
DESIGN GETS CONSUMED
… And it makes people angry. Or dead.



http://archive.teachfind.com/qcda/curriculum.qcda.gov.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/assessment/exemplification/standards-files/design-and-technology/design-technology-level5.html

School work: Iconic designs 1914-2004



THE NARROW HISTORY 
OF DESIGN
• Significance of design is usually 

misunderstood or forgotten in 
the history writing, f.e. design’s 
power to launch change.  

• Design typically identifies with 
making the future but in fact 
design reduces futures 
(“defuture”) with harmful and 
destructive innovations. 

• If design’s significance would 
be taken seriously, the practice 
of design could also change.

Fry, T., Dilnot, C., & Stewart, S. C. (2015). Design and the question of history. London: Bloomsbury. 



5 part documentary Genius of Design by BBC > episode Blueprints of War. Check YouTube.

DEFINING DESIGN

• Elitist definition: well-known, 
appreciated name, brand, product. 

• Institutional definition: education, 
platform, well-known, approved name 

• Democratic definition: all artefacts are 
designed 

• Ostensive definition: whatever 
happens to be recognised as designed 

• Typically bad things are not 
recognised as designed. Why?



MISSING EVIL

• Especially in product design 
negative emotions (disgust, 
anxiety, irritation…) are typically 
considered unwanted even 
though people enjoy the products 
by f.e. game- and entertainment 
industries. 

• Negative emotions and events 
can be joyful when they transform 
experience in special ways. 

• Design of consumer product could 
benefit from more diverse and 
dramatic understanding of user 
experience.

Fokkinga, S., & Desmet, P. (2012). Darker Shades of Joy. Design Issues, 28(4), 42–56.

UNPLEASANT 
POSSIBILITIES
“Usually when we discuss big issues we 
do so as citizens, yet it is as consumers 
that we help reality take shape. It is only 
when products are bought that they 
enter everyday life and have an e!ect. 
The act of buying determines the future. 
By presenting people with hypothetical 
products, services and systems from 
alternative futures people engage with 
them as citizen/consumers.” 

Source: Dunne & Raby website 

Photo: Teddy Bear Bloodbag Radio.   Dunne & 
Raby, from project “What if…,” 2009



Unlike product design, fashion design often intentionally makes use of negative emotions.



Arsenic wallpapers, radium clocks and high heels are examples of intentional or known harm done by design.

DISCIPLINARY DESIGN

• AKA disciplinary architecture, 
unpleasant design, interdictory space 

• Goal is to control (public) behaviour, 
especially to exclude unwanted, 
typically poor, politically uncontrolled 
people from the spaces controlled by 
the people in power. 

• Uncomfortable park benches, areas 
without public transportation, walls 
with spikes, hidden services. Also the 
surveillance infrastructure. 

• Flusty, Steven (1994) Building paranoia. 
The proliferation of interdictory space 
and the erosion of spatial justice.



http://feedproxy.google.com/~r/fastcompany/headlines/~3/1Qn99pdineI/the-hidden-ways-urban-design-segregates-the-poor



RANK-BASED SOCIETY

• Grounded on belief that God 
has created individuals to be 
unequal. 

• Aristocracy, priesthood, 
bourgeoise, common people 

• In the rank-based society family 
determines individual’s destiny 
and consumption behaviour.  

• Social mobility very rare and 
despised as an act against 
God’s will.

CLASS SOCIETY

• Industrial revolution and related 
scientific revolution makes it 
common to think that rank-based 
order is not natural or created by 
God. 

• Upper class, middle class, working 
class. 

• In class society individual’s destiny is 
defined by demographics: education, 
profession, gender, age and race. 

• Class of birth is important but social 
mobility is increasingly easier 
through education.

Author Väinö Linna (1920-1992)



CONSUMER SOCIETY

• In the consumption/consumer 
society individual is defined 
with the consumption choices. 

• In Western societies this is 
possible due to increased 
consumption options for all 
classes, which are possible 
because of production and 
distribution methods developed 
mainly during the world wars 
and the drive towards better 
life conditions after the wars.
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*In this context. There are previous cycles of globalisation, climate has changed several times etc.

Especially USA imports start to 
invade domestic markets in post-
war Europe, including kitchen 
appliances, televisions, 
entertainment. Late 1960’s sees 
global battle over the role of USA 
vis-a-vis the rest of the world.

Energy crisis forces 
consumption to slow down but 
globalisation later accelerates 

speed and volume.



DESIGN & 
CONSUMPTION
• In design discourse, design is 

typically seen as an intermediate 
between production and 
consumption.  

• In consumption critique, and often 
in layman discussions, design is 
seen as a charlatan trying to lure 
consumers to buy useless stu! for 
unreasonable prices. 

• Sparke, P. (2013). An introduction 
to design and culture, 1900 to the 
present. London: Routledge; 
Julier, G. (2014). The culture of 
design. Los Angeles: Sage.

MASS PRODUCTION

• The change in material culture 
reaches boiling point in 1960’s. 
Majority of Western population has 
increased amounts of space to live, 
material wellbeing, education and 
tons of options from which to 
choose. 

• On the flip side there’s the pain 
about pressure to choose, and how 
to decide what’s the best option.  

• In general, feelings about 
uncertainty and questioning “who 
am I?” start to be real issues for 
the first time also for the masses.

Rahkonen, Keijo, ed. 1995. Sosiologisen teorian uusimmat virtaukset. Helsinki: Gaudeamus.



PIERRE BOURDIEU

• French social scientist, 
philosopher. Background in 
anthropology.  

• Born in Algeria. Became 
interested in the French pecking 
order. 

• Very critical towards 
“structuralism” popular in 
1960’s. 

• “Everything is about style”, even 
though style is not completely 
freely chosen.

Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002)

• Society consists of people with one of three taste competences: The sense of distinction, 
the cultural goodwill and the choice of the necessary.

CLASS SOCIETY À LA BOURDIEU

Bourdieu, P. (1979). Distinction. A social critique of the judgment of taste (R. Nice, Trans. 2004 ed.). New York: Routledge. 
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• Society consists of people with one of three taste competences: The sense of distinction, 
the cultural goodwill and the choice of the necessary. 

• Most important finding: social hierarchies are not natural but they are made. 
Competence to make aesthetic distinctions is one of the key assets in the battle about 
what’s and who’s valued in the society. 

• Three forms of symbolic capital: economic, social and cultural capital. Capital is achieved 
through upbringing, education and winning the public battle about values. 

• In 1960’s when Bourdieu was conducting his research in Paris, consumption had reached 
such impact in Europe that it started draw vocal critique. Critique falls into two themes: 
Opposing particular consumption and opposing all consumption.

CLASS SOCIETY À LA BOURDIEU

Bourdieu, P. (1979). Distinction. A social critique of the judgment of taste (R. Nice, Trans. 2004 ed.). New York: Routledge. 


