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Re-Locating and Re-localizing Design Culture
Guy Julier 1] | e

[ Introduction ]

In its modern period, design has largely been aligned with urban experience. Undoubtedly design
happens in rural areas and designers locate themselves ouiside cities to work. But the dominant idea
and discourse of design is that it is professionally and most intensively practised in urban centres, This is
to the point that they are seen or even encouraged to cluster together in ‘creative quarters’ within cities.
In turn, this concentration itself becomes a way of symbolizing the modernity and progress of a city in
a global marketplace. Classically, consumer culture is also represented as an urban, modern activity,
represented at its most heightened instant through the moment of exchange. Shopping is, particularly
beyond staple items such as foed, is invariably presented as an urban pleasure and consuming itself
becomes a validation of designerly, city living, The concept of & 'design culture' is also initially aligned
with this process so that it suggests a spectacular interrelationiship between the work of designers, the
consumption of design and the processes of production and circulation. By contrast, the idea of the rural
is represented as untainted and free of these dynamics. It is culturally constructed as a binary opposite
to the city and therefore discursively set outside dominant notions of design cultuze, The time has come
to rethink this binary while extending the field of where design culture might happen.

The second part of this essay therefore attempts to re-orientate thinking away from consumption as
being about acquiring or using up. Instead, it looks to consumption as involving networks of things and
people where ‘no object is an island’. Consumption then becomes part of an expanded idea of everyday
practice, By extension, we can think of alternative scales, dynamics, materialities, and, therefore,
locations for design culture. These might be outside the urban and even distupt the urban/rural divide.

The Urban/Rural Binary

When talking about the refationship between the urban and
the rural, it is difficult not to fall info binaries. Thus, aside
from urban and Tural, we have a set of other oppositions that
neatly fall into place on opposite sides of the same fence.
Industrial/agricultural, alienated/connected, modernity/
heritage, fast/slow and so on suggest easy choices and
destinies, either at the personal level of where and how we
decide to live or in the exercising of public policies.

It goes without saying that these binaries are historically
and culturally reinforced. For centuries across many
cultures, storytelling or visual representations contrast the
chaotic, confusing, hard and mannered experience of the
city against the ordered, understandable and comfortably
‘natural’ freedoms of the countryside.ilWith the march
of industrialisation and nrbanization, the countryside has
progressively become a rural other to these: a place of the
imagination as much as the gaze.

S

The much cited figure that over half the world’s population
was urban-based from 2005 certainly confirms the increased
primacy of of industrialisation and the city. However, what
if we even challenged the conceptual division between urban
and rural? Is this distinction, and all those that follow it, so
clear? What do we make, for example, of the 28 of world
major cities, that include Milan, Havana, St Petersburg and
Seoul, that are set to shrink by 2025?21Judged from a Chinese
perspective this issue of shrinkage might not be particularly
noticeable, given that it contains 20 of the 31 world’s fastest
growing cities. But shrinkage leads to a re-thinking of city
structure, uses and meanings. The stunning contraction of
Detroit in America has led to much greater enmeshing of
rural activities into the urban fabric, as spaces are claimed or
re-claimed for food growing and animal husbandry.31Equally,
the American trade blockade of Havana has produced a re-

greening of that city.

R R
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In terms of design, its discourses, governmental policies and
its educational and professional institutions and systems have
almosi persistently conspired to reinforce its status as an
urban one and, in turn, support this conceptual cify/country
divide. Design just doesn’t seem to happern in the countryside,
it seems. The country just is. The city is made.

In design theory, two notable cxceptions to this viewpoint
that cmerged in the 1970s would be the work of Christopher
Alexander and Bill Mollison. Alexander was interested in the
structures and systems of living, revealing the binding logics
to how we organize our domestic envirotiments, workplaces
and the spatial distribution of our habitats,4Mollison was
concerned with the mutual dependency of biological and
haman assets and activities, finding ways to design so that
food growing could be done with minimal energy inputs.
In both their cases, there is, generally, a healthy disregard
for any city/country split.I5Their work seems interestingly
disruptive of any such distinctions and, indeed, disruptive
of many of the assumptions we make about modern life.
Particuiarly in Mollison’s notion of permaculture, there is an
interest in a benign intensification; it is about giving attention
to the relationships between things, peopie, knowledge and
skills that is not restricted to any particular place or scale.

I shalt retuen to this idea of relationality in the second half
of this essay. But for now, let us consider the question of
desigr, its production and consumption in 2 more classical,
mainstream way that is framed by their intensification,

Design and Production

One thing that design does — amongst many of its roles and
actions — is that it works in and with intensities that turn
into extensities.[61A design studio is 2 place where hours are
spent working on the details of objects, images and spaces.
It is where discussions are held with clients, design briefs
are written, modified and interpreted. It is where product
information or user-profiles are analysed and turned into
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big or small decisions. Tt has its own material culture of
computers, desks, chairs, wall-space, post-its and mood
boards. But this concentration results, ultimately, in mass-
produced things. If we want this confirmed statistically, we
only have to turn to the information we have that 80% of a
product’s costs and impact are determined at the design stage,

The rise of branding hay added te this notion, Brands are
singularities.l8/They are developed so that they provide a
unified plan for the production and distribution of goods
and services. This plan is most often summarized in the
form of brand guidelines that are compiled and published by
designers for organizations. The brand’s features are distilled
and explained through this one outcome. Subsequently, these
gaidelines are then deployed across the fufl range of products
and environments that make up the organization’s parts. Tt
is a kind of metadatal®ior coding that is then used to shape
graphic elements such as logos and corporate literature, the
visual language of products, the colours used in an interior,
the design of workers' uniforms and even how they are might
interact with customers, Thus, the singular object of the brand
is then translated into numerous artefacts. The intensity -- that
is the brand design -- is converted into extensities through
which the brand is then materialized and encountered by the
wider public.

Sirmilarly, in urban development terms, we can think of how
identities are then rolled out into many aspects of a town
or city. A municipality may define its priorities in terms of
economic, cultural and social goals. Increasingly these have
been organized together. The thinking here might be that
by getting the right cultural offer (for example, in a place’s
museums, restaurants, theatres or sporting facilities), so
particular kinds of workers and investors will be attracted
to the place. Following on from this, a place might become
regenerated so that the benefits of this approach can be spread
beyond just thig particular group. Design and creativity has
become very important in this process, not just because it

re-fashions a place to make it attractive, but because design

symbolizes the kinds of change that a place is going through.
If there is a visible concentration of modern design in a city
-- for example through its modern civic spaces -- so it is
perceived as a transformatory and up-to-the-minute place.

This is a circular activity, As these kinds of transformations
take place, so further interest in it is produced and inward
investment happens:[10iglobal capital flows in, property
values rise, equity is created, capital surplus provides funds
for further transformations, Through this, design and capital
get progressively concentrated on urban areas. Rural locations
get by-passed as a nation is increasingly seen to be typified

by its cities.

Within the city, it has become a common part of urban
planning and development to think of the concentration of
its creative industries as a good thing. It is assumed that
they are transaction-rich between themselves -- they rely
on the interchange of ideas and people between each other.
This sector is also seen as being one where the divisions
betweens work and leisure are not so clear, It is thought that
designers and other creative workers stereotypically continue
their social life beyond the studio into bars and restaurants
at the end of day. Thus amidst the concentration of creative
businesses, it is assumed that a scatiering of designer bars and
restaurants provides a kind of infrastructure to sustain this
idea of the creative quarter.l1010ut of this, we see a shift from
the city as not just being the locus of design production, but
of a more generalized sense of being the crucible of design
-- a place where design is fashioned and consumed in intense

and dynamic ways.

Sometimes global corporations view this urban intensity as
a resource for themselves and their own strategic positioning
and development. For example, the Chinese manufacturer
BenQ produced Motorola phones for its domestic market but
soon moved to producing their own. It established ifs own
Lifestyle Design Centre in Tapei where over 30 designers
were recruited and also created design teams in Paris and
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Milan to extend its global reach, The aforementioned BenQ
Lifestyle Design Centre in Tapei is just one of many such
corporate design centres.[11iThe location of global design
centres for Ford, River Island, Sony and Nokia in London
since 2000 evidences a presumption that design studios
may be physically distanced from both their productive
infrastructure and their consumer bases. In fact, what is
happening in these examples is that they are design and
prototyping cenires where new products can be fashioned and
tested. Part of their reasoning is that a cosmopolitan city like
London provides both a consumer testbed and stimulus. As a
global city, it is assumed, it can model a global marketplace.
Two additional reasons exist. One is that with some 386,000
working in the creative sector, London provides a willing and
accessible labour resource for such centres.[121Second, and
relatedly, it buys these corporations status by locating in such

a ‘creative city’.
Design and Consumption

Modem, urban fiving has undoubtedly become more overtly
colonized with signs. The rise of design products throughout
much of the world has been astonishing in the past 10
years: a United Nations report of 2010 showed startling
rises global exportation figures ‘design goods’. The report
claimed to define this as products ‘with a presumably high
design input’.13In calculating its figures, it showed a global
doubling of growth of exports between 2002 and 2008
(from $53.4 billion to $122.4 billion, reflecting mainly the
growth in China) in developed and developing countries
with a threefold growth in “transition countries” (developed
countries moving to a market economy). It has become
customary to talk of economies where the sign-rich goods
and services constitute their leading edge.i4/The implication
of this is that worldwide, there are more designer goods to
be bought and sold, more consumers willing to pay for them
through increasing numbers of outlets. The high street and the
internet have been populated with commodities for individual

consumption,




Along with this growth over the past two decades has been
an orthodoxy in seeing the act of consumption as being an
individual one. It 13 about acquiring goods or experiencing
environments as the consummation of a process of looking
and selecting. This can be interpreted as a romantic fulfilment
of individual desire that iy generated as a reward for the
boredom and sheer hard labour of the working week.115]
It is aiso seen as a way of asserting the sovereigaty of the
individual: taste is presented as a right and a democratic
expression of personality. The acquisition of goods is
positional in that it lays claim to personal status, it is a way of
demarcating people from each other and signifying individual
success.[161The high street or the shopping mall becormes the
scenario on which this consummation takes place. It is where
the aestheticization of everyday life reaches its peaki17l-- an
urban space that is configured for individuals to complete the
processes of work, saving and spending.

The city is therefore configured to promote this process. The
shopping mall or the high street are therefore enhanced by
fiourishes of arban design. These appear in-hetween shops
as a brief respite. These civic spaces provide benches to rest
on bat they are not so different from the visual language of
shopping to make consumers forget where they are. Often,
their paving, use of hard materials and their general feel
gently echo the retail setting to keep shoppers 'on message'
and, ultimately, engaged in shopping.

This vision of aestheticized, modern life is, again, a very urban
one. It requires concentrated spaces for consumption. These are
places where people can make comparisons between shops or
brands. They arc configured just for one activity, that of looking
and buying. They provide a scenatio where the shopping trip is
an expedition, shared by thousands of others who are engaged
their own similar but distinctive quests.

Design Culture

So far we have seen how a discourse of design is focused into
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urban settings. This has been in terms of how designers are
assumed to want to cluster together and how this can feed into
the economic, social and cultural ambitions of city authorities.
They work to help brand cities. The actual production of
goods these days may be spatially diffuse. Components
of products may be created across all several continents,
assembled in a city such as Shenzhen, and transported to their
point of sale. But it is at that point of sale, the high street,
the shopping mall or the internet that another intensification
takes place. The latter two bring the classical practice of
consumption to the city or near it, Similarly, the internet as a
shopping space functions as a virtual reproduction of these.

The rise of design has also been accompanied by new ways of
describing it and its social significance that may, in turn, take
us into another way of thinking about it and, perhaps, new
ways of practising it. The scenario of increased employment
and economic activity in the design profession, the growth of
its manufacture and distribution and its ascendant importance
in how consumption is carried out suggests a series of
discreet deeds. However, if we begin to link these together
and think about how they interact and relate to one another,
we can begin to consider them holistically as constituting a
design culture.

Design culture is an object in itself but also an emergent field
of academic study. As an object it is invariably identified
in order to describe a linked set of material and human
resources, skills, knowledge and activities in which a
design compenent is significant. This in itself can become a
promotional description. It has become common to describe
a place's design assets in terms of its 'design culture' rather
than, more simply, its design. Thus the institutions such as
design schools and associations, the informal networks that
bring designers and associated professionals together, the
places where design is encountered and experienced, and the
taste patterns and straightforward ways of doing design that

are specific to a location are expressed through this coupling
of design and culture. Thus the word ‘cultuze’ is not a separate
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component that bears on and influences design; rather, the
term implies a designerly way of going about life in all its

aspects.

As an academic discipline, design culture studies these
processes.[18/1t is resolutely focused on the contemparary,
attempting both to show how this is historically formed
and where its dynamics are taking it. It collapses design
disciplines in that it doesn’t necessarily study, for example,
industrial design or graphic design in isolation from one
another. Conversely, then, it takes a scenario such as a form
of leisure, a neighbourhood or an online community as a
starting point. These are made up of things, like hotels, streets
or computers. They might also include communications like
signage, instruction manuals or graphical interfaces. Thus it
will also look at the conjunction of different design media that
constitute that scenario. But these also need people and so
we are interested in how human activities take place in these
scenarios, ate influenced by them and, indeed, skape them.

In design culture we are therefore concerned with design as
a social practice. By this we are interested in what design
means in society, how it is functioning, how it is used and
also being acted upon, Within this, design culture studies
ofter look to a concept of consumption that goes beyond
it as a private, individual undertaking; instead it promotes
the idea that is also a public, participatory act. We are not
just interested in the different things that happen within the
design profession, the work that goes or in production, be
that manufacture, distribution, promotion and so on, or how
objects, spaces or images are consumed. Our interest is in
what goes on between these, how information, knowledge,
understandings, emotional outlooks, but also things flow,
or not, between them. Design culture studies are acutely

interested in relationalify.

At the same time, it is well to remember that design is more
than visual. It involves sight, but also touch, smell, texture,
sound, weight, sound, temperature and many other sensory

PRI TR TR F‘#’-‘: ST ' o Dreniv .

faculties. This is perhaps an over-obvicus point, but when
considered further it takes us well beyond design as visual
culture. While locking is indeed embodied act, the practice
of engaging with design objects and environments becomes
even more bodily. The corporeal knowledge required in
using objects is a shared facility. We learn how to do things,
consciously or unconsciously, by watching and copying,
by doing things alongside others: how to stand in a queue;
how to hand money to shop assistants; how to browse
on smartphones. These activities are complex and highly

mannered in their physical actions.

Furthermore, encountering the visual most often requires
a transaction between the self and the singular object of
the gaze. Meanwhile, engaging with the design object or
environment often requires taking it in through several
formats and iterations. Design is serially reproduced and so
it follows that we experience it in a multiplicity of formats
and locations. You might ride a particular make of bicycle,
but then you also see others on the same make. You might
see it displayed in a shop or advertised in a magazine. While
the brand is expressed as a singularity, the object is known
through several formats and is therefore multiple in its

matetialization.

Thus, in design culture, we have to think of multiplicities.
Design journalism and curatorship often conspires to
singularize the design object. The work of a famous designer
is displayed in a magazine or in a gallery almost as if it was
the only one, like a piece of fine art. By contrast, the design
object o environment in everyday life is manifold and its
various manifestations are co-contingent. For instance, the
bicycle maintenance instruction book only has a utilitarian
role when there is a bicycle and someone or people to mediate

between the two.

Everyday practices

Working with this concept of multiplicities and relations
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moves us away from the idea of discreet actions of designers
and, indeed, of consumption as this individual act that
merely involves transactions of singular objects. The work of
design is bound up in multiple networks that it shapes and is
shaped by. Equally, consumption involves suiies, clusters and
assemblages. These all involve contingent objects for them
to function. For example, an electric rice steamer is not just
an individual tool. It needs clean water, an electricity supply,
a surface to prepare the rice on and place to do this and, of
course, rice to actually be of any use. But it also involves
dishes and cutlery of a certain shape and size and other
foodstuils to eat it with. The device requires knowledge on
how it works, but also a sense of time and location as to when
and where it would be appropriate to cook with it. As a staple
part of many diets, it also engages a certain emotional value
or, even cultural significant in marking out the social rituals
and customs that make up eating, Rather than just buying a
rice steamner, one is buying into a 'rice project’.[19]

Designers are dependent on all these items and actions in
a network. Changes to any part of the constellation that
malees up a whichever 'project' we are talking about will
affect its whole.i20]Equally, it is important to view processes
of acquisition and use as not just isclated, individual acts
but as socially constituted. The basic existence and the
formal qualities of the rice steamer are contingent on other
material items and services. But they are also pait of shared
understandings and activities. They make up a practice. Thus
there is a kind of 'material seriotic' process underway here.
Objects and environments provide scenarios, shape action
and reinforce meaning, Habitual use of these, underline and
consolidate values and understandings of everyday life.
Indeed, beyond commercial world of design, we may even
begin to conceive of the home itself as a design culture. It is,
after all, a place where things -- like rice-based meals - are
thought about, fashioned and produced. It is, also, where they
are consumed. All kinds of other processes of making take
place in the home, be it in arranging the furniture or sewing a
button. Taste patterns, preferences and habits link production

and consumption in the home.
Articulations and Unities

This move toward thinking about everyday practices means
that we can begin to think of different locations and scales in
which the assemblages that make up different design cultures
occur. Earlier in this essay I have argued that the discourse
of design has privileged a certain rarefied, urban setting. 1
have shown how this has been through its own commercial
practices and the ambitions of city authorities, but also in
the way that consumer culture has been consolidated. Of
course we can think of these locations in themselves as places
where design cultures function. After all, for instance, the
"fit’ of design studios with other facilities such as galleries,
independent fashion shops and trendy bars and restaurants
that is often to be found in creative quarters or, otherwise,
'semiotic neighbourhoods', implies a dense interchange of
design production and consumption within a clearly defined
spatial ambience.i211But in shifting our emphasis on design
to its role in the everyday and function as part of different
practices other than the distinctly urban, we can begin to
think of alternative scales, dynamics and materialities.

To return to the notion of the home as a design culture in
itself, another way of terming this might be as a 'geography
of responsibility'.l22iThe home is a location where, within a
clearly defined space, decisions are made and activities are
carried out that develop or reinforce certain outlooks. How
energy is consumed or conserved or what daily rituals such as
eating together are emphasized: these involve both material
and ethical choices that also relate to an outside world of
shared concerns,

The home is a space of articulation, of bringing together
things, people and viewpoints. But it is also co-articulated
with wider questions.i23iFrom this, we might then think
about other scales on which this process of internal and

external relationships takes places. So, from the home we
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might move to the neighbourhood as an articulation. The
neighbourhood is a coming together. Like the home, it can
be a kind of unity that is not necessarily determined by strict
laws or proclamations as to what its identity should be or
how it should function. Being of a certain nationality, for
example, is structured by a range of institutions such as its
laws, education system and military organization. These are
relatively simple. By contrast, unity is more complex as it
is formed by the combination of people and things coming
together in a way that accommodates a diversity of activities
but with an overarching logic. It is ‘a structure in which
things are related, as much through their differences as

through their similarities’. (241

Homes, neighbourhoods, villages, towns or ¢ven rural
territories are legal entities. They are demarcated by certain
laws that protect their functioning as social and economic
spaces in different ways and with different emphases. But
they are also described by sets of shared everyday practices—
they are unities. This latter definition suggests that they can
be flexible and diverse in their operations. They can even
disrupt the historical city/countryside divide.

Reconstituting the rural/urban divide

In 2009 I undertook -- with the British architectural firm
Bauman Lyons -- a study of 'distinctive towns". We were
commissioned by the regional development agency for the
North East of England to study how rural locations could be
regencrated through specialization.[2s1Throughout the world
there are small settlements that have become known through
developing specialities in one thing or another. The kinds
of places we were inderested in were Machynlleth in Wales,
famous for its green energy projects or Emscher Park in
Germany that has developed as an outdoor pursuits centre.

Another exampie that we studied was the town of Hay-on-
Wye on the border of England and Wales. pictures It has
a population of some 2,500 but supports aver 35 second-

hand bookshops and an annual literary festival. People come
from all over the world to browse its shelves or attend the
festival that is reported on through national and international
media. This identity is not just carried through its fame, but
materially through its everyday life. Moving books is heavy,
physical work so there is a embodied process in this identity.
The town is a unity made up of differences. For example,
bookshops in themsetves can specialize in certain genres or
clients so that one shop might display and sell just children's
fiction, another may be just concerned with travel fiction
and non-fiction. Cafés and guesthouses provide hospitality
for visitors and support this very particular aesthetic and
activity. With the internet, some of its bookshops work more
in dealing rare editions or long-lost publications for global
enthusiasts and collectors. Thus the town is constantly
evolving. Tt maintains and accommodates that difference and
ephemerality of an articulation. The design dimension of the
town may not be in any spectacular or controlled corporate or
civic lock. Rather, it is something that is practiced through its
everyday habits and processes and materialized in its shops,
the shelving and the books themselves.

Although several other 'booktowns' exist across Europe,
generally speaking these kind of distinctive towns have
evolved rather than been planned. They have come about
through years of activities and enthusiasms. But their
disruption is that they demonstrate that a rural location
doesn't need to be subservient to the city/country binary
divide. They are not there to serve the city nor necessarily to
provide a bucolic alternative. Instead, they are richly focused
and defined in themselves while being networked and co-

articulated with interests outside themselves.

Nonetheless, these are spectacular examples. Not every town
can be a booktown or whatever other specialism, But in the
way they are constructed as being very seif-aware of their
heritage, materiality and knowledge, these might provide
chues to an alternative construct of how design may function
in other circumstances. Like the design studio, they are
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intensities of knowledge, skill, decision making, action and
material resources. They have an aesthetic. But these aspects
are not necessarily subservient to a fixed commercial idea or
civic policy of what design should be. Instead, their success
has come about through an understanding of the assets,
identity and human processes and outlooks that constitute
them.

In this way, a design culture model may be a useful tool in
analysing and bringing into consciousness the strengths and
potential of a place. By becoming more aware of the ways by
which the networks of design, production and consumption fit
together and interact, we can identify their interdependencies,
or, moreover, scope for improving their relationships to make
places more robust and resilient. The issue is not necessarily
whether a place enjoys the benefits of being in a rural or
urban location. Rather, this is both about re-locating and re-
localizing design cultures beyond what has become, even in
the space of just a few a decades, their traditional association
with city-living,

Concluding remarks

It is perhaps easy to make broad statements that theorize
how we might move forward to a more sustainable, equitable
and just society through design. Tt is harder to put these into
reality.

In this essay, I have tried to show, in the first instance, what
is already going on in practice rather than declare vague
aspirations. In this, I wish to divert attention away from
spectacular images of design and consumption. Design may
involve impressive forms and structures, individuals and
teams who are extraordinarily adept at thinking visually and
using that skill to re-fashion objects and spaces. They may
themselves be active in the formation of attractive social
environments in cities that carry a creative feeling, Likewise,
consumption may involve the simple pleasure of searching
for and selecting that one, highly-desired item. But design
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also exists in networks where multiples of things and people
come together -- and this is what I mean by design also being
embedded into everyday practice, We can be more humble
and quieter in where we look to the work of design and the
connections it makes and mediates.

In drawing design into this more generalized field, Victor
Papanek famously proclaimed that, ‘All men are designers.
All that we do, almost all the time, is design, for design is
basic to all human activity. The planning and patterning of
any act toward a desired, foresecable end constitutes the
design process. Any attempt to separate design, to make it
a thing-by-itself, works counter to the fact that design is the
primary underlying matrix of life’.(26)

These days we have more analytical tools with which to
investigate what that ‘matrix of life’ might entail and how
design functions within it. We are probably more used to
taiking about various matrices of life rather than one binding
‘plan’ as well. And so it follows that we can also be more
critical and imaginative about the scales and locations of
these matrices and what design does and can do within them,
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