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Preface

This book is about how people constructed one of the ideas that shapes the world we live in. Over the period from about 1890 through about 2010, people around the globe came to understand a set of previously unrelated concepts—beauty, function, problem solving, human-centeredness, experience, even thinking itself—as components of one single megaconcept. They invested faith and capital in this megaconcept, made it meaningful and valuable, and used it to shape first consumer objects and then institutions and systems. In English, they called it “design.”

This could have happened only in the twentieth century. By the 1890s, the changes we now call the Industrial Revolution had transformed Great Britain, most of Europe, and the United States from agrarian and handicraft economies into machine-driven industrial ones. Meanwhile, the “invisible hand” of the market—largely unconstrained by states—had come to dominate everyday life. Industrialization and unregulated markets were uprooting people, degrading their working conditions, squeezing their leisure time, exploiting their children as workers, polluting their rivers and air, and alienating them from the products of their labor.

Now a battle played out over what to do about it. In the 1930s, in response to a global economic crisis and to workers’ demands, Western governments regulated markets and built safety nets: social democratic institutions like redistributive tax regimes, social insurance systems, and labor laws. Then, in the 1970s—after business leaders revolted, and as Westerners obsessed over the perceived existential threat of Soviet communism—nation-states from the United States to Indonesia to Chile systematically dismantled these regulatory constraints and safety nets. Their dismantling opened doors to globalization: the rise of fast-moving global markets dominated by sprawling, effectively unregulated networks of corporate actors, all of which dissolved national identities and subordinated local preferences and needs. The dismantling of regulatory constraints and safety nets also enabled financialization: the displacement of traditional material production, as the chief driver of economies, by complex financial engineering. And it drove a resurgence of wealth inequality across the globe.1

People all over the world tried to ride these waves in ways that might preserve their own dignity and power. Our contemporary idea of design—that hopeful amalgam of a concept—was born in the process. Inventing design helped people imagine reversing some of the damage wrought by the Industrial Revolution. It helped people convince themselves that capitalism fundamentally served human interests; that positive social change could be achieved without politics and government action; that problem solving could be both generative and profitable. And it enabled people of substantial power and privilege to imagine themselves as benevolent actors. “Design,” in short, made capitalism feel, both to its participants and to its subjects, less brutal and inhumane—less destructive, in Joseph Schumpeter’s terms, and more creative. It seemed to give them a way to reclaim the things they’d made and to re-embed them in a human order.2
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No one person decided that all those smaller concepts—beauty and function and human-centeredness and the like—should become one thing. No one person invented the idea of design. Countless people participated, and they did so not intentionally, exactly, but through their everyday conversations and decisions and purchases and writing and labor. What they said and made and sold and bought—and the ideas and beliefs and rules that emerged in the process—constructed the idea of design. Design was invented, in large part, through discourse.

This book is a history, then, of the discourse of design. The word “discourse” comes from the Latin verb for “to run to and fro,” and from another Latin word for “argument.” So a discourse is, figuratively, as the critic Sarah Williams Goldhagen has put it, “a bunch of people running about having an argument—or more correctly, a series of arguments and debates, which are related to one another and governed by a set of underlying concerns or principles.” These arguments are everywhere, and they never end. Discourse is the word cloud we live in, the conversation so inexhaustible we start to hear it as baseline white noise.3

Discourse matters because it helps construct reality. When Steve Jobs tells the New York Times that “design is how it works,” his remark contributes a tiny but meaningful change to the overall consensus regarding what counts as “design.” At this point, quite a lot counts. And what counts as “design” helps determine what goods and services people need and want and how much it all costs to obtain. It helps determine what’s taught to students in colleges and graduate schools, what it feels like to visit a museum exhibit, and who gets to participate in a growing subset of lucrative careers that afford affluent, propertied lives. It decides who’s authorized to lead some of our most powerful institutions. Perhaps least consequentially, it determines how designers actually make the things we buy and use.4

Like any history of discourse, this book is also a history of power. It focuses on the most privileged people. This is both by necessity and (forgive me) by design. Among the members of any society, it’s the most powerful—often white men like the industrial designer Walter Teague, the computer scientist Herbert Simon, the entrepreneur Steve Jobs—whose voices get amplified. Their words get published, their biographies get written, their archives get preserved. Often they get to decide who else speaks and is heard. Their discourse has disproportionate impact. They aren’t the only ones whose voices matter, and they aren’t the only characters in this book. But they do dominate.

This is also a mostly American story. The contemporary discourse of design, particularly in English, was produced by German and Japanese and Scandinavian and Soviet and American (and a world of other) designers and consumers and businesses. But in the end, the twentieth century was, in fact, the American century. The United States was where power lived. Much of design discourse passed through US publications, US television, the corporate guidelines of US-based companies. Americans got to determine the bounds of the global conversation, including the conversation about “design.” Almost all of the characters in this book are either immigrants or the children of immigrants, but most of them end up in the United States.
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This is not a history of all the cool things that people have designed in the history of the world. There’s a place for such dead catalogs, but I don’t find them very interesting. What I do find interesting is the weirdness—and the relative newness—of the idea of design as a unitary concept and driver of value. So this book’s subject is that concept, and the world that that concept has made.5

This book also is not an argument about what design really is—if it has any such transhistorical essence—or what it should be. I don’t care whether “design” exists in some transhistorical way, independent of anyone thinking or talking about it. I care when and why we started believing it does.

I wrote this book for two reasons. One was, roughly, political. In the past few decades, a lot of institutions have embraced design as an approach to problem solving, from cities like Los Angeles and Helsinki hiring “chief design officers” to universities paying lavishly for “design thinking” engagements. This made me uneasy. I worried, for reasons I couldn’t fully articulate even to myself, that relying on this newly fashionable idea to improve social, economic, and political relations might result in more unequal and unjust relations than we began with. I hoped that understanding “design” historically, taking the idea apart into a set of constituent elements born of particular times and places and ideological contexts, might help me make sense of my own unease, and—more idealistically—might strip “design” of a bit of its runaway imaginative power.

The other reason was personal. I run a small team of designers at an American multinational corporation and technology company. And I teach design, on and off, in universities. I think what I do is interesting and challenging and sometimes worthwhile. But I don’t think it’s coherent. Designers do a wild array of kinds of work, from organizing data to creating modular systems of pixels to writing reader-friendly text. Very little of it seems organically related to its other parts. So what, I’ve found myself asking, is design? This book begins to answer this question—not with a definition (I don’t think there’s any single right definition), but at least with an explanation of how we got here.

So those were the impulses that led to the book. Now that I’ve written it, though, there’s another reason I’m glad to have lived with it for so long: writing it has reconnected me with the history of twentieth-century political economy and with the ways that this history has helped define our cultures. I hope reading it does a bit of this for you, too. I hope the book reminds its readers that our seemingly natural cultural forms are, in fact, so many artifacts of the specific histories that made it possible to imagine them. Only when we see our institutions and cultural forms as contingent, after all—only when we see them as historical rather than inevitable—does it become thinkable to try to change them.

5







Introduction


“That’s a great deal to make one word mean,” Alice said in a thoughtful tone.

“When I make a word do a lot of work like that,” said Humpty Dumpty, “I always pay it extra.”

—Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There (1871)



Design is one of the terms that has replaced the word “revolution”!

—Bruno Latour, “A Cautious Prometheus? A Few Steps Toward a Philosophy of Design” (2009)


Design Within Reach was founded in 1998, when a potter-turned-Stanford-MBA named Robert Forbes Jr. realized he could make money by providing wealthy Americans with opportunities to buy furniture that had been overtly “designed.” Before then, buying an object designed by a famous modern designer—say, an Eames lounger, or a Mies van der Rohe chair—usually meant finding an architect or interior designer with access to trade showrooms, since manufacturers, who were often in Europe, had minimum order requirements that exceeded the requirements of an individual or small-business buyer in the United States. Rob Forbes bought twenty containers of high-modern furniture inventory and hired the prestige graphic design firm Pentagram to design a logo. Then he set up an online store, publicized it with a newsletter, and sent out a direct-mail catalog to about 240,000 recipients. Within five years, Design Within Reach had gone public. The stock market valued the company at $211 million.1

One explanation for the success of Design Within Reach is that it took advantage of consumers’ emergent passion for “provenance.” Around the end of the twentieth century, luxury markets—for everything from coffee to textiles to restaurant food—began to tilt toward brands and branded objects that lay explicit claim to specific historical origins. Consumers chose these “heritage brands” because they believed they offered higher quality and perceived their goods to be more “authentic.” Design Within Reach rode the beginning of that wave. It enabled the American consumer to buy not just a chair but a story.2

But there’s another interpretation for the company’s success: the turn of the twenty-first century was a good time to be selling not just any provenance story but a design story. The magazine Wallpaper* had been founded in London in 1996. Grand Designs started in 1999, Dwell in 2000, Project Runway in 2004, Domino in 2005. Roman Mars launched his podcast 99% Invisible, focused on “the hidden world of everyday design,” in 2010, after he noticed that “people on the internet were already talking about design in a different way than [he] had ever experienced before.” By the beginning of 2014, the show was one of iTunes’s top fifty podcasts. Target launched its Made by Design line in 2018. It was, and it remains, a designy time.3
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All these businesses and shows and magazines and product lines understand “design” in a particular way: as the marriage of aesthetics with function. Designed things, in this view, are things that are exceptionally beautiful and work exceptionally well. We could call this a “modernist” concept of design, since it’s roughly what midcentury European and American designers and design consumers meant when they talked about design.

As of 1998, design, as an idea, was still inextricably bound up with that modernist ideal. But it had also come to mean more than that. People associated it with the idea of “problem solving.” It was often described, approvingly, as “human-centered.” And it was taking on new meanings all the time. In 2021, for instance, as the young New York gallerist Emma Scully told the New York Times, design was welcoming “a new wave.”

What was this new wave? Chris Shao, who’d recently opened his Objective Gallery in Shanghai, described group design shows that were less formal thematic investigations and “more of a vibe.” Stephen Markos, who had curated pop-up exhibitions and an Instagram feed before opening his Chinatown gallery Superhouse in 2021, emphasized that the works he showed were meant to be touched, heard, smelled, encountered. In an age of social media, the Times reporter concluded, tastes had skewed toward the unique, the eclectic, the participatory. Design could still be beautiful, be functional, solve problems, be human-centered—but it should also be an experience.4

Design was also becoming a way of thinking. The design agency IDEO began using the phrase “design thinking” in 2003 to refer to the use of design methods, by both designers and nondesigners, to solve problems outside design’s traditional purview. By 2009, the Stanford design school was treating “design thinking,” in cofounder Robert Sutton’s phrase, “more like a religion than a set of practices for sparking creativity.” Whereas IDEO had once specialized in industrial and interaction design, the New York Times Magazine noted in 2016, “now its projects include ‘redesigning’ such abstractions as the school lunch (for the city of San Francisco) or the vote (for Los Angeles County), experimenting with how to lace in 21st-century technology elements and shed out-of-date practices.” “Design thinking” had become “a reigning ideology in which every object, symbol or pool of information is just another design problem awaiting some solution.”5
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In 2009, the French philosopher and social scientist Bruno Latour marveled at “the extraordinary career” of the term “design” over the twentieth century. “Design has been extended from the details of daily objects,” he wrote, “to cities, landscapes, nations, cultures, bodies, genes, and… nature itself.” The little word “design,” Latour continued, “could offer a very important touchstone for detecting where we are heading.” Indeed, he continued, society’s obsession with change by design was a sign that human beings had stopped believing in other forms of change: “To put it more provocatively, I would argue that design is one of the terms that has replaced the word ‘revolution’!”6

I, too, have been mystified by my own and other cultures’ outsized investments in design. Since around 1900, in the affluent regions of the globe, people have endowed the idea of design with layer after layer of meaning and value. At the beginning of the century, “design” was most often associated with beauty; soon it was also about function. With the end of World War II and the beginning of the Cold War, it also became a mode of problem solving. By the second half of the twentieth century, “design” had become a way of understanding and serving people better (I call this “human-centeredness,” for lack of a better term); then a way of centering and enhancing “experience”; and finally—at the turn of the twenty-first century—a way of thinking. Today, the idea of “design” mediates decision making among global executives and elites. You can find “human-centered design” and “design thinking” and “chief design officers” in the upper reaches of corporations and governments and universities in the English-speaking world and beyond. What we now call “design” is, in short, a very popular—and very freighted—amalgam of optimistic human values.

Historians agree that the impulses behind design modernism—the historical movement that peaked around the middle of the twentieth century—were utopian, in the sense that they were hopeful and even idealistic. Le Corbusier ended his 1923 modernist manifesto Vers une architecture (commonly translated as Towards a New Architecture) by suggesting that design—he specifically refers to architecture—could itself enact the kind of transformative social change that otherwise could be achieved only by revolution:


Society is filled with a violent desire for something which it may obtain or not. Everything lies in that: everything depends on the effort made and the attention paid to these alarming symptoms.

Architecture or Revolution.

Revolution can be avoided.



Le Corbusier’s statement—at least the “Architecture or Revolution” part—became a foundational maxim of modernism, whose architects and other designers hoped their new buildings and new objects would usher in a better world.7

But it isn’t just modernist ideas of design that are utopian. In fact it’s the very idea of design itself, as that concept was defined over the course of the long twentieth century. Contemporary ideas of design—as beauty, as function, as problem solving, et cetera—are about more than just improving products and processes: they are idealistic visions of how people might live in the wake of the Industrial Revolution and amid the destabilizing forces of markets. Each came into being through discourse among creative people who were experiencing some kind of crisis in political economy, whether the Great Depression or the Cold War or the 1970s “rediscovery of the market” or the late twentieth-century rise of finance. In each case these people responded by reimagining “design,” a set of ideas and practices at the crux of economy and creativity, as a tool for fixing broken aspects of market society from within. And so “design” has become the hero of many of our most hopeful stories—dreams, fantasies, utopias—about how we might better live with capitalism.
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Soon after its launch, Design Within Reach expanded from the web into the brick-and-mortar world. It opened its first retail store in 2000, in an elegant three-story historic building on San Francisco’s leafy, sun-dappled Jackson Street. By the time the company went public a few years later, it had eighteen retail locations (“studios”) around the United States, and it was profitable. The average customer order came to $917.8

And the brand had become authoritative. Shortened to “DWR” and affectionately nicknamed (for its exorbitant prices) “Design Not Quite Within Reach,” it was becoming a household name. “We’re like Volvo or Saab,” Forbes told Newsweek. The logo was increasingly familiar, and the product lines were covered regularly in the New York Times. And the appeal went beyond the highbrow. DWR received prominent placement as a supplier of home furnishings and decor on Bravo’s Queer Eye for the Straight Guy—in which, as one commentator put it, “slobs get their apartments redone using furniture you formerly might have seen only in Scandinavian hotels”—and TLC’s Trading Spaces.9

And yet sustained success was elusive, particularly once shareholders got involved. After it went public, Design Within Reach started opening new “studios” even faster. “The mantra was, ‘Let’s open more stores, so we can make our revenue numbers, in order to achieve our growth,’” Forbes told the New York Times. But the costs of real estate and staff made it difficult for DWR to sustain a profit. Forbes resigned as CEO in 2007. Sales plummeted in 2008; in 2009, a venture capital firm called Glenhill, judging correctly that DWR was “running out of money,” bought 92 percent of the company. By the end of 2009, DWR’s sales hovered at around $30 million—almost 85 percent down from peak—and its stock price, once about $18 a share, had fallen to about twelve cents.10

One reason was the 2008 crash. But there were other problems. In 2009 Fast Company reported that DWR had “veered from one ill-advised strategy to another, ranging from a craven knockoff program to a baroque pursuit of brand extensions.” The knockoffs were particularly egregious, diluting, as they did, DWR’s claims to that ever-important (if elusive) virtue of authenticity. At least two companies, including the New York–based Heller and the Minneapolis-based Blu Dot, had filed suit against DWR for trademark infringement. (Blu Dot alleged that DWR had even used a photograph of a Blu Dot table to market its own version.) Forbes himself acknowledged that knockoffs had been part of the company’s strategy. “I was always reluctant personally,” he told the Times. “But the business metrics were so compelling.”11

Things did stabilize, eventually, for Design Within Reach. In 2014, the furniture manufacturer Herman Miller—which owned many designs that DWR already retailed—announced that it would buy DWR for $154 million. The acquisition would provide Herman Miller, which intended to expand from the office-furnishings business into consumers’ homes (establishing itself as a “premier lifestyle brand”), with a “complete consumer-focused infrastructure” through which to retail its products. And it would protect Design Within Reach from some of the exigencies of the market. “With a stable parent,” Bloomberg wrote, “DWR will be rescued from the ups and downs.”12

Meanwhile, “design” continued to roll down the hill of history, picking up kinetic energy as it went: new meanings, new markets, new forms of value. McKinsey & Company bought Lunar Design; Accenture bought Fjord; the electronics manufacturing company Flextronics International took an equity stake in frog design, which later was acquired by Altran, which itself was taken over by the consulting firm Capgemini. DXC bought Argodesign, itself a spinoff of frog. Fuseproject bought BlueFocus. Capital One bought Adaptive Path. Steelcase Inc., one of Herman Miller’s chief competitors, had for a time owned a majority share in IDEO, the design firm that popularized the idea of “design thinking.” Now, in 2016, Steelcase invited Tim Brown, IDEO’s former CEO, onto its board, and in its public statements it adopted the idea that design was not just a set of practices for enhancing beauty and function but its own way of thinking. Today, Steelcase’s website offers a plethora of content about, to quote the title of one post, “Design Thinking and Its Role in the Creative Process.”13

Design Within Reach had banked on “design” resolving some of capitalism’s internal contradictions. It didn’t—at least not fast enough to keep DWR itself from being chewed up and spit out by the stock market, which wanted DWR to be a better financial instrument, a more rapidly accelerating vehicle for making money, than it was. Even after its acquisition by Herman Miller, though, Design Within Reach evolved with “design” as the concept morphed and morphed again for the new late-late-capitalist era. Most recently, it’s embraced the idea that design is about creating “experiences.” A circa 2018 ad campaign by an agency called Language Dept. showed three middle-aged white people in deep discussion in the DWR Nashville studio, with the headline “Good design is to be experienced.”

It was more than a slogan: it was a strategy. In early 2024, DWR moved its flagship “studio” to a new, 1920s-era, fifteen-thousand-square-foot industrial warehouse that had once been home to the California Caster and Hand Truck Company. DWR gave the space a deep renovation—preserving, of course, the historic woodwork—and opened it that spring as a kind of experiential playground on the theme of design. Two thousand square feet were given over to rotating display areas called “the Gallery,” which showcased work by designers like the French architect Jean Prouvé, and “the Case Study Apartment,” a callback to the experiments in American residential architecture that Arts & Architecture magazine famously sponsored at midcentury. The new DWR space also featured a vinyl collection curated by Haight Street’s Amoeba Music and publications selected by City Lights. These site-specific touches made the space an experience in itself, noted one architect who visited the space for an opening party: “I can imagine our younger colleagues and design students treating this space as an extension of the other cool stuff that’s happening nearby.”14

Other critics agreed. “DWR is such a gem of a brand,” remarked the San Francisco–based designer Susan Work at an opening party for the studio, “in part because it keeps reinventing itself.” Hope—embodied in that ever-adapting idea of “design”—springs eternal.15
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Here’s a spoiler: none of the ideas of “design” in this book get very far in actually resolving the contradictions or repairing the damages wrought by capitalism. To generalize some lines from Meyer Schapiro’s May 1932 review of the Museum of Modern Art’s “International Style” show: “Without the will to apply it for a common end,” design—which, as Schapiro notes, is itself a product of industrial capitalism—“will remain a means for exploitation, or the newest fad of the richest class, the symbol of a profitable, spectacular efficiency.” Today that faddishness manifests as a kind of techno-utopianism—an obsession with the new and its capacity to improve, enhance, optimize—that manifests in private spaceflight, Tesla cybertrucks, and the collective fixation on artificial general intelligence as, in OpenAI CEO Sam Altman’s words, “magic intelligence in the sky.” We may be hurtling toward planetary demise, but we’re not irreversibly subject, our richest class seems to believe, to the whims of biology or the limitations of the human mind or the fragility of our planetary ecology. No: individual human “makers” can change our course and build a better future. It all seems to me a powerful self-delusion.16

So this story isn’t all that strategically instructive. And in fact some people think that all utopian thinking—the category into which I’m casting design—is inherently antiprogressive. The critic Fredric Jameson, a historian of utopian ideas, notes that older Marxist thinking denounced utopianism as unstrategic, idealistic, in fact “structurally averse to the political as such.” Older Marxists saw utopianism as so fantastical as to lack political utility and even potentially to forestall real transformative politics.

There’s something to this. And yet even I have to admit that the idealism of “design” probably has more practical political value than it seems to have on its face. “At its core,” the critic and civil servant Nikil Saval has written, “design is an inherently futurist medium.” It’s about imagining a future that’s different from the present. To believe in design, in other words, is to believe—foolishly or not—that human society can change for the better.17

For those who desire democratic political change, this is a good thing. In times when part of what holds us back is the belief that, in Margaret Thatcher’s words, “there is no alternative” to industrial and postindustrial capitalism, half the battle is simply to begin imagining a society that looks different from this one. If we can use design to help us conceive at all of alternative possibilities, then we should.18

Maybe the key is not to suppose that, because of design, “revolution can be avoided.” It’s to prevent design from becoming a compensatory and purely aesthetic fantasy, one that stands in for and obviates political action, whether revolutionary or reformist. I think uneasily of Margaret Cavendish’s 1668 text The Description of a New World, Called the Blazing-World, in which “spirits” convince a duchess that, rather than being troubled with worldly governance and politics, she should create a fantasy realm in which she can do whatever she pleases. “Why should you desire to be Empress of a Material World, and be troubled with the cares that attend Government?” the spirits ask, “when as by creating a World within your self, you may enjoy all both in whole and in parts, without controle or opposition; and may make what World you please, and alter it when you please, and enjoy as much pleasure and delight as a World can afford you?” That temptation—to retreat into design and to “make what World you please” there—ought to be avoided. Better to muck around, I think, in the messy and troublesome and slow and sometimes dispiriting and genuinely efficacious business of actual politics.19

So “design” isn’t a bad idea. I’m glad the twentieth century invented it. My hope, though, is that seeing the idea of design historically, as this book does—taking the concept apart into its constituent elements, each born of its particular time and place and ideological context—will help us both to understand it better and to recognize its limits. And doing that might help us decide what to do with design, both as a space for social dreaming and as a real set of tools, from here.

19
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