Archives: First, second and third project statements. 

General (06-5-3) 
459 Ibid.  
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on the skills of students and practitioners of design ‘to useful effect upon the 

problems created by natural disaster. 460  

 

However, while the aims were to demonstrate that design’s capabilities could be 

put to work for social well-being, as mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, 

due to the origins of design within industrial production, and thus within a capitalist 

framework, from a professional stance design for disaster relief was felt to be 

more focused on expanding design’s professional practice than a genuine 

engagement with the alleviation of human and natural disaster. The following 

excerpt from ICSID’s call to designers to engage with the possibilities that design 

for disaster relief had to offer highlights the challenge faced by designers in 

mediating design’s ‘industrial’ legacy and attempting to incorporate the social 

aspects required for contributing to disaster relief.  The collaboration of industrial 

designers in assisting with disaster relief is framed within a technological 

discourse, in which it is suggested that such collaboration would ‘help optimise 

the overall effectiveness of emergency relief’.461 Moreover, as examined earlier 

in the thesis, demonstrating the way that humanitarian interventions operate 

according to the ‘cultural, moral and economic standards of neoliberal 

democracies’, the following highlights how design interventions within the 

humanitarian realm were conceived within this ideological system:  
Actually, it could be said that emergency relief should be considered as a business. 
Money is spent in disaster relief and somehow a ‘profit’ should be produced in 
terms of maximum effectiveness usefulness and satisfaction. The involved 
Organisations should obtain the best efficiency and must use the best available 
means to achieve this. Such is the aim of industrial designers when they work for 
and with industry. 462  

 
ICSID further states how, as an international organisation, it would act as a 

mediator between individual designers and NGOs. In doing so, it adopted a 

	
460 University of Brighton Design Archives: First, second and third project statements. 

General (06-5-3)  
461 University of Brighton Design Archives Introduction to ICSID’s Working Group 5 

‘Design for Disaster Relief’, (General: DES/ICD/06-5-3) 
462 Ibid.  
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discourse of ‘duty’, and as such, ‘responsibility’, by offering help to ‘coordinate 

the collaboration that the international, governmental and voluntary organisations 

concerned with disaster relief could receive from the profession of industrial 

design throughout the world.’463 Within the same introductory document, explicit 

examples of design interventions according to specific needs were elucidated: 
 ‘When a disaster strikes somehow ‘alarm-signals’ should be emitted. […] 
Simple, durable, resistant and autonomous transmitting apparatus should be 
developed. To that task industrial designers could participate by proposing 
special transmitting equipment and signal systems […] when help starts ‘the 
right hardware’ should be available in the right moment at the right place. […] 
It is necessary to reduce the actual discrepancy between what is really 
needed in a disaster area and what is actually sent. [...] The types and 
characteristics of individual items should be determined in function of a few 
standardised factors. Moreover, it will be important to study the interrelations 
of these items. For instance, to not only send clothing but also suitcases, not 
only food, but also compact kitchen sets and tableware.’464  

 

From these descriptions, the potential outcomes of design interventions, while 

aiming to account for specific needs and dependent on the geographical locality 

struck by disaster, it is impossible not to observe how these attempts were 

overshadowed by universal claims that were led by the way the designer 

imagined the needs of disaster victims. This was most likely due to the 

positionality from which ICSID members drafted the introductory document, 

which significantly influenced their view of both disaster situations and local 

customs of affected areas. In contrast to Oxfam’s Emergency House, which 

assisted Oxfam in negotiating the distance between the organisation and the 

local realities of disaster victims, the proposals by the ICSID members reinforced 

established beliefs about the needs of disaster victims.  

 

The third statement circulated by ICSID highlights further references to objects 

emerging from disaster relief needs. At this point, participants were working on a 

range of problems such as ‘stretchers, symbols, shelters, airdrop packages, first 

	
463 Ibid.  
464 Ibid.  
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aid-units, offshore oil hazards, field hospitals, rescue boat systems […]’465 The 

result of this initial study on design for disaster concluded with the publication 

International Design Study on Disaster Relief 1974-1977, published by VNITTE. 

According to the publication, and contrary to the approach of humanitarian and 

relief organisations, which were by now (in 1977) focusing on long-term 

development, this design study clearly stated that it referred ‘only to natural 

disaster and more specifically to the emergency phase, which includes the life-

saving phase and the temporary assistance phase’.466 Thus, by the time ICSID’s 

study was published it was already outdated in terms of the vision that was 

guiding humanitarian agencies, which were now focusing on aid for long-term 

recovery. This is perhaps one of the many reasons why such collaborations have 

remained problematic, and why the failure to provide long-term solutions on 

behalf of design has meant that design has remained at the margins of relief 

efforts. Nonetheless, with no further evidence that any of the 44 selected designs 

materialised beyond the concept and prototype stage, in subsequent years the 

International Design Study on Disaster Relief 1974-1977 was promoted as a 

successful international study that had made a significant and relevant 

contribution to this related field,467 which could be seen as a way of justifying the 

Society’s relevance and necessity, in terms of guiding and shaping the activities 

of design from a professional perspective.  

 

vi) Conclusion  

Examining a timeframe ranging from 1971 to 1976/77, the chapter has shown 

how a discourse of social responsibility was objectified within two distinct 

contexts.  In so doing, it has highlighted the influence of the mediatisation of 

	
465 All the work of participants was to be featured in the ICSID Congress in Dublin, 

Ireland, 1977 
466 International Design Study on Disaster Relief 1974-1977, organised by ICSID in 

collaboration with the League of Red Cross Societies (Geneva: VNITTE, 1977).  
467 Launching letter for the project ‘Design for Rescue and Relief’, sent to design 

schools, international organisations, World directory, and former participants. 30 
October 1978. University of Brighton Archives: (General: DES/ICD/06-5-3) 
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global problems such as human and natural disaster, understanding and 

interpreting basic needs such as shelter and the production and mediation of 

social imaginaries through objects, as well as addressing the way in which the 

politics of distant suffering were integrated into the design process. This was 

achieved by assessing the visual representations that emerged from this 

discourse and attempts on behalf of design professionals to work within non-profit 

economic contexts. Ultimately, the chapter has revealed how design works with 

and around these issues.  

 

Moreover, by investigating how social responsibility was incorporated into the 

design profession through an attempt to contribute to disaster relief, as one of the 

many strands that emerged from a rise in discourse of social responsibility, and 

ultimately, a rise in the concept of ‘need’; how the concept of need sits between 

imagination and distance, in a process of creating the ‘Otherness’ which is 

embedded in this type of design was highlighted. Furthermore, the process by 

which social responsibility was objectified has been explored, and how Oxfam 

attempted to bridge distance and imagination, which, in turn, helped develop a 

better understanding of the cultural implications of the development and 

implementation of such ‘objects’. As such, the study of Oxfam’s Emergency 

House posits the role of design as a mediator between different cultures and their 

built and natural environments (between designers, Oxfam members and 

disaster victims).  

 

From the lessons learnt from Oxfam and ICSID’s comparative attempt to embark 

within this field, it is possible to observe that there was a widespread rhetorical 

acknowledgment that relief was best practised as a collaborative process, or as 

a bottom-up initiative. What was needed, as stated by ICSID, was not ‘goods from 

industrialised countries, but well-worked ideas, using local materials 

supplemented by the most advanced technology and know-how plus a tiny 
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amount of advanced material’.468 In the case of humanitarian agencies, local 

fieldwork enabled this idea to be fully recognised and embedded within its 

programmes by the mid-1970s. However, in the context of design, as the 

documents relating to the activities of ICSID’s Working Group 5 researched within 

this thesis reveal, while this was incorporated into the design process, the design 

briefs that were circulated as a starting point from which to engage with design 

for disaster relief were not informed by such observations. On the contrary, they 

maintained the trend in design for providing ‘a manual, how-to guide, or set of 

posters giving guidance for behaviour before, during and after disaster’, that, up 

to a certain extent, continued to promote a hierarchical structure in which design 

is offered as a top-down solution.  

 

Notwithstanding, while design struggled to align its practice with its discourse, 

and to that of the NGOs with whom it so keenly pursued collaborations through 

attempts like the International Study on Design for Disaster 1974-1977, design 

managed to gain recognition on the basis of its processes and particular ways of 

problem solving, in the eyes of the Third Sector. Thus, while this has not enabled 

concrete and convincing examples to be recognised by NGOs, the fact that 

design managed to position itself as a ‘potential’ within the sector is what arguably 

maintains these sometimes-diffuse collaborations. In other words, collaborations 

are retained for the potential that design offers for innovating in direct and 

practical ways in the work of NGOs. One key factor for the potential of such 

collaborations to work successfully, and for design to expand its practice into this 

territory, is the question of profitability within this field of practice, which raises the 

question of how design can work within a non-profit economy such as disaster 

relief when NGOs are obliged to justify expenditure to their supporters, thus 

making remuneration for designers to undertake ‘experimental’ designs 

problematic. 

	
468 University of Brighton Archives: First statement, ‘Design for Rescue and Relief’. 30 

October 1978. (General: DES/ICD/06-5-3) 
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Therefore, if design is to be recognised for its capacity to innovate in the 

alleviation of inequality and environmental and health concerns, among others, 

its understanding of social responsibility and need must be underpinned not 

solely by a discourse that emerges from a context of development, progress and 

aid, but also by social responsibility as understood within non-Western ideals. For 

this purpose, the next chapter locates how progress and development was 

received and contested from a non-Western perspective, in this particular case 

within Mexico, with the objective of showing how discourses are appropriated and 

adapted to suit local norms, thus creating and contributing to new discursive 

perspectives and an understanding of realities that are alternative to hegemonic 

discourses.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Ivan Illich’s Tools for Conviviality as a Contestation to 

Design for Need: A Discourse of Social Responsibility and 

Need in Latin American Design, late 1960s-1970s 

 
Informed by Chapter Two and Three of this thesis, which discussed how socially 

responsible design emerged in a European and US context as an attempt to align 

its discourse with other professions and global concerns, along with Chapter Four 

that analysed the production of the socially responsible design object, this 

chapter closely examines the ideas outlined in the Austrian-born philosopher Ivan 

Illich’s Tools for Conviviality as a key text for assessing local contestations 

against discourses of development and aid that were circulating at the time. The 

text conveys geographically specific observations, made at a time during which 

Illich lived in Mexico. Moreover, Illich’s work was selected for the references to 

his work that were identified as adopted both by staff members of the OU’s Man-

Made Futures design course and Oxfam members as they attempted to 

incorporate a discourse of social responsibility to promote their activities. For this 

purpose, the emergence of design in Mexico is approached from a historical 

perspective, while simultaneously aligning this with the way it was conceived as 

a professional activity, in order to contrast two different discourses of the ‘social’ 

within an institutional setting: from the Open University (OU) and the Mexican 

school of design. This is approached with the objective of highlighting two 

diverging forms of social responsibility, with the contention that jointly they 

informed a broader narrative of contemporary design knowledge.  

 

During the 1970s, internationally recognised designers and institutions had set 

the objectives for design practice within a discourse of social responsibility. This 

was in pursuit of a ‘greater good’; one interpretation of this was to assist the so-

called ‘Third World’ through a rhetoric of design for need, as shown in the 

previous chapters.  Nonetheless, by 1959, Mexico, a country that had early on 
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been recognised for its potential to implement the ideals of the development 

agenda, due to its proximity to the United States and its booming economy at the 

time, had established an Industrial Design course which adopted a different 

approach to the potential of what could be achieved through ‘design’ at a local 

level. Nonetheless, in 1979, ICSID selected Mexico as the location for its first 

Congress outside the ‘developed’ world, which promoted ‘the unity of industrial 

design and national cultural traditions’ as an innovative concept,469 thus 

neglecting to recognise any forms of local design practice that did not align with 

Western precepts.   

 

Local notions of ‘design’ in Mexico stemmed from the social agenda that emerged 

as part of the legacy of the Mexican Revolution (1910-1917).  It is thus argued 

that it was the specific cultural, social and economic conditions of Mexico that 

facilitated a unique agenda for the inclusion of ‘design’, as it was understood in 

both professional and amateur conditions. This was in spite of ‘design’ being a 

professional activity, modelled on the approaches of the Bauhaus and the 

Hochschule für Gestaltung (HfG), as had occurred throughout the rest of Latin 

America. ‘Design’ in this context is therefore approached as having more than 

one definition. As it emerged in Mexico, it can be seen as twofold, first as a 

creative practice based on local knowledge which was not confined by the 

standards of Western professional norms, and second as a professionally 

recognised activity for the pursuit of industrialisation and progress.  

 

Recognising that these two types of ‘design’ coexisted in time and space presents 

the opportunity to explore the entanglement of discourses that were constructed 

through internal and external factors that enabled a new vision for design. On the 

	
469 Tania Messell, ‘International Norms and Local Design Research: ICSID and the 
Promotion of Industrial Design in Latin America, 1970-1979’, in: Proceedings of DRS 

2016, Design Research Society 50th Anniversary Conference. Brighton, UK, 27–30 
June 2016, ed. Peter Lloyd and Erik Bohemia (London: Design Research Society, 

2016) 
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one hand, design in Mexico sought locally oriented solutions from its inception, 

while on the other it adopted and reinterpreted international professional norms 

that were aligned to technological advancement, industrialisation and progress. 

In so doing, insight into how these divergent approaches to design were 

negotiated at a time when discourses of progress and development were 

presented as a global solution to global social and economic inequality and 

environmental concerns is offered. Thus, the objective of this chapter is to explore 

how the promotion of low-tech solutions, as proposed through the various 

iterations of alternative and appropriate technology that emerged for the 

developed world during this period collided with a local appreciation of domestic 

concerns in Mexico.  In so doing, the chapter reveals how these other forms of 

knowledge offered the possibility of an alternative vision to design which is slowly 

gaining recognition in contemporary design debates.  

 
i) Ivan Illich in the Context of Design  

During the period under discussion, Illich was widely recognised in Europe and 

North America for his critique of institutionalised social progress. It was through 

works such as Illich’s that the realisation that, while the official Development 

establishment pursued basic needs and other alternative strategies, the concept 

of ‘need’ had to be reconciled with the culture of the people that Development 

was meant to serve.470 In the context of the United Nations’  ‘Decade of 

Development’ (the 1960s), Illich ‘helped to put the emphasis back on people as 

the rightful subjects, not the objects of their fate’.471 It was then recognised that 

development could not, and should not, be done to people, or for them. They 

should be granted the freedom to construct their own path.  

 

In this context, with the aim of imagining future scenarios towards a more 

equitable society through design, the OU’s Man-Made Futures course book had, 

by 1975, included in its recommended reading sections of Illich’s Tools for 

	
470 Black, 1992, p. 182 
471 Ibid. 
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Conviviality, alongside the works of E.F Schumacher, including Small is Beautiful 

(1973) and Victor Papanek’s Design for the Real World (1971) – both of which 

were well established sources for alternative discourses in design. The course 

book draws on Illich’s work in order to critique industrial society for degrading the 

‘role of persons […] to that of mere consumers.’472 In other words, this was to 

present the notion of a ‘convivial society’ to designers as the establishment of a 

deep connection between people and their environment, in order to counteract 

what was argued as a negative relationship between people and technology. 

Nonetheless, aside from this early reference to Illich’s work within the Open 

University’s Man-Made Futures course, it was not until the 1990s that Illich’s 

work, as well as Illich himself, became directly influential to the design profession. 

And it was during this period that his work gained recognition from the wider 

design community. Drawing on Illich’s critique of the institutionalisation of health 

and education, as well as society’s dependence on an industrial mode of 

production, Carl Mitcham has identified Illich as one of the first critics of 

‘professionalised design’.473  

 

As visiting professor at Pennsylvania State University, Illich, along with Carl 

Mitcham, pushed for a ‘social-critical study of the archeology of design’.474 With 

a working title of ‘Anti-Design: Notes for a Manifesto on Modern and Postmodern 

Artifice’, Ivan Illich and Carl Mitcham stated that:  
 […] Design is something all human beings do and have done throughout history, 
but now must do more consciously and thoroughly than ever before, design is 
something that has had a history. Its beginnings can be traced to the rise of 
modernity, and it will almost certainly come to an end with the modern project. 
Indeed, we have an obligation not so much to promote designing as to learn to live 
without it, to resist its seductions, and to turn away from its pervasive and 
corrupting influence. 475 

	
472 Ivan D. Illich, ‘Convivial Technology’, Extracts from Chapter 2, ‘Convivial 

Reconstruction’, in Ivan D. Illich, Tools for Conviviality (London: Calder and Boyars, 
1973), in Cross, Elliott, and Roy, eds., 1974, pp.340-353 
473 Carl Mitcham, ‘In Memoriam Ivan Illich: Critic of Professionalized Design’. Design 
Issues, 19: 4 (Autumn, 2003), 26-30.  
474 Ibid.  
475 Ibid.  
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While this project was never completed, the paragraph above reveals how the 

influence of Illich’s earlier work has been applied to further the understanding of 

the role design plays in society. In sharp contrast to contemporary design 

thinking, that design has added value that can help to change the world towards 

more ethical, equitable and sustainable conditions, Mitcham and Illich’s proposal 

was intended to view design as separate from both action and thought. In other 

words, by presenting design as ‘something’ that operates between thought and 

act, Mitcham and Illich propose that it should be shifted from the idea of design 

as a tool for equality, sustainability and well-being.  

 

This proposal is furthered in Mitcham’s work that was presented at ‘Discovering 

Design: Explorations in Design Studies’, a conference held at the University of 

Illinois in 1990.476 Here, Mitcham argued that ‘values are frequently imposed on 

design from the realms of social action, which it prefigures’,477 in turn recognising 

that design strategies such as those proposed by the mid-1970s ‘Design for 

Need’ movement for the purpose of counteracting the negative ecological and 

social effects ‘imposes ethical demands on design rather than extract new ethical 

principles from it’.478 It is thus argued that in the context of the notion of 

‘conviviality’ – the adopting of a respect for locality, and the acceptance of a 

‘pluriverse’ – design can become part of a learning process, as opposed to the 

imposition of ‘needs’, for the benefit of an industrial society.  

 

Further discussion on the role that design plays in the degradation of society was 

facilitated at the fourth ‘Doors of Perception’ (‘Doors 4’) conference, held in 

Amsterdam in 1996. Invited by design writer John Thackara, Illich presented his 

thesis on speed. In a three-part presentation with the title ‘Prisoners of Speed’, 

	
476 See conference report: Victor Margolin, Richard Buchanan, ‘Discovering Design: 5-

6 November 1990, University of Illinois, Chicago, USA’, Design Studies, 12: 3, (July 
1991), 189-191. 
477 Ibid.  
478 Ibid.  
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Illich reflected on how speed acted as a hallmark of progress and modernity by 

shaping and controlling society, in particular in developing countries, where the 

notion of speed in planning and urban development was introduced without 

consideration for local norms. 479  

 

However, while Illich’s published work has been recognised by designers as 

pertinent to the investigation of, and contribution to, design alternatives, an in-

depth analysis of the context that inspired Illich’s writings, together with a close 

examination of the material produced at the Centro Intercultural de 

Documentación (founded by Illich), has not been undertaken. Thus, by exploring 

the local systems that informed Tools for Conviviality (1973), along with primary 

sources from CIDOC located in Mexico, an overview of the input that Latin 

America had on the emergence of alterative visions of design can be offered, and 

this will help to untangle the flows and networks in which ‘alternative’ design 

debates operate. The chapter is thus divided into two sections; the first offers a 

brief history of the origins of design in Mexico, in order to offer an alternative 

understanding of social responsibility as negotiated by international ideals of the 

design activity, while the second half closely examines Illich work, in particular 

his concept of ‘conviviality’, the context in which it emerged and how the politics 

of progress and development were simultaneously mediated.  

Thus, drawing on the concept of relationality480, this chapter enables a further 

understanding of the formation of discourses as entangled entities. That is, how 

	
479‘Doors 4’, Doors of Perception, available at: 

http://museum.doorsofperception.com/doors4/about.html#01 [accessed 23/01/2019] 
480 See for example: ’Relationality: a Symposium’, University of Otago, Dunedin, New 

Zealand (2015), available at:  https://relationality2015.com, in which ‘the current 
emphasis on relationality [seeks to challenge] the Cartesian conception of discrete, 

self-founding subjects—so stubbornly persistent in the Western imagination—and 
instead asserts the primacy of relationships in the constitution of subjectivity. […] It 

invites us to rethink our very “being” in the world, and with it our governing regimes of 
power and domination…’ 
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the concept of ‘social responsibility’ and ‘need’, are globally circulated as they are 

mediated by multicultural norms. 

 

ii) Design in Mexico, 1960s-1970s 
Industrial design in Mexico emerged as a discipline deeply entwined with the 

pursuit of the industrialisation of popular crafts as a means to help the local 

economy. However, alongside this, a quest for a national identity through its 

material culture in a post-Revolutionary context places the origins of design in 

Mexico as ‘social’. Examining design in Mexico is thus pertinent, as it sheds light 

on the material production facilitated by a discourse of design that emerged from 

a notion of local social responsibility, entwined with a discourse of economic 

development. 

 

During the 1950s, with the development of Mexico’s commercial relationship with 

Asia, India, and Europe as a measure to counteract influence from the US, the 

country witnessed a period of unprecedented economic growth and the rise of a 

Mexican middle class. The governmental programmes of the time, which were 

oriented towards economic progress, along with the longstanding debate 

between the promotion and rehabilitation of local traditions and openness to 

international influence within the arts, paved the way for the unique development 

of Mexican design. A relevant figure to Mexico’s cultural scene during this period 

was the Cuban designer Clara Porset Dumas (1895-1981), who, while sharing 

the nationalistic inclinations and social commitment (inherited from the 

Revolutionary period) characteristic of what was known as the Mexican school of 

design, had the intellectual openness and vision to recognise the importance of 

industrialisation as a process to guarantee the fulfilment of Mexican design’s 

social commitment.481 

 

	
481 Oscar Salinas Flores, Clara Porset: Una Vida Inquieta, Una Obra Sin Igual (Mexico 
City: UNAM, 2001) 
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The value of popular handcrafts, as a symbol of Mexico’s indigenous and 

‘Mestizo’482 identity, was recognised as the necessary point of departure for 

promoting a unique ‘Mexican’ approach to design. However, while popular 

handcrafts were recognized for their technical, aesthetic, and symbolic 

significance and tradition, it was also believed that, in order to achieve a longed-

for integration of the applied arts, this had to be merged with technological 

advancement. For Mexico, the integration of tradition and modernity was thus 

seen as one of main artistic projects achieved during this period.483 Echoing the 

ideas expressed in the magazine Espacios, in 1952 the architects Carlos Lazo 

and Raúl Cacho Álvarez484 founded the Taller de Artesanos (Artisans’ 

Workshop), an offshoot of the Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes (INBA) (National 

Institute of Fine Arts).  The workshop was founded on the original Bauhaus 

model, to the extent that co-founder, Raúl Cacho, referred to it as ‘the Mexican 

Bauhaus’.485 An interdisciplinary approach between architects, visual artists and 

craftspeople was sought, along with a practice-based and theoretical foundation. 

As such, the workshop, characterised by the promotion of the interpretation of 

popular handcrafts through contemporary art and architecture, sought the 

production of objects that merged national identity with modernity, at an aesthetic 

and technological level.486  

 

	
482 ‘Mestizaje’ refers to the crossover between two cultures which occurred during 
Mexico’s conquest and the colonial period that gave birth to a new one.   
483 Dina Comisarenco Mirkin, Diseño Industrial Mexicano e Internacional: Memoria y 

Futuro, (Mexico, D.F.: Trillas, 2006), pp. 141-142. 
484 Born in Cordoba, Veracruz, Raúl Cacho Álvarez studied architecture at the 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM), graduating in 1941. He lectured 

at the Instituto Politécnico Nacional (IPN)’s architecture programme in the areas of 
composition, theory and architectural analysis. Between 1971 and 1972 he served as 

advisor to the secretary of ‘Public works’, and between 1973 and 1976 he served as 
general coordinator for the commission for urban development.  
485 Comisarenco Mirkin, 2006. 
486 Ibid. ,p. 146 
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According to María del Pilar Maseda Martín (founding member of the School of 

Design at INBA), this was the origin of the type of design that would endure in 

Mexico: one that favoured an aesthetic embedded in tradition as an expression 

of national identity. It was based on three pillars, unique to the Mexican art 

movement of the time, that were also inherited from the Mexican Revolution 

(1910-1917); 1) it was underpinned by the nationalist and socialist ideals sought 

by post-revolutionary Mexican art; 2) it was based on the integration of the arts, 

and 3) the proposal for modernisation through design should emerge from the 

local culture, rather than being alien to it.487 However, despite the efforts to 

promote design in Mexico as based on tradition combined with Modernist ideals, 

it was neither economically viable, nor culturally accepted, in a society that 

aspired to modernity and to disengage itself from its colonial past.488 

Nonetheless, this chapter seeks to show how it is these tensions that enable the 

possibility of imagining alternatives to the status quo of society, as an extension, 

to design. It is through the formation of hybrid ideals that a shift not only in 

discourse, but also in the practical outcomes of design, is possible.  

 

Following this approach, Jesús Virchez, Sergio Chiappa and Horacio Dúran 

founded the first technical degree course in design in 1959, at the Universidad 

Iberoamericana (UIA). In the following years, as the country witnessed an 

unprecedented economic expansion, and an import substitution policy that was 

promoted by the Mexican government, the need for a professional degree in 

design was proposed, in order that the ‘national development plan’ could come 

to fruition. In 1963, under the auspices of the University Council, design as a 

technical career gained degree status.489 During the 1970s the country witnessed 

	
487 Pilar Maseda Martín, ‘Los Inicios de la Enseñanza Profesional del Diseño: El caso 

de la escuela de diseño del INBA’, in: David Ramírez Piñera (ed.) Historia de la 
Educación Superior en México: cuestiones escenciales y prospective del siglo XXI, 

(Baja California: UABC, 2002). 
488 María del Pilar Maseda Martín, ‘La Escuela de Diseño del INBA (Mexico City: INBA, 

2000) 
489 Comisarenco Mirkin, 2006, p. 167 
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important governmental and private initiatives that recognised the importance of 

incorporating industrial design as part of a national strategy to promote a policy 

of international exportation. This in turn, consolidated the acceptance of industrial 

design and industrial designers in Mexico, and paved way for the foundation of a 

diversity of institutions that promoted design as a way of competing with 

international industry. An example of such institutions was the Mexican Institute 

for Exterior Commerce (IMCE),490 founded by the then president, Luis Echeverría 

Alvarez. This unprecedented governmental support gave rise to the formation of 

the first professional groups of design, including the Association of Industrial 

Designers IPN, A.C. (ADI)491 in 1973, and the ‘College (Society) of Industrial and 

Graphic Designers of Mexico (Codigram)492 in 1975.493  

 

IMCE’s role was primarily to support the Mexican market with technical 

information, as well as to help to establish the presence of national products in 

international exhibitions. In 1971, as part of IMCE’s infrastructure, a Design 

Centre was established with the objective to promote design to Mexican 

industrialists through competitions and exhibitions, as well as promoting 

international exchange and technical consultancy. Industrial design had thus 

become recognised as a profession by educational institutions, as well as gaining 

significant governmental support and promotion. Nonetheless, based on the 

struggles between local and international perspectives, the aims and objectives 

of design remained contentious, which hindered its recognition on behalf of a 

wider circle of industrialists. This background to the emergence of the Mexican 

school of design highlights how the attempt to elevate local crafts as a national 

symbol intended for international export acted as a major drive for its inclusion 

within professional circles. These strategies, of unification based on tradition and 

	
490 Instituto Mexicano de Comercio Exterior 
491 Asociación de Diseñadores Industriales IPN, A. C.  
492 Colegio de Diseñadores Industriales y Gráficos de Mexico  
493 Renato Garza, ‘El diseño industrial en Mexico y los desafios de la comptencia 

extrena’, in Comercio Exterior del Banco Nacional de Comercio Exterior, special 
edition, Nov. 1999.  
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modernity, can be traced back to the early 1900s, when pre-Hispanic images 

were merged with Modernist strategies as a way to unify the country and place 

the country on the world stage, primarily through universal exhibitions.494 Due to 

a lack of either acceptance by Mexican society or interest by emerging students, 

the project to create a local design practice during the later 1950s and early 1960s 

appears to have failed. Nonetheless, it is this struggle of identity that enabled 

other forms of design to emerge.  

 

The pursuit of national identity simultaneously denoted aspirations to the 

precepts of modernity, which were most notably exhibited during the 1968 

Olympic Games in Mexico. As the first international Olympic Games to have been 

organised in what was considered a ‘developing nation’, Mexico optimised this 

opportunity to represent itself as a modern nation while promoting its cultural 

heritage at an international level, and recognisably this was achieved primarily 

through design. While internationally renowned artists such as Alexander Calder 

and Lance Wyman were commissioned for the creation of sculptures that would 

form part of ‘la ruta de la amistad’ and the Cultural Olympiad that accompanied 

the games, designing the visual identity for the Olympics also brought together 

Mexican designers and design students from the Universidad Iberoamericana 

(UIA). Moreover, the collaborative design processes that facilitated the 

recognisable official logo for the games (MEXICO68) have come to light in recent 

studies that focus on the significance of MEXICO68 not only from the point of 

view of a sports event, but also in the context of its impact within the social and 

cultural field and that of urban planning.495 The graphic design of MEXICO68 has 

thus been positioned as having an ‘evident Op art influence to evoke a moving, 

modernist feel’ that epitomised the country’s cosmopolitan aspirations, while 

	
494 Mauricio Tenorio Trillo, Artilugio de la Nación Moderna: Mèxico en las exposiciones 

universales, 1880-1930. (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Economica, 1998)  
495 Luis M. Castañeda, Spectacular Mexico: Design, Propaganda, and the 1968 

Olympics (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014) 
 



	 206	

simultaneously it set out to ‘invoke the nation's indigenous cultural heritage’.496 

Rooted in pre-Hispanic ‘Huichol’ designs, but equally representative of the avant-

garde Op Art aesthetic in vogue at the time, the MEXICO68 logo achieved, as 

historian Erik Zoloz suggests, ‘a truly unique fusion of cultural sensibilities’.497 In 

this sense, the creation and dissemination of the logo was one of the various 

official discursive components devised to gain international confidence in 

Mexico’s capacity to deliver the Olympics, at a time when it was highly criticised 

by the media. Lance Wyman stated later, in correspondence to Erik Zolov:  
The 5 rings to the 68 to the MEXICO’68 was a very natural progression that was 
preceded and influenced by many visits to the Museum of Anthropology [sic] to 
study Mexican pre-Columbian design and Mexican folk art, by taking in the vitality 
and aesthetic of the Mexican markets, and by the influence of ‘Op’ art and the 
powerful work of Bridget Riley and [Victor] Vasarely.498 
 
 

Thus, the following image of the MEXICO68 logo is a vital representation of the 

longstanding struggles associated with the merging of local traditions with 

contemporary notions of design that continued to prevail in Mexican design.  

 

	
496 Eric Zolov, ‘Showcasing the “Land of Tomorrow: Mexico and the 1968 Olympics”’, 
The Americas, 61:2 (Oct., 2004), 159-188. 
497 Ibid.  
498 Lance Wyman, 16 October 2001 (email communication with Erik Zolov), cited in 

Zolov,  ‘2004.  
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Fig. 5.1 Official logo for the Mexican Olympics held in 1968, designed by Lance Wyman. 
Source:https://www.eluniversal.com.mx/cultura/quien-diseno-el-historico-logotipo-de-
mexico-68 

 

Following the 1968 Olympic Games, the course modules for the professional 

degree in Industrial Design at the UIA show how by the 1970s design was 

perceived as a catalyst for industrial promotion.  The implementation of the design 

curriculum encompassed theory (history and theory), practice (materials, 

prototyping, etc.) and contextual subjects (mathematics and physics), as well as 

the setting up of workshops, as depicted in the following image.499   

	
499 ‘Catalogo de Planes de Estudio de Licenciatura’. Acervo Historico de la Universidad 
Iberoamericana, held at Biblioteca Francisco Xavier Clavijero. 
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Fig. 5.2 ‘Industrial design workshops, c. 1973 (FOTOUIAF002886) Source: Acervo 
Historico de la Universidad Iberoamericana, held at Biblioteca Francisco Xavier Clavijero. 

 

The support that led to the dissemination of design in Mexico during the 1970s 

was deeply rooted in the political agenda of the time. Prompted by the 

governmental policy of import substitution at the time, a group of designers 

gradually distanced themselves from the crafts-industry relationship. However, 

while design solutions were sought to emerge from within, as opposed to 

importing foreign products, designers at the time did not seek to promote their 

social responsibility in the form of ‘alternative technology’, humanitarianism or aid 

through the notion of design for need, as this genre of design had been previously 

conceived, to alleviate the social ills in countries such as Mexico. 

Notwithstanding, while governmental acceptance and support for design appears 

to evidence the ‘official’ recognition of design, the design scene in Mexico 

remained divided between those in favour of the ideals underpinned by 

development and those that remained true to the social causes from which design 

emerged in the country. In hindsight, it seems apparent that this internal struggle 

between two opposing views on the future of design is what distinguished 

Mexican design from a more ‘global’ notion of design. Nonetheless, while 

Mexico’s efforts were recognised by international design organisations such as 
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ICSID, they did not recognise design in Mexico in its own right. Rather, it was 

perceived as something that could be improved through ‘professional’ 

intervention, which, arguably, was the reason behind ICSID’s decision to select 

Mexico as the location for its first Congress outside the ‘developed’ world in 1979.  

 

Scholarship in development studies, such as Cedric G. Johnson’s ‘The Urban 

Precariat, Neoliberalization, and the Soft Power of Humanitarian Design’, argue 

that design in this context acted as a tool for soft power that contributed to the 

promotion of development ideas and progress that spread a hegemonic 

discourse, or a form of ‘soft cultural imperialism’.500 In turn, this, as anthropologist 

Arturo Escobar argues, is seen to have created the idea of underdevelopment in 

the Third World. Correspondence between designer Gui Bonsiepe and Josine 

des Cressonnières and Sarah Langton-Lockton, both from ICSID, dated 26 

March 1976, reveals insight into the perception of design in Mexico at the time of 

ICSID’s 1979 congress and general meeting. Gui Bonsiepe stated during his visit 

to Mexico, as part of delivering a ‘marathon seminar’ to design educators, that he 

was able to ‘detect the inside story of industrial design in that country’ through 

the various people he met.501 Some members of the Mexican design scene were 

seen to have ‘considerable design management experience’, such as the 

architect Pedro Ramirez Vazquez, due to the role he played during MEXICO68, 

along with his political power. The perception of what was being promoted as 

‘design’ within industrial design departments in Mexico, such as the National 

University of Mexico, was deemed inappropriate, as Bonsiepe noted: ‘I have seen 

a very poor exhibition […] furthermore, the catalogue for the exhibition which 

represents the “philosophy” of that school shows, according to my view, 

considerable shortcomings and confusion about the role of the industrial 

designer’. These statements, in turn, set the scene for the dynamics that 

characterised ICSID’s 1979 Congress.502  

	
500 Cedric G. Johnson, ‘The Urban Precariat, Neoliberalization, and the Soft Power of 

Humanitarian Design’, Journal of Developing Societies 27: 3&4 (2011), 445–475.  
501 ICSID Archive, held at the University of Brighton Design Archives.  
502 Ibid.  
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While events such as the ICSID 1979 Congress appear to have played a role in 

the imposition of a vision of what the objectives of design should be, 

simultaneously alternative design organisations that contested the neocolonial 

narrative presented by ICSID were being formed. The purpose of referencing 

these in the context of this chapter is to highlight how, to this day, they remain 

peripheral within histories of design. Nonetheless, by looking into the objectives 

that underpinned their formation, they can be seen to align with the alternative 

design discourses which this chapter seeks to highlight. In 1978 a group of Latin-

American designers met in Mexico with the idea of establishing the ‘Asociación 

Latinoamericana de Diseño Industrial’ (Latin-American Association of Industrial 

Design) (ALADI), which was officially founded in 1980, in Bogotá, Colombia.503 

Juan Camilo Buitrago and Marcos da Costa Braga claim that the founding of 

ALADI was established through a discourse of cultural vindication, underpinned 

by a contestation of the promotion of the relationship between ‘design-

technology-dependency’ that was circulating in Latin America at the time. Thus, 

the objective promoted by ALADI’s founding members was to oppose foreign 

agendas that ‘denied Latin America the possibility to articulate its own reality, and 

exercise occupational control of an emerging discipline in the region’.504 Through 

the promotion of design as a vehicle for the satisfaction of local needs, ALADI’s 

objectives, which sought an alternative to a Western understanding of design, 

were aligned to Ivan Illich’s ideas of resistance to institutional practices that 

favoured industrialisation, as this group of design practitioners continued to 

promote traditional materials and techniques. In this sense, what is particular 

about the case of Mexico, in contrast to the way socially responsible practices 

emerged at the OU, for example, is the material hybridity that emerged from 

attempts to negotiate the social responsibility embedded in design practice 

between the global and the local. The image below offers an example of the 

	
503 Juan Camilo Buitrago and Marcos da Costa Braga, ‘ALADI: Algunas Hipótesis 

sobre su configuración, 1980-1995’, Comunicación Nexus (2014). 
504 Ibid.  
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interweaving of cultures and styles and the focus of design during the late 1960s 

in Mexico:   

 

 
Fig. 5.5 Anni Albers’s Camino Real, 1968 in the lobby bar of the Camino Real Hotel, Mexico 
City, 1968. Photo: Armando Salas Portugal. © The Josef and Anni Albers 
Foundation/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/DACS, London/VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn. 
Source: https://www.artforum.com/print/reviews/201808/anni-albers-76737 

 

In this image, taken by Mexican photographer Armando Salas Portugal, who 

dedicated his life’s work to registering the construction of modernity through 

architecture in Mexico, the interior of the Camino Real in Mexico City, a hotel 

designed by late architect Ricardo Legorreta that opened in 1968 to host that 

year’s Olympic Games’ athletes, is depicted. The image shows a large tapestry 

by former Bauhaus member Anni Albers, which was inspired by Mesoamerican 

culture she experienced during her extended visits to Mexico. In addition, items 

of furniture in the style of architect Luis Barragán and Clara Porset that clearly 

represent the vernacular forms and materials found in the region can be 

identified.  According to Lynne Cooke, Senior Curator at the National Gallery of 

Art, Washington D.C, Anni Albers’ ‘repeated journeys [to the] south introduced 
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her to the flourishing Mexican art and architectural scenes, whose luminaries 

included Luis Barragán, Clara Porset, and Diego Rivera. […] Experiences [that] 

fostered an understanding, “different order of relationship of modernity to the 

ancient past.”505 In a letter written to Wassily Kandinsky, Josef [Albers] recorded 

that ‘Mexico [was] truly the promised land of abstract art’.506  

 

Nonetheless, while Anni Albers found beauty in local design, Mexico’s 

contemporary design scene had not come to terms with its troubled past, between 

designs embedded in its local material culture and its pursuit of a promised 

modernity. Independent Mexican design critic Ana Elena Mallet writes of how the 

legacy of the Bauhaus is intrinsically tied to Mexico’s contemporary aesthetics, 

through the arrival of former Bauhaus members such as Anni and Josef Albers, 

Hannes Meyer and Michael van Beuren in Mexico after its closure.507 While 

Mexican design was indeed influenced by the arrival of these former Bauhaus 

members, an area that has remained unexplored is the influence that Mexican 

culture had upon these members, who then resettled in various locations around 

the world, thus spreading a newly encountered global perception of this culture. 

For the purpose of investigating the formation and dissemination of discourse, it 

is relevant to unpack these cross-cultural flows of ideas and people. Specifically, 

in the context of researching a discourse of social responsibility and ‘design for 

need’ it is useful to investigate the interaction between locations in which 

development policies were implemented through local government and the work 

of NGOs such as Oxfam and local cultures. This is in order to assess how such 

initiatives were received, adopted, adapted and appropriated, as well as how this 

	
505 Lynne Cooke, ‘“Anni Albers” travels to Tate Modern, London, October 11, 2018– 

January 27, 2019’, Artforum, (October 2018), available at: 
https://www.artforum.com/print/reviews/201808/anni-albers-76737 
506 Ibid.  
507 See Ana Elena Mallet, ‘Mexico y la Bauhaus: a 100 años’, Revista Código, 18 June 

2019, available at: https://revistacodigo.com/diseno/mexico-bauhaus-
100/?fbclid=IwAR0oYSj74AkB7iYrEfdWKYossvJnhPzIayavgxeeYtxNiTjSqZU-i-CCDIs 
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influenced and transformed the rhetoric behind their initial implementation, as the 

next section examines, through Illich’s notion of ‘conviviality’.  

 

iii) Ivan Illich’s Tools for Conviviality as an Alternative to Design  
Ivan Illich is renowned as a prominent international figure who dedicated his life’s 

work to challenging aid and developmental discourses and Western institutions, 

as well as the notion of the alignment of ‘need’ with economic purposes.508 In the 

context of this thesis, Ivan Illich’s Tools for Conviviality acts as a key text that 

influenced alternative and socially responsible design discourse from a position 

of marginality. Conviviality is presented in the context of design, in parallel with 

the way designers appropriated the concept, and how this was later incorporated 

into a universal discourse within the profession. As mentioned above, Tools for 

Conviviality was written while Illich was living in the Mexican city of Cuernavaca, 

where he developed most of the thinking that underpinned his best-known work. 

The main thesis of Illich’s concept of ‘conviviality’ was developed as a form of 

contestation of cultural displacement enacted by global shifts towards 

development. This is exemplified in the housing policies developed at the time. 

By analysing how Illich’s ideas were intrinsically dependent on his close 

observations of Latin America, and how they have been incorporated into 

contemporary studies of design in order to develop participatory methods, this 

section highlights the importance of exploring the global articulation of discourse.  

As such, set within a perspective of transnationalism, examining Illich’s social 

networks highlights the global dissemination and acknowledgement of his work. 

This is approached from the premise that ‘transnationalism’ is about people: the 

social space that they inhabit, the networks they form and the ideas they 

exchange’.509 Thus, by examining Illich’s ideas as they coexisted with the 

	
508Andrew Todd and Franco La Cecla, ‘Obituary: Ivan Illich’ Guardian, 9 December 
2002, available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/news/2002/dec/09/guardianobituaries.highereducation 
[accessed 05/06/2020] 
509 Clavin, Patricia. “Defining Transnationalism.” Contemporary European History, 14: 
4, (2005), 421–439.  
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foundations of a ‘peripheral’ design practice, this section argues that without a 

contestation of development, need and institutionalisation, a discourse of social 

responsibility as we understand it today would not have been possible.  

 

Ivan Illich was born in Vienna in 1926, son of a Croatian Roman Catholic father 

and Jewish mother: Illich, along with his family, was forced to flee Vienna in 1941 

during the Nazi occupation. From this experience, and throughout his life, Illich 

remained without a settled home, travelling the world with a minimum of material 

possessions. He studied histology and crystallography at the University of 

Florence before going on to study theology and philosophy at the Gregorian 

University in Rome (1943-6), and medieval history at the University of Salzburg. 

Upon completing his studies, Illich worked as a priest in an Irish and Puerto Rican 

parish in New York, where he popularised the church through close contact with 

these communities and respect for their traditions. He worked in New York until 

1956, when he was appointed vice-rector of the Catholic University of Puerto 

Rico- where he organised a centre focusing on intensive training in Latin 

American culture for American priests. In 1961, Illich moved to Mexico, where he 

founded the Centro Intercultural de Documentación (Intercultural Documentation 

Centre, (CIDOC) in Cuernavaca.510  

 

During Illich’s time at CIDOC, ‘a research centre which offered courses and 

briefings for missionaries arriving from North America’, he developed a strong 

critique of institutionalisation, ‘Third World’ development schemes, education, 

technological and economic development.511 In his attempt to respect local 

cultures, Illich advocated that American missionaries should critically question 

their activities, learn Spanish, and recognise and appreciate the limitations of 

their own cultural experiences. Shortly after the foundation of CIDOC, its initial 

objectives were overtaken by the interest it generated in ‘studying the ideological 

	
510 Pearce Wright, ‘Obituary, Ivan Illich’, The Lancet, 361:9352 (January 11, 2003), 
185, available at: https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-

6736(03)12233-7/fulltext [accessed 06/07/2018] 
511Todd and La Cecla, 2002. 
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influence in the socio-economic development of Latin America’.512 CIDOC 

transitioned from a language school for American priests into a research centre 

that challenged the embedded imperialism associated with the development 

agenda and ideas of progress. This shift in focus coincided with a large increase 

in students and professors interested in community development arriving at 

CIDOC. From 1964 to 1972, Illich directed research seminars entitled 

‘Institutional Alternatives in a Technological Society’, with a special focus on Latin 

America. As a consequence, the ideas discussed at CIDOC became problematic 

for the church, leading to various interventions from the Vatican and culminating 

in Illich’s resignation from the Church in 1969. CIDOC remained open until 1976, 

after which time Illich divided his time between Mexico (Cuernavaca), where he 

maintained his primary home, the United States, as visiting Professor of 

Philosophy at Penn State University (1986-1996),513 and Germany, where he 

taught at the University of Bremen. 514 

 

iv) Conviviality 

 ‘Conviviality’ emerged as a contestation of the impact of development policies 

on local cultures. While these were perceived to have failed by the late 1960s, its 

ideals continued into the 1970s. An example of this can be found in 1970s 

housing schemes in Latin America, or in the design interventions that sought to 

promote design as a tool for growth.  In this context, Illich’s Tools for Conviviality 

can be read as a framework for evaluating humans’ relation to their tools. By 

tools, Illich meant not only tangible objects, but also institutions of production 

such as factories that produce tangible commodities, and systems of production 

of intangible commodities, such as those which produce education, health, or 

knowledge.515 Following this definition, tools can be seen as either ‘convivial’ or 

‘industrial’, the former referring to ‘those which give each person who uses them 

	
512 CIDOC Informa 
513 ‘Ivan Illich audiotapes, 1970-1977: 470’, Penn State University Libraries, available 
at: https://libraries.psu.edu/findingaids/470.htm 
514 Wright, 2003.  
515 Ivan Illich, Tools for Conviviality [1973] (London: Marion Boyars, 2001), p.20 
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the greatest opportunity to enrich the environment with the fruits of his or her 

vision’, while the latter are those which deny this possibility to those who use 

them, instead allowing ‘their designers to determine the meaning and 

expectations of others’.516 Illich saw the concept of ‘tools’, as described by his 

lifelong friend and colleague, historian Barabara Duden, as follows:  
A vision of salvaging a life worth living for human beings by protecting 
‘communality’ and what he called the ‘commons’, by calling to mind the ‘tools of 
conviviality,’ by preserving traditional and customary ways of living. Even he was 
amazed by the breathtakingly rapid disappearance of ‘traditional’ orientations and 
practices in Third World villages, and he shed his own illusions that the social critic 
could help protect the fabric of these villages.517 

 

 Through this interpretation of tools, the growth of mass production was believed 

to lead to the destruction of society, as it ‘extinguished the free use of the natural 

abilities of society’s members, isolated people from each other, locked them into 

a man-made shell, and undermined the texture of community by promoting 

extreme social polarization and splintering specialization.’518 In order to 

counteract the negative social effects of mass production, Illich proposed a ‘new 

conviviality’. For him, a convivial society was: ‘a society in which modern 

technologies served politically interrelated individuals rather than managers.’ 

Conviviality was thus presented as a ‘technical term to designate a modern 

society of responsibly limited tools.’ In this sense, the main thesis of Illich’s 

concept of conviviality was to ‘call the attention of developing nations to the 

advantages and drawbacks of adopting the same style of development as the 

industrialized countries.’519 Therefore, compared to the way DfN was framed in 

the context of the 1976 Symposium, which drew primarily on a top-down, Euro-

American discourse of development, Illich’s work called for a broader 

	
516 Ibid., p.21 
517 Dougald Hine, ‘Convivial Tools’: The Design Museum, London, 13 October 2018 

[blog post], Dougald Hine, available at: http://dougald.nu/convivial-tools-the-design-
museum-london-13-october/ 
518 Illich, 2001, p.x 
519 Ibid.  
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understanding and acceptance of local knowledge to help with the fulfilment of 

geographically specific needs.  

 

At the time these ideas were being put forward, the majority of ‘developing’ 

countries, especially in Latin America, had not reached the same stage of 

‘development’ as the industrialised countries. In Illich’s view, there was still time 

for them to reverse this trend by redefining their goals and priorities and adopting 

development styles that were more equitable, participatory and conducive to the 

preservation of natural balance, through ‘convivial’ relations.  
I choose the term ‘conviviality’ to designate the opposite of industrial productivity. 
I intend it to mean autonomous and creative intercourse of persons with the 
environment; and this in contrast with the conditioned response of persons to the 
demands made upon them by others, and by a man-made environment.520  

 

Conviviality can thus be seen as an ‘individual freedom realised in personal 

interdependence, and can thus be perceived as an intrinsic ethical value’.521 It is 

argued that the foundation for Illich’s notion of conviviality was participation, 

based on local knowledge that should be embedded in the structure of society’s 

tools.522 Therefore, from observing rural Mexico, where cultural traditions were 

being displaced by a predetermined ideal of industrial tools in the name of 

‘development’, Illich critiqued such a model as responsible not only for the 

replacement of local cultures, for a flawed industrial model, but also for creating 

and instilling the concept of ‘underdevelopment’ in society. This, in turn, produced 

'underdeveloped societies' that maintained traditions unfit for the expectations of 

industrial society. Illich argued that these were:   
[...] Societies in which most people depend for most of their goods and services on 
the personal whim, kindness, or skill of another are called ‘underdeveloped’, while 

	
520 Ibid. p.11. 
521 Ibid.  
522 ‘In an age of scientific technology, the convivial structure of tools is a necessity for 
survival in full justice, which is both distributive and participatory.  

[…] Rationally designed tools have become the basis for participatory justice’. Illich, 
2001, p 13.  
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those in which living has been transformed into a process of ordering from an all-
encompassing store catalogue are called ‘advanced’.523  

 

It was, in fact, this notion of ‘underdevelopment’ that was embedded in the 

discourse of social responsibility disseminated through the concept of need at the 

DfN Symposium. Design ‘solutions’, modelled within a framework of progress and 

development, were presented with the intention of fulfilling the social 

responsibilities of the design practitioner towards a ‘greater good’. A ‘greater 

good’ in this context, failed to recognise other cultural forms, designs and 

economic practices. In this sense, Illich identified professional standards as one 

of the major culprits of cultural displacement, and the failure to recognise other 

social forms, arguing that they disseminated a hegemonic discourse.  An 

example of this is identified in the policies developed for housing standards, in an 

industry ‘that modern nation-states imposed on their societies, thereby 

modernizing the poverty of their citizens.’524 He stated that, in turn, ‘the legal 

protection and financial support granted to the industry [reduced] and [cancelled] 

opportunities for the otherwise much more efficient self-builder’.  

Quite recently Mexico launched a major program with the aim of providing 
all workers with proper housing. As a first step, new standards were set for 
the construction of dwelling units. These standards were intended to protect 
the little man who purchases a house from exploitation by the industry 
producing it. Paradoxically, these same standards deprived many more 
people of the traditional opportunity to house themselves.525  

 

In this sense, Illich’s work suggests that the standards set by the professions 

created a scarcity of goods, which in turn, became even scarcer through the ever-

evolving activity of the professions. As the goods became inaccessible to the vast 

majority of the population, poverty levels rose as industrial staples turned into 

basic needs.526 In view of Illich’s denunciation of the consequences of 

professional standardisation within an industrial society, in which he points out 

	
523 I Illich, 2001, p. 25. 
524 Ibid.  
525 Ibid.  
526 Ibid. p. 69. 
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how such standards displaced local practices such as ‘self-building’, his work 

arguably paved way for the development of participatory methods that would 

address this standardisation in a convivial way.  

 
v) Centro Intercultural de Documentación: CIDOC  

The context in which Illich’s ideas came to fruition, 1960s Mexico, served as a 

test ‘lab’ for the implementation of development policies that would trigger 

economic growth. This was due to Mexico’s geographic position, its proximity to 

the United States, and Mexico´s influence on other Latin American countries at 

the time.  After the failure of the Decade of Development (Alliance for Progress), 

Mexico’s growing social divide, between an urban elite that aspired to the 

precepts of Modernism, and an ‘underdeveloped’ rural area that remained tied to 

local tradition, created the necessary conditions for an in-depth study of the socio-

economic development of Latin America. Throughout this period, expanding into 

the 1970s, Mexico attracted a plethora of intellectuals interested in the subject, 

which led to the development of radical thinking that challenged the hegemonic 

discourse of progress and development through technology. This historical 

background played a key role in the success of CIDOC as a platform to discuss 

such matters, and which, as a consequence, enabled the formation of a network 

that disseminated the ideas conceived at CIDOC internationally. 

 

The network that formed as a consequence of the actors brought together by a 

common interest and dialogue that took place in Cuernavaca is captured in 

CIDOC’s journal, CIDOC Informa, later divided into CIDOC Dossier, Sondeos, 

Cuadernos, Archivos and Encuentros. The primary function of such publications, 

as stated in the introduction to every issue, was to ‘establish a connection among 

the friends of CIDOC scattered all over the continent, in the desire to maintain 

this relationship through articles the editors wanted to read and discuss among 

themselves’.527 These publications provide an insight into the discussions that 

took place at CIDOC; however, due to their small print runs (an incomplete 

	
527 CIDOC Informa’, CIDOC Informa, p.1. APDO: 479, Cuernavaca, Mexico  
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collection was donated by Illich to El Colegio de Mexico, in Mexico City), and a 

few volumes in other libraries around the world, they remain a major untapped 

source for the study of Illich’s thought.528  

 
vi) Conclusion  

This thesis has set out to investigate a discourse of the social responsibility and 

practice in design from the late 1960s to the mid 1970s.  Approaching discourse 

as a transnational, entangled and connected entity, it was important to investigate 

the discourse of social responsibility in design beyond a Eurocentric perspective. 

To do so, exploring the history of Mexican design from the late 1960s to the mid-

1970s illustrates how, during the inception of design in Latin America, while its 

origins were set within the global narrative of ‘social responsibility’ and ‘need’, 

such concepts were mediated within the context of local traditions, popular crafts 

and modernity. This in turn resulted in new practices that have been adopted and 

appropriated by international design debates such as those of participatory 

design, co-design, transition design and sustainable design.  

 

Moreover, by investigating the conditions that led to the emergence of design in 

Mexico, as well as illuminating its internal struggles between local tradition and 

the pursuit of modernity, this chapter has highlighted how development policies 

were interpreted and re-appropriated at a local level. While governmental support 

was granted for the establishment of the design profession, and was key for its 

promotion and understanding in a professional sense, design as a ‘tool’ for 

progress and development was simultaneously being contested by a group in 

society, including designers that perceived this as a form of imposition that 

neglected their own reality. This was most notably reflected in the references 

made to the criteria for selecting Mexico as the location for ICSID’s 1979 

Congress, and the formation of ALADI. Furthermore, in relation to the planning of 

	
528 Lee Hoinacki and Carl Mitcham (eds.) The Challenges of Ivan Illich. A Collective 

Reflection. (New York: State University of New York Press, 2002)  
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the DfN Symposium, correspondence by designer Gui Bonsiepe reveals how 

design ‘philosophy’ outside the ‘established’ understanding of industrial design 

was perceived as a ‘shortcoming’, and that ‘confusion about the role of the 

industrial designer’ was prevalent. In other words, on the one hand design was 

divided between the pursuit of modernity and a tool for industrialisation guided by 

the development agenda, which was promoted by governmental policies and 

disseminated internationally, while on the other it was seen as a facilitator for the 

permanence of local cultures.  

 

The second half of the chapter was dedicated to exploring alternative forms of 

design that emerged as a contestation of the discourse of social responsibility 

embedded in Western forms of design practice, through the writings of thinkers 

such as Ivan Illich.  In so doing, by closely examining Illich’s Tools for Conviviality, 

light has been shed on alternative discourses as attempts to disarticulate 

concepts such as ‘need’ and social responsibility which had been posited as 

universal truths within social thinking. In this context, Tools for Conviviality is read 

as a framework for evaluating humans’ relation to their tools. For Illich, tools, as 

a notion, can be divided into those that are convivial and those that are industrial. 

Drawing on the concept of conviviality, Illich defined convivial tools as, ‘those 

which give each person who uses them, the greatest opportunity to enrich the 

environment with the fruits of his or her vision’. In this sense, tools are posited as 

a way to preserve traditional and customary ways of living. ‘Tools for conviviality’ 

can thus seen as a form of counteracting what Illich saw as ‘the disappearance 

of “traditional” orientations and practices in Third World villages, […] and help 

protect the fabric of these villages’.529 Stemming from these observations, this 

was most explicit in the housing policies of the 1970s in Mexico, as they imposed 

restrictions on the concept of ‘self-building’, which perceived vernacular forms of 

housing as ‘underdevelopment’, something that needed to be addressed; it is 

these ideas that have gradually been integrated into notions of alternative design 

practices in the form of participatory design, co-design and sustainable design 

	
529 Dougald Hine, 2018. 
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discourses. Ultimately, for the purpose of expanding the boundaries of design 

discourse and practice, by drawing on the emergence of design in Mexico as it 

negotiated locality and modernity, and the way, within this context, European and 

American notions of social responsibility were locally contested, this chapter has 

presented an alternative way of conceiving a society that was not aligned to 

global hegemonic discourses. In so doing, an overview of the background to the 

way that alternative discourses to social responsibility outside the discourses of 

progress and development emerged within design has been highlighted.  

 

The next chapter aims to highlight how these alternative ideals have failed to be 

recognised within the context of the design exhibition. It does so by drawing on 

museum and exhibition studies to discursively analyse the material exhibited 

within two design exhibitions underpinned by a discourse of social responsibility 

and need that took place at the RCA during the 1970s: ‘Playthings for the 

Handicapped Child’ (1971) and ‘The Design for Need’ exhibition (1976). This is 

followed by material pertaining to ‘Design for Need’ at The Design Centre (1986) 

to highlight how the understanding of need and social responsibility continued to 

resonate with that presented in the 1970s.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Representations of Social Responsibility within the Design 

Exhibition 

 
Chapters Two and Three of this thesis investigated the historical context that 

enabled the adoption of a discourse of social responsibility within design, which 

arguably reached its fullest expression in the 1976 Design for Need Symposium, 

explored in Chapter Four. Taking into account that discourses are interconnected 

entities within transnational flows, Chapter Five then sought to highlight a 

resistance to the hegemonic discourses of development that are arguably 

embedded in the socially responsible design practices, which were compared to 

how social responsibility was disseminated and exhibited at the DfN Symposium. 

In turn, this offered a divergent perspective on the notion of ‘socially responsible’ 

design between the late 1960s to mid-1970s. On the one hand, design students 

and designers from internationally established institutions sought to identify the 

role of design in society through socially responsible design practices in which 



	 224	

the most logical space for such practices was through top-down initiatives, while 

on the other they ignored local practices that were already taking place, as 

highlighted in Chapter Five through the discussion of the way design was 

established in a Mexican context, alongside Ivan Illich’s notion of ‘tools for 

conviviality’ which emerged from local observations made during his time in 

Mexico.   

 

While the previous chapters closely examined the discourse of social 

responsibility, along with its materiality through the development of Oxfam’s 

‘igloo’ type Emergency House, the cultural symbolism and representation of such 

objects has not been scrutinised. By considering the ‘exhibition’ as a cultural 

agent, this sixth and final chapter examines apparently ‘socially responsible’ 

design objects in the context of the exhibition, as a medium for cultural 

representation. In so doing, the chapter explores the organising institutions of the 

selected exhibitions as ‘administrators’ of the cultural meaning granted to the 

objects on display. Further, in examining the exhibition as a site of cultural 

production, this chapter seeks to critically appraise the multiplicity of social values 

and attitudes that are embedded in socially responsible design objects. Based on 

the premise that exhibitions document social relationships, the spaces in which 

they take place act as sites where different ideologies and cultural practices meet. 

Thus, the material displayed within an exhibition can be seen as social symbols 

that, according to museologist Kevin Coffee, ‘have been pronounced normative’. 

Moreover, Coffee argues, the exhibition acts as an interpreter ‘of how and why to 

understand those symbolizations.’530 This approach assesses the cultural 

significance of exhibitions as a process that produces social meaning, as 

opposed to a mere ‘collection of things’, in which the exhibition emerges as ‘part 

of an overarching search for shared narratives, among visitors and between 

visitors’ and the site of display.531  

	
530 Kevin Coffee, ‘Cultural Inclusion, Exclusion and the Formative Roles of 
Museums’, Museum Management and Curatorship, 23:3 (2008), 261-279.  
531 Ibid.  
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This interplay between the ‘socially responsible’ design object, its cultural 

significance and the pursuit of a shared narrative between visitors and the 

institution in which the exhibition takes place is thus approached through the 

analysis of past and present exhibitions of socially responsible design. The 

analysis of each exhibition is based on primary and secondary sources, 

photographs, exhibition catalogues and reviews. Drawing on exhibition and 

museum studies, the selected design exhibitions are approached from a cultural 

anthropological perspective. In this way, before presenting the material relating 

to the three exhibitions explored in this chapter, the following section establishes 

the context for how the design ‘exhibition’ as a form of cultural production is 

approached.  

 

i) The Exhibition  
The exhibition has become a prominent and diverse part of contemporary culture. 

Exhibitions are, by definition, ‘selective and exclusive due to the biases of the 

organisers and the actual or perceived constraints of space, finance and 

availability of works’.532 Moreover, they are cultural manifestations that maintain 

‘signification’, which can be seen as a spectacle, a socio-historical event or a 

‘structural device’.533 They can also be seen as ‘instruments for the moral and 

cultural regulation of society’.534 As cultural manifestations, identities are also 

inscribed within the exhibition. While art-historical, museological and exhibition 

studies claim that this is the medium by which most ‘art’ becomes known535, the 

	
532 Diana Nemiroff, ‘Modernism, Nationalism and Beyond: a Critical History of 

Exhibitions of First Nations Art’, in Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson and Sandy 
Nairne (eds.) Thinking about Exhibitions (London: Routledge, 1996), pp.411-436 
533 Ibid.  
534 Tony Bennett, ‘The Exhibitionary Complex’, in Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. 

Ferguson and Sandy Nairne (eds.) Thinking about Exhibitions, (London: Routledge, 
1996), pp. 81-112.  
535 Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson and Sandy Nairne (eds.) Thinking about 
Exhibitions (London: Routledge, 1996). 
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recurring display of design objects within this format calls for the study of the role 

that such objects play in shaping society. Studying the socially responsible design 

object in this context inherently acknowledges the diverging symbolism of these 

objects between those consumed by society through their use in the ‘real’ world 

and those displayed for visual consumption within the exhibition which are 

simultaneously constrained by institutional, professional and personal agendas.  

 

Within design exhibitions, two categories of objects are identified: those that have 

achieved production and real-world consumption and those that remain 

prototypical. Exhibiting the first category usually adheres to the established 

design canons which previously served as arbiters of ‘good taste’. Within the 

context of functionalism, these designs aim to be ‘symbolically functional’, as 

pointed out in the early 1960s by the architect Robert Charles Venturi: these 

designs ‘represented function more than they resulted from function.’536 Judith 

Barry argues further that ‘within the exhibition setting, ‘most utopian movements 

in design have tried to strip the object of its symbolic powers, as though the power 

of utility could somehow restrain the object’s power over us.’537 In other words, 

these design exhibitions, by emphasising ‘utility’, do not promote the importance 

of design in shaping society at a deeper level. However, function is merely one 

aspect of the symbolic power of such objects. On the other hand, exhibiting 

design prototypes is intended to reflect the infinite possibilities of design, which 

could arguably be posited as material discourse for the promotion of the design 

profession. It is in the latter category, of prototypical or conceptual design 

exhibitions, into which a vast majority of socially responsible design objects fall. 

The fact that the exhibition is possibly one of the few platforms on which the wider 

public gains access to such material culture means that there is an increasing 

urgency within design studies to promote debates regarding the social impact of 

the objects exhibited within the museum and gallery context.  

	
536 Judith Barry (1996), ‘Dissenting Spaces’, in Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson 
and Sandy Nairne (ed.) (1996), Thinking about Exhibitions (London: Routledge, 1996), 

pp. 307-312.  
537 Ibid.  
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ii) ‘Playthings for the Handicapped Child’ at the RCA 

The first exhibition explored in this chapter is the 1971 exhibition ‘Playthings for 

the Handicapped Child’, held at the Royal College of Art, which can be seen as 

a precursor to the exhibition accompanying the 1976 Design for Need 

Symposium. While exploring the Department of Design Research archives at the 

Victoria & Albert Museum’s Design Archives with the objective of mapping out a 

wider network of ‘social design’ figures, a project focused on the exploration of 

environments for the ‘handicapped’ child, led by Bruce Archer at the RCA, came 

to light.538 This project drew on the design methods developed during the Kings 

Fund Bed project, and thus applied the same principles of systematic and logical 

process that took into account the social aspects of the design. The exhibition 

‘Playthings for the Handicapped Child’, which showcased various prototypes, 

was initiated as a project in 1969 with the support of the Nuffield Foundation. The 

exhibition was jointly organised by the Royal College of Art and by the Child 

Development Research Unit at the University of Nottingham. Its aims were to 

‘publicise the results of this and other work undertaken in the field of play 

equipment for handicapped children to also serve as an instructive experience 

for the potential users of such products.’539 The timing of the exhibition coincided 

with the transfer of responsibility for ‘handicapped’540 children (those with special 

needs) from local health departments to local education authorities.541 The 

following is an excerpt from the documentation relating to the project, which offers 

	
538 Victoria and Albert Museum Design Archives, Department of Design Research 

Archive. Box: Job 17: Design and Development-I (Design for beds and cots for children 

in hospital); Box: Job 84: Exhibition: Planning and organisation.  
539 Ibid.  
540 The author acknowledges that in contemporary language, the use of the term 
‘handicapped’ has shifted towards ‘special needs’. Nonetheless, for contextual 

accuracy, this section adopts ‘handicapped’ as it was used in the 1970s.  
541 Victoria and Albert Design Archives, Department of Design Research Archive. Box: 

Job 17: Design and Development-I (Design for beds and cots for children in hospital); 
Box: Job 84: Exhibition: Planning and organisation.  



	 228	

an insight into the design process that privileged a participatory method between 

designers and end users:  
The number of variables involved makes experimental control in the strict sense, 
and within the limits of the project, impossible […] it was agreed to adopt a method 
of evaluation that compares the behaviour of groups of handicapped children 
playing with the inflatable’s, with the same groups playing with their usual 
equipment […] three relatively simple criteria were selected as being the most 
suitable, both in terms of their relevance and their ease of analysis from a film 
record: activity, social contact and exploratory behaviour.542 

 

The designs were aimed at enhancing ‘social contact’ through the designed 

object, as one of the ‘criteria for evaluation’ also reflects:  
Social contact: most of our consultants agree that social contact between children 
is of particular importance for the handicapped child. It stimulates the motivation to 
explore and it encourages the learning of new skills, both social and motor. The 
analysis would undertake to establish the incidence of social contacts, again 
comparing these with the usual situation.543  

The following is a transcript from the image below, taken from entries for the 1971 

exhibition. The technical drawings submitted, along with the description, suggest 

that they relied on how they were articulated:  
Air Mattress: The air mattress is made up of six standard units contained in an 
envelope. The 1’ 3’’ diameter of inflated an inflated standard unit […] allows varying 
degrees of inflation without the children hitting the ground. The air mattress 
provides a soft yet stable surface on which children can play and fall in safety. 
Some of its features are similar to those provided by hydrotherapy.544  

 

	
542 Victoria and Albert Design Archives, Department of Design Research Archive. Box: 
Job 17: Design and Development-I (Design for beds and cots for children in hospital); 

Box: Job 84: Exhibition: Planning and organisation.  
543 Ibid. 
544 Victoria and Albert Design Archives, Department of Design Research Archive: Royal 
College of Art, Bruce Archer Archive, ‘Some entries for catalogue’. 
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Fig. 6.1 ‘Some entries for catalogue’ Source: Department of Design Research Archive 
RCA, Archer Archives, Victoria and Albert Design Archive  

 

In the context of design for ‘handicapped children’, these designs emphasise the 

technical aspects, such as their materials and dimensions, along with their 

function. In terms of framing the subject of design, it is evident that at the time, 

while definitions of design advocated for the social aspects of the profession, the 

object was of greater importance than the user. This can be compared to the 

design discourse in the later part of the 1980s, which would develop the notion 

of  ‘beyond the object’, as a solution to the shortcomings of earlier models of the 

way users were considered.545 Moreover, in terms of socially responsible designs 

of the time, the genre of design for the ‘handicapped’ is comparable to how a 

	
545 Johan Redström, ‘Towards user Design? On the Shift from Object to User as the 
Subject of Design’, Design Studies, 27:2 (March 2006). 



	 230	

sense of ‘otherness’ is created through distance in design for disaster relief, 

where the user is detached form the everyday life of the designer.   

 

Within museum and exhibition studies, debates regarding the ‘Other’ have been 

raised through the introduction and recognition of non-Western design and art 

canons. While relating to the processes by which Native American art was 

introduced within the contemporary museum setting, artist and curator Diana 

Nemiroff explores how these works, despite gaining access to modern 

exhibitions, remain within the margins of what is aesthetically accepted within 

European precepts of modern art.546 This notion of remaining within the margins 

in spite of the acceptance of ‘other’ aesthetics can be translated to exhibiting 

‘alternative’ forms of design.  In this sense, despite the fact that aesthetics are no 

longer in dispute in relation to the acceptance of new types of art and design 

within the museum context, there is growing criticism of the failure to recognise 

the importance of such exhibitions in building cultural acceptability. Thus, they 

remain as some form of ‘other’ art or design. Taking this into account, the 

exhibitions explored in this chapter aim to address the lack of expression of 

design for need from local communities, vernacular forms of design and designs 

beyond modern aesthetics. This leads to the contention that their inclusion could 

facilitate a way forward for socially responsibly design practice at global level 

which until now, has remained outside the realm of the exhibition and accepted 

forms of design.  

Returning to the exhibition ‘Playthings for the Handicapped Child’, while 

discursively the project attempted to include a social aspect, the technical focus 

on design in this sense hindered such attempts. In terms of the prevailing 

discourses at the time, the reaction to, and acceptance of, this exhibition can be 

contrasted to the way in which a similar project, ‘play equipment for children with 

cerebral palsy’ designed by Victor Papanek, had been received earlier. The 

narrative, in which Papanek’s legacy of socially oriented design is positioned as 

the backdrop for the emergence of the social values of design, has been widely 

	
546 Nemiroff, 1996, pp. 411-412. 
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reflected in the literature. Within the history of socially oriented design products, 

both design historian Alison J. Clarke and Ida Kamilla Lie have argued that 

Papanek’s ‘thesis of an ethical design culture underpinned by a need economy, 

rather than an economy of desire’,547 disseminated by ‘action’ as opposed to 

knowledge-based design research, was epitomised in the empirical development 

of this environment for children with cerebral palsy, which ‘had never been 

attempted previously’.548 Much like Papanek’s writings on how a multidisciplinary 

team of design students at the Suomenlinna seminars came about from 

designing a ‘moveable environment for children with cerebral palsy’ through close 

observation, interviews, and user inclusion,549 Archer and his research team had 

previously trialled their designs in a similar vein to the discourse of participation 

that was so widely acclaimed in the 1968 seminars, but not as widely recognised 

within socially responsible design.  

 

Nonetheless, while these reflections came after Papanek’s 1968 project for an 

environment for children with cerebral palsy, the ideology portrayed by the RCA’s 

Design Research Unit (DRU) was built on their previous work, such as the King’s 

Fund Bed project. As such, it seems that early attempts to include a social role 

for design, in this context, had already emerged at the DRU. However, the RCA’s 

Department of Design Research members, equally, perceived it as being 

inherently embedded in the research, and therefore it was felt that the need to 

emphasise the social aspects of design was not imperative. This was in contrast 

to Papanek’s discourse, as well as to the foundations on which the DfN 

Symposium relied, which was the dissemination of a discourse of social 

responsibility in order to attract attention to the cause: ‘design for need’.  

Members of the DRU/DDR did not regard the marketing of the social aspects of 

	
547 Alison J. Clarke, ‘Actions Speak Louder’, Design and Culture, 5:2, 151-168 (2013). 
548 See Clarke, 2013., and Ida Kamilla Lie, ‘“Make Us More Useful to Society!”: The 

Scandinavian Design Students’ Organization (SDO) and Socially Responsible Design, 
1967–1973’, Design and Culture, 8:3, (2016), 327-361. 
549 Victor Papanek, Design for the Real World (London: Thames and Hudson, 1972). 
pp. 316-318. 
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design as highly as Papanek did. As a result, while the work of the DRU 

presented in Scandinavia550 emphasised the dissemination of the professional 

aspects of design, Papanek focused on promoting its social value, which echoed 

student sentiment of the late 1960s, and thus was the accepted discourse of the 

time.  

 

Contrasting how these two very similar designs for the ‘handicapped’ child were 

conceived, promoted and written about in history reveals that it was the way in 

which Papanek delivered his discourse of social responsibility that facilitated its 

understanding. It was the way he created a picture of making the world a better 

place that resonated in the collective consciousness of his audience, as opposed 

to a discourse aligned to the professional activities of design and its methods.551 

Alice Twemlow argues that Papanek’s success was largely due to his ‘linguistic 

flair and rhetorical techniques’, saying of his writing that ‘its impassioned 

language harangues us down the decades from his philosophical pulpit, with 

persuasive rhetoric, vivid imagery, and, at times, clarity and humour.’552 

	
550 “In retrospect, participants recall a kind of power in Papanek’s elucidative way of 

speaking and were especially struck by his seemingly easy solutions to complicated 
problems. Wenche Gulbrandsen, a former student at the National College of Applied 

Art and Craft (SHKS) in Oslo, expresses her fascination for Papanek’s tin can radio, 
and notes: “I felt that he spoke so clearly and had such comprehensive ideas. It was 

quite simply all about making the world a better place, about making it sustainable!” 

Roar Høyland, a lecturer at SHKS from 1968 and later rector of the same school, 
agrees with Gulbrandsens impression, recalling that: I had read about these gurus in 

England [Design Research Unit] of course, but it felt very vague. But then Victor 
Papanek came along, and I thought ‘Yes of course, that’s the way it is! How lovely that 

someone gives words to it!’” In Lie, 2016.  
551 Ibid. 
552  Alice Twemlow, quoted in Mateo Kries, Amelie Klein, Alison J. Clarke (eds.) Victor 

Papanek: The Politics of Design (Weil am Rhein; Vienna;: Vitra Design Museum; 
Papanek Foundation, University of Applied Arts Vienna, 2018), p. 151 
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Analysing Papanek’s discourse in Design for the Real World, Twemlow 

continues:   
He used satire’s potential to ‘destabilize, disrupt social norms, and divert habitual 
thinking. It is dependent on techniques to mentally prepare the reader to be 
receptive to the proposed socio-political reforms. Once the reader has been 
shocked into attention by the audacity of the proposal […] she is then in an ideal 
state of mind to entertain new ideas and even to be ready to help enact change.553 

 

In this sense, Papanek overtly displayed a discursive strategy in the delivery of 

his ideas. Within this discourse, while he acknowledged the importance of 

research, Papanek ‘emphasized the value of exploring by doing, underlying that 

the first step must often be to simply take action’.554 Thus he argued that the most 

productive way to start was through explorative processes. Papanek went further, 

explaining that once the initial exploration had been undertaken by ‘designers’, 

‘in the next round, the researchers could observe, analyze, and find ways to 

improve the design for a revised version’.555  

 

This, in turn, suggests an apparent discursive tension between what can be 

regarded as two distinct strands of design: that of designers and that of design 

researchers. It situates the contribution of the RCA’s DDR with that of design 

research and methods, while linking Papanek’s thesis to the social aspects of 

design. As such, preoccupied with the professional status of design, as a 

delegated spokesperson of the DRU/DDR, affiliated to the Royal College of Art, 

Archer and his team were in fact communicating the professional values of 

design, as opposed to its social values.  This was due to their institutional 

affiliation. Thus, Archer and his team in representing the ‘authority’ with the 

‘power’ to speak on behalf of the ‘institution’, as argued by French sociologist 

Pierre Bourdieu in Language and Symbolic Power, not only were they 

communicating the values of the institution they represented through ‘Playthings 

for the Handicapped Child’, but also, through a self-reflective practice, they were 

	
553 Ibid.  
554 Ibid. 
555 Ibid.  
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simultaneously constructing their identity as designers, and design, through acts 

of representation.556 As mentioned in Chapter One of this thesis, professional 

identity can be seen as a social construction in search of legitimacy and a 

‘collective rationality’, as well as a process of ‘standardisation’. 557 In the case of 

‘Playthings for the Handicapped Child’, the designed objects are depicted as a 

discursive resource that seeks to convey the professional stance of both the 

designers and the DDR.  

 

Within the context of promoting a professional identity through the objects 

exhibited, along with how they were represented, it is suggested that the RCA, 

imbued with a discourse of functionalism, favoured an ‘academic’ status that 

could be verified by ‘scientific’ methods, and prompted a discipline-specific 

knowledge, compared to the open-ended social values of design, which was 

simultaneously embedded in the exhibitions that took place at the RCA during 

this time. It is thus clear that the dissemination of the work exhibited by the DRU 

was inherently tied to the institutional values of those who authorised and 

administered the discourse.  

Following this line of thought into how institutional values and acts of self-

representation, along with ways in which the ‘Other’ is represented within the 

exhibition setting, the discussion of the next exhibition seeks to analyse further 

how ‘design for need’ objects have informed the understanding of the concepts 

of social responsibility and need through material representations.  

iii) The Design for Need Exhibition at the RCA, 1976 
While a couple of images from the objects exhibited have been identified in issues 

of Design magazine, no actual photographs of the exhibition layout were 

obtained. However, a post-Symposium publication offers an insight into the 

objects exhibited: various unorganised ideas of how need could be represented 

	
556 Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991). 
557 Willem Schinkel and Mirko Noordegraaf, ‘Professionalism as Symbolic Capital: 

Materials for a Bourdieusian Theory of Professionalism’, Comparative Sociology 10 

(2011) 67-96. 
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materially were ‘flying around’.558 As an accompanying feature to the DfN 

Symposium, a selection of objects that aimed to represent the ‘present and future 

contribution of design to the satisfaction of social need’559 were exhibited. 

Examined in Chapter Three, the DfN Symposium was presented, according to 

the RCA, as a ‘response to the growing concern among design students that their 

studies should lead to the fulfilment of social needs’. Concerns that were felt were 

not otherwise being satisfied, or were, as the Design Council’s press release put 

it, ‘given scant attention by industry or by the authorities concerned’.560 Over a 

hundred exhibits from various parts of the world were received for this 

accompanying exhibition. They ranged from  
An ‘” Eco-house” (self-sufficient in energy)- pedal-powered vehicles and harvesting 
equipment, to various items for the handicapped, such as toys for children with 
impaired hearing, tableware for the disabled, therapy for feet of elderly, 
incontinence products. Also, “street farmers” (food production in cities), graphics 
against airport noise, water lifting equipment for developing countries etc.561 

 

While the objective for the exhibition was to showcase the material outcomes 

enacted by a discourse of social responsibility in design, in particular by 

addressing the ‘needs’ of those considered ‘disadvantaged’, physically, 

materially or economically, the exhibition served, according to Liz McQuiston, 

merely as a backdrop to draw attention to the Symposium. 562 McQuiston 

acknowledged that an exhibition of this nature ‘required an adventurous concept 

even in the light of its function as a backdrop (if for no other reason, purely to 

command attention!).’ 

 

In spite of being perceived as solely serving as a backdrop to the Symposium, 

the Design for Need exhibition was underpinned by an attempt to offer solutions 

	
558 Liz McQuiston, ‘Post Mortem Cuts and Comments’, A Journal from the Royal 

College of Art (December 1976),  
559 University of Brighton Design Archives, Press release, Design Council DC19 ‘Major 

International Symposium, on Design for Need’ 29.12.75.  
560 Ibid.  
561 Ibid.  
562 McQuiston, 1976. 
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on behalf of some of the host countries, such as those described by designer Gui 

Bonsiepe, and on behalf of internationally recognised organisations, such as 

Oxfam, through its Emergency House. Nonetheless, while a vast majority of the 

design objects exhibited proposed solutions for developing countries, they 

remained without further reference to their local context. The issue of context is 

highlighted in this section, because the context in which the design object is 

displayed is also fundamental for the way the symbols granted to the displayed 

objects are interpreted and disseminated by the public, and thus affect their 

legacy.  

 

Artist Fred Wilson argues that the environment in which cultural production is 

placed affects the way the viewer feels about what is displayed and the creator 

who made the objects on display.563 In this context, design historians Megha 

Rajguru and Nicola Ashmore explored the shift in meaning and symbolism of 

‘Indian living cultures’ in Design Objects and the Museum, stating that their 

interpretation is dependent on context. They did this by contrasting the ways in 

which Hindu deities were exhibited within both the Brighton Museum and Art 

Gallery and the Kelkar Museum in Pune, India; the former presented Hindu 

deities as ‘World Art’ and as Hindu, while the latter exhibited its collection by 

region and as art. The objects were thus, on the one hand, situated within an 

‘exhibition design agenda of the postcolonial museum’, while on the other they 

were conveyed as having national Indian identities.564  

 

In terms of the ‘design for need’ objects displayed at the 1976 exhibition, the fact 

that they were exhibited at the RCA was, ‘ironic’ in the sense that it ‘relied on 

“professional appearance” to display projects and provide a backdrop to the 

	
563 Ivan Karp and Fred Wilson, ‘Constructing the Spectacle of Culture in Museums’, In 
Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson and Sandy Nairne (eds.) Thinking about 

Exhibitions (London: Routledge, 1996). pp. 251-267. 
564 Megha Rajguru and Nicola Ashmore ‘Indian Living Cultures: Collected, Exhibited 

and Performed’, in Liz Farrelly and Joanna Weddell (eds.), Design Objects and the 
Museum, (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2016), pp. 73-80.  
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Symposium papers, both of which were attempting to critique professional 

attitudes and methods.’565 On the one hand, in spite of not being adequately 

integrated within the exhibition space, the display of such objects at the RCA 

could be perceived as an attempt to accept this ‘Other’ form of design, while on 

the other it was counterintuitive to hold a symposium and exhibition that aimed to 

remove or contest the institutionalisation of the ‘design process’ and ‘need’ at the 

RCA, which at the time, due to the institution’s history, could be perceived as the 

ultimate representation of professional design. In this context, it was, and still 

remains, controversial to exhibit the material outcomes of socially responsible 

products. This then poses the question of how to curate such objects, when on 

the one hand they are intended as provocations to institutionalisation, while on 

the other exhibitions can offer a wider access to such debates. As an early 

exhibition of social design, the DfN exhibited ‘far too much material’; arguably, 

this was due to the broad understanding of the type of product that could be 

considered within this design genre (some exhibits comprised of typewritten 

data). Overall, the exhibition served to provide ‘proof’ of existing work within the 

field of design for need, and ‘bring the whole thing down to earth’.566 

 

According to a review in Design magazine, the objects displayed were ‘explored 

with a degree of subtlety and intellectual freshness’. Such ‘freshness’ was the 

result, according to the reviewer’s perception, of its ‘international 

representation’.567 The exhibition was further perceived as a ‘powerful illustration 

of an impressive range of actual design work both talked about and exhibited in 

the companion exhibition.’568 Further exhibited objects included Oxfam’s 

sanitation units, along with its Emergency Housing, a folding bath, ‘quick 

assembly’ tents, a specialist catalogue for Nicholls & Clarke prototype cutlery (for 

sufferers of arthritis and other disabilities) and a ceramic bowl, shower base and 

	
565 McQuiston,1976.  
566 Ibid.  
567 ‘“Design for need” makes good use of old themes’, ‘Things Seen/Design for Need’, 

Design, 331 (1976), pp. 26-27 
568 Ibid.  
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shower cabin (by Chiltern Medical Development), among others. However, while 

the discourse of ‘need’ throughout the organisation, the papers presented and 

the objects exhibited appeared to be centred on the user, as it aimed to alleviate 

‘need’, from the available images of the exhibited products, the ‘object’ was 

presented as central to the argument of ‘need’, while the ‘user’ remained 

absent.569 Thus, based on the documentation obtained, it is suggested that in the 

way in which such objects were represented in the context of the exhibition, 

priority was granted to the ‘alternative’ nature of the object. 

 

Diana Nemiroff, along with Rajguru and Ashmore, have argued that the curatorial 

practice of introducing non-Western artefacts within the museum and gallery 

treats them as ‘art with anthropological value’, as opposed to Art or Design,570 

and that the objects’ functional value in this context is immediately stripped away, 

instead highlighting and promoting cultural differences while promoting 

inclusiveness. In this context, had the design solutions presented at the DfN 

exhibition focused on the process of a socially responsible design object, or the 

context that facilitated the production of the exhibited objects, as opposed to their 

‘alternative’ character inherently embedded within cultural differences, this type 

of design could have been more widely accepted as a product of design.  

Drawing from museum studies, the cultural attachment of the ‘design for need’ 

objects exhibited raises the question of authenticity and the representation of 

identity. In ‘Brokering Identities: Art Curators and the Politics of Cultural 

Representation’, curator Mari Carmen Ramírez argues that ‘Identity is not an 

“essence” that can be translated into a particular set of conceptual or visual traits. 

It is, rather, a negotiated construct that results from the multiple positions of the 

subject vis-à-vis the social, cultural, and political condition, which contains it.’571 

Thus, by analysing these two exhibitions further questions are raised in response 

	
569 See Fig. 3.1 in Chapter Three. ‘Things Seen/ Design for Need’, Design, 331 (1976). 
570 Ibid.  
571 Mari Carmen Ramírez, ‘Brokering Identities: Art Curators and the Politics of Cultural 

Representation’, in Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson and Sandy Nairne (eds.), 
Thinking about Exhibitions (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 21-38 



	 239	

to how socially responsible design exhibitions can represent the social, ethnic or 

political complexities of the different groups for which these designs are intended, 

without reducing their subjects to stereotypes. In this context, curator Bruce W. 

Ferguson argues that institutions play a major role in the representation of identity 

through their exhibitions; they are ‘narratives which use objects as elements in 

institutionalised stories that are promoted to an audience’.572 This, in turn, posits 

objects, in the context of the exhibition, ‘as the equivalent of “texts” within the 

larger semiotic field of the ‘linguistic turn’, while in the context of the institution 

that represents such objects exhibitions can be considered ‘the speech act’ of the 

institution.573 As such, exhibitions can be seen as the ‘material speech of what is 

essentially a political institution.’574  From this background, in terms of the role 

that the exhibition, and the institution that enables it, plays in society, along with 

the issues of exhibiting the ‘Other’ and the representation of identity, the analysis 

of ‘Playthings for the Handicapped Child’ (1971) and ‘Design for Need’ (1976) 

has offered insight into the narratives that were introduced within the exhibitions, 

which either showcased the works of ‘recognised’ designers, or used their 

‘accepted’ rhetoric on social responsibility in design in order to validate their 

existence.  In terms of the ‘accepted’ discourse of social responsibility in design, 

the third exhibition discussed, ‘Design for Need’ at the Design Centre, London, in 

1986, while situated outside the historical context of this thesis, serves to offer a 

reflection on how the ‘accepted’ discourses were further institutionally 

appropriated.  

 
iv) Design for Need at The Design Centre, 1986  

During the 1980s, design was promoted for its role as a ‘creator of wealth’ within 

consumer culture. It was supported by governmental initiatives, in particular by 
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former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher.575 In this context, design was to be 

expressed professionally and within industry. As the following excerpt from an 

article by Thatcher published in a 1982 issue of Engineering magazine highlights:  
Designers themselves should be more aggressive in selling themselves to industry 
as wealth creators. They should also be more ready to get into industry and do 
what they preach. Some have done so, and very successfully. More should. This 
will require, perhaps, more of them to understand company management and a 
module on this subject could well become part of design training.576 

 

This close tie with the economic and political climate of the 1980s suggests that 

while design had experienced a decade of re-evaluation in relation to the role it 

played in society, such rhetoric had not been fully assimilated into British design. 

Displayed through rhetoric of ‘social activism’, ‘alternative technologies’, and 

‘design for development’, the confusion over what the concept of the ‘social’ in 

design implied, was entangled even further. This was due to the aggressive 

consumer culture of the 1980s. Nonetheless, these shifts in the objectives of 

design, from commercial to social, and from social back to commercial, have 

proved to be a key factor in the development of the design discipline. Nigel 

Whiteley points out in Design For Society that it was the emergence of consumer 

culture that made possible an awareness of design as a ‘social language’, in the 

sense that design expressed a ‘lifestyle’, referring to the period of the 1950s in 

the United States and the 1960s in Great Britain.577 In other words, it is 

understood that the social aspects of design come to fore in the professional 

practice at times of radical economic, political and environmental shifts. This brief 

outline of the context of design during the decade of the 1980s offers an insight 

into how the concept of socially responsible design was understood during a 

period which can be considered to be the height of consumer culture. With this in 

	
575 Margaret Thatcher, ‘Speech opening Design Museum’ (1989), Margaret Thatcher 
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mind, the fact that an exhibition of AT under the title of ‘Design for Need’ took 

place at the UK Design Centre, an institution which was closely aligned to the 

economic and political agenda of the time, sheds further light on the continuous 

struggle on behalf of the design profession to present a unified image of the role 

of design in society. On the one hand, the media was promoting design as a ‘tool’ 

that could enhance wealth and promote industry, while on the other hand some 

of design’s proponents remained aligned with the social responsibility debate of 

the 1970s.  

 

Design for Need was exhibited in September 1986, ten years after the Design for 

Need Symposium and exhibition took place at the RCA. Put together by the 

Design Council and the Intermediate Technology Development Group, twenty 

design projects were presented at the Design Centre in London under the title 

‘Design for Need’. As stated in a press release by the Design Council, the 

exhibition revolved around a complete 26ft-long kit boat designed for fishermen 

in Southern India: ‘the display contained examples of equipment in use and 

prototypes undergoing trials around the world’.578 There were ‘machines to make 

simple tools and agricultural implements, a plant to make essential building 

materials, stoves, load-carrying tricycles and trailers, paper pulp processing 

machinery to make egg boxes and other packaging, a prototype net making 

machine, equipment to grind spectacle lenses, and even toys’.579  

 

It is interesting to point out that the press release for the 1986 Design for Need 

exhibition mentions the ‘paper pulp processing machinery to make egg boxes 

and other packaging’, since this product by the ITDG had also been presented at 

the original 1976 DfN, where it had been critiqued by Thomas Kuby thus: ‘what 

had started as a low-cost alternative, had become no less expensive than the 

	
578 University of Brighton Design Archives, Press release, The Design Council, 
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machines it sought to replace.’580 Kuby further cautioned against the morality 

embedded in the discourse of ‘need’: ideology, [Kuby] implied, ‘could be a 

dangerous distraction from the essential values of good design.’581 Moreover, the 

exhibition held at the Design Centre, which was associated with the UK Design 

Council’s narrative of ‘good design’, had an accompanying warning that ‘the 

appearance of many products in the exhibition may be very different from those 

we take for granted’. Simultaneously the Design Council attempted to convey the 

message that these, in fact, represented ‘tougher design challenges’, as the 

press release stated:  
To be of use and not cause additional problems, the final design must be 
‘appropriate’ for the people that need it. Above all, it must make the best use  
of readily available local skills and resources and minimise the need for scarce and 
imported goods.582 

 

While concerns had been raised early on (in the 1970s) about the practicality of 

these products, and whether indeed they assisted the technological ‘needs’ of 

‘developing’ countries, continuing to exhibit and promote such design solutions 

neglected past debates, while also emphasising the lack of aesthetics embedded 

in such objects. From this perspective, this in turn, impeded the advancement for 

the development of socially responsible designs to transcend low-tech 

alternatives. Furthermore, the exhibition continued to promote top-down solutions 

that were embedded in outdated development discourses, and the construction 

of imaginaries of the ‘Other’, which continued to rely on stereotypes, as the image 

of the Oxtrike (Fig. 6.2) shows:  
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Fig. 6.2 The Oxtrike, a ‘load-carrying tricycle’, Exhibition: Design for Need at the Design 
Centre, 1986. Source: University of Brighton Design Archives 

 
With the title ‘A Design Centre exhibition featuring practical designs for the Third 

World by the charity ITG’, the images depict a ‘load-carrying tricycle’ for which 

the caption reads:  
Load carrying tricycles are common throughout the world as an inexpensive and 
simple means of moving goods. However, many designs are unnecessarily heavy, 
with poor gears and brakes. The “Oxtrike” was developed by IT Transport to 
overcome some of these problems, but at the same time retaining overall 
simplicity. The basic design can accept a variety of body options: load carrying for 
raw materials, farm produce, even soft drinks, or with seats for passenger carrying. 
The Oxtrike has been engineered so that it can be manufactured locally on a small 
scale.583   

 

	
583 University of Brighton Design Archives, reverse of Photo/Exhibition 
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Fig. 6.3 Exhibition: Design for Need at the Design Centre, 1986. Source: University of 
Brighton Design Archives 

 

From the images shown, while the final form of the Oxtrike is represented at the 

exhbition in a neutral setting, the context of its use is visualised through specific 

imagery, as seen in Fig. 6.3. This form of display does not, however, show any 

notion of the design process or how such processes led to the conclusion that an 

intervention was needed to ‘redesign’ already existing objects. Instead, exhibiting 

this type of design focuses on the functionality of these ‘new’ design creations, 

which simultaneously disregard local objects that already exist for such purposes.  

 

v) Conclusion  

This chapter has explored three exhibitions within the realm of socially 

responsible design and need. The first two were set within the 1970s, while the 

third, for the purpose of discussing the legacy of social responsibility within the 

exhibition, took place in the mid-1980s. The assessment of the material displayed 

within these exhibitions was guided by the contention that they produce social 

meanings. In this sense, with the aim of understanding the role these exhibitions 
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have played in the dissemination of the concept of social responsibility through 

design, the chapter has highlighted that due to the influence of the institutional 

agendas in which these exhibitions took place, the objects displayed remain 

within the prevailing discourses of socially responsible design practices as 

underpinned by the development agenda and notions of humanitarianism. The 

exhibitions selected in this discussion thus prove to have been influenced in 

terms of their organisers and the constraints of the space in which they took 

place. This is particularly clear in both of the RCA exhibitions, where the 

exhibitions were closely aligned to the institutional agendas of the host venue.   It 

is argued that in turn, rather than representing the infinite possibilities of design, 

this type of curatorial practice hinders socially responsible design from moving 

beyond the interdependence reflected within these objects.  

 

In terms of the aims and objectives of this thesis, assessing the material for this 

chapter revealed various points of contention that arise when exhibiting socially 

responsible design. In particular, when exhibiting design within the realm of 

‘humanitarian’ design, design for need, design for disaster relief or design for 

social equality, one characteristic that runs through all the exhibitions analysed is 

that, as highlighted in the previous chapters, there has been a tendency to 

recognise socially responsible design objects solely as ‘design’, in a professional 

sense – objects that have been conceived on behalf of institutionally legitimised 

authors. This legitimacy is achieved either through the professional credentials of 

the designers or those from other professions, the fact that they are recognised 

members of groups or societies, or sponsorships, among other things. In other 

words, seldom has the work of anonymous or non-recognised ‘designers’ been 

exhibited within a design exhibition; instead, such objects are placed within an 

anthropological context with the purpose of highlighting a cultural ‘otherness’. 

This is controversial, because of the role that museums play in disseminating 

social meaning and ‘educating’ the public towards the cultural norms enacted by 

the exhibited objects.  
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The chapter thus argues that such exhibitions continue to promote a universalist 

view of social responsibility, which in turn raises the question as to why, despite 

a move away from discourses embedded within the development agenda, along 

with the apparent recognition of vernacular and local forms of social design, the 

1986 exhibition continued to replicate a top-down model of exhibiting socially 

responsible design. Moreover, why do solutions that are expressions of design 

for need that originate within local communities continue to be excluded from the 

design map, and consequently from design exhibitions? Could the inclusion of 

these locally conceived objects be considered as design, and would this 

illuminate a way forward for the enhancement of social design? How do we 

recognise ‘Other’ design interventions and raise awareness of these on the world 

stage? In responding to these questions, further exploration of the role that the 

design exhibition plays in our understanding of social responsibility could enable 

the discussion to progress beyond the assumption that social inequalities, 

environmental concerns and inclusivity can only be achieved through 

professional ‘expertise’, as defined by institutional norms, and in turn, move 

beyond a universalist view.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION   

Drawing on a methodological framework underpinned by discourse analysis and 

conceptual history, along with debates located within the fields of cultural studies, 
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design history, material culture, sociology, design theory and geography, this 

thesis is the first sustained study of the emergence and adoption of a discourse 

of social responsibility and need in design, and reveals how this development not 

only served to address the growing concern about design’s contribution to social 

inequality, the deterioration of the environment and the rise in consumer culture, 

but also helped to create a mechanism of professionalisation in order to obtain 

recognition and legitimisation on behalf of a wider professional community and 

society. As this research set out to investigate how the discourse of social 

responsibility in design developed from the late 1960s to the mid-1970, it revealed 

how design professionals envisioned the role they played in society through their 

professional practice during this period. Furthermore, in examining how design 

was defined by its governing professional bodies during the period under scrutiny, 

the way in which the discourse of design shifted from a general emphasis on 

production towards the addressing of its specific role within society was 

highlighted. As such, the shifts in definitions during this period marked a period 

of radical change in the delimitation of the professional boundaries and identity 

of the designer. By structuring the thesis around historical moments that have 

shaped design’s professional objectives and practice through its discourse and 

materiality, in which the Design for Need Symposium (DfN) held at the Royal 

College of Art in London in September 1976 acted as a key reference from which 

to develop this research, shows this shift in design through the justification for the 

organisation of the DfN Symposium through a discourse of social responsibility 

to counteract the global, economic and social crises of this period.  Furthermore, 

positioning DfN as a social platform that was shaped by institutional agendas, 

individual professional interests, and the transnational flow of ideas shows how 

the conversations regarding social responsibility and need in design, and the 

Symposium itself, were shaped by a network of cross-cultural interactions. In so 

doing, the discourse of social responsibility is framed as an entangled entity that 

was not adopted in isolation, but in conjunction with other discourses that were 

simultaneously embedded within the discourse of social responsibility, such as 

development studies and humanitarianism, along with ideas that emerged from 

the ‘cross-cultural’ interactions that took place during the organisation and 
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delivery of the Symposium. Tracing, investigating and analysing the flows and 

networks in which social responsibility in design operates has thus led to the 

emergence of several themes that run through this thesis.  This conclusion 

highlights the findings from these themes and addresses their wider implications.  

 

i) ‘Keeping the System Going’: Professional Values and Boundaries 
As stated in the objectives of this thesis, the point of departure was to investigate 

the processes by which the discourse of social responsibility and need was 

conceived, adopted and disseminated by the design profession. As shown in 

Chapter One, the incorporation of a discourse of social responsibility in design 

was influenced by a shift in the ethical and moral concerns of society during the 

late 1960s and 1970s in the aftermath of WWII, along with the socio-cultural turn 

in design criticism as a sign of professional maturation. The chapter also showed, 

through evidence of the design community’s association in conferences, papers 

and direct references to the work of the BSSRS, that the adoption of social 

responsibility was also an attempt to carve out a new role for the design 

profession. This statement is further developed through an analysis of the context 

in which the Open University’s Man-Made Futures (M-MF) course emerged, 

along with the ideals, objectives and content that underpinned the course. This 

was connected to the social, moral and ethical shifts in society, self-reflective 

practices amongst designers as a consequence of the profession’s development 

and through its call to engage with a wider audience. As stated within the course’s 

objectives, it was seen as an attempt to ‘open up’ the boundaries of design. In 

this sense, the objectives of M-MF stated that the design process was no longer 

exclusive to the ‘engineer or architect, or any of the generally recognized design 

professionals’: it could equally be adopted by ‘a manager, politician, protestor, 

consumer, lawyer, trade unionist, pressure group, butcher, baker or candlestick 

maker’.584 Moreover, viewed from a sociological perspective, these connections 

	
584 Prepared for the course team by Nigel Cross, The Open University Man-Made 
Futures: Design and Technology, A Second Level Course Unit 9: Social Responsibility 

in Design. (Milton Keynes: The Open University Press, 1975), p.8  
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to the scientific community, cultural shifts in design criticism, and the emergence 

of new design courses suggest that design’s shifting professional values towards 

the adoption of a discourse of social responsibility, also seen in the organisation 

of the 1976 Design for Need Symposium addressed in Chapter Three, acted, and 

continue to act, as a hidden force in the development of new design practices 

and research. As discussed in Chapter Five, design’s commitment towards social 

responsibility highlighted the exhaustive attempt by professional design societies 

and individual designers to establish collaborations and engage with the NGO 

sector. Nonetheless, while designers actively pursued the expansion of the 

boundaries of their professional practice, Chapter Five also shows how, in spite 

of reproducing the NGO sector’s social consciousness through the adoption of 

their humanitarian rhetoric, these relationships were then, and arguably remain, 

fragile. Nonetheless, it is imperative to point out that adopting the discourse of 

humanitarianism as a metric for society’s moral conscience as it was 

disseminated during the 1960s-1970s, and incorporating it into a code of 

professional practice, has enabled designers to engage in conversations beyond 

the boundaries of industrial production and design for profit. While it remains 

controversial that the neo-colonialist narratives embedded in such discourse 

were not critically scrutinised at the time, engaging in a shared vision of 

humanitarianism through discourse, facilitated designers with the possibility to 

communicate and engage with ‘social’ projects. As such, as a wider implication 

of situating the design activity within a framework of social responsibility, the 

thesis suggests that this has enabled designers to expand the boundaries of their 

professional activities and venture into new territories that have ultimately created 

the possibilities for the international rise of ‘social design’, ‘design activism’ and 

‘participatory design’ to materialise as fields of practice, enabled by the 

professional jargon used to describe a form of design that apparently rethinks the 

designer’s role in society. From a historical and institutional perspective, while 

the thesis finds that the ability to navigate across disciplinary boundaries through 

common objectives, which was made possible by the discursive practice of social 

responsibility has ‘kept the system going’, in terms of design’s relevance in 

contemporary society, untangling the myriad of discourses that informed the 
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construction of ‘social responsibility’ as a defining concept of late 1960s and 

1970s society has revealed that, underpinned by humanitarianism, development 

and progress, social responsibility in the sense of design’s ‘socially responsible’ 

practices remain tied to the neo-colonialist narratives embedded in such rhetoric. 

In other words, the power dynamics that helped name and represent other 

cultures, societies and people in the later 1960s and 1970s, as they were 

revealed through the papers and objects represented at the combined DfN 

symposium and exhibition, remain present in contemporary ‘social’ design 

projects. An example of this is the ‘One Laptop per Child’585, which, due of the 

lack of sensitivity to ‘a variety of complex social and cultural cues’, the project 

attempted to change situations not fully understood.586 As this rhetoric continues 

to be replicated with very little scrutiny by the contemporary designer, this thesis 

highlights the origins of the discourse of social responsibility in design, with the 

contention that this can assist in raising critical awareness amongst designers to 

not contribute or reproduce neo-colonialist narratives through practice. The 

reproduction of such narratives leads to the next theme that emerged from this 

research: ‘Decolonising Social Responsibility in Design’.  

 

ii) Decolonising Social Responsibility in Design  

In order to address the reproduction of a discourse of social responsibility from a 

specific perspective, by assessing the context that enabled design to emerge in 

Mexico, deemed as a ‘Third World’ country at the time, Chapter Five showed how 

social responsibility in design could be understood and defined by different geo-

political contexts. Therefore, in order to understand how diverging forms of social 

responsibility have helped to inform an overall understanding of the concept, the 

emergence of design in Mexico was explored. This showed how social 

responsibility in this context took on a different meaning, which enabled a unique 

design practice to emerge. Aligned to the six chapters of this thesis, the contrast 

	
585 http://one.laptop.org/about/mission 
586 Cinnamon L. Janzer and Lauren S. Weinstein (2014) ‘Social Design and 
Neocolonialism’, Design and Culture, 6:3, 327-343 
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in the way design and social responsibility emerged in Mexico further reveals how 

a discourse of social responsibility in design, based on a universalizing 

perspective, can lead to the privileging and imposing of a ‘one-world’ view of 

values and ways of doing things which, in turn, ignores the voices and knowledge 

of local communities of experts. In this way, the thesis also highlights how 

concepts of social responsibility and need have helped to solidify the notion of 

‘developed’ and ‘underdeveloped’ societies by failing to recognise other forms of 

lived experience that cannot be measured against development and progress 

solely in economic terms. This is, that the discourses of social responsibility and 

need have assisted in framing ‘Other’ forms of knowledge and practices as 

spaces that require intervention, in search for a global project of homogenization. 

As shown in Chapter Four, through the case of Oxfam’s Emergency Shelter as 

situated within the context of humanitarian and design for disaster relief, the 

forces that enacted its material production were guided by the discourse of 

‘human needs’. Human needs in this context are seen to have been mediated 

through Oxfam’s rhetoric of social responsibility, which was initially framed as 

famine relief in the aftermath of WWII. However, as the organization’s objectives 

later shifted towards acting as a social conscience in relation to the ‘realisation’ 

that what once had been the ‘colonised’ world was now the ‘Third World’, the 

chapter reveals how it was through a discourse of social responsibility and need 

that these two worlds were conceived. This not only created division, but also 

enabled new flows and distribution of resources through a donor-recipient 

relationship between nations, with economic implications.  As Chapter Five 

shows through the work of Ivan Illich, the consequences of programs in Mexico 

such as Alliance for Progress, with the objectives to ‘improve the economic and 

social conditions of underdeveloped nations’587, led to, among other 

consequences, rendering traditional housing methods as inadequate through 

institutionalized housing policies. As these housing policies were promoted 

through social responsibility and need, embedded within a discourse of 

	
587 William J. Kemnitzer, ‘Mexico en la Alianza para el Progreso’, Foro Internacional, 
Vol. 4, No. 1 (13) (Jul. - Sep., 1963), pp. 41-59 
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development and progress.  Nonetheless, in practice, due to a failure in 

understanding cultural sensitivities, this program failed, like many continue to do 

so today.  

 

In this sense, the perspective of this thesis is aligned to Ivan Illich’s call to 

linguistically disengage from the commoditisation of social responsibility and 

need that is embedded within a Western notion of development and progress, in 

order to resurrect earlier terms outside economics that would ultimately enable 

designers, and the wider public, to be able to think about these concepts without 

immediate reference to its commoditised status. In this sense, as Illich suggests, 

a discourse of need and social responsibility can have ‘theoretical consistency 

and practical relevance only in a language devoid of economics, of references to 

productivity, resources, decisions, systems and, above all, development’.588 

Within this approach, Chapter Six showed, through the discursive analysis of the 

material display of socially responsible design objects in an exhibition context, 

how the material outcomes enacted by such discourse have served to perpetuate 

the measuring of societies against economic standards defined by their ability to 

satisfy ‘needs’ through the consumption of commoditised goods. These goods 

are generally presented as part of top-down approaches, and this, in turn, 

questions the role design plays within national and international power relations 

through hegemonic discourses. As philosopher Henk Oosterling suggested at the 

Design History Society’s 2011 conference, Design Activism and Social Change, 

how radical or how activist is ‘something performed by one (educated, socially 

progressive, middle-class) group on behalf of another (less well-educated, lower 

class) group? Is design activism something that can be done for others, or must 

it be something people do for themselves?’589 Thus, to ‘decolonise’ the notion of 

social responsibility in design calls for the designer to rethink not only their 

practice and the role it plays in society, but also to broaden their epistemological 

	
588 Ibid.  
589 Grace Lees-Maffei, ‘Reflections on Design Activism and Social Change: Design 

History Society Annual Conference, September 7-10, 2011, Barcelona’, Design Issues, 
28: 2 (Spring, 2012), 90-92.  
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and ontological understanding of design, in order to enable the conceptions of 

different worldviews that coexist in time and space to emerge within the field. 

Moreover, this calls for designers to challenge the language that defines the 

profession, and for the acknowledgement and critical scrutiny of the normalisation 

of the concept of ‘social responsibility’ and ‘need’ by institutions or professionals 

in general, and by design in particular. As Illich argued, as the guiding concept of 

our current economic system they lead to the inequality and injustice that they 

purportedly seek to challenge.  

 

iii)  A History of Social Responsibility in Design and Future Research  

Contemporary notions of social design, as conveyed through a discourse of 

‘social responsibility’, collectively emphasise ‘the democratic use of design-like 

processes’, along with the application to ‘generate and enact new ways of social 

and collective change across a diversity of fields’.590 Likewise, ‘design activism’, 

in a contemporary sense, claims to enable the relocation of resources, the 

reconfiguration of systems and the reprioritisation of interests. Furthermore, it 

appears to ‘incite participation in movements that cross from survival to self-

expression values’, the objective being to assess and propose non-mainstream 

models within the social realm.591 From the extensive contemporary literature that 

exists on the topic of social design, its emergence has been pinpointed to the 

dissatisfaction with the status quo of design in the 1970s. The historical aspects 

of ‘social design’ unanimously situate the origins of social responsibility within 

radical Italian design of the 1960s, Victor Papanek’s Design for the Real World 

and E.F Schumacher’s Small is Beautiful, which are simultaneously posited 

within an ‘anthropological’ turn that advocated user participation and 

ethnographic methods.592 By paying close attention to individual actors and local 

	
590 Armstrong, L., Bailey, J., Julier, G., & Kimbell, L., Social Design Futures, HEI 
Research and the AHRC (Brighton: University of Brighton, 2014). 
591 Guy Julier, ‘From Design Culture to Design Activism’, Design and Culture, 5: 2 
(2013), 215-236.  
592 Alison J. Clarke (2015). “Design for Development, Icsid and UNIDO: The 

Anthropological Turn in the 1970s Design,” Journal of Design History, 4:28, 1-15. 
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contexts, this thesis has revealed how social responsibility, as it was adopted by 

design professionals, originated from a myriad of understandings and influences 

that ranged from the scientific community through the BSSRS and the NGO 

sector, along with the humanitarian discourse and development agenda that 

underpinned their initiatives, to radical texts such as philosopher Ivan Illich’s 

Tools for Conviviality, which addressed the way social responsibility was 

conceived and understood beyond notions of modernity through his local 

observations in Mexico. Thus, while there was indeed a surge in participatory 

methods and anthropological concerns by design professionals, contemporary 

attempts to write a ‘history’ of ‘social design’, ‘design activism’, ‘participatory 

design’ or ‘socially responsible’ design have failed to question the epistemological 

foundations of the concepts that underpin such design practices. This, therefore, 

hinders the progression of such histories beyond a focus on individual designers, 

movements or texts. In this regard, in investigating the historical foundations of 

social responsibility in design discourse and practice by tracing the discursive 

influences that led to the justification for the organisation of the Design for Need 

Symposium, along with the way the material outcomes enacted by a discourse of 

social responsibility were framed, this thesis evidences ‘alternative’ notions of 

social responsibility, such as those that emerged in the context of Mexico, which 

were later adopted and incorporated into the ‘established’ histories of social 

responsibility in design through Ivan Illich’s Tools for Conviviality and architect 

John F. Turner’s Housing by People: Towards Autonomy in Building 

Environments. Underpinned by the ways in which the construction of discourse 

draws from a myriad of social understandings about the world we inhabit, with 

both national and transnational imperatives, this thesis evidences some of the 

wider influences of social responsibility in design that have been neglected, as 

well as epistemological references to this concept. Nonetheless, to bring this 

historical research forward to serve contemporary studies of design research and 

practice, further enquiry is required to underpin a more comprehensive 

understanding of the formation of social responsibility in design.  

	
 



	 255	

 

Just as non-Western voices have been ignored within histories of the emergence 

of socially responsible design practices, so have those of women –this also looks 

like a rich area to investigate, if we are to bring back in key ideas and actors that 

have been ignored.  A feminist perspective on this topic would counteract the 

consequences of engaging with a solely white, male narrative of socially 

responsible design. In ‘Feminist Perspectives of Socially Responsible Design: A 

Case Study of Sustainable Health Enterprises’, Natalie Balthrop argues that 

‘though Papanek had a positive outlook through participatory design and re-

focused education initiatives, his consideration of women’s needs was 

underdeveloped.’ 593  This oversight exposes a gap within the field of socially 

responsible design and suggests that from the outset it developed from a 

patriarchal perspective. Literature in this field has focused primarily on women’s 

needs in design, not on the role they played in contributing to design practice. 

This suggests, as Balthrop points out, not only the lack of socially responsible 

design solutions dedicated to women, but also, as this research exposes, that 

further investigation is needed on the contribution of women to the development 

of the discourse of social design.  

 

Drawing from the turning point for feminism in design studies and history, 

epitomised by Cheryl Buckley’s 1986 paper ‘Made in Patriarchy: Toward a 

Feminist Analysis of Women and Design’, in which she points out that the failure 

to recognise women in design was not accidental. Instead, it is a direct 

consequence of historiographic methods that involve a ‘selection, classification 

and prioritization of certain types of design, categories of designers, distinct styles 

and movements, and different modes of production’, which are inherently biased 

against women and ‘in effect serve to exclude them from history.’ The author 

acknowledges that; indeed, certain historical methods favour distinct modes of 

	
593 Natalie Terese Balthrop, Feminist Perspectives of Socially Responsible Design: A 

Case Study of Sustainable Health Enterprises, MA thesis, Parsons the New School of 
Design and Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum, Smithsonian Institution, 2012. 
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production. It is thus pertinent to highlight the limitations of this thesis in 

apparently reinforcing this through the methods chosen for the undertaking of this 

research. However, for the objectives of this thesis, it was important to first 

investigate and highlight the inherent power relations embedded within the 

discourse of social responsibility in design to establish a wider network within the 

dominant social design narrative, as this would facilitate further investigation into 

socially responsible design, which could then focus on a feminist framework. The 

next step would thus be to conduct further research within the area of neglected 

histories of social design and examine how this converges with the research 

undertaken in this thesis. In turn, new insights could be gained by focusing on 

feminist or other ‘marginal’ or ‘minority’ perspectives, in order to expand the 

knowledge of socially responsible design practices, and how these have 

contributed to the establishment and institutionalisation of social design. 

 

In this regard, while programmes, conferences, courses, tool kits and exhibitions 

that claim to practice social responsibility through design continue to emerge at 

an unprecedented rate within academic and non-academic settings, these remain 

solely discursive. As it stands, by not critically assessing the discursive origins 

that underpin the concepts used to promote design, past mistakes are 

reproduced, which ultimately hinder the possibility for legitimate social changes 

to be enacted through design practice. As such, design scholars and practitioners 

need to make a conscious effort to incorporate a wider range of sources within 

the design curriculum that goes beyond replicating the already consolidated 

references to the history of social design. Otherwise, scholarship in this fields 

risks the continuous reproduction of a Universalist approach to design, which 

excludes other perspectives from which the field could benefit. Moreover, within 

these ever emerging ‘social design’ courses, assumptions regarding the concepts 

that underpin them, such as ‘social responsibility’, ‘need’, ‘aid’, and 

‘humanitarianism’, amongst others, need to be challenged before immersing 

practitioners into the rapid conceptualisation and prototyping of design solutions. 

This is where this genre of design particularly profits from historical research that 
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challenges established assumptions of the space in which socially responsible 

design practises operate. 
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