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“FABRICA” AND

“RATIOCINATIO”

INTRODUCTORY NOTES ON
DESIGN AND SEMIOTICS

https://doi.org/10.21096/disegno_2022_2msz

Although Vitruvius’ De architectura libri decem is generally regarded as
the most ancient remaining piece of some sort of architectural theory,
itis better to think of it as a book devoted to ancient design culture
mutatis mutandis. We can do this retrofitting or intended retrospective
anachronism with good conscience since a book on architectura written
more than two thousand years ago can hardly be described as an ex-
ample of the theory of architecture, since the concept did not exist at
the time. A quick look at Vitruvius’ masterpiece brings to attention, for
example, that its tenth book is on architectura organica, which has natu-
rally nothing to do with the mod-ern style and phenomena of organic
architecture, but with the design and building of machines, tools, and
instruments (thatis, organa). Etymologically speaking, architectus (or its
Greek equivalent, architekton) means someone who designs and creates
the principal structures of any designed environment. In order to do so,
one applies fabrica and ratiocinatio at the very same time. On the one hand,
therefore, the architectus is well versed in crafting basic structures, but
he is equally capable of inventing, imagining, or designing these envi-
ronments, objects, tools, and instruments, as well as clearly explaining
and instructively interpreting their structure and executing process.
Hence, according to Vitruvius, a designer who strives only to manual
prac-tice without written culture (sine litteris) cannot be successful at all.
This is the clear context into which he introduces his rather laconic
proto-semiotics, according to which, and as in everything else (and
especially in designing) there are two fundamental parts. First, things
signified (quod significatur), then, things that signify (quod significant).
The things signified are those of which we discourse, signifiers in turn
are discursive explanations based on scholarly principles. The designer
must be well-versed in both aspects. Natural talent (ingenium) is not
enough, scholarly discipline (disciplina) is also very much required. On the
following pages of De architectura, therefore, one can read the famous
encyclopaedic model of Vitruvian education, which can be seen as a
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telling precursor of the more recent interdisciplinary models of design
culture studies (Alsted 1630; Hearn 2003). As Vitruvius explains in Book
1, Chapter 1 of De architectura, the good designer, in turn, is trained in
(among other things) drawing, geometry, history, philosophy, music,
medicine, jurisprudence, and astronomy to a level that guarantees
fruitful dialogues between different stakeholders of a given project to
build truly liveable environments and beautiful, good, and just worlds.

However, not everyone is happy with this primordial constellation
of design and semiotics. Although the real decay of semiotics in the
Humanities began sometime after the heydays of structuralism, post-
structuralism, and postmodernism, which, although initially provided
a highly popularview of design as a natural language, in the end it also
resulted paradoxically in a decadent hypertrophy of semiotics, especially
in postmodern architecture, in which half-baked theories blossomed.
This happened to such an extent that influential critics such as Klaus
Krippendorff—whom we published in translation in a previous issue,
and who kindly provided academic support to Disegno thanks to Péter
Wunderlich’s acquaintance with him—began to try to “transcend semi-
otics” and introduce a certain “semantic turn” in design culture as a new
foundation for design (Krippendorff1992, 2006.). Even more powerful
criticism came from exponents of “theory after theory” such as Hans
Ulrich Gumbrecht who underlined the importance of “producing pres-
ence” versus creating meaning, thus symbolically ending the era of the
hermeneutic or the semiotic that began during the Reformation with
the transformation of the Catholic Holy Mass into the Reformed Lord’s
Supper in which the original magical presence of the substance of Christ’s
body and blood in the accidents of bread and wine were transformed
into pure symbols by means of eliminating the good old Aristotelian
idea of transubstantiation (Gumbrecht 2003). Later, the emergence of
somaesthetics, theories of atmosphere, or the return of aestheticism
proved equally importantto this process, to mention only a few examples
of new currents in cultural studies that have seemingly overshadowed
semiotics in the last decades (Shusterman and Veres 2023; B6hme 2017;
Joughin and Malpas 2003).

Despite all critical tendencies, design semiotics can still be quite rel-
evantto design culture studies. From Renato De Fusco to Matthew Holt,
many distinguished scholars clearly regard semiotics as the best means
of understanding designed phenomena and hence design culture (De
Fusco 2005; Holt 2017). De Fusco claims that design has a particular role
in the continuation of the “unfinished project of modernity” (Habermas)
and semiotics is eminently importantin this endeavour. Matthew Holt
on the other hand argues that “any theory of the signis [..] a theory of
constructed meaning—of designed meaning.” (2017 S333)

Correspondingly, given that the broadest understanding of semiotics
in Morrisian terms can be best represented in the so-called “semiotic
cube” by J6zef Maria Bocheriski, which comprises semantics along with
syntactics and pragmatics (Bochenski [1954] 1986), we can still regard
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Krippendorff’s theory as an advanced design semiotics. As once he put
it, “design is making sense (of things).” (Krippendorff1989,1) Thisis still a
reliable common denominator of different attitudes of design semiotics
asthe famous Italian designer Michele De Lucchi so perceptibly expressed
it when he referred to his beard as his first design that differentiated
him from his twin brother. (Szentpéteri 2013). This semantic act can
easily be grasped both in syntacticand pragmatic terms as well, and this
combined analysis would provide a quite plausible and truly palpable
understanding of the Italian’s ultimate design intervention.

In the following contributions, there are new papers devoted to
the topic we collected from a conference held in December 2021, at the
Moholy-Nagy University of Artand Design, in the Doctoral School on the
6" PhD Day titled Design Culture, Semiotics, Education, alongside papers
we received for our open call.

Beyond these semiotics-focused writings, this issue proudly in-
cludes two papers on different subjects: one by Joana Meroz, on what
life/non-life differentiations can mean in the widest sense of design,
and one by Maressa Park, on the radical restaging of the revolutionary
musical, Oklahoma!

Marton Szentpéteri
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Klaus Krippendorff
(1932-2022)

Mary Angela Bock

https://doi.org/10.21096/disegno_2022_2mab

On October10, 2022, my mentor and friend, Klaus Krippendorff died at
the age of ninety. Dr. Krippendorff was the Gregory Bateson Professor
Emeritus of Communication. He spent fifty-eight years on the faculty
of the University of Pennsylvania’s Annenberg School for Communica-
tion, the longest-tenured faculty member in the history of the school.

Klaus was best-known as a pioneer in the study of content analysis
but was also influential in the fields of cybernetics and design. I like to
say that he was the scholarly version of an athlete who plays for the NFL
and the NBA. He connected the spheres of communication and design
in The Semantic Turn (2006), in which he argued for a paradigm shiftin
the design theory to recognise the role of human beings in the creation
and use of artifacts. This was no small shift, he argued, as “Artifacts are
prostheses of the human mind, being, and doing.” (36)

Itis natural that Krippendorffentered the world of communication
via cybernetics. He had a degree from the State Engineering School in
Hanover, Cermany, and earned a design degree from the experimen-
tal Ulm School of Design, one of the most influential institutions of its
kind following the Bauhaus movement. After completing his PhD in
Communication at the University of Illinois, the Annenberg School for
Communication at the University of Pennsylvania became Dr. Krip-
pendorff’s academic home.

Krippendorff approached communication studies with this foun-
dation of engineering and design, thinking in terms of systems for
human interaction. His desire to always see the “machine” behind the
process is reflected in the way he diagrams his ideas. As he guided me
through my own research, | remember him sketching his interpreta-
tions of my ideas. My own model for visual affordances in social media,
which | theorise as an uncontrolled “tornado,” was influenced by his
persistent reminders about recursivity.

Forever interested in the “design” behind communicative systems,
Dr. Krippendorff was a leading scholar of cybernetics, a theoretical
approach that remains influential today in psychology, social systems
and machine learning. He was granted the Norbert Wiener Medal in
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Cybernetics by the American Society for Cybernetics in 2001 and the
Norbert Wiener/Hermann Schmidt Prize from the German Society
for Cybernetics and German Society for Pedagogy and Information in
2004.

Yet for this major league player, it was not enough to dominate
just one paradigm. During his early years at the Annenberg School,
Krippendorff became the world’s leading methodologist for content
analysis. His name is almost synonymous with this method, which is
unique to the study of media and communication. His textbook, Con-
tent Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology has been cited more than
50,000 times and it received the International Communication Asso-
ciation Fellows Book Award in 2001. The book has been translated to
Hungarian, Japanese, Spanish, and Italian.

Krippendorff’s approach to the content analysis blends his goals
of useful design and precision with the variability that comes with hu-
man activity in research. It’s one thing to count the number of times
the word “yellow” appears in a newspaper article; a computer can do
that. But what of something like identifying “violence” in a TV pro-
gram? This question motivated Dr. Krippendorffin the 1960s, when he
worked with former Annenberg Dean George Gerbner on the famed
television violence studies. How could researchers be sure that the
people who were scoring programs for violent content were in statisti-
cally sound agreement about those scores? Krippendorff’'s answer was
Alpha, perhaps his most well-known contribution to the academy. This
coefficient remains the gold standard for content analysis research.

Yet even with this methodological triumph, Dr. Krippendorff was
not finished exploring the world of human communication. Content
analysis can answer many questions about texts, but he once remarked
to me that we must go beyond “counting things.” His curiosity as a phi-
losopher took him into new territory once again, and when he became
president of the International Communication Association in 1984, his
inaugural address established his vision for the social construction of
reality and its implications for research.

| met Dr. Krippendorff in this stage of his career, when he was writ-
ing and teaching extensively on the discursive constructions of reali-
ty, a philosopher in its truest sense. | clearly remember the very day
I met him because | was so inspired by his philosophical approach to
research. He agreed to supervise my work, and | spent many an af-
ternoon in his home, where he preferred to meet, discussing what
became a theoretical foundation for studying photojournalistic mean-
ing. Dr. Krippendorff had never written about photojournalism or
journalism generally, so my topic had nothing to do with what inter-
ested him except in this larger philosophical sense, and that is where
we overlapped, and always will. We shared an understanding of the
researcher’s relationship with the researched, the notion that meaning
is co-constructed with others, and the resulting ethical standpoint that
comes with such a theoretical foundation.
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Dr. Krippendorff explored the nature of the universe and ques-
tioned what was possible to know about it, blending cybernetics into
the relationship between language, perception, and the ethical use of
power. | and many of his students have been inspired by his insistence
on equality in research relationships. In his 2003 essay, “The Dialogic
Reality of Meaning,” he wrote: “Recursive constructions notonly call on
a certain openness, indeterminacy, and acknowledgement of others’
agency, which goes against psychological theory, they also call on us to
abandon the position of the superior outside observer” (6).

Dr. Krippendorff wanted to design a better world for all, whether
that means encouraging researchers to be mindful of their own pow-
er positions or making sure that a cooking area had room for “small
kitchen machines.” He liked to work from his home, an historic row-
house in Philadelphia that he had renovated, and we often met there
as | worked toward my doctorate. He took great pains in this house,
and others, to make sure each space was functional. During his memo-
rials, friends and families reminisced about the many design touches
he made to his home and theirs. He installed a swing for his children
in the middle of his living room. He rebuilt kitchens. He supervised
a bricklayer in making a unique design that had no repetition. He built
a conversation pit in his home so he could spend time conversing with
friends and colleagues about philosophy, communication, and life. Dr.
Krippendorff even designed a logo for the International Communica-
tion Association that was used for many years. Human centered de-
sign was notjust a book subject for him.

During my visits, | learned bits and pieces about his childhood in
Germany, his memories of bombings during the war, and of his family
escaping danger. | am certain these experiences are part of what made
him as sensitive to the human condition as he was insightful about cy-
bernetics.

His blending of design theory, cybernetics and the dialogic nature
of reality lives on through his influence of today’s researchers. My first
PhD student, Krishnan Vasudevan, now on the tenure track at the Uni-
versity of Maryland, was inspired by The Semantic Turn and the implica-
tions of its philosophy. In recent correspondence with me, Vasudevan
wrote: “Specifically, his ideas allowed me to understand how meaning
is not only constructed through information but also the designed
forms it is presented within. During a time when interactive technol-
ogies mediate nearly all aspects of life, | have found Krippendorff’s
prescient insights especially helpful in my research about digital plat-
forms, capitalism and race.”

Dr. Krippendorffwas a feministand an anti-racist but avoided such
labels. He called himself an emancipatory scholar and wanted every-
body to live their best life. He supported me through my doctorate
and beyond. When | took on a tenure track job at The University of
Texas, | poured out my anxieties to him at a conference just before the
job began. “You know what to do,” he said. | wrote it on an index card
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that remains on my office bulletin board to this day. By not giving me
practical advice on what to do, he gave me something so much more
important: evidence of his faith in me.

Many of the tributes that have come out since his death cover his
scholarship and his kindness; his contributions to design, cybernetics
and discursive theory. Tying these strands together is the fact that Dr.
Krippendorffwas a philosopher in its truest sense. He explored the na-
ture of the universe and questioned what is possible to know about it.
He thought deeply about how researchers, no, really each of us, should
interact with our fellow human beings. He is the only academic | know
of to emphasise the importance of human love in an article about cy-
bernetic systems. Klaus Krippendorff never stopped trying to build
abetter world, whether with his hands, his teaching, or his writing. The
best way for any of us to honor him now is to follow his example.
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DESIGN, SEMIOTICS,
ANTICIPATION

Mihai Nadin

ABSTRACT

From the Why semiotics? question to the specific aspects of the semiotic underpinning of design
the journey is one of discovery. Indeed, design is discovery, i.e., it is anticipation-driven. Therefore,
nothing qualifies as its foundation. Design as a process does not require secure preliminaries (theo-
ries) from which to set out. It does not require a “place to stand,” a necessary reference, from which
to start the adventure. Design assumptions are by their nature questions guiding anticipatory ac-
tion. They are circumstances of conflict (the old, the current, the new), which semiotics registers very
much like a seismograph. The “earthquake,” i.e., the creative design, is not the graph of the Earth
shaking, but a new landscape. The interruptive character of design inquiry, i.e., its disruptive na-
ture, is especially significant when subjected to the aprés-design analytic moment. This is when re-
cursive definitions (of aesthetic nature, semiotic, economic, cultural, political, etc. significance) are
used as a metric of design, creating the illusion that they can become some norm. Actually, design
creates a context for meaningful interactions. Design’s self-motivating nature of inquiry escapes
such exercises. The activity called design is constitutive of the new, not the celebration of the past.
Therefore, we present not only what has so far been learned from a design informed by semiotics, but
also what might better serve designers in the context of the rapid change we experience in our days.

#anticipation, #discovery, #meaning, #narration, #semiotics

https://doi.org/10.21096/disegno_2022_2mn
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The plan pursued in this paper is simple:

1) Preliminaries—easy-to-follow explanations regarding the WHY?
question of semiotics.

2) A formal synthesis of what designers ought to know about the
semiotics du jour (current dominantideas), i.e., the WHAT? question.
3. An attempt at alternative foundational views of semiotics.

1PRELIMINARIES

1.1 Why do designers need semiotics?

The only reason for revisiting the subject (at the suggestion of Di-
segno—ajournal focused on design culture) is the unabated optimism

of adesign educator (and theoretician) still trying to understand what

design is—and why we need it. Especially in a day and age when text-
to-image machine learning (under various labels) generates pseudo-
design at the level at which, unfortunately, design is practiced today.
Of course, design continues to change (otherwise it would die); so does

the automated generation of pseudo-design. If artificial intelligence is

trained on mediocre design, it will generate the same. But this is also

true of design education. Inits deepest meaning, design is an activity

through which human beings became what they are while creating

realities for their various activities.

Design is consubstantial with the sense of the future characteristic
of everything that is alive. This understanding is key to framing the
relevance of semiotics in design—and it includes design education.
Study musicif you intend to become a composer or play some instru-
ment (virtuoso level or for pure pleasure). Studying music does not
make you more talented, but it gives you what it takes to understand
what you do, even if you create new, original forms of music, new re-
alities expressed in sound form. Neither semiotics nor any theory—of
design (yes, musicis designed!) or of anything else, including complex
networks theory, computer science and artificial intelligence, and
genetics—will compensate for lack of talent, or forinadequate design
skills. If you are dedicated to navigating the ever-more agitated ocean
of change in the hope of discovering new continents (orislands, at least),
a compass might come in handy; or if you build a house, scaffolding
in some form is unavoidable. When we listen to a concert, we don’t
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hear the scales that the musician trained on day after day, year after
year. But without them, there is no music. Learning the basics applies
as well to dancers, actors, painters, sculptors, even poets.

There has never been more design than today. And never has more
money been spentonjunk design. For all that design still contributes
to culture, no other field promotes a more unsustainable way of living
than design. It promotes a delusional understanding of progress to
consumers at the expense of the future. Advertising—making Sili-
con Valley richer by the minute—is an activity with an effectiveness
below two percent. When everyone seems to know what design is,
and what qualifies as successful design (i.e., successfully monetised),
itisjustified to entertain a simple but direct question: Is there some
way—such as studying semiotics—to guide designers and the public
in matters of design?

In this context, another question pops up: Why semiotics? Itis easy
to find a justification for other disciplines—communication theory,
psychology, cognitive science, culture theory, anthropology, etc—when
trying to explain what design is. In the peer review process, | was gently
reminded that hermeneutics (Follesdal 1979, as well as Ricoeur 1981,
1986; Heelan 1972; Ihde 1997; Markus 1987, among others) facilitates
the experience of interpreting texts for the visual realm. Indeed, with
DALL.Ez and Midjourney, words are originators of images coming out
of the large “mixer” of training data (the whole web, museum collec-
tions, design production, etc.). Accordingly, hermeneutics cannot be
disregarded. In the same vein, the actor-network theory—ANT—(La-
tour 2005) cannot be omitted when providing a broader context. Any
productive question should be considered. What should not happen
is that we lose sight of the whole: trees are important, but the forest
should remain the focus.

For semiotics, the situation is more challenging. As an encompassing
theory of signs and sign processes, it does not resolve any design-spe-
cific problem. Accordingly, some see semiotics, not unjustifiably, as
a useless intellectual overhead: study definitions, compare various
kinds of semiotics (e.g., Peirce, de Saussure, Lotman, among others);
learn words that have nothing to do with what a designer is expected
to do, or that might help those who use design. Seen in this light, it
really is useless. This is not unlike its application in medicine: symptoms
deserve attention, but healing does not come from the semiotics of
disease. Again, in this limited understanding, semiotics can, at best,
be consulted after a design is finished, more of an afterthought than
a guiding principle or method.

“Why semiotics and not information theory?” pops up as the next
justified question. Without probing the subject in depth here (for
details, see Nadin 2018, 2019), let’s place it in the current context of
the obsession with big data.
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In our time, everyone wants numbers—which means data—and
therefore everyone measures everything. Due to this expectation alone,
advertising—this is where Silicon Valley sucks in the billions—wastes
not only money, but also resources. Yet we continue to measure, in
a culture in which wasting (somebody else’s money) is a source of
wealth. Semiotics does not offer a metric by which one can at least
distinguish between adequate and marginally acceptable design. But
it opens a perspective crying for our attention: meaning! Data is not
information. It becomes information once it is referenced to mean-
ing (Nadin 2018, 2019). Unfortunately, in the hands of incompetent,
so-called semioticians, even semiotics itself, in defiance of its own
condition, submitted to quantification and the measurement craze.
For some, it became a numbers game—such as in the so-called eco-
logical evaluation of user interfaces—instead of a pursuit of meaning.

The failure of semiotics itself to resist opportunism fragmented the
field to such an extent thatitsacrificed its fundamental condition: being
a meta-discipline. Indeed, feminist semiotics, legal semiotics, gender
semiotics, etc., are caricatures of a discipline meant to describe how
our thinking (focused on representations), and our doing (the making
of everything, from ideas to government, to revolutions and wars, etc.)
come together and make sense. Semiotics is holistic—what counts is
the whole. Reductionism—dividing semiotics into several parts to be
examined in no relation of one to another or to the whole—xkills the
living nature of sign processes. Those who miss the necessary under-
standing of the holistic nature of sign processes end up missing the
understanding of design as a holistic expression.

Semiotics and design are as inseparable as scales are for making
and experiencing music; or as movement exercises for dancing; or as
drawings for building a house ora machine. Or betteryet, asinseparable
as programs from the functioning of the simplest to the most compli-
cated machines. Yes, semiotics integrated in design is the program. We
need to understand programming above and beyond the mechanics
of writing instructions in convoluted languages that translate our
thoughts into what the digital machine can process. In the absence of
aprogram, the old meatgrinder—remember this kitchen tool?>—is only
asetofvarious pieces of metal. The hand crank, the screw clamp, the
blades, and all it takes to assemble it and make it workable are part of
awhole with a precise function: turn a chunk of meatinto ground for
your burgers or meatballs. The combustion engine can become a caron
accountofan elaborate design program in which a motoris only part
of awhole called automobile. The bicycle and the surfboard are nothing
but hardware of a sort, unless “programmed” to allow for functions
that we call bicycling or surfing. Theories such as those describing the
Social Construction of Technological Systems (Bijker, Hughes, and Pinch
1987) imply that designing integrates design-specific contributions
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and users as co-designers. Neither bicycles (motor-assisted or not)
nor the internet-grounded activities they analyse are co-designed.
There is no design interaction to account for, but rather conditioning
through design. The myth of collective wisdom extends to customis-
able products (e.g., user interfaces) that are actually selections from
a predefined set. Semiotics and design as a semiotic activity (the art
of design) are by necessity the expression of the individual experience
integrated in an open-ended process, i.e., semiosis.

1.2 What designers need to know

Asimportantasitis to debunk pseudo design theories, let’s not forget
the initial question: Why semiotics? Does semiotics turn the metal
pieces that a meatgrinder is made of? Of course not. Semiotics does
not turn the motor into a car, or the two wheels held in a frame with
a handlebar into of what we call a bicycle (with or without battery).
The programming that design provides is semiotic programming in the
language of design. Whatis programmed, i.e., made possible, is meaning.

Semiotics, as the science of sign systems of all kinds (the language
of mathematics, the formalism of physics and chemistry, the notation
systems of music, of dance, of the World Wide Web, etc.) is the domain
of meaning. Logic that guides human thinking is about what’s true and
what's false regarding mind operations such as inductions, deductions,
inferences, calculations. What does it mean to say that “Semiotics is
about meaning”? There is the “Know how”—how to grind meat, how
to drive a car, how to bike, how to surf—and there is the “Know that,”
i.e., the science behind all thatit takes in terms of knowledge and skill
to make new things (Ryle [1949] 2009).

Everything is designed. Sometimes successfully, other times not.
Constitutions, governments, highways, posters, songs, user interfaces,
websites, fashion, food (notjust its presentation), drugs (for medical
purposes or for so-called recreational use), babies, education, bank
robberies, currency (crypto, anyone?), chat GPT, wars, and peace agree-
ments. For your own enlightenment, name one thing in your life that
is not designed. Of course, there are some things that are not subject
to design: toothaches and heart attacks are not designed, likewise
sneezing, falling in love, and making children. Or stones on a beach.
Earthquakes. But as soon as human beings purposefully make things
happen, as soon as individuals constitute themselves through their
actions (We are what we do!—recall The Civilization of llliteracy? Nadin
1997), they identify themselves, as semiotic animals (zoon semiotikon).
Thisis the identity of the designer—the animal that makes a meaningful
future happen for some explicit orimplicit purpose. Aristotle is watching
(even those who never heard his name): “The specificdifference is that
partof the essence which distinguishes the subject from other things
of the same genus or kind” (Categories, 350 BCE).
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Is a bird’s nest designed? Is a beaver’s ingenious den designed?
Asking these questions before advancing the idea that Homo sapiens
are designing beings will spare us the embarrassing realisation that
other creatures also design. Their designs are the expression of the
anticipatory nature of life: do what it takes to preserve it (fig. 1).

If we take note of the fact that quite often designis not the purpose,
as is it in human activity, then we realise that there is a distinction
between a bird’s nest and a skyscraper. Design is purposeful above
and beyond survival. This is where thinking enters the picture. And
there is one more distinction: design is something that is associated
with the sign, in other words the way in which we re-present goals and
purposes. Therefore, design is always the unity of syntax (formal aspect
of representation), semantics (understanding), and pragmatics (what
for?). Design is, within culture, a sui generis educator. In association
with art, poetry, film, and media, design promotes values.

Design starts as a semiotic process, and it is best represented by
how tools come into being.

For those aware of semiotics, itis easy to realise that the hammer—
one of the first tools, a stick with a stone attached to it—is an extension
of the hand. Semioticians would call itaniconic representation (fig. 2).

\\

FIGURE 1. A bird’s nest and
a beaver’s den—anticipation
expression: natural forms
that we perceive as design of
the living expressed as what
we perceive as design. Design
is purposeful above and
beyond survival. Author’s
archive.

FIGURE 2. Semiotic
evolution of the hammer: from
iconic condition to symbolic
function. Author’s archive.
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FIGURE 3. The hammer
ignites the propellant in the
bullet. Design empowers—
and not always in the most
desirable manner. A long way
from the ur-hammer. And
designs evolve! Ever thought
about the cell phone as

a weapon? Author’s archive.

In time, this extension of the hand acquired functions that the
hand itself could not achieve. Of course, if you have a hammer in your
hand, you have more power than someone who doesn’t. Tools are em-
powering. This is how from the iconic level—imitate the arm—people
proceeded along the sign process to achieve the symbolic level. The
gavel in the hands of a judge signifies many things. But the hammer
can also become the hammer that ignites the bullet in a gun (fig. 3).
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At this instance between the direct action—hitting the nail on
its head—and the indirect action—triggering the process through
which an explosion is produced, we notice a chasm. Reflect upon so-
cial media—the most pervasive design of our time—and its possible
destructive potential. To design is to guide actions through which the
possible futures become reality. Designers make possible means and
methods for triggering change. Through semiotic means—whatelse
are the infinite numbers of web pages and the associated browser
technology for facilitating interactions>—the anticipated future is
turned into a new reality.

Thereis noidentifiable need fora theory of design. Bees and birds do
not know semiotics; beavers build their abodes ignorant of any theory
of design, or of science. While each of the animal or bacteria expression
of anticipation is based on that particular organism’s need to survive,
designissocial in nature. It transcends the limits of a beehive—a small
community. The social scale of design is testimony to a process that makes
design a necessary component of a society. While the word design points
to an activity focused on the sign, it could also mean not only from the
sign but also on account of the sign, concerning the sign, according to the sign,
and even through the medium of the sign. The programming aspect—to
program meaning—is reflected in the variety of ways in which a design
facilitates human interaction. Design has formal aspects (the looks,
the materiality), butin the final analysis, it is a pragmatic endeavour: it
facilitates meaningful human action, with the emphasis on meaningful.
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Here is the place to rehash semiotic concepts. Semiotics as a dis-
cipline reflects the nature of knowledge acquisition. It was conceived
(actually constructed) and developed in order to facilitate activity in
the domain of what is meaningful to society and its members.

1.3 From form to Gestalt to design

Designers are among those professionals who have shown a first
and continued interest in the modern revival of semiotics. In search
of a theory for a field of human practice characterised by the lack of
aconceptual discipline, designers, especially those formed in the Ulm
School tradition (which built upon the Bauhaus), were willing to adopt
semiotics as their theory. They expected that semioticians pay attention
to critical problems of design and not extend a logocratic model (i.e.,
based on how language works) where something else—understanding
images—seemed necessary.

Maldonado—an impressive author of texts on design theory—un-
doubtedly deserves credit for being receptive to semiotics and making it
partof hisown design concept. At the initiative of Theo Crosby (architect,
sculptor, writer, designer, founder of the design and architecture firm
Pentagram, and editor of Uppercase magazine), and with the assistance
of some of his students—Guy Bonsiepe should be mentioned here—he
published several articles dealing with semiotic concepts and their perti-
nence to design, see, forexample Maldonado (1967). Bonsiepe embraced
semiotics to the extent of defining design as interface—sign systems
bridging between realities. This happened when Europe, still in love with
semiology (based on de Saussure’s work on language) discovered Charles
S. Peirce. Max Bense, continuing his search fora scientific foundation of
aesthetics, arrived at sign theory (1970, 1971). East European designers,
facing constraints typical of authoritarian regimes, approached the se-
miotic problems of codes with new hope for their future work. Working
with semiotics, a designer could avoid the trap of ideological discourse.
On the American continent, the interest of designers in semiotics was
expressed quite late, mainly through students and scholars from Ulm
(the famous Hochschule fiir Gestaltung), or by contamination from
other fields—predominantly from literary studies. Americans were
intellectually too lazy to get to the core of Peirce’s semiotics. This has
not changed over time. The quick-fix expectation still dominates. This
short historic note is hardly a rigorous account of names and events, but
an explanation of work that results from applying semiotics to design,
or from looking at design from the semiotic perspective.

Acertainturnin my life (i.e., forced emigration) put me in the position
of being able to devote many years to the issue. | carried with me what
| learned from Hans (Janos) Mattis-Teutsch, a friend of Moholy-Nagy
(with Lajos Kassak they published Ma, also the name of a group). Mattis-
Teutsch taught design in Brasov (Romania) and was preoccupied with
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conceptual aspects of designing works of art (his own sculptures and
paintings included, Nadin 1977). From Solomon Marcus—a superb

mathematician—I brought semiotics with me, studied in depth, and
appliedittoart, architecture, theatre. All this informed my teaching of
design and semiotics in Germany and the introduction of computational

design. Upon my arrival in the USA, | initiated the teaching of semiot-
ics to designers (Rhode Island School of Design 1981-1985, Rochester
Institute of Technology, 1984), the development of original courses for
practicing designers who wanted to apply semiotics in their work, and
the application of semiotic principles to my own design work pertinent
to computers and artificial intelligence (Nadin 1986).

Design happens to be a rather unsettled field of human creativity,
without critical method (and without methodical criticism), and without
the means to construct one for itself. People who worked in typography,
printing/printmaking, jewellery design, architecture, textile, heraldry,
ceramics, fashion, and other arts started identifying themselves as
designers a bit over a century ago. Design is a general concept that
covers various aspects of human culture. It describes the underlying
quality of objects, actions, and representations which various people
make possible in a given culture and within a value framework.

Todesign means, among other things, to plan, to anticipate according
to a devised course of events in view of a goal and under the influence
of an environment. Bjorn Englholm (1984), in an article that deserves
the attention of both designers and semioticians, referred to a time “Als
man zu Design noch Gestaltung oder Formgebung sagte” (when design
was still called Gestaltung or form-giving; my translation).The shiftin
terminology he described is taken a bit too seriously, to the extreme that,
under new names, design products “identified as good” offend the eye.

Intoday’s design, ideology is written in upper-case letters. American design or
Italian design is no longer concerned with a subject, but with representation.
Design degenerates into sign. (Englholm 1984, 6) [my translation.]

Does it? Or is the process different in nature: is matter (subject of
work, such as in processing materials) replaced by its representation
and subjected to digital processing? The internet, and by extension the
web, changed the entire environment. Aland machine learning are even
more disruptive. In the grip of the mother of all machines—the Turing
machine—design became a necessary intermediary. With more than
seventy years of active involvementin design, Bonsiepe could celebrate
his propheticstatement that design is by necessity an interface. Butisit?
Machine Learning took over the UX business precisely because it was no
longer a form of design, but ratheran appeasement of the machine model.

The “new” designers—technologists of design—now apply complex
knowledge, use sophisticated expressive means, and pursue function-
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ality, mimicking aesthetic quality in inciting the user to interact with

the design, to “complete” it in the process of using it (the pragmatics of
product). (Is this what the ideologues of social castration of technology
had in mind?) Jugendstil designers beautifully concentrated on syntactic
aspects. Bauhaus started with strong semantic overtones. The so-called

product semantics—an attractive product design aimed at maintaining
product formas close as possible to what users perceive the product to

be—should be mentioned as an example (despite the primitive thinking
often embodied in the theory developed). Very few designers concen-
trate on pragmaticissues, critical in this age of fast-changing contexts in

which design is perceived and interpreted. Ray and Charles Eames come

to mind; and maybe Florence and Hans Knoll. I claim that, despite their
fundamental differences, the Bauhaus and postmodern models share

a common focus on the pragmatic level of the sign: Bauhaus in accord

with the socialistideology it embodied; the postmodern along the line

of a better understanding of our new human condition in this age of
technological renewal and scientific discovery. Design acquired, in the

postmodern, qualities reflecting the semiotic awareness of designers.
The world is “semiotised.” Humans work less and less with real objects,
and more and more with their representations. Therefore, designers are

forced more to shape representations than to shape realities.

2 ON THE SEMIOTIC NATURE OF DESIGN

The process of designing is quite difficult to describe due to the interdis-
ciplinary nature of design. Design covers such various fields of activity
as architecture (from landscape to interior, urban, monumental), visual
communication, engineering, and industrial design. Itis one of the most
pervasive human activities. The “specialised” components (e.g., planning,
aesthetic quality, the social and psychological aspects of design and
the designed product, communication, science, technology) require
an integrative procedure. A self-critical moment, allowing designers
as well as users of design to compare new designs with previous work
and situate design in the broader context of culture and civilisation is
desirable. The design process, inits close relation to design products and
their use, implies design intelligence, cultural sensitivity, and a critical at-
titude—semiotic components of the many other forms of human activity.
Design principles are semiotic by nature. To design means to struc-
ture systems of signs in such a way as to make possible the achieve-
ment of human goals: communication (as a form of social interaction),
engineering (as a form of applied technical rationality), business (as
a form of shared efficiency), architecture, art, education, etc. Design
comes aboutinan environment traditionally called culture—currently
identified as artificial through a rather romantic distinction between
natural and artificial—and acts as a bridge between scientific and
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humanistic praxis. Along this line of thinking, Herbert Simon stated,
“Engineering, medicine, business, architecture, and painting are con-
cerned not with how things are but with how things might be—in short,
with design.” ([1969] 1996, xii) The object of semiotics is sign systems and
their functioning within culture. For along time, one type of sign—the
symbol—was considered representative of all signs in human culture:

Formost of us [..] thesignificant part of the environment consists mostly of strings
of artifacts called “symbols” that we receive through eyes and ears in the form of
written and spoken language and that we pour out into the environment—as
I am now doing—1by mouth or hand. (Simon [1969] 1996, 2)

Actually, we perceive signs through all our senses, and we generate
signs that address the same.

2.1Signhorizons

In order to apply semiotics, we have to settle upon one of the many
definitions of sign that have been advanced and then use itin relation
to design. The definitions fall into two basic categories:

1) Adoption of one kind of sigh—usually pertaining to verbal lan-
guage—asa paradigm, with the understanding that every other sign
is structurally equivalent. Artificial intelligence researchers are quite
comfortable with this model. The Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure
(1857—1913) advanced a definition of the sign as the unity between
a signifier (the actual sign embodied in some material form such as
words, shapes) and the signified (what the sign is supposed to mean).

2) Adoption of a logical structure, with the understanding that
each type of sign and each sign operation can be described within
a panlogical system. The American scientist and logician Charles S.
Peirce (1839—1914)—a pioneer of the computer—advanced a definition
of the sign as “something that stands to someone for something in
some respect or capacity.” (Peirce, CP 2.228)

No matter which definition is adopted, the question of semiotic
relations governing sign processes necessarily comes up. Remaining
within the realm of the sign as a symbol, Simon felt entitled to state:

The laws that govern these strings of symbols, the laws that govern the occa-
sions on which we emit and receive them, the determinants of their content
are all consequences of our collective artifice. ([1968] 1996, 2—3)

Both de Saussure and Peirce described the same through the role
of the social, a semantic equivalent of “collective artifice.” Although
Simon is mistaken in limiting the sign to the artifact, he is correct in
considering signs as having an air of contingency (natural phenomena
having an air of necessity, in his opinion).
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The panlogical definition of the sign is more appropriate to de-
sign, an activity in which the visual dominates. However, there are
numerous instances when the Saussurean definition, (or some of its
refined versions for which we are indebted to contributions of the
French School of semiology) can be used as an efficient analytical
tool. Nevertheless, | shall apply the panlogical definition in this text
due to its appropriateness to the subject of design and my intention
to present examples of semiotics applied to design.

2.2 Explanatory models

Design activities are not reducible to the model of verbal language
(or of any other sign system). On the basis of Peirce’s definition given
above, this diagrammatic representation (not the only one possible)
can serve as an operational model (fig. 4).

R

Representamen

Object Interpretant knowledge
Sign: Sign functions:
unity of object represented (0), means representation, communication,
of representation (R), and process knowledge acquisition

Cinfinitel of representation

Semioticlevels at which sign processes (semioses) take place, levels
that became familiarand importantin design, can also be depicted (fig. 5).
Syntax: the relation between signs, how signs are constituted

Semantic: the relation between sign and object, what the signs
are conveying

Pragmatic: the relation between signs and the user, what signs are
used for (Morris 1938).

Syntax Semantic Pragmatic

R
N2

formal aspects of meaning of
representation representation practical use of
representation

I

FIGURE 4. Sign definition
and sign functions.
ustration by the author.

FIGURE 5. Semiotic levels.
lustration by the author.
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FIGURE 6. Forms of
representation (I used this
diagram to explain semiotic
representation to Steve

Jobs as it applied to work

on the semiotics of the LISA
computer; Nadin 1984).

There is little trouble in understanding from this that no sign
can be considered independently of its relation(s) to other signs, be
these similar (such as words in a given language) or different (words,
images, sensory perceptions, etc.). The interdisciplinarity of design
is the consequence of the fact that sign processes are heterogenous
by their condition. In order to understand how different kinds of
signs constitute design, we have to become acquainted with each
different kind, as well as with the principles governing human or
even machine interpretation of design. Representation of an object,
and the consequentinterpretation of such a representation can take
three different forms (fig. 6).

AA A

Iconic Indexic Symbolic

The nature of specific representation:

person's picture person's fingerprint person's name

Steve Jobs

It should by now be clear why Simon’s concern with symbols
alone (also the concern of the field known as symbolicanthropology,
which influenced designers for a long time) proves to be a serious
limitation of his explanatory model. However, since symbols are
the dominant sign representation in human culture, and since
each symbol contains iconic or indexical elements, it is easy to re-
formulate some of Simon’sideas in order to more adequately make
use of the semiotic principles governing the cognitive condition of
design. Semioticinterpretation of design requires that we identify
the design as the elements constituting it.

2.3 Design as applied semiotics

The main sign operations—substitution, insertion, omission—are ac-
tually the rules of design language. They are applied over a repertory
thatis practically infinite (as opposed to the twenty-six or so letters of
western alphabets). Consequently, we do not have an overall design

language but sets of design languages. The realisation that there is

no medium that suits every application and every user frames the

issue of design asapplied semiotics in its proper framework. There is

no universal method that, once applied, will ensure good or effective
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design. Thereasonis simple: design is interpreted or used by various
interpreters; that s, the interpretant—the process represented by all
the instances of interpreting a sign—is infinite. For designers to apply
semiotics does not mean to design with a treatise of semiotics on the
drawing board or under the computer keyboard, but to consider the
semiotic implications of whatever they design. What matters is the
understanding that designers must know for whom—user within
aculture, not commissioner—they design, i.e., to establish a semiotic
system with precise, appropriate, and consistent rules.

2.4 Design as interface

People communicate using signs: words of a language, gestures, sounds,
images, odours, etc. Such signs can be simple or very complex, homo-
geneous or heterogeneous, sequential or configurational. An interface
is the meeting place between two different entities thatare supposed
to come in contact, to be brought together, i.e., to communicate. It fol-
lows thatan interface has the nature of a sign. Simon even introduced
“the artifact as interface.” ([1968] 1996, 6 —7) The concept of interface
became fashionable in the “computerage” (as it was called at that time).
Butitisactually a product of human culture, an artifact environment,
and itisin this respect that Simon regarded “the artifact as interface”
and “the environment as mold ([1968] 1996, 5—6).”

Interfaces are also a problem of human-to-human relations, es-
pecially in the context in which human contact and inter-influence
become more and more mediated. Defining the sign as a mediating
entity and semiotics as the theory and practice of mediation, | suggest
that despite the diversity of signs and sign processes characteristic
of design, these all fulfil the basic function of intermediary, go-be-
tween, medium between two or several distinct entities brought
together through a specialised human activity which we call design.
The contingency of each mediation—its likelihood, relative unpre-
dictability, its dependency on and conditioning by other factors—that
is, the contingent nature of design, is a reflex of design’s dual nature
as science (in respect to the scientific principles of design) and as
art (in respect to a particular, original way of designing). The prod-
uct of design is the reality through which user and designer communicate.
I should repeat that an interface, no matter what kind, specifies the
optimal set of signs for the interaction between two entities, be they
animate orinanimate. In a limited sense, a user interface specifies the
action the user is supposed to take in order to access different parts
of asystem to the design of the conceptual model that is the basis of
that particular system.

Cars, radios, dishwashers, and vending machines, etc. all require
an interface in order to be optimally used. Each requires a certain
sequence of actions that allows for the pragmatics of using it. What
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makes things a bit more complicated in comparison to the most com-
mon social forms of interface through the intermediary of natural
language (the most complicated semiotic system that we are aware of)
is the fact that design interface is part of the designed object. To use
an analogy, it would be like receiving with every sentence we hear or
read instructions for understanding it, i.e., the code. Design is indeed
aworkof encoding and providing the key for the “reader.” Sometimes
design is quite hermetic; at other times it can be direct to the degree
of being simplistic, offending our sense of design.

3 ALTERNATIVE FOUNDATIONAL VIEW OF SEMIOTICS

3.1How does semiotics help the designer?

Semiotics is not an unchanging religion. Like the sciences—math-
ematics, physics, chemistry, biology, etc.—semiotics changes over
time. The wooden planks and metal poles—scaffolding—used in
building have been replaced by the aerial lift. Soon, drones will bring
the building components to the builders. Semiotics is scaffolding
for designers, as it is also scaffolding for the sciences. The relatively
primitive view of signs, often based on intuition, was replaced by strict
definitions of Peirce’s semiotics. But the dynamics of life in our age
requires a more dynamic view of semiotics. The alternative suggested
reflects this premise.

Semiotics, in order to justify its legitimacy, whether in the design
field or in any other human endeavour, has to account for how, from
the quantities taken in through the senses, or through measurements
ofall kinds, we arrive at awareness of the world, i.e., a representation
of pragmaticsignificance. Indeed, meaningis always associated with
action (physical, cognitive, emotional, etc.): we want to do something.
This is the justification of the effort to know.

The impact semiotics could have on human activity, in particular
design, depends on

a. effectively associating knowledge acquisition with semiotics (as
a meta-discipline);

b. understanding meaning as a particular form of knowledge,
complementary to quantitative descriptions of reality.

The immediate consequence of this association: it identifies tempo-
rality, a characteristic of semiotic processes, as intrinsic to its definition.
Designers rarely realise the time dimension of their activity. In the
review of methods and concepts that make up semiotic awareness, it
becomes clear that in the absence of a dynamic view of semiotics, its
reason for being accepted and practiced vanishes. Designers need to
understand that only the union of a past-defined dynamics and that
of a future-informed action is of consequence. It is in this sense that
asemiotic perspective is complementary to the deterministic view of
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change. In what follows, an attempt will be made to redefine semiotics
according to what from inside the discipline became an imperative:
couching the semiotic in the broader view of pragmatism. Let me
“rewrite” Peirce: The purport of semeiotic consists in the open-ended
holistic modes of existence, in particular, of rational conduct, which, in
any given context, would ensue the acceptance of a semiotic process
perspective (Peirce CP 5.438 paraphrased; see Hartshorne 1965).

3.2 Semiotics and anticipation

The bird’s nest or the beaver’s den is not constructed in reaction to
danger, but in anticipation of change (reproduction, protection, etc.).
The anticipatory nature of the living vouches for the necessary nature
of a semiotic view in ways similar to how the deterministic nature of
physical processes (such as the functioning of the universe) explains
gravity. With one important difference: gravity, as a phenomenon of
physics alone, is the embodiment of determinism. It can be explained
through cause-and-effect relations. That is, a past (cause) leads to
a current state (effect). Semiotic processes (semioses) testify to the
non-deterministic nature of the living. The same sign can mean dif-
ferent things. Yet another paraphrase of Peirce (in reference to CP
5.402): We compare action (through which anticipation is expressed)
to the finale of the “symphony of thought” (Peirce’s words), or better
yet, to holistic cognitive processes. They integrate the sensorial, the
cognitive, and the motoric. We do not understand the few bars at the
end of a musical movement as the purpose of that particular movement
(i.e., effect), but ratheras an integral part of the whole. The aesthetic
quality of a typeface or ofa design cannot be a goal in itself. The mean-
ing of design is constructed in the act of interpretation by those using
it—i.e., those interacting with designs. The goal is a concrete manner
of meaning emergence. Itis a possible future. The bird and the beaver
live their choices. Human beings can evaluate their adequacy before
making a choice. To evaluate the outcome, to take a critical view of
it, is what semiotics affords. The entire interactive domain of human
activity today is testimony to this. We can model a possible future
before making our design choices.

Based on this idea | wish to define an alternative view. Let me
reaffirm the fundamental idea to which almost everyone in the choir
of semiotics agrees: Semiotic processes, in whichever domain (math-
ematics, poetry, design, politics, etc.) are a prerequisite for knowledge
acquisition and for sharing it. Knowledge itself stands for something
else—whatever that particular knowledge is about: matter, poetry, sex,
astronomy, moral values, etc. Knowledge about design is different, of
course, from scientific knowledge, but in the absence of it, design is
simply not possible. It is the compass we need in our various journeys.
For this reason alone, the semiotic description, while not the same as
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the knowledge represented, is about awareness of change, not about
change itself. Design is by necessity new—rehashing (the current
dominant practice) does not qualify as design. The outcome of the
new “machines” that transform text-to-image is imitation, but never
having the condition of design.

To know is to know for some purpose—including a purpose for its
own sake. Think about the famous Rietveld chair, not exactly designed
forsitting. Purpose—exactly what distinguishes the living from non-
living matter—is related to the awareness that all there is, including
the knowing subject, changes. To know is by necessity purposeful. This
is why knowledge is not in reaction to the past, but in anticipation
of the future. This is especially true of design. Anticipation is always
expressed in action. Knowledge acquisition, implicit or explicit, is
the elementary form of anticipatory action. We know for the future.
Based on this knowledge, designers continuously invent the future.
Those still dedicated to the slogan “Design is problem solving” do not
understand what design is.

Anticipation is a realisation in the space of possibilities. Some
realisations are right—we avoid so many dangers, most of the time
not even aware of them. Some are wrong. Prediction is informed by
determinism: same cause, same (or almost same) effect. Anticipation
is action informed by non-deterministic processes. Semiotics has
nothing to contribute to the determinism of predictive mechanisms.
However, semiotics could inform awareness. Consider, as an example,
the culture of earthquake awareness in Japan and the learning pro-
cess—a whole life long—for everyone involved. Designers in Japan
internalised this awareness. Faced with the threat of terrorist attacks,
Israel developed an effective alert system in which reaction and an-
ticipation complement each other. GPS not only guides us on the road,
butalso supports avariety of businesses. The i3 car that BMW designed
opened the horizon notonly for electric cars, but also for autonomous
(i.e., self-driving) vehicles.

Inference from the past to present and future, often supported by
statistical generalisation, is powerful, butinsufficient (and sometimes
dangerous—think about Chat GPT disguised as Sydney and threatening
humankind!). The future informs the present through the realisation of
the meaning of something—disease, creative act, nutrition, exercise,
etc—that stands fora desired goal: maintaining life, encouraging cre-
ativity. All cells, of animals, insects, and plants, interact for the purpose
of remainingviable parts of a whole defining a living entity. With a few
exceptions, design for medical applications failed miserably to deliver
what would actually help the healing process. Everything pertaining
to a physician’s office or hospital became an industrial application
lacking human touch. The assumption, accepted by designers, that
the human being is a machine undermined their work.
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3.3 Design is purposeful

Purpose, the attainment of which semiotics should provide a means

for integrating a variety of processes, is not reducible to the “atoms”
from which the anticipatory action is made. To achieve a goal—e.g.,
advertising a product, conceiving a device, sharing a political program,
engaging studentsin a project, denouncing racism, or affirming a new

scientificoraesthetic value—involves all it takes to design a marketing
campaign orto engage people in newactions. To design a political event,
or a new teaching and learning environment involves a multitude of
semiotic processes. Obviously, to denounce racism, for example, goes

beyond the sign #BlackLivesMatter (or the graphic elements involved).
Designers failing to understand this operate under the false assump-
tion of substituting rhetoric for action. A new scientific concept, or
anew design concept engages semiotic means: a new foundation, new

methods for describingit, and testing. Once more, BMW's i3 illustrates

the point. A new language of integrated actions is what designers at

BMW defined, implemented, and tested. Aestheticinteractions, usually

described as innovative (or creative), come to expression semiotically.
They integrate look, structure, function, and adaptive capabilities. In the

context of the COVID-19 lockdowns, face masks, and social distancing,
new forms of expression were amply tested. But none was reducible

to a sign or signs, or to their classification. They are of the nature of
asemioticaggregate, awhole unfoldingin real time, orin virtual time.

The next step, i.e., to understand the holistic nature of semiotic
processes—how they integrate the human and the environment—and
their continuity, is not optional. Yes, design is by necessity holistic,
integrating all components. As a consequence of the necessary nature
of sign processes, understood as means informing action, semioses
are integrative in nature. In this view, it does not suffice to identify the
iconic nature of the user interface based on the desktop metaphor, or
to find ajustification for the indexical in identifying individuals by their
fingerprints. Actually, it requires the understanding of the possibilities
created, not of ways to represent things or phenomena.

Those who seein the sign the equivalent of what the atom is for mat-
ter miss the alternatives represented by fluid sign processes within an
open-ended, non-decidable process. From all these possible alternatives,
I suggest the dynamicview of semiotic events succeeding in time. And |
shall present three different examples of ways to understand semiosis as
goal-oriented: the model of the flowing stream, and narration and story.

3.4 The flowing stream

Avery promising attempt at organising and subsequently evaluating our
own semioticexperiences is suggested by the flowing stream, conceived
by Gelernter (1991) and further pursued as a computer application by
Freeman (1997). The flowing stream is the sequence of every digital
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FIGURE?. The flowing
stream—semiotic processes
unfolding. Illustration by the
author.

document—mail, photo, word processed, URL,
notes, sounds, etc.—referenced in the order of
their receipt (or in the order in which they were gen-
erated, using the time stamp of the device used).

However, semiotics is not about data (rep-
resenting quantities), but about meaning, that
is, interpretations; and in this sense it is more of
an art—like medicine—than a science. A record
of succeeding experiences is the premise for un-
derstanding not only what happened, butalso of
what might happen. Let’s use a visual representa-
tion: a paraphrase of Gelernter’s (2013) sketch on
the back of a napkin (fig. 7).

Every semiosis has a past, a present, and a fu-
ture. Consider calendar entries: events consumed (e.g., visit to the eye
doctor, a trip via aeroplane, a concert attended), events taking place
(reading a book, listening to music, running), events to come (the next
class to teach, a faculty meeting). The purpose of an action (e.g., writ-
ing a birthday card, finishing a symphony for its first performance in
a concert hall, preparing for graduation, hugging) and its semiotic
representation are connected. In the semiotic “forest of trees” from
which other “trees” are growing, the pastis always a retro-semiosis: an
interpretation at tyresent of Wwhatever happened, or we assume happened,
at tyas. The interpretation has its own time stamp. Itis nota mechanical
act, butaliving experience. Even the act of interpretation can be further
interpreted: Why is tyastmeaningful at tyesen? Because while succeeding
events (narrations) are time-bound and independent of the observ-
er, their interpretations in stories are not. The interpretant process is
open-ended. Apply this to Shakespeare’s writing, to the paintings of the
impressionists (recall Manet’s Le Déjeuner sur I'herbe and how it morphed
into many interpretations, each with its own meaning). Apply it to New-
ton’s physics and to genetics, to political programs and to ideologies.
Notice how the meaningful extends from its inception to the present,
and how itinforms anticipatory action. As an epistemological construct,
interpretation earnsits legitimacy by making possible the realisation of
meaning: how and why a semiotic process is pragmatically significant.
Interpretation takes place from the tail end of the process: the narration in
reverse, from end to beginning. Possible extensions are all meaning-pregnant.

Thus semiosis, as a flowing stream, integrates the subject: The subject
seesthered lightand stops. Ordrives through. The video camera provides
a different record, independent of what the subject believes or makes
up: “I saw a car speeding in my direction and didn’t want to be hit.” Their
meanings are different: Through the semiosis, the subject extends a hand
to the past and a hand to the future: “No, | don’t want to be fined for
aviolation, even if the video camera shows clearly that | did not obey the

live interactions
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rules.” Interpretation is always goal-driven, and it depends on the context.
The record is independent of context (yet dependent on technology and
its built-in assumptions). The “interpretation” in the autonomous vehicle
isadata processing stream, without any understanding of what it means
todrive close to a child, to an elderly or a handicapped person.

Actually, semiosis, i.e., semiotic process involving sequences or con-
figurations of signs, is a diary of someone’s semiotic experience. It cannot
be reduced to the various signs making them up. A headache can be
considered as such—the pain localised in what is called the head—or
as symptomatic of something else, part of something else. Or—and
thisis the place where the flowing stream metaphor of trees developing
from trees, etc. comes into play (fig. 8)—it can suggest a context (stress,
shock) that leads to the headache. Better yet, the headache stands for
somethingelse, notasan “atom” of the state, but ratherasa process. Itis
an open-ended process associated with future states: from taking a pill,
resting, undergoing tests, requiring surgery, and so on. The tail—i.e., the
time vector from the headache-free past to the present—is minimal. But
the time of pain seems unending. Machines are not aware of what pain is;
they receive pre-programmed threshold values. To realise this elementary
semiotic distinction is a good premise for designing devices that help
monitor someone’s condition but do not interact with living processes.

Each semiosis, i.e., process of individual involvement in semiotic
processes, starts with being born, primeval cry, naming, birth certificate,
and continues with vaccination record, social security number, driver’s
license, official identification card, etc. More and more semiotic iden-
tifiers accumulate: first words spoken, individual motoric expression,
aptitudes identified, kindergarten, school, college, etc. Notice how the

“tree” branches out and new “trees” grow out. Think only of someone’s
loves, or of the social interactions through which identity—a semiotic
aggregate—is ascertained. It takes one rumour (notto say an article in
a peer-reviewed journal) to fill the world with semiotic processes ranging

FIGURE 8. Infinite semiosis
along a variety to timelines.
Semiosis generates futures as
meaning. [llustration by the
author.
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from rational inferences to pathological speculations. This is where the
critical function of semiotics is relevant: not in deciding upon truth or
falsehood, butin suggesting the meaning of each. If the dynamic systems
metaphor (e.g., the flapping of the wings of a faraway butterfly can cause
a hurricane) can be modelled through a deterministic process (computers
are appropriate for this), the semiotic “butterfly” escapes description.
Wars were started on account of semiotic processes that went awry.

Among lesser disasters are “designs” of all kinds that have reached
the market: the HydrateSpark (to remind people to drink water); the
Kérastase Hair Coach (measures the brush pressure on a person’s head);
Garageio (for opening the garage door using your smartphone); the
“smart” Griffin toaster and “smart” Griffin Mirror, Flipflops. All these
and more—many more—because meaningless can be monetised with-
in a culture blind to meaning—never mind sustainability. Evidently,
semiotics can and should shed light on design aberrations.

The semioticecology expands. Cloning belongs to the process: Humans
imitate and are imitated; they multiply; their semiotic output (intentional
or accidental) increases and becomes part of the vaster encompassing
ecology called culture. This is probably what everyone focused on the
semiotic nature of culture reported on, without realising the complexity
ofthe process. Indeed, culture is an ever-evolving process of G-complexity
(Nadin 2014); thatis, it cannot be consistently and completely described.
It would be beneficial to take the flowing stream model and apply it to
or conceive of activities such as social programs, education, medical care.
The anticipatory dimension is evident: the possible future is a semiotic
future, of goals representing possible states of reality. The tremors reg-
istered on a seismograph are representations of measurements—data
used to infer from the past to an upcoming earthquake. The degree to
which the laws of physics describing such an occurrence are known is
reflected in the accuracy of the probabilistic prediction. The symptoms
associated with medical conditions—headache, fever, sweating, etc—are
of a different nature. Their meaning is context dependent. There are no
laws describing the state of health from good to bad. The meteorological
data suggestive of a hurricane, as well as the musical passion of a four-
year-old girl or boy who might become the prodigy of the future, can be
considered from a semiotic perspective despite the fact that they refer
to fundamentally different forms of change. The flowing of a stream is
asuggestive representation, provided that the focus remains on meaning.

3.5 The design narrative and the meaning of change

Narration, and its extension in the story as interpreted narration, is an
alternative corresponding to the understanding of semiotic processes as
time events. The mostintuitive description of a narrative is the following:
record of a sequence of events as they succeed in time. Example: how
to prepare coffee, one step at a time. The word (from the Latin narrare)
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means to recount. Therefore, each narrative adds up to knowledge, at
leastin the sense of documenting successful and less successful activities.
Narrative emerged as a plurality of means of expression for describ-
ing human experiences and making sense of them, i.e., understanding
their meaning. Some comments about narration could help in realising
its semiotic significance. It is evident that parents involve narrative as
ameans of sharing knowledge with their children. Schank and Abelson
(1995) argue that stories—interpreted narrations—about one’s expe-
riences, and the experiences of others, are the basic constituents of
human memory, knowledge, and social communication. They call for
ashifttowards a functional view of knowledge. Schank (1995) explains:
“Intelligence is really about understanding what has happened” so that
thosewhoshareinit might “be able to predict when it may happen again.”
Such knowledge is constructed by indexing narratives of one’s own and
others’ experiences and mapping them to structures already in memory.
Atance and O'Neill (2005) write about narration as a goal-oriented rep-
resentation makingit possible to pre-experience an event. In other words,
the goal-oriented aspect suggests that anticipation implies awareness
of narrations as preliminaries to actions ahead of the time when such
actions might become necessary (before storms, earthquakes, volcanic
eruptions, fires, etc.). Through narration as a semiotic experience of
recording actions, humans acquire the developmental basis for skills
such as planning and causal reasoning—which are semiotic in nature.
Their objectis what stands for the real, and this entity can be a narration.
Episodic future thinking emerges around the age of four and is related
to children’s abilities to construct and comprehend verbal accounts of
experiences. The neural basis for the role of narrative in the abstraction
of daily experience to knowledge (Mar 2004) is a subject of interest
not only to those focused on marketing, but also to those discussing
the broad issues of sustainability. Narrative comprehension engages
awidely distributed network of brain regions, as well as the sensorial and
the motoric, and is clearly distinct from basic language comprehension
(Nichelli et al. 1995; Ferstl, Rinck, and Von Cramon 2005; Xu et al. 2005).
Narration is different from a progression of statements that de-
scribe something (Bruner’s definition, 1968). Narration is the unity
between an event and its representation (in words, images, sounds,
etc.) asa time sequence. Think about the hammer—from extension of
the arm to the triggering factorin a gun. Saussure would say “signifier
and signified,” but this holds true if we do not consider them ata certain
moment (synchronic perception, frozen at the time of its capture), but
rather in a diachronic sense. The bicycle we ride (including the flood
of all types of eBikes) is part of a narration that starts with the wheel.
There are narrations extending over a life-long (e.g., our biophysics),
even beyond one’s “expiration date,” and others that can be extracted
and further analysed (as we shall see in the example to follow).
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Itis not surprising that some (Mar 2004) identify the causal struc-
ture as a necessary condition for a sequence of events to qualify as
narration. The narration called determinism—a sequence starting with
a cause and ending with an effect—is an example of a selection of
cause-and-effect related events, but not a necessary attribute of nar-
ration. There are narrations of non-deterministic sequences, defining
the living, and for which semiosis is supposed to open access to their
meaning. A person gets infected by the SARS-Cov-2 virus; the person
is non-symptomatic. Can we infer from this that the person does not
contaminate others? This is a possible understanding, i.e., meaning. But
everything else—not infective, mildly infective, selective infectivity
(e.g., only children, only men, only the elderly)—is possible. This is
a semiotic meaning problem, not one of quantities, measurements
(called “tests”), or models. This view entails a form of language which
includes a context (setting) and a plot: a sequence of events bound by
temporal, and implicitly causal, relationships.

Narratives take place in a context—meaning is context dependent.
Time, location, and characters are elements of the narrative. In a distinct
way, scientifictexts are narratives (Bruner1968). Consider Newton's physics,
Einstein’s views, quantum mechanics, genetics, etc. Theirunderstandingis
unequivocal. Thereis one and only one interpretation: The law expressed
can be tested, but not changed. But when interpretation can expand be-
yond the law, we are in a different situation. The semiotic process might
evaluate the semiotic means used, as well as the authority of the scientist
(what Google Scholar provides), or of the institution he or she represents.
Past publications, collaborators, affiliations, and funding can be taken
into consideration. The current obsession with all kinds of transformers
(text processing for machine learning ala Chat GPT) illustrates only what
happensin the absence of semiotic competence. Semioticidentifiers are
taken out of semiotic processes and transformed into narrations ranging
fromthe coherent to the absurd. The means of expression—e.g., language,
diagrams, visualisation tools—are part of the broader semiotic process of
evaluation and cannot be reduced to mechanical processes.

Narrative intelligence theory (Mateas and Sengers 1999) states that
the temporal structure affects the reader’s ability to comprehend the
story. Quantum mechanics, with its entanglement model, conflicts
with the understanding of Einstein’s world of a limited lightspeed. To
make sense of it, competence is a necessary premise. To make sense
of machine learning productions—imitations of everything used to
train them—goes beyond someone’s education level. You can have
Chat GPT write evaluations for you that seem plausible. But not to
understand what is evaluated, or why.

The semiotic perspective concerns the culture into which a semiotic
concept evolves, or in which semiotic activity takes place. In other
words, how the meaningis conveyed, shared, and informs the life and
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activity of those who are part of the culture of their time. The design
of the Webb telescope that looks deep into the past corresponds to
an expanding semiotic perspective.

Ifindeed semiotics is about purposeful actions, itis not surprising
that interpretations of the narrative—stories—are generated for
agoal: establishing norms, conveying knowledge, creating a context for
raising a question. In design, the narration of what is needed in order
to prepare a cup of coffee becomes the story embodied in the coffee
machine. Questioning is the semiotic process of conjuring meaning.
The designer builds models as a form of examining and questioning
variousideas and means. The narrative is held together by the temporal
chain. The story escapes the temporal chain. It often involves virtual
times. The epistemic power of the narrative corresponds to its function
as a record of events. The epistemic power of the story explains how
and why meaning is conjured. In previous writings examining the
relation between semiotics and anticipatory expression (Nadin 2013),
the following were asserted:

1. Narration is a record of change.

2. Astoryisanopen-ended process of narration interpretation, i.e.,
meaning assessment.

Watching the universe through a telescope is a way to access the
narration of the physics of the universe. The Webb telescope produc-
es the story, which we can watch in real time. Yet a better example:
compare the telephone switchboard to the rotary dial phone to the
iPhone (fig. 9).

w'

In semiotic terms, the narration, like any sign process, is an ag-
gregate. Bense (1974) introduced the notion of supersign to describe
such sign aggregates. It can be extremely detailed, or rather abstract.
“Queen X dies Tuesday, at this time and this place, surrounded by her
daughters.” “The King dies five days later, in the middle of the night,
while trying to get out of bed.” The same sequence can be expressed

FIGUREY. From the manual
switchboard (connecting two
persons through a wire) to the
rotary dial phone that allowed
the user to select connections
and to the smart phone of

our days—connected to the
World Wide Web—the design
task evolved from providing

a context for narration

to open the story space to
practically everyone. The
military is behind the cell
phone; thus, it is no surprise
that the cell phone became

a possible weapon (used, e.g.,
in mass demonstrations).
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as “The Queen died and then the King died”—what happened and in
what order. (Forster [1927] 1985, 86) These are representations stand-
ing for real events, not the events themselves. The time sequence is
representative of a semiotic process, described here through words.
But imagine instead of words, images or combinations of words and
images, or sounds or whatever can represent something else. The
time sequence as a whole is representative fora process selected from
a multitude of other events. It is a record—a memory—and as such
makes the semiotic process part of the semiosis of life.

The sequence “Queen dies, then King dies” (a simple narration) can
easily lead to a story: the Queen dies because the King was unfaithful;
the King dies because the Queen poisoned him (or had someone do it),
or she cursed him. In E.M. Forster’s example, the King died of a bro-
ken heart—different semiosis, different meanings. In the story, the
narrative data—what and how things happen—are associated with
meaning corresponding to the context. Stories are meaning processes
triggered by narrations. There are many coffee-making machines. Each
offers a different story.

Through stories, the information from the narration—who died,
when, where, etc.—is associated with meaning (Nadin 2011) in view
of the intentions of the storyteller, or of the scientist who works on
a new theory (of gravitation, of relativity, of quantum mechanics).
The information regarding the falling apple (or the falling of anything,
such as stones, meteorites, individuals, etc.)—the data record, the
narration—reveals the meaning of the physical laws, in this particular
case, the law of gravity. But it can, as well, associate the narrative to
astory differentinits condition from the one expressed in the theory
of gravity: poetic, dramatic, religious, metaphysical. Imagine a story
where the apple does not fall down, but up! Design can make this
happen. In each case, a different meaning is conjured. Kings fall from
power, leaves floatin the wind (slow falling); the fall of Rome marked
the beginning of the “Dark Ages”; people who fall on account of lost
faith need help to get up and get on with life; fallen angels come to
Earth to redeem themselves; and so on. Some meanings are subject
to confirmation through experiment; others, being unique, are not.
Physical, chemical, and biological entities are observables. Meaning is
not. At best, we can construct a record of how meanings change over
time, invarious cultural contexts. This is actually what semiotic process
is. Richard Feynman, recalling the death of his first wife, noticed that
the clock stopped at the time recorded on his wife’s death certificate.
Was there a meaning to be assigned to this? The narration prompted
the physicist, a self-declared atheist, to produce a scientific story:
elimination of mystery, poetry, religion, etc. He knew that he himself
had fixed the clock, and he knew that it might stop if it were moved.
It was, after all, a mechanical contraption. Design from yesterday.
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Butsimilar narrations—e.g., the clock that stops exactly with the last
breath of a dear person, or of some celebrity, or a daughter’s dream
about the loss of her father—populate culture and foster storytelling
in many variations. They should not be misunderstood as observables,
but rather as meaning processes, as interpretations. In some cases,
the sign processes of the narration serve in knowledge acquisition, in
others, in the expression of meaning.

The clock of narration corresponds to the intervals between events
in real life. The clock of interpretation corresponds to a living time,
of many possible rhythms. The clock of narration and the time of
interpretation—the time of the story—are different. The clock of
narration corresponds to the rhythm of events in the physical world.
The time of interpretation projects into the physical world rhythms
characteristic of the change in the living, in particular, rhythms as-
sociated with interpretation (stories about the same event can be
substantially different). The pain timed on a clock and the subjective
time associated with experiencing pain are never the same. When we
react to something—a car rushing by while we cross the street—the
reaction time affects performance.

When we imagine things in the future, we have the convenience
of controlling the rhythm of time. This, too, is a design task. BMW’s
i3—designed by Richard Kim—embodied in new shapes and new
materials things imagined. A victory for design. Indeed, as events
unfold in time, the clock, i.e., a gravity-based machine that measures
the interval corresponding to the movement of celestial bodies—the
clock—serves as a reference. But the time of design is future. Let’s
imagine that all the machines we call clock (no matter what kind, from
the pendulum to the wristwatch to the digital clocks of our age) stop.
Time does not. Only the measurement—of intervals—is affected.
Semiosis corresponds to time perceived, i.e., time experienced, not to
time measured. The living is affected by intervals in the environment
of existence; but the living also introduces its own rhythms into reality.
Saccadic movements, the foundation of sight, have a rhythm different
from that of the heartbeat and neuronal connections. Birds in flight
orthe slow fall of leaves are other examples of particular time scales;
the heartbeat of animals is extremely varied. Faster-than-real-time is
not only for films, but also for design: the visionary aspect.

Being a record of change, each narration is a representation of the
dynamics of reality. Each interpretation of a narration isastory, i.e., the
meaning we associate with the information on record. A faster clock,
such as the clock of interpretations, is what it takes to evaluate the
possible consequences of the phenomena on record in the narration.
In other words, the future itself, as we relate it to clocks, is nothing but
the outcome of time associated with a faster clock. The semiosis of
a possible future based upon which anticipatory action takes place is
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independent of the measured time. As a virtual reality, this future does
not depend on the rate of change expressed by the clock. We refer to
possible futures—plural!'—because clocks with various speeds, from
very slow to extremely fast, can be constructed. Each such clock allows
us to investigate the future not as a probability, but as possibilities (often
negating probability)—where innovation takes place. If the informa-
tion in the narration is continuously subjected to interpretations from
the future, facilitated by the faster time experienced cognitively or
sensorially, its meaning becomes anticipation. The semiosis underlying
reaction is different from that of anticipation. Thisis yet another reason
why a foundation of semiotics that reflects the nature of the living can
only be grounded in the anticipatory processes definitory of the living.
Consequently, design in the deepest sense of the word is anticipatory.

4.1F WE ARE SERIOUS ABOUT DESIGN

For those who are prepared to give semiotics an opportunity to ascer-
tain itself as a necessary endeavour intended to support purposeful
activity, let us end with a comparative view. Nobody disputes the role
of mathematics in the progress of society. Even designers realise that
many of their tools are mathematical in nature. However, very few, if
any, would endorse semiotics as they endorse mathematics (even if
they find it difficult). This could change if semiotics were to become
as necessary as computer graphics is, or as the mathematics of digital
typography is. Confronted with an increasingly worrisome future,
society could rediscover the meaning of sustainability through design.

The examples of alternative semioticapproaches suggested here are
part of an open-ended toolbox that semioticians are invited to further
expand. Indeed, there is not one and only one valid semiotic approach;
and there is always the next step—new views, new methods, new
understandings. The ideas spelled out here were tested in my class—
Anticipation Informed Design (Nadin 2022), offered to the students of the
Invisible Studio of the Eindhoven Design Academy (2021—2022). It was
the last class of my academic career. This article on design, semiotics and
anticipation mightas well be the last | write on this subject. Let all those
passionate about the subject pick up the baton and continue a race that
should never end—if we are serious about design!
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SEMIOSIC PROCESSES

AND DESIGN PROCESSES

INVENTIVENESS, DIALOGUE,
NARRATIVITY, TRANSLATION

Salvatore Zingale

ABSTRACT

Design semiotics could lead to two lines of research: the study of design products and the study of
design processes. As much as the analysis of artifacts has significance, the survey about semiosic
processes inside design processes is the one that defines the unique nature of semiotics in the design
context. This investigation follows “the pragmatist route” to design semiotics, for two reasons: (1)
because it understands design as an activity that leverages the concept of inventive abduction and
can provide answers to cognitive challenges; (2) because the work of design is never to be conceived
as concluded in the final vesult, but embedded in a flow of unlimited semiosis.
I will focus on the concept of semiosis according to Peirce’s semiotics, understood as a process of
production of sense. In this way, [ will deal with the following four processes:

1. Inventiveness, whose logical model refers to abduction, the process that enables exploration
of the ways to possible meanings.

2. Based on Bakhtin’s literary theory and Bohm’s epistemology, dialogicity, which will be con-
sidered as the social interaction model underpinning every social idea of design.

3. Narrativity, understood as the general scheme that is implemented in a project, understood
as a series of actions leading to the achievement of a goal, and as a process of transformation.

4. Translation, considered not only as an interpretation process that takes place between dif-
ferent forms of expression, but especially as a transition from a problem or desire to an “interpretant
artifact.”

#semiotic, #inventiveness, #dialogicity, #narrativity, #translation

https://doi.org/10.21096/disegno_2022_2sz
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1. SEMIOTICS AND DESIGN

Inventiveness, dialogue, narrativity, and translation: these are the
topics that | place at the basis of semiotics thatis intended to make an
epistemological contribution to the culture of design. They represent
the field of research and teaching that | have experimented with for
several years at the School of Design of the Politecnico di Milano.’

| am aware that these are not the only aspects of semiotics rele-
vant to design; but they are the ones that | think best represent the
methodological direction taken by the teaching of semiotics in the
School of Design in Milan since 1995, at the initiative of Tomas Mal-
donado.? Before that, semiotics had been introduced to design by
Maldonado himself at the Hochschule fir Gestaltung (HfG) in Ulm
in the 1950s.2 From Ulm several important research projects started
to develop: in the German area, for example, the contributions of
Klaus Krippendorff (1961), Gui Bonsiepe ([1965] 2010), and Max Bense
(1971); in Italy the teaching experiences of Umberto Eco, first at the
Faculty of Architecture in Florence, then at the Politecnico di Milano.
Alsoin Florence, the semioticapproach to design was “pioneered” by
Giovanni Klaus Koenig (Zingale 2020b).

Other important contributions are those of the Hochschule
fiir Gestaltung in Offenbach from the 1970s onwards, known as
the Offenbacher Ansatz (Schwer and Vockler 2021), where the ques-
tion of the “language of the industrial product” (Produktsprache) was
posed. In this context, the reflections of design professors such as
Bernhard Biirdek, Dagmar Steffen, Gui Bonsiepe, and Klaus Krip-
pendorff stand out. The latter would later promote The Semantic
Turn (2006).

Although incomplete, the authors and research in this brief
survey constitute an essential outline in my opinion. For a broader
picture, | would like to point out the importance of Michela Deni’s
work on how semiotics is interested in design (2015). As is clear in
this contribution, semiotics’ interest in design developed out of the
theory of the signification of objects, beginning with Roland Barthes’
Mythologies (1957), which understands the artefact as a particular
form of text. Only later did the question arise as to how semiosis and
signification could be considered as processes inherent to design.

'Among the academic
publications concerning

this experience I point out:
Bonfantini and Zingale

(1999), Zingale (2005, 2009,
2012, 20164, 2016b, 2020a),
Bonfantini and Terenzi (2004),
Zingale and Domingues
(2015), Deni and Zingale
(2017), Domingues (2018).

2In 1993 the first course

in industrial design was
inaugurated at the Faculty of
Architecture of the Politecnico
di Milano (https://www.
designindex.org/index/
design/scuola-di-design.
html). The first course in
Semiotics was taught by
Massimo Bonfantini in the
academic year 1994-1995.

3 Evidence of Maldonado’s
interest in semiotics can be
found in Maldonado (1974).
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FIGURE 1. Project
Semiotics and Design
Semiotics. Processes and
Products.

My contribution attempts to proceed precisely in this direction,
and for this reason should not be considered in competition with what
has been elaborated so far, but rather as a complement to it, at least
because it calls into question semiosis processes that have found
limited application in the field of design. The basic assumption can
therefore be summarised as follows: the contribution of semiotics to
design culture, even before that of signification, must take semiosis as
its object of study, i.e., the processes of production of meaning and
therefore of every design activity.

Itisin this direction that the four vertices of the “semiotic rhombus”
| will present here are to be understood: a scheme that begins with
Charles S. Peirce’s pragmatism and the logic of abduction, continues by
callinginto question dialogical relations as a constitutive part of both
design thinking and social relations, and revisiting the theory of narra
tivity, and concludes with a view of design as a translational pathway.

2. DESIGN SEMIOTICS AND PROJECT SEMIOTICS

Itis therefore necessary to start with an inevitable preliminary ques-
tion: Design Semiotics or Project Semiotics? What is the difference?

As | have underlined many times before (Zingale, 2016a, 2016b,
2020a), it is possible and necessary to distinguish between Project
Semiotics and Design Semiotics. The study of what happens in the field
of design can thus lead to two distinct areas of semiotic research, al-
though the formerincludes the latter: (a) the study of project-making
processes and (b) the study of the products of design. The former would
take the name of “Project Semiotics” (Zingale 2012; Deni and Zingale
2017) whereas the latter should be referred to as “Design Semiotics” or
“Semiotics of Design” (Mangano, 2008; Beyaert-Geslin 2012.)

These two branches can be shown perfectly in a diagram (fig.
1). Design Semiotics is part of Project Semiotics and consists of the
analysis of products and their signification; Project Semiotics is the
study of the processes that lead to design. The main objects of study

~

Project Semiotics
Processes

s Design Semiotics
---- Products
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of Design Semiotics are the products of design, whereas for Project
Semiotics the focus is instead on the processes underlying the project-
making activity.

Therefore, Design Semiotics is an applied semiotics, a gaze over the
artefactual texts, similar to text analysis of narrative and artistic texts,
or of those particular ones called social practices. Project Semiotics,
on the other hand, is a specific semiotics, comparable to text semiotics.
The latter, as we know, can be divided, for example, into semiotics of
literature, cinema, and painting, i.e., semiotics of a variety of texts of
expressive nature.*

Analogously, different semiotics relate to different types of projects:
an engineering project, for example, differs from a product design
project, especially in terms of how much the forms, applications, and
methodologies of design are able to multiply. However, the project-
making activity does not only pertain to the sciences of the artificial,
i.e., architecture, design and engineering, as Herbert A. Simon (1969)
has called them. Projectuality (i.e., project-making attitude) is part
of life itself. As Jean-Paul Sartre pointed out, we are what we project
ourselves to be: “[..] 'homme sera d’abord ce qu'il aura projeté d’étre,”

“man is nothing else than his plan” (Sartre [1946] 1996, 30, my transla-
tion). Every phase of our existence is a project: a professional career,
a lifestyle, even planning holidays or a dinner.

This means that the project—or more precisely, the project-making
activity—must be understood as an object of study at the same level as
atext. They are both devices for the generation of meaning, both cognitive
mechanisms enabling the production of certain actions or functions.

However, there is one difference between the two. In a text, we look
for a universe of meaning that is already given, because every text is
adisplay of such a universe. In a project, conversely, meaning is merely
(or still) possible, it is what we want or must build. In the analysis of
a text, we can reconstruct what is logically (although not necessarily
chronologically) located in the past, while in the project-making ac-
tivity we build something that is located in a future logical time, i.e.,
in a future that influences our present, as Peirce points out:

To say that the future does not influence the present is untenable doctrine.
Itis as much to say that there are no final causes, or ends. The organic world
is full of refutations of that position. (Peirce, CP 2.86)

The problem is how the future can influence the present and how
we can prepare for such a future. Here is Peirce’s answer:

But it is true that the future does not influence the present in the direct,
dualistic, way in which the past influences the present. A machinery,
a medium, is required. (Peirce, CP 2.86)

* On the difference between
general, applied, and specific
semiotics, see Eco (1984).
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S In Italy, the debate on Project
Semiotics started a few years
ago. See Deni and Proni
(2008), Bianchi, Montanari,
Zingale (2010).

¢ On the semiotics of
inventiveness, see: Bonfantini
and Terenzi (2004), and
Zingale (2012).

7 On dialogicity, see Zingale
(2009).

FIGURE 2. The vhombus of
Project Semiotics.

In the sentences quoted here, it almost seems like Peirce had pre-
cisely the project-making activity in mind: to think and to prepare for
the future, we need a mediating mechanism. Such a mechanism is the
ability to make projects. A project is a machinery and medium directed
towards the future.

3. ASEMIOTIC RHOMBUS

Our problem is to understand what underlies the idea of Project Se-
miotics.® Itis a hard task, which will probably be the focus of research
and reflections on semiotics for years to come.

In my personal experience as a teacher of semiotics in a design
school, I have had the chance to trace some outlines of Project Semiotics,
starting from the conviction that project-making processes are in fact
semiosic processes. If on the one hand the analysis of industrial and
media communication products may be relevant, on the other hand it
ismore important for semiotics to focus on the processes leading to the
invention of such products.

From the many processes that we could consider here, | have chosen
to present four: inventiveness, dialogicity, narrativity, and translation.
At the 2017 congress of the German Semiotics Association (DGS) |
sketched them in the form of a rhombus (fig. 2):

Inventiveness Dialogicity

Project Semiotics

Narrativity Narrativity

Inventiveness, whose logical form is abduction (Bonfantini, 1987;
2021), informs us that every project must be intended as exploration of
possibilities: in Latin invénire, from which the Italian inventiva and the
English inventiveness come, means to find. In this sense, inventiveness
precedes every kind of innovation.¢

Dialogicity is a structural aspect of design and is one of the main
traits that distinguishes design from art: in design, there is a direct
or only hypothetical involvement of the user as actant of the project-
making activity.
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Narrativity informs us that every projectis indeed a transition from
a status of desire to the concretisation of the project, and that the
project-making process proceeds through stages similar to those
of a narrative programme, i.e., through the relation of various act-
ants: from the client (the Sender of a project-making task) to the
designer (the Subject of the enterprise) and ending with the artefact
(the Object of value).®

Lastly, translation is another process of transformation: a shift from
an oftenindistinct and unstructured number of needs (e.g., a briefor
start-up guidelines) to an accomplished artefact, intended as a text
which fulfils the initial needs by translating them.?

4.DESIGN AS INVENTIVE ACTIVITY

The starting point is the following: design is an inventive activity
whose form is abduction.

One of Peirce’s most significant definitions of abduction is found
in A Syllabus of Certain Topics of Logic, dated 1903:

An Abduction is a method of forming a general prediction without any
positive assurance that it will succeed either in the special case or usually,
its justification being that it is the only possible hope of regulating our
future conduct rationally, and that Induction from past experience gives
us strong encouragement to hope that it will be successful in the future.
(Peirce, EP 2: 299)

From the many definitions, | have chosen this one because here
he mentions three crucial aspects for design: (i) the notion of ab-
duction as “a method of forming a general prediction”; (ii) the
idea that abduction has an uncertain nature and no given success
prospects, yet it is in constant evolution; (iii) the notion of ab-
duction as “the only possible hope of regulating our future conduct
rationally.”

Abduction means understanding the present state of things and
imagining a future one. Abduction is the logical path taken in every
interpretative route. This logical path moves from recognising a sur-
prising or problematic fact and looking for its cause. This is how Peirce
summarises the concept:

The surprising fact, C, is observed;
But if A were true, C would be a matter of course,
Hence, there is reason to suspect that A is true. (Peirce, CP 5.189)

A practical example of how the formula of abduction functions
is the following:

8 On narrativity applied to
design, see Penati (2013) and
Proni (2012).

° On the relationships between
design and translation, see
Baule and Caratti (2017).
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C  Isee the soil is moist (C) observation of a fact
A > C Iknowthatifitrains(A),  recoursetoexperience
the soil gets moist (C)
A Hence I have reasons to formulation of the

think it has rained (A) hypothesis

As we can see, the conclusion is only a possibility, not a certainty, but
this is precisely the strength of abduction. Thinking that it has rained
because the soil is moist is a good reason, but not the only possible
one. This is the reason why conclusions reached through abduction
are always only hypotheses. However, even if abduction is uncertain
and needs verification, it is the only explicative inference: it does not
only explain facts, butalso allows us to track them down and find them.

When we talk about abduction in relation to project, we need to bear
in mind that the medicine of Hippocrates and the art of navigation are
among the roots of semiotic thinking. Like in many other activities, the
mind’s ability to interpret present fact, object, or event plays guiding
role: forexample, interpreting the symptoms of illness or the position of
the starsin the sky. Such knowledge is practical and project-making, the
expression of mindset capable of adapting to ever-changing and prob-
lematic reality. Medicine and navigation can be defined as exploratory
and inventive techniques.

Design also needs an ability to discover things, to be able to search
and interpret. This is because design starts from the awareness that we
live in a problem-world: the environment itselfis a problem.

Projectuality acts with a double gaze: between the dissatisfaction
and the search for pleasure; between a feeling of inadequacy and the
prefiguration of an equilibrium; between a state of discomfort to a state
of well-being. This double gaze is what Peirce identifies in abduction, the
form of reasoning enabling the prefiguration of a possible absence. All
artefacts, before being designed, are absentyet possible: if we are able
to think them, it is only by way of abduction.

Abduction implies the ability to see beyond the surface and to make
associations between our background experiences and those that are
about to come. The ability to prefigure possible scenarios is one of the
conditions for inventive thinking.

Inventing means finding, but in order to find we need to act, to set
our hands and mind in motion, to rummage, hunt, in physical as well
asinintellectual reality.

Inventing is therefore identifying a possible object within the
constraints of available knowledge, whereas reality—understood
as both physical and psychical—becomes the field for continu-
ous interrogation and therefore interpretation. It is not by chance
that the logical form of inventiveness is abduction, because it
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looks for an answer to a question in ways that have never been
attempted before.

4.1. Abduction as the form of inventiveness

Let us try to see abduction as a scheme for interpretation and design.
No interpretation can be imagined without an abductive jump. Or better
put, without such ajump interpretation would only mean decrypting
through deduction or verifying through induction.

On the contrary, abduction is a kind of inference that is neither
mechanically driven nor experimentally tested and it often happens
unconsciously; even when vividly calculated, abduction always main-
tains a certain degree of openness where it can embrace randomness
(serendipity), wonder (art), or free play (musement).

5. THE DIALOGIC PRAXIS

The starting point here is that the reason for every communication form
is a dialogical reason. The dialogic modality is also the one through
which investigation, research, thinking, and reasoning proceed, and
hence the project-making activity too.

What is understood here by dialogue? Not only the practice of
communicating (such as conversing), but also the cognitive process
allowing the thought of every person as part of a common mind (what
Peirce calls Commind, see EP 2:478).

Dialogicity is indeed present in Charles Peirce’s philosophy, in his
conception of the human as a community and in the dialogic nature
of inferential thinking. It is also one of the main topics in Mikhail
Bakhtin’s concept of polyphony in Dostoevsky (1963), in Emmanuel
Lévinas’ philosophy of the other (1961), and in Jurij Lotman’s semiotics
of culture (1990).

In the field of sociolinguistics, dialogicity is investigated as a form
of social interaction through Conversation analysis, which originatesin
Hervey Sack’s enquiries (1992) and resonates in Erving Goffman (1969)
and many otherauthors. Furthermore, in the theory of argumentation,
this attention to the “logics of the dialogue” and the dialogic logic as
a method for interpersonal verification of utterances can be found
(Canttand Testa 2006).

However, it is in epistemology that dialogicity is viewed as an
indispensable heuristic method. In particular, the philosopher David
Bohm (1990) highlighted that the dialogic practice is a process capa-
ble of leading towards a more profound understanding of scientific
problems. Ludwik Fleck’s theory of the Denkkollektiv (1935) was already
pointing in a similar direction.

Inshort, the praxis of dialogue is possible because dialogicity exists
as the basis of every form of communication.
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FIGURE 3. Design and
userlogic.
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In design, there are many cases where the emergence of dialogicity
can be observed. | will describe three in detail.

5.1. Epistemological aspects of the dialogue

The firstaspectis of epistemological nature, because it can be related
to the logic of research. In this case, dialoguing comes to the aid of
aprocess of research, as a method for forming hypotheses and looking
for possible solutions. The cognitive activity of a designer can only be
dialogic: dialogicity is an experimental semiotic status in constant
research. In fact, dialogue works by asking and answering, asserting,
and denying, with the aim of selecting, through a series of decisions,
the most appropriate choice to suit the design intentions.

In such game of questioning and answering, the designer faces
unpredictability, which is often the only way to arrive at solutions
whose existence could not even have been imagined. Whenever there
isadialogue, even one within us, we know that we are going somewhere,
but not exactly where.

5.2. Two logics in a dialogue with each other

Secondly, the relationship between the logic according to which an
artefactis designed and the one through which such an artefactis used
is inevitable. Dialogicity is a game between designer and user played
remotely, with the artefact as medium. On the one hand, there is the
project logic, from the product’s first conception to its distribution; on
the other hand, there is the logicin use, the actions performed by means
of such an artefact (Zingale and Domingues, 2016).

In this case, the dialogue consists of a series of inferences: the de-
signer must be able to imagine the future modes of use of an artefact,
while the user must discover which logic underlies an artefact as it is
conceived (fig. 3).
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Deductive
interpretation of use

Inductive
interpretation of use

Abductive
interpretation of use
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5.3. The dialogic method of design

Inthe end, dialogicity can be exploited as a method. In this third case,
the dialogic praxis is effective, a form of interaction between the
subjects involved in the project.

Asanexample, let us think about co-design practices, especially in
the field of social design, where the project-making ideas grow from
exchange and confrontation.

However, dialoguing cannot rely on improvisation only, a method
is required.

Following David Bohm'’s steps (1990), one of the main requirements
for favouring dialogue and reflections upon the research is the ability
to set our own assumptions aside for a moment. This should prevent
the dialogue from revolving around pre-existing beliefs of the par-
ticipants, which would be an obstacle in the search and acquisition
of new knowledge.

Therefore, in the enquiring dialogue the ability to listen is more
important than the ability to express.

Such dialogic praxis has to welcome the unexpected. The unex-
pected mustalways be embraced willingly. For a dialogue to be really
heuristic, we need to expect that, to some extent, contents might
emerge that we have never thought of before. The unexpected can
come out either within the dialogue by association or sudden abduc-
tions, or beyond it thanks to accidental events happening by chance,

“synchronised” with the topic of the dialogue.

In other words: no matter what object of value the dialogue leads

to, it must nevertheless derive from the dialogue itself.

6. THE NARRATIVE PATTERN

The third element is a chiasm: every narration is a project, and every
project is a narration. However, the stories that we hear or read are
only the modality in which narrativity (as it is called in structural se-
miotics) manifests itself. Narrativity generates narrations, but also
behavioural habits, everyday acts, beliefs, and lifestyles. Narrativity
is the logical-syntactic pattern through which meaning is arranged in
order to be expressed. It is also the way in which meaning is designed.

Narrativity pertains to the constant formal or generic features of
every type of tale, as well as of every type of semiotic activity. Narra-
tivity is the virtual scheme of actions, whereas every action only takes
avalue depending on other actions. There is narrativity every time a se-
ries of events are put together by a consequential chain of connections,
that is to say whenever such events are not just merely in sequence.
This concatenation can be expressed with the formula

X does x, sothatY can doy, so that Z can do z, ...
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'© The terms for the six
actants—Subject, Object,
Sender, Receiver, Helper, and
Opponent—will be capitalised
to distinguish these nouns
from their common usage.

"The French term
Destinataire is more
complex: it can either mean
the actant who receives the
task or the actant for whom
the benefit of the narrative
programme is destined.

In a narration, every event lets the following events be imagined
according to a sequence of expectations, hypotheses, and surprises.

For example, how an exhibition is set up can influence how much
viewers feel involved. This happens mainly because what s presented
and how itis presented are elements of a possible story: these elements
are notonly pieces of information; they aim to resonate with the visitors
and entice a multiplication of meanings.

At the same time, artefacts in use often enter our everyday life
story as objects of desire or magical objects, or as angels guiding
and helping us, and at other times as demons leading to addiction.

But why is the process of narrativity interesting for the project-
making processes? The answer lies in Greimas’ actantial model, which
he elaborated in 1966. The model is “built upon the syntactic struc-
ture of natural languages” (Greimas 1966, 99; my translation). An
actant, in Greimas’ words, both does and withstands an action. We
can add that actants design actions. Therefore, the question is: how
does the actantial model apply to the project-making processes?

Narratives and projects share the presence of a process of transfor-
mation: a shift from one state of things to a new one. Moreovet, such
transformation is normally a revaluation of pre-existing conditions: at
the end of the narration, a given reality or identity takes new shapes or
values. Lastly, transformation and revaluation need a mediating instance,
i.e., something or someone that can make the change of state possible.

In project making, what activates the transformation is the desire
to achieve certain value. According to Greimas (1966), everything re-
volves around the Object of desire pursued by the Subject.®However,
the Object of desire can be also placed one step before, in the Sender.
Brunelleschi, who invented how to build the dome of Florence’s Duo-
mo, is example of this: he is the Subject that designed the dome but
before that, with act of self-destination, he is also the Sender of this
extraordinary enterprise. As in epic fiction, Brunelleschi (the Sender)
assigns to himself (the Receiver)" the task of realising such project
(the Subject).

However, the Receiver of this architectural work is also, and most
importantly, the people of Florence, or in a certain sense, the whole
of humankind.

As for the receiver’s place, narrativity can be inscribed into two
different frames. In a smaller frame, the receiver is the person who
receives the project-making task; in a wider frame, the receiver cor-
responds to all the users.

In both cases, projectuality can be intended as the route from the
Sender to the Object, i.e., the route of an intention towards its goal.
Thisis because design starts from a problematic or unresolved reality,
and the Object of value will be a transformed reality. What is design if
not an effort to transform an initial problematic situation?
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This is my reviewed actantial scheme (fig. 4):

Mediating agent

Receiver

Problematic situation

The graph is composed of three knots and three arches: the three
actantial knots represent the relationships between the main actants:
sender, subject and object of value. In the terms of design, they cor-
respond to the start of a project arising from a problematic situation,
the search for a mediating agent, and the achievement of a transformed
situation. The arches in the graph highlight the two intermediate rela-
tionships: the firstis between Sender, Receiver and Subject; the second
is between Subject, Helper/Opponent and Object. However, the main
relationship of desire: from the Sender to the Object.

This would mean that, in design, it is necessary to start from the
destination instance underlying every project, and that such aninstance
must be putin relation with: (a) the goal to which it tends; (b) the forms
of mediation that are chosen to achieve such desired goal. The three
main actantial knots of the triangle of narrations must be detected
every time among the social players involved in the project: client,
designer, user, and the product itself too. Every place is connected
to the others according to consequential principles. Things change
entirely if the role of Sender is played by the client or by the designer,
orifitisthe productto drive ouractions, because of a fascination with
objects or commodity fetishism. Resorting to mediating elements
allows, for example, to understand what social role the designer plays
or should play. Every change of place of the players modifies, inverts,
or reinvents the type of ongoing narration. Which means: the type of
design that we have in mind.

7. DESIGN AS TRANSLATION

If we conceive design as the ability to “act as interpreter” of social in-
stances and to give answers to questions or problems, then it becomes
evidentthattranslation processes can be used to better understand the
semiotic nature of design (Zingale 2016c).

Object
of value

Transformed situation

FIGURE 4. Greimas’
actantial model re-written:
the triangle of narrations.
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FIGURES5. The translation
process of design.

PRE-TRANSLATIONAL PHASE
from unstructured content
to textualisation

| Contents and data
: as problematic instances

Nonetheless, semiotic theory faces a paradox here: while translation
involves a shift between two structured entities, i.e., a movement from
a source text to a target text, design follows different paths, as it has no
source text to translate from, but rather a series of social instances that it
needs tointerpret. Design must first “translate” a generally unstructured
entity with uncertain, open boundaries, an often incoherentand unde-
termined entity that seeks its own structure and form through design.
Such an unstructured entity may be, for example, a company’s search
for a visual identity, the cultural tone of a book series communicated
to target readers, or how to present a bulk of statistical data. In each of
these cases, the object to be translated lacks the cohesion of a text, but
nonetheless the search foran artefact that can fully interpret them fits
the concept of translation entirely.

Designers behave as if they were translators because they conceive
their own activity as an interpretative process. However, such an inter-
pretative process requires a first step: the unstructured entity needs to
take formal structure before the whole project-making process starts.

Here, Louis Hjelmslev’s (1943) notion of purport comes to our aid:
the purportis the non-semioticworld. Itis a world made of mental and
physical phenomena in search of a semiotic form. In design, trans-
lation is not used to let things be understood “in another language,”
but to give a valid expressive, visual, or material shape to what was
originally lacking shape or defined textual structure. In design, the
act of translation is essentially a way of making an entire universe of
content available to the user.

The translation process acting in design can be represented through
a two-phase model (fig. 5):

TRANSLATION PHASE

from text-instruction to the
artefact-text

4
|
A
a
Contents and Data Contents and Data
analyzed and textualized translated into an artefact

(A OUTCOME & OUTCOME
instruction-text artefact-text

The first phase is pre-translation and consists of the movement
from the starting conditions. This means being able to grasp a prob-
lem from which a project-making process could start. In this case,
it means also studying problems that are not yet part of our “com-
mon awareness,” problems that are not manifested in a precise
social discourse.
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However, grasping a problem is not enough. An understanding
of how such a problem is experienced and felt socially despite its
indistinctness is essential. This means to perceive common thinking—
Hjelmslev’s purport—and to reorganise it coherently by selecting
pertinences and letting those traits emerge that could build a hierarchy
in the objectives of sense.

This first phase has the aim of textualising social and problematic
instances, i.e., of transforming them into a common discourse and
place fora shared analysis.

The text originating from this phase will be called instruction-text,
a text having structured and articulated features, but still lacking an
adequate communication form. Itis a text whose aim is to prepare for
full signification. The instruction-text defines only the content’s form of
the project-makinginstances: the form of expression is still only virtual.

The second phase is hat of explicit translation because it involves
the passage from the instruction-text to the artefact-text. In this phase,
the “raw” materials contained in the instruction-text turn into the

“processed” ones of the artefact-text.

Design is a form of translation for at least three reasons.

1) Firstly, the translation activity in design can be intended as the
ability to explicitly say something that was unexpressed before but
that was already in the common mind and consciousness, as a content
looking for a form of expression: in this case, the designer invents
and elaborates appropriate forms of expression that were lacking or
inadequate earlier.

2) Secondly, the translation activity operatingin designis a way to
say clearly what was obscure before and would have no other means of
being understood: in this sense, the designer becomes an interpreter of
semiosically undetermined content by inventing or elaborating a form
of expression that can make such content accessible.

3) Lastly, designers are translators because they suggest ways of
saying differently things that have already been said, but that have lost
power over time due to a change in social conditions (historical, ethnic,
geographical ones), or that could express wider or renewed semantic
values by being reformulated, using tools and techniques aimed at
enhancing their expressive efficacy.

8. CONCLUSIONS

The four vertices of the rhombus represent, even if not completely, the
research and teaching perspective that | have so far experienced during
my many years of service at the Design School of the Politecnico di Milano.
However, | am fully aware that this figure can change and that we can
imagine one with many other elements added. However, | am certain
that each of these four vertices can open up further perspectives, and
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thata more complete semiotics for the formation of the designer should
be elaborated from the territory they delineate.

The prospects of Project Semiotics are still to be explored and artic-
ulated. My wish is that, in this way, Project Semiotics can be gradually
integrated into design disciplines: no longerjustascience aiding design
culture, but an integral part of the project-making thought.

It is not by chance that in the last years, design theories have em-
braced topics and problems that, looked at carefully, were previously
the focus of studies in semiotics. | can give some examples of those
theories thatappear to have an implicit link with semiotics, in particular
ones that relate to the four vertices of my rhombus.

Firstly, as already pointed out, Participatory design is one of those
project-making practices and studies that we can clearly see acting in
a “dialogic” way, through an active participation of the various social
playersinvolved in the design practice. In recentyears, we have seen the
paradigm of narration—or storytelling—come into play in the fields of
project making and management. Itis no exaggeration to say that, since
Vladimir Propp’s 1928 studies of fairy tales, language sciences have seen
narration as one of the discourse practices in which human thinking best
expresses itself. Nowadays, even data representation techniques have
become forms of “narrative” because although the visual aspect of dis-
playing datais surely important, there would be no real “communication”
without a narrative, and thus informative, frame. Meanwhile, can we
define data visualisation, i.e., the passage from an often-unstructured
amount of data to a communicative artefact arranging them, asa form
of at least intersemiotic translation?

Lastly, lwould like to mention two further territories that, in my view,
are implicitly linked to some aspects of semiotics: design thinking and
speculative design. In both cases, the inventive action typical of abduction
sneaks in. In the former case, abduction is an inventive action aimed
at solving problems through methodologies and processes beginning
with a deep understanding of a problematic eventand ending with the
elaboration of a solution by exploring and formulating alternative hy-
potheses. In the latter case, conversely, itis not a question of proposing
solutions to a problem, but of searching for problems to be discussed and
placed under the lens of a critical and projective interpretation. Hence
the foreshadowing of future scenarios capable of helping us now ques-
tion the implications that we can begin to highlight within our present.

No matter within what precincts Project Semiotics will be able to
move, its task must be to integrate itself with the present theoretical
studies inside design, constantly highlighting how much design is root-
ed in semiotics. The project- and product-making attitude can only be
a semiosic activity, i.e., an interpretation of what may exist.
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STONE PIPEAND METAL
CONTAINER: DESIGN
SEMIOTIC ANALYSIS OF
SACRAL OBJECTS

Edit Gjvari

ABSTRACT

Design or the designer’s activity is not only designing an object, but also a complex mode of social-
cultural velations and environmental situations. This paper focuses on the semiotic analysis
of two historical examples where Laszlo Moholy-Nagy’s views ([1946] 1971)—which I interpret
as “form adjusting itself to society”—are perfectly applicable. One object included in the design
semiotic analysis is a Lakota ceremonial pipe, and the other is a sacral object of European Medieval
culture, the Sainte-Foy reliquary of Conques. In both cases, the analysis is centred around formal
and functional elements and materials that are impregnated with meaning. I intend to explain
how, as sign vehicles (signifiers), the shape, ornamental elements, and materials of sacral objects,
represent meanings and content. How is the form of these objects related to their function?

#sacral objects, #design semiotics, #sign relation, #sacred pipe, #reliquary statue
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1INTRODUCTION

The paper is focused on objects that function in the sign relation of
religious practice. | intend to answer the questions of how, as sign
vehicles (signifiers), the shape, ornamental elements, and materials
of sacral objects, represent meanings and contents. How is the form
of these objects related to their function? Can sacral objects be un-
derstood as consciously designed and formed by fixed traditions over
long periods of time? | attempt to answer these questions through
adesign semioticanalysis, using two characteristic sacral objects from
different cultures as examples.

According to Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy, the practice of design was im-
portantinall periods of human cultural history: “the ingenuity of man
brought forth excellent results in every period of his history depend-
ing upon his science, technology, aesthetics and other requirements”
(Moholy-Nagy [1946] 1971, 91). Do historical examples indeed confirm
that the conscious design of material objects is a universal feature
of human cultures, a cultural universal? According to Stefan Lengyel,
design is primarily a social phenomenon that has been influenced
by the predominant intellectual trends in all periods (Zalavari 2008,
9—10). Design is a special unity of artisan technology and aesthetic
thinking that reinforces the basic functional principle or usability of
an object. N6ra Géczy highlights thatinnovation in design stems from
the requirement of the designer to reflect on consumers’ attitudes
and emotions, and to synthesise these into a form, a structure, and
colours (Géczy 2019, 47).

The design semiotic perspective adopted in this paper holds that
semiotics can be perfectly applied to visual language, such as the form
of objects, ornamental elements, and it can also be applied to ques-
tions of the functionality of objects. The application of this semiotic
perspective is not restricted to the interpretation of artefacts—it can
already be used during the design process since it may help the design
become more refined, authentic, and richer in meaning (Fiell and Fiell
2007,164-65). Therefore, semiotic study is importantin design training,
while the historical approach highlights the versatile and rich content
of meaning, as well as the layers of functions of objects.
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Charles Morris defined the three different aspects of sign analysis:
semantics, syntactics, and pragmatics (Morris 1938, 1). All three can be
successfully applied in design semiotics as well. Semantics deals with the
signification of signs, the representation or conveying of meaning. Géczy
identifies design semantics as the language of the product, since the hu-
man mind is originally characterised by the capacity for representation:
we attach signs, metaphors, and thought content to our environment,
as well as to the objects created by us. In this meta-language, a whole
system of signs is interconnected and governed by various categories,
logical relations, and functions (Géczy 2019, 219). The visual information
content of design can be understood as animportant element of social
communication. Not only do forms have an objective and perceptible
layer, they have a fictive layer as well, through which the meanings of
objects are enriched by beliefs and intangible content. Real orimagined,
mythical stories related to objects also have a meaning-generating
function. This is especially true for the semantics of religious objects.

In Peirce’s theory, the semantic sign types of index, icon, and sym-
bol are distinguished through the relation of signifier and signified
(Peirce, EP2 460—61; Szivos 2012,187). Syntactics involves combinations
of signs, and in the study of this, attention is focused on sign forms
and sign structures. The system and hierarchy of the relation of signs
and motifs of objects are vehicles of additional meaning, the study of
which modulates semiotic analysis.

As Morris emphasises: “pragmatics is that portion of semiotics
that examines the origin, uses and effects of signs in the situation in
which they occur” (Morris 1938, 1). The focus of semantic analysis on
content can be extended from a pragmatic perspective, such that the
formal characteristics and visual elements of an object (including how
these have changed over time) can come to the fore. By analysing the
pragmatic dimension, we emphasise that creators of sign relations and
the community of sign users exist in a society (Sz6nyi 2004, 43; Szivos
2012,120). Thanks to semiotic pragmatism—besides the semanticand
syntactic elements of meaning—adequate attention can be focused on
the process of meaning generation (semiosis) by bringing the relation
between the user/interpretant of the sign and the sign itself to the focus
of analysis (Morris 1938, 38—39). Understanding the connection of the
function and the form of the object, as well as revealing the meanings
originating in its use, may also be the result of pragmatic analysis.

2 OBJECTS IN THE SEMIOTICS OF RELIGIOUS PRACTICE
All cultures have created diversified rites for the purpose of connecting

with supernatural powers. Cultural traditions of religious practice vary,
but they typically use physical instruments during ceremonies. Designers,
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creators, and users endow these sacral objects with meanings that fit
the religious worldview of the given culture, and besides their function,
theirdesign also reinforces their system of representation. This is exactly
why their design semioticapproach is relevant, since the material, colour,
and shape gain their diverse and rich meaning in a relation of signs.

Narrative tradition, which is an important source of meaning con-
struction, is also connected to sacral objects. Applied to this tradition,
semiotic research can reveal fictive layers of meaning in addition to
the objective and perceptible qualities of objects. Formal analysis of
signs in sacral objects reminds us of the Latin root of the word design
(designare means to name, to designate, arrange).

All sign types established by Peirce are useful categories in the
design semiotic analysis of sacred instruments. The supernatural
status attributed to cultic objects and their origins and first piece are
frequently highlighted in narrative tradition. The first object endowed
with the authority of prototype presents the characteristics of the index.
According to sacral tradition, there is, in certain cases, a direct physical
relationship, and in other cases, a direct mythic/fictive relationship
between the object and the supernatural power it represents or the
instructions through which it was made. Icons may also play a role in
the ornamental sign forms present on sacral objects as long as these
sign vehicles resemble their objects. Sign vehicles of symbols, on the
other hand, are related to religious sign objects, and in their case,
areligious worldview and narrative tradition provide the convention
that forms the basis of meaning.

Sacral objects that follow the prototype bear the characteristics
of iconicity since they are considered a copy of the “original” cultic in-
strument. Kubler's statement is especially applicable to sacred objects.
Itemphasises the dynamic process of creation, claiming that physical
instruments can be considered sequences of artisan techniques,’ and
that these sequences are initiated by “prime objects,” then followed by
“replications” and variations (Kubler 1962, 39; Kapitany and Kapitany
2005, 23). The category of “anonymous design” is often applied to
them since their richly decorated formal value is the result of gradual
development (Fiell and Fiell 2007, 15).

2.1 Function, material, and form

The functions of sacral objects can primarily be understood in terms of
the role they play in religious practice. Those who create and form an
object reflect on the specific functions of its application of the practicing
religious community during its design. This is also the reason why usage,
which is complex and differentiated, varies through periods of time, and
isanimportant baseline (Kapitany and Kapitany 2005, 8). The functions
of objects can be reviewed from various viewpoints whose psychological

' “Everything made now is
either a replica orvariant of
something made a little time
ago and so on without break
to the first morning of human
time” (Kubler 1962, 2).
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and sociological aspects also need to be considered independently from
theirusagein religious practice (Hernadi1982, 27). Sacral objects are, first
of all, the means through which religious communities believe they have
contact with the supernatural; therefore, their shape, material, and usage
is fixed and regulated. Another common characteristic feature of these
objectsis that they represent supernatural powers through their role in
sacral sign relations; thus, they embody special religious values—this
is reinforced by the specific and unique nature of their material and
shape. Scholars typically classify them as “art” or “applied art” due to
their elaborate design, the ambition to utilise the full potential of the
material, and to achieve formal perfection. However, as functioning
parts of religious culture, they are the products of the pre-art period
(Belting 1993, xxi). Based on recent approaches of design theory, Marton
Szentpéteri defines the historical research of design as interdisciplinary
or post-disciplinary cultural history where art history and aesthetics do
not have a distinguished role (Szentpéteri 2012,164). In my opinion, this
statement is definitely relevant to semiotic analysis of sacral objects.
The pragmaticdimension of design semiotics can only be authentically
revealed from the perspective of religious studies of sacral objects, but
cultural studies is indispensable for the semantic approach.

Beyond their instrumental nature in religious practice, these ob-
jects have an important role in forming and strengthening social
structure, as well as acquiring prestige and expressing social status
(Kapitany and Kapitany 2005, 11; Hernadi 1982, 28). The examination
of the psychological function, in turn, begins with the possibility of an
emotional relation to the objects, which particularly applies to sacral
instruments. Although touching sacral objects may have an impor-
tant role in religious practice, their visual appearance is of primary
importance. They express their meaning mainly through visual sign
vehicles, that is, their formal elements—their material, their colour,
their facture, and their pattern. Meanings and categories of values
related to the material of the object also correlate with its nature,
physical and chemical characteristics, and all this also affects how an
object is formed (Kapitany and Kapitany 2005, 18; Zalavari 2008, 26).
Physical and chemical properties of materials both establish and limit
the possibilities of shaping and forming objects.

The plastic form aligns with the function, however, it also represents
meanings as a whole or through its constituents. The ornamentation
and decoration of an object has a sign amplifying function; thus, the
form and the ornamentation must create an inseparable unity (Géczy
2019, 154—55). Ornamental components are organised into a system
of signs, and their meanings and syntactic system of relations convey
religious doctrines visually. These objects reinforce a designer’s way
of thinking where communication of religious ideas and narratives is
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manifested through the establishment of the aesthetic form, as well
as the practical application of the material, structure, usage, and
technological possibilities. As a result, the sacral object functions as
a special semiotic instrument during religious practices: it becomes
a sign vehicle for transcendent ideas and values.

3 DESIGN SEMIOTIC ANALYSIS

The two sacral objects | have chosen for analysis highlight the signif-
icance of the culture forms and the material. Both are elaborately
designed functional objects endowed with manifold meanings, having
played a distinguished role in the culture that created them. Their
semiotic aspect is exceptionally rich—they contain several signs and
interconnected signs, the syntactic and pragmatic aspects of which,
in addition to the semantic ones, can also be analysed.

The first objectincluded in my design semioticanalysis is the Lakota
ceremonial pipe of the New Jersey State Museum, a sacral instrument of
a hunter-gatherer nomadic people using stone-age technology. The other
is the Sainte-Foy reliquary of Conques, a sacral object of a Middle-Age
European culture skilled in the technology of metals and goldsmith art.
My design semiotic analysis of both objects is focused on their sacral
function as a signifier, as well as the meanings of formal components
and materials, which can be well reconstructed from historical sourc-
es. Although these objects cannot be associated with specific artists,
they still embody the efforts, design, and creative activities of several
preceding generations that strived to create the perfect sacral object,
and they therefore represent a kind of design synthesis.

3.1Lakota red-stone ceremonial pipe

The Lakota pipe was made in the second half of the nineteenth century
and is a typical example of the major ceremonial instrument of the
Lakota tribes (Takacs 2016, fig. 1). The material of the 70-80 cm pipe’s

FIGURE 1. Lakota Pipe,

19th century, collected by
Charles A. Philhower. Gift of
Rutgers University. Special
Collections AE2010.11.118

A &B. Courtesy of New Jersey
State Museum, Bureau of
Archaeology.
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* The texts describing the rites
were recorded by American
anthropologist Joseph E.
Brown (Indiana University) in
1947. Black Elk (c. 1862-1950)
actively participated in the
religious culture of the Lakota-
Oglala tribe in his childhood
and youth, and also became
an acknowledged connoisseur
of sacral traditions. As Brown
emphasises: “It was certainly
due to this pervasive sense of
mission that Black Elk wished
to make this book, explaining
the major rites of the Oglala
Sioux, in the hope that in this
manner his own people, as
well as the white men, would
gain a better understanding
of the truths of their Indian
traditions.” (Brown and Black
Elk [1953] 1989, xv)

3 Holding the pipe up with its
stem to the heavens, she said:
“With this sacred pipe you will
walk upon the Earth; for the
Earth is your Grandmother
and Mother, and She is sacred.
Every step that is taken upon
Her should be as a prayer. The
bowl of this pipe is of red stone;
itisthe Earth. Carved in the
stone and facing the center is
this buffalo calfwho represents
all the four-leggeds who live
upon your Mother. The stem
of the pipe is of wood, and this
represents all that grows upon
the Earth. And these twelve
feathers which hang here where
the stem fits into the bowl
are from Wanbli Galeshka,
the Spotted Eagle, and they
represent the eagle and all the
wingeds of the air. All these
peoples, and all the things of the
universe, are joined to you who
smoke the pipe all send their
voices to Wakan-Tanka, the
Great Spirit. When you pray
with this pipe, you pray for and
with everything.” (Brown and
Black Elk [1953] 1989, 6)

bowlis ared stone called catlinite after George Catlin that came from
the Pipestone Quarry, a unique geological formation of the prairie in
Western Minnesota. Researchers claim that twenty-three tribes of the
plains, including the Lakota, are known to be culturally connected to
the red stone quarry, and archaeological research has confirmed several
thousand years of usage (Catton and Krahe 2016, 22). The Lakota, as part
of the Sioux people, the most famous prairie Indians, still lived in their
original tribal culture when the pipe was made, a culture that lasted
until the Indian wars started in the last third of the century (Utley 2004).
The religious ceremonies connected to their nomadic buffalo-hunting
lifestyle show numerous archaic, shaman-type elements (Hultkrantz
1979). The traditional ceremonies included elaborately ornamented
pipes developed for ceremonial tobacco use (that also expressed
social prestige), and they were accompanied by a set of instruments
with refined ornamentation (leather pipe cases and tobacco cases).
From a pragmatic perspective, Lakota society pipes were objects of
exceptional importance and belonged to several sign systems, the
visual motifs of which, as well as the ritual acts associated with them,
were determined by tradition. Their use was connected to important
events both in individual and social lifestyles, a sign of their status
(Turnbaugh 2017). The ornamented pipes can also be analysed from
a semantic perspective since their motifs and ornamental elements
are sign vehicles. The meaning of the pipe is carried by the unity of
sign components and sign patterns, therefore, a syntactic approach
isalso relevant.

Pipes made of red stone convey complex meanings, and are be-
lieved to enable the user to connect to transcendent powers. The
pipe was used for smoking and drawing tobacco and other dried
plant materials, and served as an indispensable physical instrument
of communal or religious ceremonies and ritual events (Turnbaugh
2017). Several sources document the use and religious significance of
pipes, how they connect people with the Great Spirit (Wakan-Tanka).
According to Chief Ota K'Te: “The pipe was a tangible, visible link that
joined man to Wakan Tanka and every puff of smoke that ascended in
prayer unfailingly reached His presence” (Catton and Krahe 2016, 19).
The majorsacral functions of the pipes were also recorded in Joseph E.
Brown and Black Elk’s The Sacred Pipe ([1953] 1989), in which the seven
ceremonies of the Lakota are described on the basis of Black Elk’s nar-
rative: “it represents our prayers and is the path leading from earth
to heaven”; “Wakan-Tanka, we are about to send a voice through our
pipe to You” (76, 119). The source also describes the most widely held
version of the pipe’s mythic origin, according to which the original
red-stone pipe was donated to the Lakota by a mysterious and sacred
women, White Buffalo Woman?
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The ritual use of pipes is typically a community ceremony. Based
on his research, James Walker, who knew Lakota culture profoundly,
summarised this as follows: “the potency of the pipe may harmonise
all those communing” (Walker1917, 70). In the early twentieth century,
Walker’s Lakota data providers described communal pipe smoking:

“We have smoked together as friends, and the spirit of the pipe has

gone up to the Great Spirit” (129). The pipe was a crucial instrument
in the connection of sacrality and communal existence. “The pipe is
used because the smoke from the pipe smoked in communion has the
potency of the feminine god [i.e. White Buffalo Woman] who mediates
between godkind and mankind, and propitiates the godkind.” (156)

Numerous versions of the myth have been recorded in oral tradition
about the origin of the pipe stone, and the stone—a symbol of high
iconicity—may signify the blood or flesh of ancestors or buffalos, or
even the Earth. In the mid-1830’s, Catlin recorded Lakota tradition: “The
Great Spiritatanancient period, here called the Indian nations together,
and standing on the precipice of the red pipe stonerock, broke from
its wall a piece, and made a huge pipe by turning itin his hand, which
he smoked over them, and to the north, the south, the east, and the
west, and told them that this stone was red—that it was their flesh—
that they must use it for their pipes of peace” (Catlin [1841] 1989, 429).

The ceremonial pipes were considered replicas of the original Sacred
Pipe (Utley 2004, 54). The horizontal and vertical cylindrical shape of
the carved stone pipe bowl follows the design of the original indexic

“holy pipe.” The wooden pipe stem has carved ornamental motifs, and
the Lakota pipe of the New Jersey State Museum has carved animal
motifs as well. These are symbols that are rooted in the tribe’s traditions:

“Plains tribes associate the elk with strength, endurance, and bravery
while the deeris associated with gentleness, caring, and kindness. [..]
Turtles are associated with long life, protection, and fertility” (Takacs
2016). The end of the stem has colourful ornamentation made with
original, traditional technique that preceded bead sewing. “A portion
ofitisalso wrapped in bird skin, as well as dyed porcupine quills whose
colours of red, purple, yellow, and white closely resemble the ones
used by the Lakota for the four cardinal directions (red, yellow, white,
and black) which represent the earth” (Takacs 2016).

All the elements of the pipe—its materials, motifs, and colours—
convey meanings: “Overall, these different aspects of the pipe stem
and even the wood itself come together to represent all that grows
upon the earth” (Takacs 2016). Materials and motifs form a system of
syntactic relations that together determine a meaning. This Lakota
pipe played a distinguished role in both social and sacral sign relations,
and itwasa determining instrument of communal and transcendental
relations during its use due to its diverse meaning.
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FIGURE 2. Reliquary statue
of Sainte-Foy. Gold and
silver gilt over a wooden
core, height 85 cm, 983-1013
Church Treasury, Conques,
France. Photo: Holly Hayes.
Used under CC BY-NC 2.0,
slightly edited. https://www.
flickr.com/photos/sacred_
destinations/26

* After the regulation of the
Councils of Carthage in the
early fifth century, every
consecrated altar had to
contain a holy relic; thus, the
demand for relics became
very intense in both Eastern
(Byzantine) and Western
Christendom. The same
principle was followed during
the Carolingian era—the cult
of martyrs’ relics played a
significant role in the Western
Christianity of the Middle
Ages (Klaniczay 2014, 48-51).

3.2 Sainte-Foy’s reliquary statue
The other example | have chosen for
design semiotic analysis is a piece of
goldsmith art made in Europe at the
end of the ninth century, which served
asadistinguished instrument of Chris-
tian religious practice during that peri-
od. Saint Foy’s reliquary statue (fig. 2) is
still at its original location in Conques
in South-France, in the church named
after the saint, a young girl from Gaul,
allegedly martyred for her Christian
faith around 300. Because of herlegend,
her skull and bones were preserved and
worshipped as relics, and at the end
of the tenth century they were partly
placed into a precious reliquary (with the remaining parts built into
the altar). Several medieval sources help us understand three things,
namely the signs associated with the physical remains of a saint, the
relic as an index, and the function of a sacrament as a celestial signi-
fier. Saint Foy’s legend of martyrdom and the cult associated with it is
well-known, and there are also contemporary reports on the reliquary.
Therefore, the object can be well analysed from pragmatic, semantic,
and syntactic points of view.

Gabor Klaniczay describes the Western cult of martyrdom associated
with the relic as follows: “the saint was still present on earth in these
relics, while his or herimmortal soul was already in heaven, at the right
side of God. Heaven and Earth were united in the relics of saints—this
was connected to the beliefaccording to which martyrs had the power to
intercede on behalf of the living if the latter requested such intercession at
the site of their earthly remains” (Klaniczay 2014, 46). Following medieval
regulations,*every altar had to contain relics, which consecrate the church,
renderingitasacral place, a pointof encounter of heaven and earth (Brown
1993, 32). In the early Middle Ages “an extensive trade in relics emerged,
and alongside the relics of renowned martyrs from Roman catacombs,
relics of new ‘martyrs’ that were historically highly unlikely to have had
any authenticity were placed on the market” (Klaniczay 2014, 50—51).

Inthe eleventh century, Bernard of Angers wrote the following about
the relics: “it is a pious memorial, before which the faithful heart feels
more easily and more strongly touched by solemnity, and implores more
fervently the powerful intercession of the saint for its sins” (Boehm 2011).

The relicdemonstrates the special power and effect of index-type
signs. Since it is physically connected to its object, the relationship
between the object and the sign vehicle is the most directin the case
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of this sign type; therefore, presence, uniqueness, and specificity are
powerful in indexes (Szivéds 2012, 187—88). Relics played an important
roleinreligious practice; thus, their special sacral power reinforced the
earthly power of ecclesiastic and secular rulers who possessed them.
Guibert de Nogent’s work De sanctis et eorum pigneribus (On the Saints
and Their Relics), written in 1100, reveals the heightened cult of relics,
as well as examples of superstitions, misbeliefs, and counterfeits in
relation to them (Toman 2005, 12).

Goldsmithing is discussed in Part 3 of Theophilus Presbiter’s trac-
tate compiled in German territory around 1100, titled De diversis artibus
(On Various Arts). He emphasises the value of the sacred ecclesiastical
objects, “without which the divine mysteries and service of the Offices
cannot continue” (Gearhart 2010, 70). Georges Duby highlights thatin
the early Middle Ages, the relicinserted into the goldsmith’s work of
art (box or reliquary statue) was placed in the church, at the “heart of
arts in the Romanesque age,” which in turn served as the housing of
therelic (Duby 1984, 272). The treasures placed around the reliquary, as
well as the offerings, provided material resources for the construction,
ornamentation, and prosperity of pilgrimage churches inthe Roman age
(Duby 1984, 52; Toman 2005, 11). Containers of relics were made from
metal or wood covered with metal and ornamented with gemstones,
precious materials and had rich ornamentation. They did not only
certify the bones and other physical remains but were also worthy of
the sacred content (Boehm 2011). Thus, as determining elements of the
cult of saints, they were characterised by elaborate design and forms
that correspond to religious practice, and also by a semantic richness.

The material of the reliquaries represents sacrality. Gold and precious
stones are the signs of heaven. The semantic content of this originates
in the Bible—in the Old Testament, a prescription attributed to Yahweh
applies to ceremonial objects and pontifical vestments, as well as their
elements ornamented with precious stones and gold (Ex. 25, 28, 35, 39).
The New Testament description of Celestial Jerusalem built from crystal
and ornamented with gold and precious stones inspired the medieval
representation of sacrality (Rev. 4:10—21). In the middle of the twelfth
century, Abbot Suger of the Benedictine monastery of Saint-Denis evalu-
ated the significance of these precious materials: “In order to perfect such
a holy ornament, we added, not only these, but a great number of other
expensive gems. [..] To me, | confess, italways has seemed right that the
most expensive things should be used above all for the administration of
the holy eucharist” (Suger). Regarding the objects of religious practice
ornamented with gold and precious stones, Suger also elaborates on
the significance of these objects as sign vehicles, as well as the sacral
meaning and function of the sign objects of goldsmith art associated
with them. Suger’s writing is a testimony about tradition, emotional
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5 “The use of spolia, or the
repurposing of Roman
artifacts, connects the
statue to Rome, the seat of
Christianity, and its riches.”
(Skylern.d.)

motivation, and awareness of the how the materials for objects used
in religious practice were selected.

Thus sometimes when, because of my delight in the beauty of the house of
God, the multicolour loveliness of the gems has called me away from external
cares, and worthy meditation, transporting me from material toimmaterial
things, has persuaded me to examine the diversity of holy virtues, then | seem
to see myselfexisting on some level, as it were, beyond our earthly one, neither
completely in the slime of earth nor completely in the purity of heaven. By the
gift of God | can be transported in an anagogical manner from this inferior
level to that superior one. (Suger)

The Sainte-Foy reliquary statue is one of the most significant ex-
amples of sacral meaning formation connected to noble metals and
precious stones. The reliquary containing the skull is an outstanding
goldsmith work of the period, a wooden figure with silver and gold gilt,
with rich ornamentation made of precious and semi-precious stones,
beads, crystals, and the antique cameos. In the opinion of researchers,
the head of the reliquary was formed from a Roman sculpture.’ As part
of the cult of martyrs, some of the treasures and jewels offered by pil-
grims were used for the ornamentation of the reliquary. The precious
materials form a sequence of signs in the object’s composition, their
syntactic relation conveys a united meaning, visualising heaven and
redemption. As asignifierin religious practice, the martyr’s bone rep-
resents a transcendent and celestial relation through the astonishing
and glistering reliquary. The shining, glittering materials and precious
stones point to the description of the Heavenly Jerusalem (Rev. 21:19),
which was repeated in many theological treatises in the Middle Ages.
The following statement by Amy Remensnyder particularly applies to
Sainte-Foy’s reliquary statue:

While reliquaries gained their significance through the relics they contained,
these containers also determined and interpreted their contents. The precious
materials from which reliquaries were typically constructed symbolically made
visible what was hidden, and transformed it. The actual relic was a bodily
fragment, something identifiably human. The gold, silver, and precious stones
of the reliquary interpreted that fragment and revealed to the viewer what
could not be seen were the relic visible: the other and true nature of the saintly
body, intact and glorified in heaven, reigning with Christ. (Remensnyder
1996, 889—90)

Thanks to Sainte-Foy’s relics, the monastery of Conques has be-
come the major southern station of the pilgrimage to Santiago de
Compostela (Racaniello 2017, 15). The astonishing appearance of the
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reliquary and its ability to attract crowds were described by Bernard,
master of the Angers episcopal school in1013, in his manuscript entitled
Liber miraculorum sancte Fidis (Book of the Miracles of Saint Faith) (Duby
1984, 272—73; Boehm 2011).

The function of the relics of Conques is embedded in Christian
religious practice: believers have attributed to it celestial help and
support, as well as the power to heal eye diseases and blindness.
This pragmatic dimension established the sign relation in which the
martyr girl’s remains (her skull, as an index sign) represented celestial
intercession and communion with Christ. The 85 cm tall reliquary
forms a human being with a crown, holding her arms up, wearing an
ornamented dress, which is the “effigy” of the saint in its function as
anicon. Besides the spectacle of the glowing gold and precious stones,
the effectis achieved by the wide-open and steady look, which Bernard
of Angers describes: “When they saw it for the first time, all in gold
and sparkling with precious stones and looking like a human face, the
majority of the peasants thought that the statue was really looking at
them and answering their prayers with her eyes” (Skyler). On the left
base of the throne, the symbol of Christ, a lamb in a medallion can be
observed, a scene from the crucifixion in the right, and four crystal
spheres frame the top of the throne. These typical motifs of Christian
iconography confirm the martyr girl’s connection with Christ and the
celestial sphere; thus, her role of intermission for the believers.

4 SUMMARY

Semioticanalysis has revealed that the basic proposition of design, ac-
cording to which designis strongly related to everyday life and culture,
equally applies to the two sacral objects discussed here, even though
they are instruments of religious practice from different cultures.
Both the ceremonial pipe and the reliquary statue are works of art
created according to the religious life, myths, and religious practices
of the communities in which they were designed and created. Both
the materials and the ornamentation represent an awareness of form
corresponding to function, semantic abundance, and the syntactic
harmony of signs and sign patterns. The semiotic analysis of their
visual information content can reveal not only semanticand syntactic
aspects of these objects as signs and the sign patterns placed on them,
butalso pragmatic dimensions of meaning formation and sign usage
in light of historical sources. Based on the design semiotic analysis,
it can be stated that these objects were organic parts of the sacral
communication of the societies that created and used them; therefore,
they can be considered material impressions of their religious cultures
and systems of values.
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TEMPLATES OF AGENCY:
OBJECTS OF A SOCIAL DESIGN PROGRAM

FOR DISADVANTAGED GIRLS

Janka Csernak

ABSTRACT

Compared to the aesthetic- and market-oriented mindset associated with mainstream design
approaches, social design is traditionally considered to be a field that focuses more strongly on the
human perspective and community-specific insight (Kimbell 2011; Manzini 2015). It is also a field
that pays particular attention to the cultural and anthropological specificities of communities and
takes these specificities into account throughout its processes of research and design. This paper
presents a social design project, FRUSKA, and examines it from a semiotic and educational point
of view. FRUSKA is a design program for disadvantaged girls aged 10-18, aiming at skill building,
raising self-awareness and building agency, in order to advance the participants’ life prospects. In
an attempt to understand the community better, several objects were designed by the author and her
students, based on preliminary research and inquiries conducted with the target group. Building
on the premises of social semiotics (Hodge and Kress 1988; van Leeuwen 2005), these objects were
specifically designed for the participants to build and customise during co-creation workshops: the
participants could disassemble and personalise these objects in a way that is closer to their own
aesthetics, filling them up with meaning as a means to practice agency. The design process, its
application during workshops and the feedback from participants are analysed through the lens of
intersectional theory (Crenshaw 1989), in order to understand the effects of differences in class, age,
ethnicity and identity. The author concludes by discussing whether design can be meaningfully used
as a language through co-creation.

#social design, #co-design, #social semiotics, #disadvantaged youth, #intersectional theory
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INTRODUCTION

The field of social design focuses on understanding complex phenomena
ina holisticway, and thus, draws inspiration from neighbouring scientific
fields as well, like social sciences, psychology, ecology, or philosophy.
Social semiotics strives to be a critical, self-reflexive theory that investi-
gates the dynamics of social meaning-making practices in specificsocial
and cultural circumstances with the aim of explaining the processes of
meaning-making (Thibault 1991, 6—7). From a design perspective, it is
a field that enquires into different representation typologies and the
relation between things and interpretations people have about them,
which can be multiple and different as people read and comprehend
designed objects in different ways (Grilo 2017). If we presume that
semiotics can provide tools for designers to understand and shape
said interpretations (Grilo 2017), this connection can also be observed
between social semiotics and social design. Van Leeuwen’s definition
of social semiotics highlights key similarities with the methodological
approach of social design: “the ‘social’ in ‘social semiotics’ [...] can only
come intoits own when social semiotics fully engages with social theory.
This kind of interdisciplinarity is an absolutely essential feature of social
semiotics.” (2005, 14) According to Van Leeuwen, social semiotics can be
characterised as shifting the focus from the “sign” to the way people
use semiotic “resources” both to produce communicative artefacts and
events and to interpret them in the context of specific social situations
and practices. Van Leeuwen argues that semiotic resources are not re-
stricted to speech, writing and images, which expands the possibilities
for the articulation of different social and cultural meanings. In the
case described below, material artefacts can also constitute a semiotic
resource, where it becomes possible to describe its semiotic potential as
its potential for making meaning—on the one hand, meaning-making
about the maker, and on the other hand, and more importantly, by the
maker of a marginalised position, whose voice is rarely heard.

This study analyses the products of a series of workshops created
specifically to address the empowerment of disadvantaged girl groups.
These workshops were designed and conducted on the basis of intersec-
tional feminist theory (Crenshaw1989) and social and participatory design
methods, and they aimed at empowerment of the participants through
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agency-building, self-reflection practices, problem-solving, designing,
and building, all based on systematic self-evaluation and self-assess-
ment. The design process embedded in the program features a collection
of template-based objects in the form of blueprints. The customised
design process that girl participants go through provides them with the
opportunity of meaning-making through their own cultural and personal
experiences, by manifesting their knowledge of the world through creating
objects. The relatively simple structure of the objects allows for ergonomic
and stylistic modifications according to the participants’ preferences, and
they can be further personalised with colour and decoration.

This study presents a variety of the objects created during a series
of FRUSKA workshops, and the objects are analysed through the lens of
social semiotics in order to identify collective and individual patterns
of meaning-making and embodied knowledge.

THE TARGET GROUP'

It seems more important than ever to address the increasingly pressing
issue of intersecting inequities underprivileged girls face. While the
developing world has been a central focus of worldwide development
work carried out by global initiatives, the gender gap has not been
closed despite earlier incentives (United Nations 2011, 2015).

Unpacking the distinctions by which we define groups as underpriv-
ileged, itis both importantto look at the global context and see local
and cultural specificities too. In the global context, the following factors
play a key role: living in low-income households, ill-equipped housing
conditions, employment activity of the household, education level of
household members as well as cultural factors like ethnicity, race, or
caste. Based oninformation about basic needs collected from fifteen
low-income countries, the World Bank defines the extremely poor as
those living on less than $1.90 a day. However, because more people
today live in poverty in middle income countries than in low-income
countries, higher poverty lines are used.

In a more local context, especially in Central-Eastern Europe, be-
sides the difficult socioeconomicsettings of an individual, one cannot
overlook the historically ingrained bias against ethnicities.

When looking at the current socioeconomic circumstances in Hungary,
the global economic crisis of 2008 had effects on Hungarian society
earlier than in other countries (usually between 2009 and 2012) and
therefore increased the extent of income poverty as well as income
inequalities and severe material deprivation (Siposné Nandori 2020).
According to data, housing inequalities, ethnic origin, and having a large
family are usually closely related, creating overlapping disadvantages.
Furthermore, the Roma population, which makes up about 6—7% of the
total Hungarian population, is considered the most exposed to poverty.
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The level of education and employment are both very low, leading to se-
vere poverty in these groups (Siposné Nandori 2020). A survey conducted
in 2012 revealed that while 12% of the total Hungarian population lives
below 60% of the median equivalised income, the rate among the Roma
population is 76% (Gabos, Szivds and Tatrai 2013).

According to a 2015 study on Hungary, deprivation can be further
broken down into three indicators: the proportion of people living
in relative income poverty, the proportion of people living in severe
material deprivation, and the proportion of people living in a very low
job-intensity household (employment poverty). The groups defined by
relevantindicators overlap, amounting to 1.9 % of the total population
of Hungary. Additionally, poverty and social exclusion further threaten
the following groups: children under eighteen, single-parent households,
the low-educated, unemployed, or Roma people (in which case the
aboveriskis three times the average) (K6zponti Statisztikai Hivatal 2015).

With the transition to a market economy, the length of childcare
benefits hasincreased while the number of childcare institutions has
decreased. This has led to women being increasingly forced to take care
of their children, elderly relatives, and relatives living with disabilities
in the household. Which hasin turn resulted in the feminisation of pov-
erty asa dominant phenomenon in the country (Einhorn1993, Gregor
and Kovats 2019). Considering additional, gender-based inequalities,
Romani women are the region’s most vulnerable, facing constant,
multiple discrimination based on race, class, and gender (Schultz 2012).
Furthermore, (mostly Roma) girls are not only marginalised within the
category of children as females but also within the category of women
as minors. (Taefi 2009). Addressing poverty as a gendered problem
helps us further understand the obstacles underprivileged females
face. The two strongest barriers are the duty of childcare (which falls
disproportionately on mothersinstead of fathers) and the impediment
they experience in the job market (Czibere 2012).

In low-income, vulnerable communities, the lack of perspective and
job prospects can have debilitating effects on youth groups. Girls are
often the mostvulnerable in this sense, as early (childhood) marriage,
adomestic career and the role of the caregiver is the only visible option
forthem. Itis especially true in more traditional or ethnic communities,
since the family serves as both the sole economic and social support
system for individuals.

This set of circumstances often results in not only early childbearing
and leaving the education system too early, but several other psycho-
logical factors that further hold back individuals from breaking out of
their barriers. The lack of supportin the education system (especially
inrural segregated schools) further deepens the abandonmentyoung
girls might experience and these difficulties might result in a lack of
motivation, goal setting, confidence, and agency.
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In many cases, these interconnected phenomena contribute to
a conflict between the world of the family (which considers a girl
an adult from early adolescence) and the world of school, which still
treats them as children in need of discipline. Therefore, in the follow-
ing methodology, the age of adolescence is taken as ten to eighteen,
but for more accurate methodical choices and appropriate tools, it is
further broken down into two categories (ten to thirteen and fourteen
to eighteen), when referring to assessment tools.

THE USER GROUP OF THE FRUSKA METHOD

The FRUSKA method book aims to find and identify patterns of diverse
challenges underprivileged adolescent girls face, the psychological
effects these challenges cause, and to link them to effective creative
tools. The method aims to define creative and design-based practic-
es that enhance the life experience of underprivileged girls through
gaining skills such as self-confidence, problem-solving, and a sense of
agency. Assuch, itis a useful tool for practitioners, community-leaders
oreducators to enrich the developmental work with the target group
of disadvantaged girls aged ten to eighteen. The method and workbook
can be applied in scenarios when the developmental work carried
out with the target group calls for out-of-the box or creative tools,
as both the age specificities of adolescent girls and their position in
educational or non-educational settings can prove challenging. In
order to address girls in a meaningful way, it can be helpful to apply
participatory, customisable activities such as the ones proposed below.
The adolescent phase in the psychosocial theory of development is
concerned with identity formation versus role diffusion (Erikson 1968),
as well as agency manifestation. Considering adolescents’ construction
of identity—which underprivileged youths often miss out on—as part
of an ongoing formation of relationships, institutions, culture, and
family rather than seeing them as passive reactors to a static system
produces accurate and detailed observations (Cooper1999).
Moreover, it helps to overcome the misconception of seeing edu-
cational difficulties of low-income or minority students as a result of
“cultural mismatch,” and to recognise how institutions might lack the
knowledge to guide them, if they still choose to continue with their
academicadvancement beyond the compulsory age (Havas and Liské
2005, 94—95). In addition, it is important to mention that according
to surveys, traumatic experiences within the family appear more fre-
quently than in other secure social settings (loss of family members,
separation, loss of employment, housing crises, and violence, etc.).
Previous studies indicate that adolescents of low socio-economic
status report lower self-esteem in comparison to their peers of higher
socio-economicstatus (Veselska et al. 2009). Addressing and improving
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low self-esteem is a key factor in working with at-risk adolescent girls
as low self-esteem is widely documented as a correlative factor in
depression and anxiety (Veselska et al. 2009), lower health-related
quality of life (Mikkelsen et al. 2020), criminal behaviour, drug and
alcohol abuse, and teen pregnancy (Hartz and Thick 2005). Confidence
and satisfaction with oneself (self-esteem) can be influenced by peer
and parental relationships, differentintellectual and physical abilities,
appearance, competence, as well as identification with a reference
group (either positively or negatively) (Ibid., 71).

These factors impact girls more significantly than boys, especially
through adolescence, as gender-role expectations impose limits at
a higherscale on females. Previous studies show that self-efficacy and
self-esteem mightact as a buffer for negative psychosocial factorsin
adolescents (Mikkelsen et al. 2020). Promotion of self-efficacy might
contribute to reducing emotional symptoms among all socioeconomic
groups and thus to reducing social inequalities in emotional symptoms
(Meilstrup et al. 2016). Increasing self-awareness helps girls identify
personal preferences, values, and life purpose and create a realistic
appreciation of personal strengths and weaknesses, therefore setting
more realistic goals.

METHODOLOGY

We can state that underprivileged girls are a particularly vulnerable
social group both economically and ecologically, resulting in the lack
of tools for exerting control over their future. The FRUSKA method-
ology proposed by the author aims to consciously counterbalance
this, and instead ensure freedom of expression to participants while
maintaining a safe space for sharing difficult life experiences, granting
them “partnership and active participation” (Froese and Koczé 2012).
The workshop program aims to find and identify patterns of diverse
challenges underprivileged adolescent girls face, and the psycholog-
ical effects these challenges cause, in order to link them to effective
creative tools. The method aims to define creative and design-based
practices that enhance the life experience of the target group by
helping them gain skills such as self-confidence and problem-solving,
and a sense of agency. The methodology is based on the parallelism
between simple maker assignments and self-knowledge tools, rooted
insocial design, participatory action research (Aziz, Shams, and Khan
20™M1), feminist group advocacy (hooks 1994) and art therapy (Hartzand
Thick 2005). Based on widely used social design methods, a participa-
tory, co-creation-based approach (Kimbell and Julier 2012; Manzini
2015; Kimbell 2020) is applied in order to support the participants in
practicing autonomy during sessions. The small group format and el-
ements of shaping the group dynamic as a safe space (i.e., establishing
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% Sharing the numerical

data vesults of the ongoing
data collection is beyond

the scope of the current
article, as it focuses on the
semiotic aspect and general
patterns of attitude change in
participants.

common rules in the beginning, valuing all opinions, providing space
forall expressions, and maintaining respect for each other) are based
on the theory of bell hooks (1984) regarding educational settings
targeting underprivileged females. Hartz and Thick (2005) suggest
thatart therapy and psychotherapy tools in artistic activities resultin
increased self-worth, connectedness and motivation in participants.
The questionnaires for measuring the effectiveness of the FRUSKA
method were based on a questionnaire designed by Hartz and Thick
(2005), which aimed at measuring changes in self-esteem as a Self-
Perception Profile. Similar to the data presented by Hartz and Thick
(2005), FRUSKA participants reported increased feelings of mastery,
connection, and self-approval. Comparing the seven-step questionnaires
administered pre- and post-workshops, most participants showed an
increase in global self-worth, based on notions such as perception of
peer acceptance, freedom of self-expression, feeling of competence
and goal-orientedness and positive feelings associated with the act of
creation®. Baer’s observations (1998) on gender differences in creativity
show that middle school girls’ motivation and creativity are lowered by
the expectation of evaluation and rewards, therefore no metrics were
used during reflections and only self-evaluation was applied. While
the recorded answers showed a pattern of general improvementin self-
image and competence, several answers indicated the development of
more realistic goal setting and more accurate judgment of the creative
process. Even though numerical data collection is still ongoingin order
to arrive ata wider pattern and more nuanced conclusion as a longitu-
dinal study, and therefore itis notshared in detail here, one significant
result of the data collection process is the expertise the participants
gained in self-evaluationitself, asitis a rather underdeveloped skillset
of the target group despite its significant role in a balanced self-image.
The evidence for the parallelism between maker assignments and
self-knowledge tools is supported by numerous studies conducted
on STEM- and STEAM-based education and maker initiatives, where
participants had self-assessed as more confident and empowered
as a result of participation (Clapp and Jimenez 2016). Unfortunately,
disadvantaged youth, especially girls, are not the basic target audience
of such programs, which made it even more urgent for the current
methodology to focus on these groups. Even though a majority of
humanitarian creative tools are based on collaborative work processes
(i.e., The HCD Toolkit by IDEO 2009; DIY Toolkit by NESTA 2014), they do
not necessarily focus on the intersectional interpretation of inequalities
they aim to address. Such collaborative practices are typically based on
an egalitarian and democratic setup, where the designer only acts as
afacilitator. In the case of the specific target group FRUSKA addresses,
it has proven difficult for the author to embody the facilitator mindset
for two reasons: firstly, the target group is not used to non-frontal
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educational settings (i.e. a student-centred, cooperative learning en-
vironment) and expressing their needs and opinions during creative
workflows; and secondly, as elaborated upon earlier, the majority of
participants have experienced multiple layers of disenfranchisement
through their life and their girlhood presents a necessity for the cre-
ation of a safe space in order to encourage expression and creativity.

According to Christian Voigt, Elisabeth Unterfrauner and Ronald
Stelzer, the maker movementalready has a strong political agenda that
aims at bridging the gap between a few producing and many consuming
stakeholders, helping consumers to gain access to production. Frugal
innovations and a circulareconomy mindset are concepts forempower-
ing those with less “fabrication power” and makerspaces are important
venues for the creation of opportunities as they enable low-cost entrepre-
neurship, but their exclusionistand western-centric nature often shuts
out the very groups who would benefit from these opportunities (Voigt,
Unterfrauner, and Stelzer 2017). The methodology described here does
notaim directly at empowering participantsin a capitalist, market-based
sense, but rather helps them gain access to deeper self-knowledge and
identify their inherited or gained barriers through design tools, which
canresultinimproved prospects. Numerous studies and practice-based
research confirm the positive long-term effect of the use of creative
methodologies among underprivileged youth, especially girls (Dietrich,
Trischler, Schuster, and Rundle-Thiele 2017; Tan and Barton 2018; Pilloton
and Bingaman-Burt 2020; Hughes 2020), acknowledging that building
or making things “is a way [...] to have a voice, to exercise power, to be
afreeandindependentwoman, and to play an active role in the physical
world.” (Pilloton and Bingaman-Burt 2020, 15) Shaping this space that
surrounds participants (by participants and peer mentors themselves
or by the mediation of facilitators) does emphasise the parallelism with
shaping the narrative of the social space that they inhibit as a catalyst for
change (Pilloton and Bingaman-Burt2020, 11), and during FRUSKA work-
shops and talks the participants were actively encouraged to challenge
not just the templates and language around making that are given to
them, but to question the larger, societal context as well.

Besides supporting girls on a creative learningjourney, a wider goal
of FRUSKA workshops s to help participants discover interests and skills
they might not acquire otherwise or get access to, grow their personal
and professional network, widen their vocabulary (emphasising the
power of language and competent use of accurate terminology), and
to facilitate their geographical and social mobility by participating in
a knowledge transferas mentors. Furthermore, developing psychological,
coping and communication skills can support girls in other areas of life
and strengthen their resilience and agency. All these skills and gains
contribute to a wider sense of empowerment of participants. According
to some feminist advocacy groups, empowerment is a loosely defined,
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“fuzzy” word that cannot be clearly articulated, let alone measured
(Kabeer1999). In order to gain some clarity on what empowerment might
be and how to achieve it, it is necessary to think about power in terms
of the ability to make choices: to be disempowered, therefore, implies
being denied choice. As Kabeer remarks, “lempowerment] is inescapably
bound up with the condition of disempowerment and refers to the pro-
cesses by which those who have been denied the ability to make choices
acquire such an ability.” (Kabeer1999, 437) Consequently, empowerment
entails a change in power dynamics: an expansion in people’s ability to
make strategic first- and second-order life choices in a context where
this ability was previously denied to them. However, it is important to
look at possible inequalities in people’s capacity to make choices (de-
rived partly from their social status) rather than at differences in the
choices they make (Kabeer 1999, 439). This decision-making process is
modelled and exercised during FRUSKA workshops, specifically keeping
the perspective of the individual participants in sight, and thus creating
a realistic set of expectations that one can work towards.

There are no available studies known to the author on a compar-
ative analysis of a wide range of international creative initiatives and
the long-term effects of maker practices on underprivileged girls.
However, comparative studies on participatory processes (Hussain
2010; Whittle 2014; Shepers et al. 2018) mostly from the field of digital
design point towards the participants’ development of self-esteem,
learning-by-doing, and broadening their horizons, which can contrib-
ute to their empowerment. Furthermore, studies focusing on gender
differences in maker practices (Vossoughi, Hopper, and Escudé 2016;
Eckhardtetal. 2021) point out that dedicated attention to educational
injustices is crucial to developing a pedagogical sensitivity within
making environments, and broadening the definition of making could
further contribute to overcoming gendered stereotypes within society
and to create a more diverse environment in the maker community.

Participants in the case elaborated below were students from a Ta-
noda program in Budapest (an after-school community program, as
previously mentioned), aged thirteen to fourteen, based in a district
with complex social problems and increasing gentrification. Even though
the participants described here are from an urban background and their
network and infrastructure access is considerably wider, we can still
observe similar patterns regarding lack of trust towards education and
a lack of perspective and motivation, as well as a deficit of agency and
empowerment. The deficiency of tools for visual and tactile expression
and creative processes is also an experience that is shared among rural
segregated schools and inner-city schools with a diverse studentship.
While elaborating on the specifics of Tanoda programs in Hungary would
go beyond the scope of the current study, it is worth mentioning that
the Tanoda network plays an important partin working toward closing
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the gap between Roma and non-Roma students and their educational

prospects. A program based on one-on-one tutoring, extracurricular
activities and strong interpersonal bonds helps the participants raise

their motivation and dedication to education; however, there are lim-
itations to the effectiveness of such programs without strong support

and encouragement from the participants’ families. As in several cases

of minority-focused developmental programs, the Tanoda aims at com-
pensating disadvantages and ultimately pushing participants towards

independence while teaching them the necessary skills.

2

ANALYSIS OF THE DESIGN PROCESS

Designed objects can be observed on three levels through the lens of
semiotics: on the pragmatic, the semantic and the syntactic level (Mor-
ris1938). The pragmatic level enquires into why the object exists, the
semantic level explores what kind of subjective attitudes people have
towardsit, and the syntactic level investigates how it was made. In the
case analysed below, the participants were co-designing a structurally
preconceived template, accordingly, in the analysis the author only
focuses on the additional design features created by the participants.
The reliance on templates is necessitated by the short timeframe of
the conducted workshops and the specificities of the target group (i.e.,
the lack of confidence in visual expression, the intimidating aspect of
a detailed design process and the need for a unified design journey
that grants a certain amount of freedom to participants and to the
community as well). The currentinvestigation does not address co-de-
sign processes that are applied from scratch. From a (design) semiotics
point of view, the latter case would raise fascinating questions about
authorship and the manifestation of agency for non-professional
designers, but that inquiry is beyond the scope of the current study.

FIGURE 1. Objects created
during the 2022 spring
FRUSKA workshops.
Photo: Noémi Szécsi



084_research papers_Templates of Agency: Objects of a Social Design Program for Disadvantaged Girls

The objects created throughout the series of workshops are state-
ments by the participants, and thus, can be read through the lens of
social semiotics. As mentioned above, in this specific context, the au-
thor stresses the importance of meaning-making by the participants,
and therefore focuses on this aspect of semiotics and semantics. The
template-based objects (in the case analysed here, a stool) are designed
in order to create a blank canvas for the participants, as well as to over-
come several technological and creative barriers. Rather than granting
them a fully detailed design education course, the program focuses
on taking smaller steps and aims at a success-oriented, affirmative
process. The collection of objects designed specifically for the program
include a mobile paper structure (reflecting on the interpersonal relation-
ships of the participants), a small standing mirror featuring a pin board,
a lightbox object (that can be customised with participants’ personal
features), a swinging stool (that can be personalised and equipped with
additional storage), and a ladder shelf (which is designed to refer to
the vanity desk as a prefiguration, but instead of featuring a mirror for
beautification, it offers personal storage as an identity-building act).
During the workshop series presented here, the stool was chosen from
the above collection as the one item reflecting the group’s needs in the
most meaningful way. These needs were defined and articulated by the
participants during the third workshop session in a spatial visualisation
and mapping exercise, focusing on theirimmediate home environments
and their positives and pain points. The stool was chosen based on the
shared demand of this given group for personal placemaking within the
home and shared domestic spaces (literally “a seat at the table,” as one
participant putit). In the case of other workshops, lightbox objects and
storage shelves were also created based on the questions raised in those
specificscenarios, bringing similar results in self-evaluation, which could
indicate that the subjects of workshops show a lesser significance than
the process of creation itself, but might be important for keeping up
the motivation in participants through its relevance in their lives. In the
contextof the research, several design blueprints were created, such as
storage items, chandeliers or an outdoor throwing game, but they have
not been applied in the context of a FRUSKA workshop so far due to the
lack of an appropriate age group or circumstances, but each of these
blueprints represents a different complexity, functional specificity, or
level of affordance for individual customisation.

Affordances, as Gibson defines them (1979), stem directly from
observable properties of objects (or other phenomena). In the given
female-centred context, these observable qualities of objects can differ
from the ones registered in a different context: a “female gaze” on the
environmentand its furnishings is inherently different from the “male
gaze” (i.e.,a gaze with a western-centric, white, patriarchal set of values).
The question of whether the objects described below fit into a design
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canon (corresponding to a certain aesthetic or market position) can
uncover the presence of othering and reinforcing existing stereotypes
(Kéczé and Sardelic 2016). Contemporary western societies still produce
atextual and discursive canon that determines the performance of Roma
women, who are still considered a threat in most European societies
(Kéczé and Sardelic 2016; Jovanovi¢ 2014; Matkowska 2021). As Koczé and
Sardelic state, “In some respects, the discourse on the Roma woman as
unpredictable, transgressive and dangerous, or even as [an] evil witch,
reflects on her perceived transcendent power over men.” (K6czé and
Sardelic 2016) This stereotypical narrative also reflects the discourse
that attempts to justify the delegitimisation and marginalisation of
Roma women in their everyday lives. If we consider participants as ac-
tors or "bodies in space” (Hodge and Kress 1988, 52), their everyday life
and acts should be considered as a baseline for the participatory design
process in order to truly reflect on their actual needs. Consequently,
several affordances can be observed in the given case. The template
of the stool was selected based on a placemaking act, stemming from
the participants’ need to have dedicated, flexible spatial features in
their crowded, loud, cohabited domestic spaces. The template offers
the opportunity of a swinging motion that can be considered radical
foran act of a Roma teenage girl. The stool offers the chance to create
a swinging motion, but only one participant felt curious and playful
enough to apply a rounded shape to the legs of the object (most of the
participants declined this option due to the extra work it meant during
fabrication and possibly due to the feeling of uncertainty it brought
to the object’s usage.) This playfulness is a significant element of the
template design that addresses adolescence as the ambivalence and
transition between childhood and adulthood. Since the target group
is traditionally considered to display early maturation in their woman-
hood due to social expectations to perform adult behaviourand labour
at home (Durst 2001), the chance to still embody the girl child without
adult expectations is a significant act of rebellion.

The size and weight of the object afford easy transitions of function
and spatial-territorial usage; it can be used individually or in a com-
munity. The way that the sitting surface transforms into a canvas for
the self-expression of participants is radical in itself, bordering on
minimalist maximalist design principles, a folk tradition and a con-
temporary manifestation of popular culture and personal accounts of
social life. The presence of Roma girlsand women, and traditional Roma
images in public space have continuously challenged the concept of

“respectability,” as described above (Skeggs 2001, 17). Respectability is
a central mechanism through which the concept of class has emerged
and functioned as a gatekeeping mechanism ever since (Skeggs 2001,
2). The dilemma of whether it is possible for underprivileged female
maker groups to attain respectability (and thus validation and canon-
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isation) is presentin the art and design world as well. There is strong
policing in ideology and in the construction of gender expressions as
well. According to Hodge and Kress, “gender messages can be installed
by rules of etiquette [..] The rule of verbal language is important but
ancillary to the physical. Styles of dress, appearance and behaviour are
overt enough to be strictly policed so that the ideological meanings
they carry can be obligatory and ubiquitous.” (Hodge and Kress 1988, 64)

During the workshops, participants demonstrated a certain amount
of initiative and susceptibility to novelty, but understandably, they
were also hesitant to make too many alterations to the given tem-
plate. Despite being encouraged to feel free to change the shape
of the stool radically, they tended to take small steps and gravitate
towards rounding out edges and designing cut-out shapes instead of
redrawing the entire structure. According to participants’ oral feedback
provided during the positional dialogues and feedback sessions, this
was a conscious decision stemming from their social position where
conditioning leads them to adaptand linger. The cut-out shapes used
for gripping the stool were a significant territory of meaning-making
for participants, as they were not only asked to draw these shapes, but
cutthem out with a handsaw as well, which requires serious dedication
to their decisions of design. One participant cut out a heart-shape and
the other three cut out rectangles, even though a simple round hole
would have been the simplest solution.

Participants reported that these shapes represented important
cultural symbols (heart) and shapes they are comfortable with, sig-
nifying the house or home (square). These symbols are both strongly
connected to traditional female roles and representation, and can be
interpreted in terms of Roma girls’ life goals. As mentioned above, love,
marriage and sexuality play a key partin the target groups’ life narrative,
as one of the mostimportant opportunities for self-actualisation and
creating “symbolic capital” (Durst 2001; Kovai 2018).

The colours used throughout the objects are red, green and yellow,
which are often used in Roma pictorial tradition and clothing. The
relatively small amount of data produced by the co-creation activity
does not establish the causal connection between Roma traditions
and the participants’ design choices, but it is interesting to note that
during the workshops, the girls talked about the specificities of their
families and their own personal clothing and how different traditional
wear is from their or their peers’ clothing. Using traditional visual
elements such as heart-shapes or floral ornaments as semiotic tools
can be seen as a primal decorative tendency of adolescent’s visual ex-
pression. On the other hand, the use of strong contrasts and geometric
symbols instead of figures (animal or human) can rather be the result
of a decorative, but visually not highly skilled education received in
the common education system (Hortovanyi 2018).
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Another noteworthy feature displayed by one of the objects is the
appearance of text. Van Leeuwen categorises this type of text usage
asintegration, when text and picture occupy the same space—“either
the textis integrated in (for example, superimposed on) the pictorial
space, or the picture in the textual space.” (Van Leeuwen 2005, 14) In
this specific case, one participant wrote her initials and the word “slave
girl” on the sitting surface of the stool. This text, while poetically and
politically very strong, is a direct reference to a Hungarian pop song
from 2004 by L.L. Junior, a popular ragga/hip-hop musician of Roma
origin. The citation of this particular song underlines very traditional
gender roles and the structure of a heavily patriarchal family, while
also suggesting the possibility of free will of the woman represented
inthe song. Additionally, it references the strong cultural significance
of music in Roma traditions, a “racialisation” of musical traditions
(Piotrowska 2013). Survey data show that in Eastern Europe, majority
group members typically regard Roma musicality as a distinctive and
positive attribute, and music tends to be an area of pride and positive
representation among Roma youth (Kende, Hadarics, and Lasticova
2017). During workshop sessions, participants shared segments of their
daily life as well as love life, and suggested similar tendencies as those
described in the cited song. Therefore, the shapes and colouration
used on the stool are further enriched with meanings from a culturally
very significant musical inspiration. When reading the layered mean-
ing behind this specific pop culture reference, we might consider it
ametaphor for the participant’s existential position. Hodge and Kress
suggest that terms of speech are often called metaphors, “but what
they express is a basic equation between the ordering of bodies and
physical space and the relationships between persons and social space.”
(Hodge and Kress, 52) Itisimportant to point out that creating simple
pieces of furniture or homeware objects does not grant participants
the skills for mastery in woodworking, nor is the program focused on
technological achievement or professional design skills. Instead, the
process and the objects created within reflect on the Beuysian potential
of social transformation, focusing a creative practice “not on the static
object with realised goals, but rather on actions and demonstrations
that showed a readiness and adaptability to change.” (Jordan 2013,
148) This means that the participants’ creation and customisation of
the objects manufactured during the processis an act of place-making
and meaning-making, through which participants can experience what
it means to plan, manifest and follow through with their intentions in
a relatively structured way that grants them freedom of expression.
Moreover, participants have gained skills that they can employ in other
contexts as well: manual skills, technological skills, fine motoric skills,
and appropriate language (of technology and of self-reflection), which
can help them inhabit the world with more self-confidence.



088_research papers_Templates of Agency: Objects of a Social Design Program for Disadvantaged Girls

CONCLUSION

Disenfranchised or marginalised groups can experience difficulties of
proper representation, meaning making, or being recognised as bearers
of knowledge. Social design has the ability to provide tools for these
groups to shift said narratives and power dynamics, and gaining skills
and building channels of communication through adequate creative
processes can provide tools for growing agency.

Social semiotics is a field that highlights the importance of signifiers
which are not restricted to speech, writing, and images, and which, by
widening the media of expression, allows the articulation of different
social and cultural meanings that might be more adequate to certain
social groups whose voice is rarely heard.

The FRUSKA methodology presented in this essay attempts to
provide tools for disadvantaged girl groups aged ten to eighteen for
practicing and growing their agency through participatory, co-crea-
tion workshops based on social design principles (Kimbell 2011). The
current study does not focus on the impact measurement aspect of
the proposed methodology and therefore the effects of the work-
shop series are not presented here, and the effectiveness of the
workshop’s activities needs to be measured on an ongoing basis
in the context of a longitudinal study. However, an outline of posi-
tive changes that were measured during participation is provided
and a rather significant outcome is discussed, which is the meaning-
making processes participants are engaged in. Through the partici-
pants’ meaning making and their opportunity to practice control over
their narratives, noteworthy observations can be made from a social
semiotics angle. The design choices participants have made regarding
the template objects are a direct blueprint of how they intended to
shape their narrative and how they gained the tools to do so. Objects
created during FRUSKA workshops were analysed through the lens of
social semiotics considering gender and power relations, affordances
(spatial and functional as well), textual elements and their additional
layers, shapes and colours as tools for meaning making, as well as
the general significance of decision-making through a design and
manufacturing process.

The complex analysis of the FRUSKA workshop program, regarding
both a methodological perspective and impact, requires a longitudinal
study and analysis, which goes beyond the scope of current study, and
iselaborated elsewhere. However, from a methodological perspective,
social semiotics can be a valuable source of new approaches within
design in general and particularly in social design, especially during
participatory initiatives, as the viewpoints it provides are interdisci-
plinary and fully engage with different cultural meanings rather than
a mainstream narrative.
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EVERYDAY OBJECTS IN
TRAUMA THERAPY:

EXAMINING THE MATERIAL
CULTURE OF YOUNG REFUGEES WITH
THE AIM OF TRAUMA PROCESSING

Erzsébet Hosszu

ABSTRACT

Obyjects help us to integrate, socialise, learn, and mirror our past and self. They also represent our home,
as we can take them with us when moving. What happens to our objects when this move is accompanied
by the trauma of forced migration? The aim of this paper is to understand the significance of the object,
the smallest physical unit of the home, in the recovery processes of trauma caused by forced migration.
In parallel with a literature review, this research relies on in-depth interviews and the author’s ten
years of field experience in refugee communities in Hungary, Switzerland, Belgium and Palestine.
The literature review explores the importance of objects in the context of migration, highlighting the
roles of them in the process of socialising with others, learning new skills, developing our own self,
transforming our home and surviving a challenge. According to the literature, objects can create
a safe and well known environment, they can materialise the past and culture, therefore they can
help to recall memories and they can also have a significant role in reconnecting us to life, since
they integrate us into new communities. According to the interviews, the coping strategies have
more to do with activity and social connections and less with everyday objects due to the trauma of
forced migration. Taking advantage of the general nature of objects, the coping mechanism of forced
migrants and loose object attachment, objects can become a neutral tool of trauma therapy. From
the results, a design therapy toolkit will be created for professionals, educators and therapists, which
can support processing trauma by developing place and object attachment.

#loss of space, #boundary objects, #object attachment, #forced migration, #design therapy
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INTRODUCTION

“The surrounding material world matches human needs of an invisible
type and number, well or badly, and conversely, countless human
needs can be objectified in an infinite type and amount of things.”
(Dull 2009,138) Objects help us to integrate, socialise, learn, and mirror
our past and self. They also represent our home, as we can take them
with us when moving.

To consider forced migration as a traumatising event (Silove et al.
1997), it is necessary to understand the essential nature of trauma.
In response to a threat, a complex reaction system arises, which af-
fects both the body and the mind. As the adrenaline level increases,
a state of readiness sets in: full attention is directed to the threatening
situation, changes occur in the usual modes of perception (we do
not feel hunger, fatigue, pain). These changes mobilise the threat-
ened person to be able to take persistent action: either to fight or to
flee. A traumatic reaction occurs when action is ineffective (Herman
2015). Neither fighting nor fleeing helps, so the self-defence systemis
overloaded, and its functioning is disrupted (Herman 2015). Besides
that, “loss of control is traumatising in itself.” (Dull 2009, 233) The
traumatic events of forced migration are not only the push factors
(war, persecution, disaster) but also the experience of multiple losses
(of loved ones, home, possessions, and existence) and the inevitable
transformation of one’s culture upon arriving in a new environment
(Hautzinger, Hegediis, and Klenner 2014).

Restoring the self-structure and control of the traumatised
person are the primary goals of a recovery process (Herman 2015).
The victim’s self-structure and control can only be restored in the
way it was originally formed: through connection with others
(Herman 2015). The three stages of recovery are: (1) the creation of
security, (2) the restoration of memories and grief of loss, and (3)
the reconnection to everyday life (Herman 2015). The importance
of attachment to relevant objects appears in Hungarian (Dull 2009,
Wilhelm 2014b) and international literature (Belk 1992, Csiksze-
ntmihalyi and Halton 2011). In the context of migration, material
culture and object attachment has particular importance because
they make the home moveable, so they can maintain its sense of
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continuity (Dall 2009), and also because they support developing
new social connections by helping us to express our identity to
others (Kapitany and Kapitany 2010), learn social norms (Csiksze-
ntmihalyi and Halton 2011), and connect to people with different
cultural backgrounds with “boundary” objects (Wilhelm 2014b).
In the place called home, the individual is able to experience the
highest level of control and security, this is the place where the
individual recharges upon returning, and then sets off again and
explores the world with confidence (Ddll 2009).

The review of the relevant literature will establish the context,
including the psychology of migration and the nature of trauma,
material culture and cultural anthropology, symbolism and envi-
ronmental psychology. In addition to the literature review, in-depth
interviews were conducted with nineteen forced young migrants,
a population that has been repeatedly traumatised and had to leave
its homeland behind. They allow insight into how material culture
can become part of their coping strategy to create a new home
in a foreign country. Existing studies (Korac 2009, Dudley 2010,
Guevara Gonzélez 2022) have mostly examined the object culture
of refugees in refugee camps and in the transitional areas of the
borders. In contrast, this study examines a population that already
has a residence permit, official education, and a permanentjob, so
their experiences are not framed by the limitations of illegality and
refugee camps.

Since January 2013, the author has been working with young
refugees and asylum seekers as a volunteer for a Hungarian as-
sociation called Utilapu Halézat, where she founded the Open
Doors working group with her graphic designer partner, Agnes Jekli.
Open Doors was created with the aim of using the methodology of
participatory design to improve the integration opportunities of
young refugees and to supportintercultural dialogue.Over the past
ten years, the author has facilitated countless creative workshops,
placemaking projects and seven to fourteen-day design camps with
young refugees, immigrants and their disadvantaged Hungarian
peers. The author compares her field experiences of the past ten
years with literature and in-depth interview research to understand
how architecture and design can support the development of forced
migrants’ sense of home and the processing of their trauma caused
by the loss of place and objects.

The purpose of this study is to focus on material culture and under-
stand the importance of the smallest physical unit of the home—our
everyday objects—in the recovery processes of the trauma caused
by the loss of space. The results of the research will be manifested
in a prospective design therapy toolkit, which is intended to support
the processing of the trauma of the loss of place and the rebuilding
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of place attachment: a collection of creative workshops that develop
safety, memory, and reconnection to the community.

METHOD

The research process relies on two methods. The first is in-depth
interviews with young adult forced migrants living in Hungary. The
second is the author’s ten-year fieldwork experience, including creative
workshops and projects with refugees, as well as consultations and
discussions with professionals working with refugees. The interviews
are analysed and completed with the experiences of the fieldwork in
the results section.

This paper interprets the results of the interviews through the
frame of the central question of “What everyday objects are forced
migrants in Hungary attached to and what do those objects mean
to them?” The interview questions focused on two main topics: (1)
what old belongings they have from their homeland, and (2) if they
undertook another big journey, what objects would they take with
them. With the interviews, the aim was to get to know the interview-
ees’ coping strategy through the stories of their everyday objects.
Understanding their relationship with material culture told us if they
built (and if so, how) a new physical and mental home, community
and other attachments in Hungary.

The in-depth interviews were conducted with nineteen people,
selected according to five conditions. The first condition was that
all the interviewees must consider themselves forced migrants. This
means that their migration happened due to push factors (war, torture,
persecution, poverty, hunger, environmental disasters, unemploy-
ment, lack of educational opportunities, underdevelopment of the
health care system or social instability) (Hautzinger, Hegediis, and
Klenner 2014) and their life was in danger. The second condition was
that the interviewees had to be between the ages of eighteen and
forty. Making interviews with people under eighteen was excluded for
legal reasons connected to the child protection system. The cut-off
age was forty, reflecting the higher potential in younger individuals
to integrate more fully with local communities. The third condition
was that all the interviewees must have been born outside Europe.
This means thatall the interviewees experienced an extreme culture
change. The fourth condition was that they had already been livingin
Europe foratleast two years, including at least one year in Budapest
(orclose to Budapest). This condition isimportant because it means
thatall the interviewees already had general experiences in Europe
and knowledge of everyday life in Budapest. The fifth condition was
that all the interviewees possess a residence permit and/or have
recognised refugee status. It means that their protection is legally
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' All interviewees were fully
informed about the purpose
of the interview, the research,
and the use of the results. They
were also informed that after
the interview they could still
request to withdraw what
they said from the research.
Since the research project
preserves the anonymity

of all participants, ethical
requirements are respected.

guaranteed and official, there is “light at the end of the tunnel”: they
can start settling down (or have already started to). It also means
that none of the interviewees live in a refugee camp anymore but
inarented flat or room.

During the interviews, an interactive model was followed (Cres
well and Creswell 2018) to adapt to the language barriers and to
respect the fact that the examined population is traumatised by
war, torture, and leaving home behind. With the interactive meth-
od, the goal was to help the interviewees express themselves,
and to avoid the confusion of one-sided conversations. The inter-
views were supported by visual games and tasks (pictures, maps,
and drawings). The interviewees are assumed to have negative
feelings towards being interviewed: the author became part of
the conversation to avoid recalling the traumatising memories con-
nected to the one-sided interviews of the asylum process. Through
dialogue and visual games, an informal and deep conversation could
develop

The research also relies on the author’s field experience, which
she gained in the home of unaccompanied minor refugees and asy-
lum seekers in the Childcare Centre of Fot, in other adult detention
centres and refugee camps in Hungary, as well as international
study visits to Switzerland, Belgium, and Palestine. During these
years, she facilitated short (half- to one-day) creative workshops,
and long (one-week to three-month) design themed camps, inter-
national youth exchanges and projects. At these activities, the target
community found a common design challenge, then developed and
implemented solutions to it. The short programs included workshops
such as textile silk printing, bookbinding, furniture renovation, and
mural painting. During the long-term projects, several indoor and
outdoor public spaces were designed and renovated, and media
(photo, video) training, placemaking design camp, and interactive
message board development were implemented. Regardless of
whether we are talking about a short workshop ora long project, the
goal is always to involve young people in the design and implemen-
tation process so that they can make their own decisions, acquire
new competencies and develop their creative problem-solving skills.
Besides these, the indirect result of the activities is the development
of the community, given that these are never individual sessions
and that the participants have to find a common agreement and
cooperate in order to succeed. The experiences gained in the field
are complemented by ongoing consultations and discussions with
professionals working with refugees (psychologists, teachers, social
workers, and project coordinators). The experience and results of the
ten years were documented in the form of photos, videos and diary
entries (Sztompka 2009).
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THE DIVERSE ROLE OF OBJECTS IN THE CONTEXT
OF MIGRATION

Before presenting the results of the interviews, a literature review of
material culture in the context of migration and trauma processing
is necessary. There is a complex interrelationship and transaction
between the material environment and human behaviour, which is
also marked, characteristic, and extremely stable: every object and
material environment typically triggers and maintains persistent
patterns of behaviour over a long period of time, even though the
given people change in the environment (Ddll 2009). Because of the
ongoing interaction between the people and their objects, itis more
reasonable to understand the combined phenomenon of them than to
try to examine them separately (Wilhelm 2014b, 24). In the following
section, different phenomena of interaction will be explained, high-
lighting the possible relevance of migration and trauma processing
(the creation of security, the restoration of memories and grief of loss,
and the reconnection to everyday life).

Firstitisimportant to understand the individual’s attachment to
objects in general. The empirical research of Agnes and Gabor Kapitany
can help with this comprehensive examination. In their research, the
majority of respondents answered that objects are “important,” fol-
lowed by those for whom “only certain objects are important,” and the
option “not important” was chosen the least (Kapitany and Kapitany
2005, 126). According to Belk, attachment to property can have a neg-
ative effectif the attachmentis so strong thatit negatively affects the
relationship with other people orif the attachment is so extreme that
the loss (or damage) of the object puts the self itself in danger (1992,
quoted by Dull 2009).

Objects can symbolise social integration or differentiation.
(Csikszentmihalyi and Halton 2011) The object can embody the
power and knowledge of its owner, it can make its social affiliation
visible, and it also embodies belonging to a segregated community.
Community can give meaning to distinguishing ourselves, but at the
same time it can also mean social separation (the cross or the flag,
forexample) (Kapitany, Kapitany 2021). Integration and connection
can be strengthened by the exchange of objects: interpersonal re-
lationships are strengthened by the fact that a person gives a piece
of himself and receives a piece from the other. Objects thus actas
the “material embodiment of social relations in our environment”
(Wilhelm 2014b, 35). It is a general cultural phenomenon to treat
gifts differently: they are protected and kept in a special place
(Wilhelm 2014b).

Connecting to social integration and connection, Gabor Wilhelm
draws attention to the importance of “boundary objects.” In this
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sense, boundary objects can mediate and thus create a connection
between different people and groups, because the given object can
be related to all members of the group (Wilhelm 2014a). Although
the interpretation of these objects may be different for different
individuals and groups, they are still able to become a starting point
for interaction. “Boundary objects are therefore suitable for coordi-
nating groups, individuals, actions, communications, and creating
collaborations without assuming a kind of common knowledge or
culture between them.” (Wilhelm 2014b, 42) However, itis important
to keep in mind that while boundary objects can serve as a tool for
starting a dialogue between different cultures, they can also be the
source of misunderstandings and confusion, since the parties do not
necessarily recognise that their perception and thus their connection
is in two different worlds (Hall 1975, 29). This means that different
groups decode these objects and symbols differently, so they can
even be a source of conflict (for example, in the socialism of the six-
ties and eighties, jeans were a status symbol for those who wanted
to westernise, yet a symbol of value confusion from the perspective
of popular conservatism) (Kapitany, Kapitany 2005, 12).

Objects offer the opportunity to learn (Csikszentmihalyiand Halton
2011). Whether it is about fitting into social norms, our own personal
development, or the environment that supports our learning. Objects
influence how we organise our lives (Kapitany, Kapitany 2016).

The everyday objects of our home can help us gain the flow ex-
perience. (Csikszentmihdlyi and Halton 2011). The presence of our
well-known objects can create a familiar, supportive, and inspiring
environment, so the owner’s identity can be strengthened again. Due
to familiarity, the number of things that can distract attention decreas-
es, so the individual can create with focused concentration and thus
develop (Csikszentmihalyi and Halton 2011, 268).

Objects also have importance in terms of the development of
the self (Kapitany, Kapitany 2021). According to Sartre, objects are
integrated into our self-identity through use. Sartre also groups these
identity-building objects according to how they can become part
of the self: “(1) through craft knowledge, (2) in connection with the
creation of the object and (3) through getting to know the object.”
(1943, quoted in Dull 2009, 147) Belk’s addition was also that even the
simple presence of the object can provide an emotional basis through
acommon “shared” fate (1991, quoted in Dill 2009, 147). Objects that we
possess (psychologically or physically) ensure control over the environ-
ment, strengthen our concept of self, increase self-confidence, provide
asense of security, and allow us to present our identity to ourselves and
others (Dull 2009, 147). Different objects convey different messages
aboutus: about our daily life, occupation, values, beliefs, and cultural
habits. (Kapitany and Kapitany 2010) With objects, we create our own
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cultural environment, so an object can become a “carrier and copier of
the cultural order.” (Csikszentmihalyi and Halton 2011, 159) Also, the
status of the process of cultural change can be read from the migrants’
everyday objects (Wilhelm 2014a).

According to environmental psychology, lifeless objects very
actively influence personal behaviour connecting to the place called
home (Dull 2009, 139). Without our objects we would not be able
to inhabit our environment, with them we are able to furnish and
rearrange our home: by this adaptation process the person and the
environment gradually “fit together” (Ddll 2009, 142). We can move
and recreate our home by taking the “things” such as furniture and
household items with us, and by this “the usual behaviour and expe-
rience patterns can be re-formed.” (Ddll 2009, 144) One of the bases
of attachmentis “the feeling of real or psychological ownership,” and
ownership is an essential factor in building and maintaining a home
(Dull 2009, 146).

Csikszentmihalyi and Halton examined the difference between
active and contemplative objects. Referring to Hannah Arendt, they
present the difference between these two groups, according to
which the first (active) cultivates the personality through individual
action, while the second (contemplative) cultivates the individual’s
personality through conscious thought and reflection. The preference
between the two object types changes with age and typically also
differs between genders (Arendt 1958, quoted in Csikszentmihalyi
and Halton 2011, 147).

In the case of forced migration, we lose control over a significant
part of our life, and decisions must be made quickly (Hautzinger,
Hegediis, and Klenner 2014), therefore rescued and lost objects, just
like objects that help survival, need to be examined as well. In-depth
interviews examined the 1993 flood victims in the USA. (Schwarz 1996,
quoted in Dall 2009) The main focus of the interviews was to find
out which objects were saved by the victims and why. Five groups of
objects were identified from the answers: (1) objects of sentimental
attachment, (2) objects that reflect and shape the owner’s self, (3)
objects of “invested sweat,” (4) objects with cultural meaning, and
(5) survival symbols (Schwarz 1996, quoted in Dull 2009, 155). In the
empirical research of Agnes and Gabor Kapitany between 2002 and
2004, a separate section was devoted to the investigation of lost and
destroyed objects. In many cases the respondents mention emotion-
ally charged objects, so in the majority of cases they lose a piece of
their personality (Kapitany and Kapitany 2005, 69). We must also
take into consideration that migrants do not take certain things with
them in physical form, however these things continue to function as
referencesin the new place, where the migrants somehow reflecton
their abandoned home (Wilhelm 2014b, 25). In the same empirical



102_research papers_Everyday Objects in Trauma Therapy

research, in response to the question “If you could take three objects
with you to a desert island, what would they be?” in addition to sur-
vival and communication tools, most responses included objects that
reduce loneliness, remind you of loved ones, and talismans that play
a protective role (Kapitany, Kapitany 2005, 141-44).

Connected to lost and missing objects, it is also worth including
Turner’s concept of liminality in the context of migration. According to
Turner, during the rite of passage, the liminal person is the one who has
nothing, who is represented practically naked as a participantin the
rites, and from this “nothingness” he must rebuild and endow himself
with the new role, status, and objects (Turner 1969, 108). Moving on
from this, Turner interprets the concept of communitas, the social
grouping of liminal persons, where structure and rank are lacking,
and thus the most basic “space of collective life” unfolds as a result
of a shared fate and a shared life event (Turner1969).

Through this literature review we can therefore see we should not
underestimate the role of objects in processing trauma. We stated
before that the primary goal of the recovery process is restoring
the self-structure and control of the victim and it can only happen
through connection with others. This recovery process happens in 3
stages: (1) the creation of security, (2) the restoration of memories and
grief of loss, and (3) the reconnection to everyday life. Through the
presence of our well known objects, we experience a familiar and safe
environment, so the owner’s identity can be developed again. Objects
materialise our past, our culture and identity, therefore they can help
to recall memories. In addition, attachment to objects can be formed
through memory. Objects have a significant role in reconnecting us
to life, since they integrate us into new communities, they teach us
social norms, supportour education and development, and boundary
objects can representa bridge between people with different cultural
backgrounds. If we start from the assumption that “objects imbued
with emotional attachment (i.e., things)” actively contribute not only
to the already mentioned teaching, integration and the “personal,
social and cultural construction of our self, but also to the creation,
maintenance and eventual restructuring of the experience of conti-
nuity” (Dall 2009, 156), then objects can have a significant role in the
recovery processes of migrants.

RESULTS OF THE INTERVIEWS AND FIELDWORK

At theintersection of forced migration and material culture, studies
mostly examined the material culture of refugees in refugee camps
and in the transitional areas of the borders. The main focus of Sandra
H. Dudley’s research is to understand the material, object-related,
and emotional dimensions of being a refugee. Analysing the camp
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life of Karennirefugees, she revealed the everyday, civil, and religious

objects that surround them, and how they practise their daily routine

through their objects and thus create their reinterpreted “home.”
Dudley also examines how the object and the process of making it
contributes to the experience of home and the personification of
space. She particularly focused on clothes and textiles, which, ac-
cording to research results, can form a bridge between the refugees’
past, present and future, especially if these clothes are made by the

refugees themselves after arriving in the refugee camp (Dudley 2010,
126). Maja Korac examined the integration of refugees settled in Rome

and Amsterdam. Like Dudley, she examined the residents of an asy-
lum centre. Clothing was a key value here as well, and in addition to

that, toiletries, money, and pen drives were important items. Korac
also emphasises the importance of clothes: the fact that refugees
themselves sew, repair, wash, and protect these items is importantin

addition to the purchase of them (Korac 2009, 344). Korac’s research

determined that the refugee’s taking back control over their own life

largely depends on how the person

faces the sudden loss of their basic

material resources and social status

(Korac 2009, 39).

Both researchers attached par-
ticular importance to textiles and
clothing from the point of view of
the refugees’ possessions and at-
tachments. Within the framework of
Open Doors, | was able to experience
myself how a canvas bag, which a few
hours earlier could be described as
impersonal and a mass product, can
become a self-representative object.
Bag painting and silk printing work-
shops are often organised foryoung
refugees and immigrants, where the
participants can shape the textiles
into their own image. During the
workshops, the young people get to
know the techniques of colour mix-
ing and silk printing, and they work
deeply on their own ideas. They are
alsoinspired by each other, they help
each otherin the process of silk print-
ing, and the end resultis an object of
their own, which they are proud to
wear (figs. 1-2).

FIGURE 1-2. Screen printing
workshop in the MiraDoor
intercultural community

space.
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In contrast to Dudley’s and Korac’s study, this research examines
a population that already has a residence permit, official education,
and a permanent job, so their experiences are not framed to the
limitations of illegality and refugee camps. The interviewees of this
paper live in their own rented room or flat and they manage their own
everyday life with their own rules and decisions.

The purpose of the interviews was to explore what everyday objects
forced migrants in Hungary are attached to, and what those objects
mean to them. The questions were focused on two main topics: (1)
what old belongings they own from their homeland, and (2) if they
undertook another big journey, what objects they would take with
them. Besides the fact that little significant consensus was found
between the individual answers, three clear differences between the
objects of the past and objects of the future were identified.

The most significant consensus among all nineteen inter-
viewees was that the first reaction of all the interviewees during
the conversation indicated that they do not keep any objects from
theirhomeland, and that they are not attached to any new objects, so
they would not take anything in particular with them if they undertook
another bigjourney. The most frequentjustifications for the lack of
objects from the homeland were sudden decision-making, tragic life
situations, and practical reasons.

Ididn't think about bringing anything with me, everything was difficult,
Ididn't even think about it, it wasn't important. You know, it wouldn't have
been comfortable. You can find everything here anyway.
22-year-old Afghan man. Personal interview. Budapest, March 15, 2021.

It is also important to mention that the objects of the past are
not necessarily missing for merely practical reasons. In the first
half of the study, we clarified that objects have a prominent role in
relocating our home and by this creating the sense of continuity and
reconstruction (Duall 2009). This sense of continuity is unquestion-
ably and markedly interrupted by the fact that the refugees hardly
keep any objects from their past. Trauma poses a threat to place and
object attachment by fundamentally damaging it (Ddll 2009, 154),
soitcanalso be assumed that people who have experienced multiple
traumas do not necessarily want (or are not yet ready) to recreate
their past home. Later this gap cannot be filled with authentic ob-
jects from the homeland when the refugee is ready for it, but it can
be bridged with creativity. An Afghan member of the Open Doors
community represents an example of this creative bridging. He
does not have any objects from his past (so the continuity of his at-
tachment to objects has been broken) but thanks to the progress of
his integration and recovery, he today regularly facilitates creative
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workshops. During these workshops he teaches the participants
how to make and fly an Afghan kite. It means that he reconstructs
his own cultural heritage and knowledge from locally found mate-
rials and passes it on to the new, inclusive culture, while he himself
recreates it (fig. 3).

Another important similarity in the answers was that in the pro-
gress of the conversation, nine of the nineteen interviewees found
at least one object from their past hiding with them and all nineteen
interviewees realised that they have belongings that they would take
with themselves on a new journey. Their objects from the past are
family photographs and jewellery (to preserve the memory of the
family), aspoon (because itis practical), a book (because it preserves
culture), paper money from home (which was accidentally left in
a pocket, butapparently means nothing), and a tie (which is more like
a memory). Their objects for the future are cooking equipment (to
share culture), shisha and guitar (to spend time together), a sewing
machine and a big bed (to be able to help a friend who is in need),
study books, professional degrees and portfolios, and pictures and
a globe (as memories).

In addition to the objects of the past, belongings lost during the
journey were also mentioned. Passports were mentioned the most,
and two interviewees recalled losing their shoes. When mentioning
lost objects, the personal attachments and the lack of practicality are
divided in the case of both types of objects: one person remembered
his passport as an object symbolising his country (and thus losing it
together with the passport), while in one case the shoes were high-
lighted due to the need for use, butin the other they symbolised the
country and life left behind:

FIGURE 3. Flying Afghan
kites from rooftops on
a weekend in Pakistan.
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I'loved that boot... really, just shoes, you know. But sometimes ba-
sic stuff makes some connection even with your soul... When I was in
the boat to cross Turkey to Greece. It's kind of a plastic boat, pumping,
you know. I had all of my stuff and my boot closed inside my backpack
because the sea weather can hurt the leather. I put in the plastic then
in another plastic, then into my backpack and my backpack was in the
other plastic [laughs]. Some money and I don't know, my phone was
there, and so I had everything put in there. And when we were in the sea,
our boat get some problem, so we had to jump in the sea and it was night,
nothing you know, everywhere was dark, veally dark. It was really scary
actually. I tried to keep my big [laughs] backpack with me but it was
really scary, I was stressed and the sea was waving and it just take some
seconds, it came up and it came down. And my backpack just take some
metres far from me. And it was for me like: “Woo, no, don't go away!”
Iwas trying. There was a boy and he told us try to stay with each other
hand or whatever, because the wave is coming and if you just go with
the wave, that’s it. So it was kind of like my backpack was on the water
[laughs], and I said “C’mon this is just two metres from here, I can go
and take it and back.” And then the boy was just trying to catch me: “Let’s
stay together!” Life is like in a second, you can lose anything in a second,
really. I don't know, it was for me very strange time. Anyway, my shoe
was my last thing.
24-year-old Afghan man. Personal interview. Budapest, March 7, 2021.

Thefirst clear difference between the pastand the future objects
was quantity: ten interviewees had no belongings from the past while
all of them had something for the future. This means the nakedness
of the liminal persons (Turner 1969) is represented by the lack of the
objects from the past. Owning nothing and leaving everything behind.:
Gabor Wilhelm explains this phenomenon by saying that we can
only mobilise our environment to a limited extent, we ourselves are
much more mobile. We don’t always know and don’t always want to
take our objects with us (Wilhelm 2014b, 25). This kind of nakedness
significantly dissolves when looking to the future, however, it cannot
be ignored that those who have been living in Hungary for several
years and have recognised refugee status still believe at first thought:
they would take nothing (or nothing important) with them on anoth-
er big journey. The nakedness characteristic of liminality therefore
persists for many years and dissolves only slowly. Related to this, we
can conclude that the interviewed forced migrants are mostly free of
close ties to their objects. Based on the empirical research presented
by Agnes and Gabor Kapitany, in a more detailed statement we can
assume that the relationship of forced migrants to objects is signif-
icantly limited. For them objects are primarily “not important,” and
secondarily “some objects may be important” (Kapitany and Kapitany
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(JPEN[IOL

2005, 126). There is an important change in this, as the nudity of the
past hasvisibly changed, and the number of the objects has increased
over the years (fig. 4).

The second characteristic difference is that the contemplative
objects of the past (photographs, jewellery) are replaced by active
objects of the future. The objects of the past mostly preserve mem-
ories and are only marginally practical, this ratio is reversed in the
case of the future objects. Among the objects of the past, there are
functional objects (a tie, a spoon, slippers), but they are also present
in the refugees’ lives more as memories than as objects of use. The
touch of a household object can remain a painful memory and be-
cause of this, objects might be removed from their original use, and
can be transformed into pieces of a collection (Foldessy 2014). The
active objects of the future are also objects that aid survival: objects
that supportor symbolise employment and profession. Considering
the fact thataccording to the interviews, looking to the future calls
objects into action, also the process of building a new identity can
be read from these active objects. Recalling Sartre’s grouping, ob-
jects become part of the self almost exclusively through mastery
or masterly control in the case of the interviewees. Also, two of
the respondents referred to the creation of the object (portfolios).
According to my field experience it can be also stated that self-cre-
ated objects might have the same importance in carrying identity
as objects of masterly control if the individuals have the chance to
create and personalise their own objects. During our workshops
at Open Doors, the participants personalised ready-made objects
with their own inscriptions, drawings, and flags, also they renovated
their own furniture, bound their own notebooks and sewed their
own bags (figs. 5-8).

The third significant difference is that the objects of the past
connectonly the narrow circle of the family, while the future objects
are largely connected to friends and to an even wider community: to
society. The objects of the past are accompanied with fear and lost

FIGURE 4. Future objects
of 25-year-old Gazan man
(memories from friends,

sweater from Open Doors,

bank card).



108_research papers_Everyday Objects in Trauma Therapy

FIGURES. Creating paper
decoration at the refugee
centre of Red Cross Natoye,
Belgium.

FIGURE 6. Creating
community flag decoration at
the refugee centre of Red Cross
Natoye, Belgium.

and painful memories. In contrast, most of the objects to be taken
in the future are connected and serve the narrower (bed, shisha,
cooking equipment, sewing machine, instrument) or wider (degrees
of profession, work tools, portfolios) community. Considering that
the development of social networks is essential for not only process-
ing trauma (Herman 2015) but also for new place attachment (Dall
2009), boundary objects have particularimportance, as they can form
a bridge between the foreigner and the native. According to my field
experiences, practically anything can become a boundary object: at
the Open Doors workshops, | witnessed how a photograph, a pair of
shoes, a piece of clothing, a bicycle, a camera, or even a ball became
a boundary object. On the basis of the in-depth interviews, books,
cooking equipment, but also objects representing acquired knowl-
edge such asa musical instrument and the shisha, can be considered
boundary objects.
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FIGURE 7. Handmade
notebook at the refugee centre
of Red Cross Natoye, Belgium.

FIGURE 8. Creating outdoor
furniture at the refugee centre
of Red Cross Natoye, Belgium.

According to the interviewees, even years after their arrival to
Hungary, they still find it difficult to call their Hungarian accommo-
dation “home,” most of them even confess that they will never feel
“at home” here. It is important to include this detail, because due to
this, the relationship of refugees to objects compared to the place
called home is much less painful and they consider objects much
less important. It also means they set much less emotional expec-
tations for their favourite objects, compared with a place that can
be called “home.” Taking advantage of this, we can consider objects
as neutral tools in processing trauma: objects can become a tool
for a less painful methodology, which does not force the artificial
development of a sense of home on the target group. The person-
al experience below illustrates how objects can contribute to cre-
ating a home in a traumatised community without violating their
personal space.
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We started going to Fot with the Open Doors volunteer team only
a few weeks ago, when we were still only getting to know each other with the
Afghan boys. We decided together to renovate their community room: this
choice was justified on our part because it was the most neutral location,
and also because we didn't want to barge into their rooms uninvited. We
reupholstered the old chairs in the dining room, everyone could choose from
the textiles they brought, and each boy got a chair. The following week, when
we arrived, we immediately noticed that the newly upholstered chairs had
disappeared from the dining room and were replaced by old, worn chairs.
Annoyed, we asked where the nice new chairs went, to which the Afghan
boys replied: "We took them into our rooms and brought out the old ones."
Personal experience. Karolyi Istvan Childcare Centre, Fét, February, 2013.

All three changes (increased number of objects, replacement of
contemplative objects by active ones, replacement of individuality by
collective action) testify that refugee youths gradually regain control
over their lives and environment, and are able to join society not as
passive sufferers, but as active members.

Idon't know, I think... I think I've changed. Budapest has changed me
alot. Compared to what was important five or six years ago, it is completely
different for me. I just laugh at how much I don't know anything about life,
Istill have a lot to learn. I see everything differently now.
24-year-old Afghan man. Personal interview. Budapest, March 7, 2021.

CONCLUSIONS - COLLECTIVE ACTIONS

The intent of this article was to explore how material culture can sup-
portthe processing of trauma. The author compared her field experi-
ences of the past ten years working with young refugees and asylum
seekers with literature and in-depth interview research. Migration is
asignificant chapter of an individual’s life, due to unexpected losses
and challenges. Migration is considered an “accidental crisis, and the
processing of it is an important task of the individual.” (Hautzinger,
Hegedus, and Klenner 2014, 69)

The already existing literature proves that objects can play an
importantrole in processing trauma at all three stages of the recovery
process (the creation of security, the restoration of memories and
grief of loss, the reconnection to everyday life). To support the devel-
opment of a sense of security, objects create a safe and well-known
environment. Objects materialise the past and culture, therefore
they can help to recall memories. Objects have a significant role in
reconnecting us to life, since they integrate us into new communities,
they teach us to the social norms, and also support our education
and development.
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According to the summarised answers of the in-depth interviews,
it seems that everyday objects can support processing the trauma of
forced migration. The coping strategy of the interviewees is associ-
ated with activity and social connections: the individual memories
of their past are replaced by the collective actions of their future. By
collective actionsitis possible to achieve the two main goals of trauma
processing: the individual is not only restoring the lost control of their
life but also the individual does it in a community.“ [S]tarting a new
life is only possible if we leave everything behind and do not take
with us our faithful ‘companions’ and ‘servants’, i.e., our dear objects
collected during ourold life, because ‘the old life takes of f’ from them,
and so starting a new one remains impossible.” (Szentpéteri 2013, 91)
This is how Szentpéteri summarises Sandor Lénard’s thoughts, who
had to leave Vienna and his family because of the Anschluss. Lénard’s
thoughts point to the strongest contrast that seems to emerge from
the interviews between voluntary and forced migration: starting with
nothing or almost nothing in the hope of a new life and escaping with
nothing or almost nothing from the past. According to the interviews,
forced migrants are not strongly attached to their everyday objects
because of the trauma of forced migration and multiple losses. Taking
advantage of the general nature of objects, the coping mechanism of
forced migrants and loose object attachment, objects can become
atool of trauma therapy by creating a less painful methodology which
serves security, memory, and reconnection.

The author is working on a design therapy toolkit in the frames
of a research. Her goal is to collect those active tools (workshops,
training) that can be associated with the design process and archi-
tecture to serve the therapeutic process of forced migrants and other
populations who experienced the loss of place and home (children in
state care, homeless people, prisoners etc.). The target group of the
design therapy toolkit will be professionals (social workers, therapists,
educators, youth workers, NGOs) working with refugees, immigrants
or other populations who experienced the loss of place and home.
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BEYOND BIONTOLOGY?
BRINGING ELIZABETH A.
POVINELLI’S GEONTOLOGIES

TO LIFE-CENTRED DESIGN

Joana Meroz

ABSTRACT

The concept of “design for life” has been rapidly picking up steam in the last few years. While the
discourse around life-centred design leaves the concept of “life” unproblematised, it uses this term
to signify an expansion of the sites and stakeholders of design beyond the human. I therefore define
life-centred design as mobilising more-than-human approaches with the explicit aim of intervening
in (the debate about) what planetary life is and should become. What purposes might life-centred
design fulfil by differentiating between life/nonlife and favouring only the former? This article ex-
plores how Elizabeth A. Povinelli’s magisterial Geontologies: A Requiem to Late Liberalism
(2016) can contribute to thinking through the ethical implications of life-centred design. I start by
discussing three of Geontologies’ key concepts: the carbon imaginary, geontopower, and geontol-
0gy. I then briefly experiment with activating those concepts to think about how three life-centred
design practices configure life/nonlife and how those configurations might be involved in tactics of
control. I then discuss how life-centred design tends to reproduce a modern Western belief in bion-
tology (the equivalence of life with being) and as such risks teproducing (neo-)colonial practices of
control. In conclusion, I both consider some of the ethical implications of life-centred design and
speculate on those of a hypothetical post-biontological life-centred design.

#life-centred design, #Elizabeth A. Povinelli, #geontology, #geontopower, #more-than-
human design

https://doi.org/10.21096/disegno_2022_2jm
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INTRODUCTION'

While the concept of “design for life” is not new, it has certainly been
gaining traction. As far as one canonical design history goes, design
practice and theory have been product-centred and market-oriented for
much of their trajectories. From around the 1960s onwards, movements
such as “participatory design” began integrating users into project
development processes (Asaro 2000), making way for what became
known as “user-centred design” (Norman 2013). “Service design” then
developed a more holisticapproach to problems by expanding the no-
tion of “user” to encompass all stakeholders involved with a particular
system (Irwin 2015; Kimbell 2010, 230). In turn, “human-centred design”
repositioned the user as human in order to develop less commercial,
more empatheticapproaches to the design of products and experiences
(Chmela-Jones 2017; Friess 2010).2

However, a number of critics have pointed out that this “human-first”
approach has largely failed to engage with urgent global problems such
as climate change and systemicsocial injustice, and has instead tended
toindulge individual human desires for “convenience and short-term
gain over appropriate solutions that deliver systemic long-term pros-
perity” (Nasholm 2020, 7; Norman 2005; Wilmot 2009, 6). Accordingly,
inthe pastdecade or so, a number of practitioners and commentators
have called upon designers to replace “the human” as the measure of
design with “life.” Design theorist John Thackara, often credited for
coining the term “life-centred design,” argues that “the world needs
a new kind of design based on an ethical framework in which life is
the ultimate source of value” (2011).

Butwhatdoes “life” mean here? Despite the centrality of this concept,
| have yet to encounter an attempt at definition in life-centred design
debates.? This lack of clarity might stem from the fact that life-centred
design (or “design for life”) has received scant academic attention;* it
is a term that, to date, has been predominantly discussed in popular,
professional, and business literatures in an ad hoc manner.* Neverthe-
less, in the context of these discussions, authors have consistently used

“life” as a tool to diffuse the spotlight from humans and illuminate their
interdependentrelations with all other worldly entities (bacteria, plants,
animals, the entire biosphere). This diffusion takes place on two inter-

" Unless otherwise indicated, all
translations are the author’s.

? Stefanie di Russo (2016, 29-35)
provides a detailed, informative
account of the transformations
between product-, user-, service-,
and human-centred design.
However, I would argue that
rather than following a strict
succession or even a dialectical
unfolding, these approaches
(including life-centred design)
have coexisted in different
configurations, and velative
intensities across time and space.

3 Infact, as Dutch philosopher
Jan Warndor(f (2017; 2021)
points out, there is a generalised
difficulty in defining life even

in philosophy, including in
treatises specifically focused on
the concept.

* Although still in its infancy, for
academic literature discussing
life-centred design see Escobar
(20184a), Leong and Clark (2003),
Nisholm (2020), and Tomitsch
(2020). Bio-design, which I
understand as one orientation
within life-centred design, is

an exception with abundant
academic literature, whose
review is beyond the scope of
this article.

S For popular literature on life-
centred design see Hess (2020),
Owens (2019), Robinson (2018),
and Selin (2020); professional
literature includes Thackara
(2018) and Wilmot (2009).
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é For an early discussion of
decentring humans in design,

see DiSalvo and Lukens (2011).

For a more recent review, see
Forlano (2017).

related but different levels. On the one hand, it implies an expansion

of sites where design takes place, since life-centred design attends to

the role not only of humans, their discourses, and institutions but also

of nonhuman existents in bringing design into being. On the other
hand, it implies an expansion of the definition of the beneficiaries of
design since life-centred design believes that more-than-human design

should serve more-than-human needs. In sum, life-centred design can

be understood as practices that use the concept of “life” as a tool to po-
sition all worldly existents as its primary stakeholders with the goal of
allowing them all—including but no longer privileging the human—to

thrive (Thackara 2021).

To thisend, many such practices have engaged with what is variously
called posthuman and non-anthropocentric theories such as those de-
veloped by Science and Technology Studies (STS), Actor-Network-Theory
(ANT), object-oriented ontology (O00), Donna Haraway, and Tim Ingold,
among others. Furthermore, numerous design approaches including
but not limited to biodesign, autonomous design, GeoDesign, design
for degrowth, and transition design have been employing more-than-
human approaches to develop long-term visions of flourishing symbioses
between the so-called natural and social worlds. | will use the term

“more-than-human” to collectively refer to approaches that decentre
humans to also account for nonhumans in their analyses of design.¢

While conceding that such a conceptualisation of life is porous, | argue
that what sets life-centred design practices apart is their mobilisation
of more-than-human approaches with the explicit aim of intervening
in what planetary life is and should become. So rather than a radically
new movement, | see life-centred design as a constellation of practices
coalescing around a concern for life (however “life” may be substantially
defined) that transverses various design traditions in time and space.

While such a commitment to life might seem unquestionable,
we need to think carefully and ask questions. What purposes might
life-centred design achieve by differentiating between life/nonlife
and favouring only the former? Who or what might be disadvantaged
from drawing this line in the sand?

To tease out such ambiguities, | turn to anthropologist and criti-
cal theorist Elizabeth A. Povinelli’s brilliant and complex Geontologies:
A Requiem to Late Liberalism (2016). Grounded in her ethnographic work
of over thirty years with the Indigenous Belyuen community of northern
Australia, Povinelli argues that the demarcation between life/nonlife is
intimately entangled with political and economic power. By developing
arange of new concepts—such as geontopower, the carbon imaginary,
geontology and its figures (the Animist, the Desert, and the Virus)—the
authorargues that whether we understand something as alive or not has
less to do with any essential characteristics of things in themselves and
everything to do with particular power formations that benefit from
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defining some things as “lively” and others as “inert” (Povinelli 2016, 5).
While these concepts arose from Povinelli's engagement with the specific
perspectives of her Indigenous friends and colleagues, | concur with those
who argue that theiranalytic potential invites their translation into other
contexts. While readings of Geontologies are often found in studies of late
settler liberalism, | am drawn to the potential of its concepts to probe
into the ethical implications of life-centred design’s commitment to “life.”

What follows is an experiment in mobilising Geontologies’ site-spe-
cificconceptual apparatus (Jensen 2021, 99—100) to think through the
ethical implications of life-centred design’s configuration of life/nonlife.
| will start by presenting the backdrop Povinelli sketches to develop her
argument; namely, Foucault’s concept of biopower. Without attempt-
ing to comprehensively cover the complexities of Geontologies, | move
on to discuss three of its key concepts, namely the carbon imaginary,
geontopower, and geontology. The purpose of this exposition is to
familiarise the reader with this work and its potential to think critically
about life-centred design rather than to critique it. The remainder of the
articleillustrates how an analysis of life-centred design through the lens
of the carbon imaginary, geontology, and geontopower might proceed.
In conclusion, | propose that if life-centred design is to confront its en-
tanglements with geontopower, it needs to address its universalising
and univocal biontological conceptualisation of life.

BIOPOWER

I will start by outlining philosopher Michel Foucault’s concept of bio-
power, since Povinelli opens Geontologies in dialogue with it.

The first modality of power that Foucault identifies is sovereign power.
As Povinelli (2016,1) reminds us, sovereign power is exercised through
“the spectacular, public performance of the right to kill, to subtract life,
and, in moments of regal generosity, to let live.” In the seventeenth
century, Foucault ([1975] 1977) argues, power also started becoming
exerted through disciplinary power. While sovereign power is power over
death, disciplinary power is power over life through the management
of living bodies. In turn, biopower (Foucault [1976] 1990) refers to the
administration and optimisation of the life of entire human popula-
tions. Povinelli sums up biopower as the “set of mechanisms through
which the basic biological features of the human species became the
object of a political strategy, of a general strategy of power” (2016, 1).

We have become so enamoured by the notion of biopower, Povi
nelli (2016, 4) argues, that we have become blind to the fact that bi-
opower itself rests upon another, more fundamental belief: that life/
nonlife are categorically distinct. To unpack the distinction between
life/nonlife and how it differs from the dichotomy between life and
death, | will now turn to Povinelli’s concept of “the carbon imaginary.”
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7 Déborah Danowski

and Eduardo Viveiros de
Castro agree with Dipesh
Chakrabarty (2009) in
describing this “as the
transformation of our species
from amere biological
agent into a geological force”
(Danowski and Viveiros de
Castro 2017, 14, emphases
removed).

THE CARBON IMAGINARY

Povinelli (2016, 9) maintains that the West has assumed the following:
life is fundamentally distinct from nonlife; what distinguishes life from

nonlife is the presence or absence of metabolic processes, which she

defines as “the full range of chemical and mechanical processes thatall

organisms (all life) use to grow, reproduce, and maintain their integrity”
(ibid., 39); the ultimate goal of all organisms undergoing metabolic pro-
cesses is to create, sustain, and reproduce a version of themselves; and

thatexistents that undergo metabolic processes are biological (in other
words, alive) and existents that do not undergo metabolic processes are

not biological but geological, meteorological, etc. (non-living) (Simao

de Freitas 2019, 13). Existents that do not undergo metabolic processes

were never alive and thus will never die; they are nonlife. What Povinelli

refers to as “the carbon imaginary” is the belief that life/nonlife are

fundamentally distinctand that in the distinction of life/death and life/
nonlife the former is a subset of the latter: “Life (Life {the carbon cycle

[birth, growth, reproduction]} v. Death) v. Nonlife” (Povinelli 2016, 9).

Povinelli (2016, 21) believes itis the concept of the Anthropocene that
has allowed us to recognise the carbon imaginary. The Anthropocene
refers to the epoch when humans (life) acquired geological (nonlife)
capacities to fundamentally alter the planet. As such, the concept of
the Anthropocene is not so much a reference to the radical growth
of human influence on Earth but indicates rather a transformation of
the type of force that humans can exert on Earth. In other words, the
term emphasises the idea that humans have progressed from “mere”
biological beings into a geological force of nature,” acquiring powers
that go as far as potentially shifting the Earth’s axis and tilting its
rotation (Adhikari and Ivins 2016; Deng et al. 2021). The concept of the
Anthropocene thus indicates that what we still call “humanity,” rather
than standing outside of what we can no longer call “nature,” exists in
interdependent, but not always mutually beneficial, relations with it.
So rather than simply asserting that humans affect their environment,
the concept of the Anthropocene instead indicates the collapse of the
modern episteme and its distinctions between humans/nonhumans,
humanity/nature, nature/culture (Danowski and Viveiros de Castro 2017,
14—15). This is to say that the concept of the Anthropocene fundamen-
tally disrupts distinctions between biological (life) and the geological/
meteorological (nonlife).

This now manifest ontological instability between life/nonlife makes
it clear to Western critical thought that insisting upon their categorical
difference is a matter of ideology. To Povinelli (2016, 14), this newfound
awareness of the ontological instability upon which Western culture
is premised explains the recent proliferation of approaches exploring
the entanglements between life/nonlife, such as posthumanist, more-
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than-human, multispecies and new materialist theories—including
life-centred approaches to design, | would add.

What does the Anthropocene’s destabilisation of the carbon im-
aginary mean for our understanding of how power is exercised today?
Biopower is concerned with the biological features and processes of
human populations. As such, Povinelli argues, it is an inadequate
conceptwith respect to analysing power strategies that are very much
concerned with the management of the so-called non-living (such as
gas, oil, land, water, minerals, etc.). Accordingly, Povinelli elaborates
two new concepts to theorise how power is exercised not only over
the living and the dead, but also over the living and the non-living:
geontopower and geontology.

GEONTOPOWER

Povinelli (2016, 4, 9) introduces the neologism “geontopower” to de-
scribe power that works by differentiating between life and nonlife—a

distinction that encompasses the differentiation between life and

deathjustasthe concept of geontopower encompasses the concept of
biopower.t In Geontologies, she examines Australian governance since

the1960s and '70s as a form of geontopower. She developed the concept
of geontopower in the context of three decades of fieldwork with the

Indigenous Belyuen community of northern Australia, during which

she analysed the tactics of power and control used by the Australian

government from the perspective of her Indigenous colleagues.?

Povinelli refers to the specific form of colonial governmentality
thatattempts to replace Indigenous peoples with settler populations
through the management of markets and cultural diversity as “settler
late liberalism” (as also practiced by Australian governance in this
period). In late liberalism, a period that Povinelli defines as “stretching
from the 1950s into the loosely defined present” (2021, 8—9), national
governments overtly acknowledge Indigenous peoples’ accusations
of racism by instituting multicultural policies that do not, however,
actually provide any substantive measure of Indigenous self-determi-
nation. Settler late liberalism refers to these dynamics taking place in
settler societies, such as Australia and Canada (ibid., 9).

A representative example of geontopower at work in the Belyuen
community concerns the desecration of a rock known as Two Women
Sitting Down (Povinelli 2016, 30—56). This is a rock formation sacred
to the Belyuen, who attribute to it both sensory abilities (hearing and
smelling) and a capacity to respond to humans. Whereas it might seem
thatthe Belyuen believe this rock is animated and cannot be classified
as nonlife, more accurately it means that they do not live by the carbon
imaginary; so rather than viewing Two Women Sitting Down as a nonlife
rock that happens to have some qualities of life, the Belyuen do not

& As Jean-Thomas Tremblay
(2018) notes, since the

term “geontopower” denotes
power obtained from the
ontologisation of life and
nonlife, the term “bio-geo-
onto-power” might be more
accurate, if more cumbersome.

° Povinelli: “my academic life
has primarily consisted not of
producing ethnographic texts
that explain their [Belyuen]
culture and society to others
but of helping to analyse how
late liberal power appears
when encountered from their
lives. My object of analysis, in
other words, is not them, but
settler late liberalism” (2016,
22-23).
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'® Povinelli’s point is not
about the superiority of

the Belyuen’s worldview

but rather that the modern
Western beliefin the carbon
imaginary is used to suppress
the Belyuen lifeworld.

" Other commentators
interpret the concept of
geontology differently.
However, following Povinelli
(2016, especially 5-6, 16), I
understand geontology as
symptoms of the different
ways that late liberal
governance has been trying
to make sense of and remain
in control of the crumbling
self-evidence of the difference
between life/nonlife.

make the differentiation between life/nonlife in the first place (ibid.,
33)."° However, Two Women Sitting Down contains valuable manganese
that state-backed industrial capital wants to mine. As Povinelli argues,
the Australian state and industry thus need the carbon imaginary to
be universally recognised as a neutral and objective “fact” to legitimise
the desecration of Two Women Sitting Down.

To clarify, Povinelli is not arguing that the Australian state is the
first to question whether whata modern Western categorisation labels
as geological formations can sense, nor that the carbon imaginary is
aprerequisite for evicting Indigenous populations from their lands—the
history of European colonialism from the fifteenth century onwards is
rife with brutal examples that show otherwise. What the author is argu-
ingisthatin the Australian context of settler late liberalism, the carbon
imaginary came to function as a seemingly “neutral” tool that allows the
state to continue privileging the historical settler population rather than
address social and economicinjustices by facilitating extractive capital-
ism without recourse to explicit violence against Indigenous populations.

The case of Two Women Sitting Down, then, exemplifies the work-
ings of control tactics premised not on biopower but on geontopower
whereby the Australian government successively: posits the carbon im-
aginary asa universal truth; categorises the rock formation Two Women
Sitting Down as nonlife and hence as unable to hear, smell or respond
to humans; concludes that Two Women Sitting Down can be mined and
destroyed; and construes the Belyuen as “backward” animists (Povinelli
2016,173) for considering inert matteras lively, or in other words, for not
understanding the distinction between life/nonlife (ibid., 5).

This is what Povinelli means by geontopower: it is a tactic to control
both populations and territories exercised by differentiating between
life/nonlife and by controlling who gets to decide what life/nonlife is
and how they should be differentiated. The concept of geontopower
thus allows us to perceive that the labelling of something as life or
nonlife is never objective or innocent but a form of power dynamics
that can reinforce deep social inequalities.

GEONTOLOGIES

To recapitulate, the Anthropocene and the reformulation of the ex-
change of capacities between living and non-living entities (humans
having geological capacities and geological entities having agency to
change human history) has opened Western thought to the realisation
thatit rests on the life/nonlife binary and that this binary is no longer
stable. Povinelli (2016, 15) calls “geontology” the attempt by Western
thought to imagine how life/nonlife might be related now that the
carbon imaginary is dissolving.” She identifies three figures of geon-
tology: the Animist, the Desert, and the Virus.
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- The Animist overcomes the carbon imaginary by erasing the differ-
ence between life/nonlife and imbuing everything—people, animals,
rivers, mountains, plains, plants, spirits, ancestors, communities—with
vital force. “At the heart of the figure of the Animist lies the imaginary
ofthe Indigene [..] The Animist s, in other words, all those who see an
equivalence between all forms of life or who can see life where others
would see the lack of life.” (Povinelli 2016, 17—18)

- The Desert is a vision of life driven primarily by the terror of the
possible extinction of life and imagines the future as non-living. The
Desert, Povinelli explains, “does not refer in any literal way to the
ecosystem that, for lack of water, is hostile to life” (2016, 17). Instead, it

“stands for all things perceived and conceived as denuded of life—and,
by implication, all things that could, with the correct deployment of
technological expertise or proper stewardship, be (reymade hospitable
to life. The Desert, in other words, holds on to the distinction between
Life and Nonlife and dramatises the possibility that Life is always at
threat from the creeping, desiccating sands of Nonlife. The Desert is
the space where life was, is not now, but could again be if knowledge,
techniques and resources were properly managed.” (16)

- The Virus is a figure of self-interested appropriation (utilising
disruption and reordering) of the difference between life/nonlife
(Povinelli 2016,18—19). Itis neither concerned with nor defined by the
life/nonlife distinction—not because all is lively (as for the Animist) or
because all isinert (as for the Desert) but because viruses are neither
alive norinert. A virus is a piece of genetic code that is programmed
toreplicateitself, but cannot do so on its own: it needs to infect a host
cell and force that cell to create copies of its DNA, after which each of
those copies infects other cells in order to create more copies.

Before proceeding, it is important to emphasise that these are
three different configurations of geontology, not of geontopower.
Geontopower works by negotiating the life/nonlife distinction and who
is entitled to participate in that negotiation, while the three figures
of geontology reveal how that distinction is imagined in the case at
hand. Given that today there are different ways of imagining the life/
nonlife distinction, identifying the geontology of a particular case will
also provide insights into the specific tactic of geontopower at work.

GEONTOLOGIES IN LIFE-CENTRED DESIGN

How does Ceontologies’ conceptual apparatus help us to identify how
life-centred design practices configure distinctions and relations between
life/nonlife and how these practices might be related to tactics of control?
I will speculate on these questions by using three examples of life-centred
design practices: Arturo Escobar’s autonomous design, John Thackara’s
bioregioning, and Karl Chu’s biomimetic genetic architecture. Entering
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"2 Echoing other
commentators, Escobar holds
that Western modernity
has played a leading role
in creating contemporary
socio-political and
environmental crises (2018b,
52). He defines Western
modernity as fundamentally
premised on what he calls
a Cartesian, logocentric,
rationalist, objectivistic,
anthropocentric—in short,
“dualist ontology.” Design,
Escobar argues, is both
a product and reproducer
of this dualist ontology. By
saying this, Escobar is
affirming that “design is
ontological,” which is the
idea that our artificial world
is ontological in that it is
not only shaped by humans
but also that design comes
to define what reality is for
humans (about the notion
of "ontological design," see
Winograd and Flores 1986;
Willis 2006; Fry 2011; Fry
and Kalantidou 2014; Fry and
Willis 2017). Nevertheless,
Escobar believes that design,
duly modified, can be
instrumental in providing
away out of our catastrophic
times by supporting rather
than suppressing the
flourishing of multiple
lifeworlds of historically
subordinated groups. In
otherwords, if all design is
ontological, Escobar argues,
the challenge is to strip design
of its in-built dualist ontology
and of its problematic
universalist propensities and
redirect it towards supporting
rather than suppressing
extra-modern lifeworlds.

into the subtleties of each is beyond the scope of the present study;
indeed, my aim here is not to comprehensively review these practices
but instead to conceptually experiment with the geontological figures
of the Animist, the Desert, and the Virus to subsequently speculate on
how these practices might be interrelated with geontopower.

The Animist Imaginary of Autonomous Design

Arturo Escobar considers his proposal for “autonomous design,” which
he developed most fully in his 2018 book Designs for the Pluriverse, as
“life-centred design” (2018b, 75). Autonomous design refers to work that
disrupts design’s rationalist, capitalist, extractivist, colonial heritage to
support Indigenous cultures.”By Indigenous, Escobar means societies
whose cosmologies are fundamentally relational and nondualist, hence
radically different from modern, scientific, dualist ones. Beginning
with a relational, nondualist ontology, autonomous design considers
agency as distributed amongst the human and nonhuman (ibid., 194),
viewing everything asinterrelated, interdependent, and equally vital
inits potential to enable Indigenous life-worlds to thrive. Accordingly,
the goal of autonomous design is to effectively weave those existents
togetherinanautopoietic “praxis for living” (ibid., 200) that contributes
to the fullest realisation of communities “as the kinds of entities they
are” (ibid., 184). In approaching everything as potentially possessing
some animating spirit, autonomous design appears to not differentiate
between life/nonlife. More specifically, autonomous design can be said
toview life as having primary value and then extending its attributes
to nonlife, thereby eliminating the latter by incorporating it into the
former. In this generalisation of vitalism, autonomous design can be
interpreted as an expression of the Animist.

The Desert Imaginary of Bioregioning

In a series of publications, lectures, and podcasts, John Thackara has
developed the idea of “bioregioning” as an example of life-centred
design. Bioregioning, or the design of bioregions, are projects that
attempt to respond to the threat of total extinction due to anthro-
pogenic climate disaster and the demise of industrial civilisation by
returning to the local. A “bioregion” is a “life-place” (Thayer 2003),
a territory demarcated by such elements as geology, meteorology,
hydrology, and biology rather than by cultural, political, or economic
boundaries. However, while primarily defined by their so-called natural
qualities, bioregions also take into account human (urban) communities,
along with the latter’s energy, water, food, and informational systems
(Thackara 2019, 28—33). Thackara states that the design of bioregions
entails the stewardship of living systems by drawing “connections
between places, communities, and nature” (ibid., 16) with the aim of
improving “the health and carrying capacity of the land” as well as
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“the resilience of communities” (ibid., 19). Bioregioning is thus a form
of design practice thatis symptomatic of the imaginary of the Desert:
notonly does it dramatise the difference between life/nonlife, it also
upholds life as the ultimate source of value and meaning.

The Virus Imaginary of Biomimicry

Biological design, also called biodesign, is a well-established form of
life-centred design. | follow Freya Mathews (2011) in broadly defining
it as design of, with, or from life with the goal of integrating human

production systems with larger ecosystems. She reports on how cer-
tain biodesign theorists (e.g., Benyus 2002 (1997); Hawken, Lovins, and

Hunter Lovins 1999; William McDonough 2002) argue that to achieve

bio-inclusive sustainability we should focus not on decreasing human

production and consumption but rather on remodelling them based on

so-called natural systems to render them generative of life. An extreme

proposal of biodesign is Karl Chu’s biomimetic genetic architecture.
Mathews’ description of it is worth quoting at length:

Armed with technologies of morphogenesis derived from genetics,
information theory and computational theory, these theorists prefigure
an “autonomous” architecture which self-constellates and self-replicates
inadaptation toits environment. The structures emanating from such an
architectural practice would be genuinely organic, built from the inside
outin accordance with the morphogenetic principles of life itself. They
would accordingly be sensitive to context and co-adaptive and in this
sense internally synergistic—and therefore in principle as sustainable as
thelife world. There is thus no reason why an entire global urban-indus-
trial civilisation designed in accordance with such principles should not
usurp the “parliament of thirty million species” altogether, and replace
it with a “new nature,” a simulated but fully sustainable “nature” exclu-
sively human inits provenance and constituency. (Mathews 2011, 381-82)

Chu’s proposal, in short, is to replace the current biosphere with
asyntheticreplica of ecological systems that theoretically could foster
and support life, forexample, through solar cities that replace forests,
orindustrial plants that purify water and substitute wetlands. In the
words of Danowski and Viveiros de Castro (2017, 62), “the world will
have been transubstantiated and absorbed by humankind as the
triumphant species that re-transcends itself, through ingenious feats
of anthropo-engineering, into a sublime posthuman entity.” Arguably,
self-generating genetic architecture is indifferent to any actual life/
nonlife distinction yet takes advantage of the “ethical commitment
to the community of species that currently constitute the biosphere”
(ibid., 382) to diminish, render superfluous, or altogether extinguish
biological life by replacing it with a zombie-like nonlife that imitates
life. Itis therefore a design practice that can be said to configure life/
nonlife in terms of the Virus.

> Mathews (2011) offers an
in-depth consideration of
the philosophical tenets of
variations in biodesign.
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' Escobar acknowledges
that one of the problems of
universalising relationality
is being confronted with
worlds that refuse it, such
as “in the world of [...] of all
the patriarchs and gurus,
the techno-patriarchs of

technology too” (2020, n.p.).

GEONTOPOWERIN LIFE-CENTRED DESIGN

How might these life-centred design practices, through their different
imaginations of life/nonlife, be related to geontopower? Bioregioning
seeks to overcome nonlife through socio-technological innovationsand
appropriate stewardship. Biomimetic geneticarchitecture proposes to
preserve the conditions for life by substituting the biosphere with a syn-
thetic counterpart. More ambiguously, autonomous design can be said
to eliminate nonlife “by simply enfolding it within life and eclipsing the
conditions of Nonlife—inaction, inertness, finitude” (Johnson et al. 2019,
1321). Life-centred design can thus be said to be caught up in the “biontol-
ogy” of the carbon imaginary. This is to say, these practices are not only
predicated upon the distinction between life and nonlife; they are also bi-
ontological in that they equate ontology, being itself, with only one form
of existence—life—to the exclusion of nonlife (Povinelli 2016, 16—17, 52).

To recall, geontopower works not only by steering the life/nonlife
distinction but also by establishing who is entitled to participate in
that negotiation. The disregard for extramodern modes of existence
is obvious in biomimetic genetic architecture’s proposal to replace
the planetary biosphere with a synthetic one designed according to
a single and universalising, if troubled and troubling, vision of life. In
the case of bioregioning, issues about whose territory, delineated
according to which principles, governed under whose authority, and
forwhose benefitare open questions still being developed (Thackara
2017,32). However, the case is much less straightforward in autonomous
design. As discussed above, the very point of autonomous design is
to support the flourishing of Indigenous communities “as the kinds
of entities they are” (Escobar 2018b, 184). Advancing from the premise
that a central feature of such communities is a relational ontology,
autonomous design posits the right to existence of all existents and
worldsin principle. Animportant question, which as faras I can tell is
not explicitly addressed in Designs for the Pluriverse, is whether exis
tents’ right to exist is intrinsic or instrumental, which is to say, on
account of the roles they play in the continuation of life.” The lat-
ter would raise the question whether autonomous design does not
surreptitiously reintroduce a biontological carbon imaginary of life
even while seeking to counter ethnocentricand Eurocentric definitions
of design. Escobar’s ethical and political commitments to the causes
of Indigenous communities are beyond question and not at stake here.
Rather, the point that requires further exploration in the case of au-
tonomous design is whether its current conceptualisation of life may
not ultimately contradict extramodern worlds, such as the Belyuen’s,
that are not biontological.

The considerations above expose a troublesome ambiguity at
the heart of life-centred design. Life-centred design in the grips of
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biontology can be said to be implicated in the universalisation of a
modern Western understanding of life and ontology. Thus, despite
the best intentions, designing for life according to a univocal and
universalising biontological inclination actually runs the risk of sup-
pressing extramodern worlds by “reiterating rather than challenging
the discourse and strategy of geontopower” (Povinelli 2016, 55). This
is problematic because, as we have discussed above, geontopower
is deeply implicated in (neo-)colonial forms of domination (to recall:
whereby historical settler populations are privileged and extractive
capitalism facilitated without recourse to explicit violence against
Indigenous populations).

CONCLUSION: LIFE-CENTRED DESIGN BEYOND
BIONTOLOGY?

The discussion above raises the broader question regarding whether it
isappropriate to aspire to connect design, including life-centred design,
and extramodern worlds in the first place. However, this question
might actually be misleading since it suggests that the relationship
between design practices and extramodern worlds is optional, or in
otherwords, thatitis possible for design practices to not have anything
to do with extramodern worlds.

Asso-called “grounded globalisation” scholarship has shown, one
of the consequences of globalisation is that “the interaction between
the human and nonhuman world is less and less locally determined”
(Gille 2014, 162). As Povinelli observes:

right when we think we have a location—these versus those—our focus
must immediately extend over and outward. The global nature of climate
change, capital, toxicity, and discursivity immediately demands we look
elsewhere than where we are standing. We have to follow the flows of the
toxic industries whose by-products seep into foods, forests, and aquifers [...]
As we stretch the local across these seeping transits [..] we cannot remain in
the local. We can only remain hereish. (2016, 13)

This implies that design practices, regardless of their setting or
target public, cannot be fully contained within their location (Meroz
2014; 2018; Meroz and Serulus 2019).

While this observation has been made to expose the imbroglios of
design with the global flows of resource extraction, the point | wish
to make here is that it also implies that life-centred design is not as
far removed from extramodern worlds as it may seem. For example,
a life-centred app designed to create independence from global food
chains by connecting local urbanite food growers (Nasholm 2020, 7) still
depends on the translocal infrastructure of data centres that require
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> Whether non-sentient
matter can be the object of
ethics, or whether ethical
views ought to be formulated
from the point of view of non-
living existents are interesting
and important questions, but
they are not what is at stake
in this article. After all, as
Povinelli has shown, the
living/non-living categories
are not universal, noris
there universal consensus
about the characteristics and
capabilities of non-living
existents. To recall, the
Belyuen do attribute sensory
abilities and a capacity

to respond to humans to

Two Women Sitting Down,
but do not recognise its
categorisation as either living
or non-living because they

do not differentiate between
the two registers in the first
place. Accordingly, and

more precisely, I think that
the question of the ethics of
life-centred design concerns
its velation to extramodern
communities that might not
distinguish between living
and non-living and/or might
attribute what “we” view

as living capabilities and
characteristics to non-living
existents.

vast quantities of electricity and toxic chemicals to power and cool. This
“trajectory of power,” Povinelli (2016,164) reminds us, is “directly related
to the increased heating up of the outside environment™—the conse-
quences of which are most severe for vulnerable communities inhabiting
ecologically sensitive areas, such as many Indigenous ones (Arora 2017).
We may now return to the question posed in the introduction:
whatare the ethical implications of life-centred design? In view of the
above, the ethical challenges that Geontologies poses to life-centred
design can be framed as: can life-centred design go beyond the carbon
imaginary and beyond biontology? If not, can it develop practices that
do not encroach upon multiple extramodern worlds for the sake of
preserving a single, local if universalising Eurocentric configuration
of life? And if it can, would that be desirable, or in other words, what
would the ethical trade-offs be, and for whom? Life-centred design be-
yond biontology means a concept of design that neither differentiates
between life and non-life nor equates being with life. Arguably, such
practices mightimply giving up comforts and privileges to safeguard
so-called “non-living” existents, and curtailing (some) so-called “living”
beings’ claims and needs. These are major ethical considerations that
require further and careful reflection and elaboration. In conclusion,
| do not mean to suggest that embracing Geontologies’ concepts and
challenges can enable life-centred design to claim an ethical position
beyond trade-offs. However, | think that they do help to identify some
less apparent yet critical ethical dilemmas facing life-centred design,
as discussed above.” In this sense, | agree with Costa (2016, 147—48),
who concludes that “Povinelli’s work inspires new reflections and ap-
proaches to the ecological question from a cosmopolitical perspective
guided by a decolonising posture.” Thus, while not providing solutions,
Geontologies suggests that if life-centred design is to confront its en-
tanglements with geontopower, it needs to address its universalising
and univocal biontological conceptualisation of life and how its own
use of so-called “resources” is deeply intertwined with extramodern
worlds. To conclude with the words of Viveiros de Castro (2013, 274),
“We musttry to be very clear—if this is possible at all—about what we
are trying to express when we cling to life as a sort of absolute horizon
of our reflection.”
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A PROCESS-ORIENTED GUIDED
INQUIRY LEARNING (POGIL)
IN DESIGN EDUCATION USING
SEMIOTICS AS A TOOL

Aditya Nambissan

ABSTRACT

This article takes its name from a semester 6 architectural design studio developed using semiotics

as an approach to develop a design methodology / design thinking process. This involves exploring

different interpretations of the symbols + and —, and their various applications to the field of archi-
tecture and design. We try to analyse, trace the course of problems/issues, and interpret ideas of
subtractive processes (influenced by economic, cultural, and technological changes) involved in ex-
tracting resources from mother earth; and thereafter, the impacts of additive processes in the act of
building and constructing. With the design project situated in the rich timber industrial heritage

of the North Malabar region of Calicut, Kerala (India), this material is a crucial element associat-
ed with memories. The absorption of the relational aspects of timber in this region’s cultural semi-
otics has led to interesting shifting in the built and unbuilt environments over the years. This has

become the core inquiry of students’ engagement in decoding signs and symbols through the medi-
ums of photography, diagramming, and hybrid representation. These in turn inform them how to

intervene using design and create an architectural project based on these findings.

#cultural memory, #architectural shapeshifting, #pragmatic design, #interpretative
meanings, #material memory

https://doi.org//10.21096/disegno_2022_2an

S/D: SIGN AND DESIGN

_Vi/o2_

DISEGNO



S/D: SIGN AND DESIGN

_Vi/o2_

DISEGNO

133_research papers_+ or—

LEARNING AS A PROCESS AND PROCESS AS LEARNING

Critical thinking, the ability to reflect and respond, while also incor-
porating philosophies, theories, and histories, has always challenged
how design education can be taught. Design thinking has been termed
amindsetthatlends faith to creative endeavours, a process that trans-
forms challenges into opportunities for design (Brenner, Uebernickel,
and Abrell 2016).

The multiplicities involved in design thinking and its processes were
explored while | was practicing architecture independently and part-
time teaching the sixth semester architectural design studio at Avani
Institute of Design. Being associated with the Faculty of Architecture
cohortinvolved in the monsoon semester studio (2022), I, along with
six other faculty members—Soumini Raja, Ambili S, Sanjay Kumar,
Gisny George, Satyajeet Sinha, Rajiv Babu—took up the challenge of
exploring and testing an experimental semester 6 design studio brief.
The studio project was titled Tectonic Ecologies—Reimagining the
“minor” architecture of the Kallai (or Kallayi) region. By adding new
methods and also improvising on the existing pedagogical frame-
work of the institute and the University of Calicut, this new approach
involved understanding and experimenting with various traditional
and non-traditional methods of teaching/learning, and assessing their
respective outcomes and feedback.

Having realised the importance of processes and critical thinking
involved in arriving at design proposals (rather than setting a well
packaged program with a very predetermined typological project for
students to work on) the possibilities of new directions and fresh per-
spectives relating to the aims and objectives of semester 6 studio were
investigated. The shift from a focus on a preconceived final output to
one on a design studio project with an emphasis on formulation and
articulation, helps students develop reasoning skills with a certain level
of criticality. Once they have developed these reasoning skills, the ability
to implement them—to create content in various mediums—nhelps
them tackle the ever-changing challenges posed in the architectural
design process. Meanwhile, “guided inquiry” helps in setting out certain
common premises and frameworks with well-thought-out inquiries
used as guidelines during design process-learning. While keeping
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students engaged in the process, such an approach also tends to ease
stress about the final output and the added pressures of submission
deadlines and long lists of standard prescribed deliverables.

POCIL (Process-oriented guided-inquiry learning) with empirical
evidence has proved that learning and retention of knowledge while
receiving it through this inquiry method is far more successful com-
pared to some other traditional and non-traditional methods. It has
been extensively researched, tested and tried out in various fields
such as chemistry, physiology, IT solution architecture, computer pro-
gramming, software engineering (which involves essential designing
and problem-solving skills for programming using certain system
design patterns). “Process-oriented” methods of teaching and learning
emphasise the process followed to create or achieve content, where
contentis considered a medium to refine and articulate reasoning skills
rather than as a finished end product (Rumain and Geliebter 2020).

THE CONTEXT AND OVERALL STUDIO PREMISE

The Kallai river banks in the city of Calicut are renowned historically
for timber industry-based trade links dating back to the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries. Up until the 1970s, more than 300 industries
and 20,000 workers thrived on these banks. Today, the resultant ver-
nacular architecture and its historically renowned timber industrial
landscape remain in a state of decline along the ecologically fragile
Kallai river. The community and the industries depended on the river
for their livelihoods.

The changing environmental and economic policies, technological
advancements, fragmentation of labour forces, and land policies have
impacted the growth of the industry leading to its steady decline. Sev-
eral timber industries have perished over the past three decades; the
ones that remain are the only evidence of the utilitarian architecture
of the past. A few of the ramshackle timber mills have been abandoned
or pulled down. Some have been repaired and rented out as godowns
forvarious goods.

The RSP (Related Study Program) is focused on sensitising students
and faculty researchers alike to the industrial architectural heritage
which has shaped the city of Calicut in many ways and how these
industries have evolved into what it is now. The team of students and
faculty membersidentified six of the oldest existing timber mills along
the edge of the Kallai river for in-depth architectural documentation
and the production of detailed measured drawings (fig.1). This helped
in understanding and making clear the different states of functional
and programmatic alterations made to these industrial apparatuses,
which have, over time, been transformed with respect to the builtand
unbuilt environments.
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Industrial architecture in Kallai was a product of economic growth
and development which flourished during the colonial period. The
majority of architectural investmentin this region went into the build-
ing of “sheds” for utilitarian, money-churning, and resource-mincing
exploitative companies (figs. 2—3). The extractive nature of the colonial
system during the Industrial Age ensured that natural resources were
supplied to the world through trans-oceanic trade. This included the
exchange of goods, including humans, which were processed to be
sold in domestic and international markets. This concentration of
power, money, and resources based on ideologies of industrialism,
has stripped indigenous communities of their identities, and thereby
impacted the region’s cultural, economic, and ecological habitats in
the long term.

FIGURE 1. Selected sites

for RSP documentation
conducted by Semester 6
students of Avani Institute

of Design. The study was

part of the architectural
design studio titled “Tectonic
Ecologies—Reimagining the
‘minor’ architecture of Kallai.”

FIGURES 2-3. One of the
oldest existing timber mills
of Kallai still operating with
machines made in Belgium
(Brenta bandsaw)
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FIGURES 4-5. Images
capturing local children
playing football in an old
dilapidated industry building
with no roof and the fishing
activities on the banks of the
Kallai river.

The studio asks:
Canindustrial typology be reimagined to play a pivotal role in reinstat-
ing the city’s pre-colonial ecology and its identity? Such a re-imagination
would consider this industrial ecology a responsive work environment
offering resources to the city and would reclaim lost spaces for the
citizens (figs. 4 —5).

Can industrial architecture become a catalyst for initiating a dia-
logue between the city and its citizens?

FIGURES 6-7. Students
documenting the existing
infrastructure and mapping
the conditions of old timber
mills during the RSP (Related
Study Program)

The studio expects:

Students to critically engage in reimagining the infrastructure possi-
bilities of mills as a space of production within a given set of contextual
constraints (figs. 6 7).

THE APPROACH

The semester 6 studio

This monsoon semester of 2022 at Avani Institute of Design involved
sixty-nine undergraduate students engaged in the atelier principle of
teaching (Weaver1999). A version of this way of teaching was developed
atthe Architectural Association School of Architecture in London in the
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1970s under the brilliant chairmanship of Alvin Boyarsky. From there
it spread to a few other architecture schools, where it took different
forms according to institutional circumstances and academic aims. At
our institute, the total number of students were equally divided into
seven groups and were to operate as seven different ateliers with
a common context and two sites on which to intervene. The seven
ateliers had various topics of focus, such as eco-architecture, post-hu-
man architecture, convivial architecture, social architecture, public
architecture, architectural prosthesis, and sustainable retrofitting;
all of these were broadly classified into three approaches: ecosystem,
social, and built heritage.

The atelier teachers were a mix of practising architects who teach
part-time and full-time teachers who have research-based practises.
While exploring seven different approaches to a semester 6 studio
project following a common course outline formulated using the
institute’s academic framework, the atelier method created a link
between the education and the professional realms of architecture and
research; one in which the students do not work in an actual firm but
in their classrooms along with practitioners and researchers acquiring
a semi-professional environment within the studio.

ATELIER METHODOLOGY

To study associations and familiarities embedded in complex inter-
woven realms of a place that has undergone a series of events and
remains in a constant state of flux, there is a need for certain processes.
Processes which could help differentiate, investigate, and thereafter
form new derivatives. The idea of using semiotics to decode various
layers originated in the atelier involving myself and nine students. This
deconstructing is vital to help students establish a certain degree of
clarity and develop critical thinking and reasoning skills while concep-
tualising new “objects” of design and architecture.

“+ or —" became the anchoring title of the atelier | guided with
nine students who were tasked with “thinking like an architect” by
role-playing and considering the team as practising architects of an
atelier. The team focused on a process driven approach to design,
grounded in pragmatism while also exploring the possibilities of
semiotics as a tool within the design process to understand, analyse,
and decode certain layers which could help formulate architectural
design proposals. Certain critical inquiries were discussed in the
atelier which laid the foundation and served as a starting point from
which multiple paths could be taken with diverse thought process
and ideations.

As technology advances in all realms of life, and especially con-
sidering recent explorations in materials and even construction tech-
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FIGURE 8. Course structure
developed for the Atelier’s

niques like using CLT (Cross Laminated Timber), can technology initiate
a certain alternative or revival in the interdependent industries of
timber and construction? As the world shifts from an industrial to
a post-industrial society, the sustainability of these industries is also
questioned. If so, what are the possible additions and subtractions
(+or-) toreinvent typologies which will have their basis in eco-socialism
and eco-economics? Furthermore, to consider the idea of “sustainability”
notonly as protecting and sustaining nature, ecological systems, and
non-human beings, butalso as co-existing with and sustaining people’s
lives, economies, and cultures. These were some of the inquiries and
lines of thoughts initiated while exploring ideas of sustainable retro-
fitting, its potential for building a circular economy, and the relevance
of material cultures.

Seminal texts like Small is Beautiful: A Study of Economy as if People
Mattered by Ernst Friedrich Schumacher (1973) and Toward a Minor
Architecture by Jill Stoner (2012) were shared as initial scholarly read-
ings and discussed in the atelier to establish an axiom for the atelier’s
philosophy and a common thread for weaving multiple narratives.
Being a facilitator and a mediator, the guidance given by me was then
structured with experimental, rational, and pragmatic exercises while
simultaneously giving room for students to explore and produce radical
and original output/content. They were encouraged to experiment with
multiple mediums and skill sets which they are equipped or interested
in (sketching, painting, doodling, photography, collage, videography,
and creative writing).

The studio sessions were mostly organised into three modules
according to the available number of weeks (fig. 8). The first module

methodology. (M-01) followed the design process which stimulated discoveries,
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interpretations, ideation, experimentation, and evolution as dis-
cussed in the IDEO’s much celebrated classic “Design thinking for
Educators” (IDEO 2018). Interpretations of the symbols + and — were
often explored, discussed, and even applied in various stages and
processes of the design studio and in its operation itself. This stage
involved the “additive” (+) process of knowledge building by collect-
ing and gathering existing information using archival documents
and research done on the history, socio-culture, the economy, and
the importance of timber mills in Kallai. Research papers like “The
Wood Legacy of Kallai: Lessons for The Future” (Kunhamu et al. 2011)
were initially shared as readings, followed by an exercise to extract
certain important information, such as words, numbers, sentences,
expressions, or an idea which one could relate to. Subsequently, the
students were required to turn the derived content from the reading
exercise into a set of posters which visually and graphically reflected
their discoveries and interpretations. This process could be interpreted
as a “subtractive” (-) process or a reductionist approach of analysing
and articulating a complex set of information into its fundamental
constituents; in this case it was visually expressed through a set of
typographical posters. (fig. 9)

950-7¢
HUB OF TIMBER MARKET,

AREA IN ASIA AND THE

FIGURE9. Posters made by
students (Nihal Lalu, Adila V,
and Sneha Ajith).
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After exploring and refining information in the first part of the
study acquired through literature and readings, the next step in-
volved on-site learnings, recordings and collecting real-time data. This
prompted students to put aside their textbook knowledge acquired
fromreadings and research papers, and put on their thinking hats (The
de Bono Group 2019), while experiencing the context of Kallai in real
life and perceivingitsensorially as well as intellectually. The multiple
layering on the region’s ingrained cultural patterns and the state of
fluxitis in, was observed and recorded while interviewing or having
critical discussions with the local people.

AsUmberto Eco proposes, “the whole of culture should be studied as
acommunicative phenomenon based on signification systems.” ([1975]

1 “Six Thinking Hats” is a
brainstorming and decision-
making technique which in-
volves wearing metaphorical
“hats,” each representing a dif-
ferent mode of thinking: blue:
the process; white: facts; red:
feelings; yellow: benefit; green:
creativity, black: caution.
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FIGURE 10. Samples from
the zine with student works
(Jishnu K. R.). Source: https://
issuu.com/adityaavani/docs/
zine_ad
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1976, 22) Communication in the form of verbal, non-verbal, visual, and
othersensorial aspects were explored in this stage. It was studied via
different mediums such as photography, videos, sound recordings,
hybrid cartographies, and pictorial diagramming, with an intent to
spur mixed forms of outputs based on instincts and reasoning.

While trying to record and document different cultural, socio-eco-
nomic, ecological, built-unbuilt relationships, and their impacts on
the context, students were also asked to identify and observe all the
actors and activities involved in this region at present. They were in-
structed to pick one actor ora group of actors and to acquire in depth
knowledge and observations regarding their activities. After that,
they were asked to conceptualise a minor design intervention for the
considered functions and certain activities involved in the respective
actor’s life. To associate and familiarise themselves with the context
by following processes which help in differentiating the actors and
activities from a complex web of interlinked actors and activities, helps
students to analyse, decode, and decipher; initially on a minor scale
and gradually increasing in complexity by adding and linking more
actors and activities.

To be able to observe, interpret, and derive critical responses before
programming and conceptualising a project of a large scale, a smaller
scale design output was experimented with (furniture design, product
design, and pavilions etc.). Decoding patterns observed in behaviour,
culture, and built-unbuilt environments, and to comprehend as well as
articulate these through visual codes was the primary goal; an attempt
to thoughtfully translate them into design projects in the further stages.
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The final output of this stage was a compiled set of original works
by students in various mediums (sketches, diagrams, collage, montage,
photos, video snippets, and texts) which was then printed as a zine
(figs. 10 and 11). These works were reviewed openly among the team
and assessed, while also guiding them further through discussions and
healthy debates. Through multiple interpretations and constructive
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criticism from peers, which gave scope for further refinements, values
of shared learning and reasoning skills were developed to progress to
the next stages of the studio.

AVANG

FIGURE 11. Samples from
the zine (Aadila V, Nihal Lalu).

Source: https://issuu.com/
AND IMPLEMENTATIONS adityaavani/docs/zine_ad

INTERPRETATIONS, DERIVATIONS,

After exploring several levels of studies which allowed students to
freely express their understanding and intuitions through different
experimental mediums of representation, the second and third mod-
ules (M-02 and M-03) were focused more on architectural application.
They further explored a certain process of meaning-making while also
making new meanings to formulate an architectural project.
Contrary to previous stages which involved group assignments and
teamwork, students were encouraged to approach tasks individually,
reflecting their own interpretations and learning outcomes from the
previous processes. This was intended to achieve a diverse range of
outputs and a palette of ideas from nine students in a single atelier.
Noting down levels of codification and interpretations of the symbols
+and - was done at multiple stages of the design process, to be an-
alysed and conceptualised further. During the programmatic stages
of the design process, a couple of students conceptualised partial
subtractions of existing timber mill activities to add newer programs
that responded to the present or to a speculative future. While few
students add and diversify the production of the timber industries to
sustain and uplifta dyingindustry, there were also proposals to entirely
subtract the activities and the infrastructures related to the industrial
typology and replace them with completely new architectural objects
with newer visions. The students decided what degree of addition and
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FIGURE 12. Mapping
activity + programming +
intervention. Conceptual
diagram by Aadila V.

subtraction to adopt while retrofitting/reusing/deconstructing/recon-
structing/replacing the builtand unbuilt spaces. By exploring addition
and subtraction with regards to activities, user groups, volumes, and
spatial arrangements, students found themselves engaged in their
own paths to meander further into an iterative design process.

The challenge was to apply their interpretative, meaning-making skills
to understand the transformation of the architecture, to understand this
transformation as a phenomenon interlinked with changes in various pa-
rameters, and furthermore to propose radical and rational solutions which
could lead to a pragmatic design mixed with instincts and reasoning. The
influence of cultural semiotics of the region on the architectural language
and vice versa, was explored. Timber as a vital material associated with
memories and its links to the historical, cultural, and economic aspects
of this region was also not neglected during the design approach.

This phase embraced the multiplicities of thoughts and approaches
taken by the students to explore and develop an architectural program.
After this, they designed an architectural object/building, which in-
volves several levels of additions and subtractions while formulating
a design process and its articulation.
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Figure 12 represents a student’s interpretation of conceptualising
an architecture of relations. As Umberto Eco frames it, “[s]ignificative
forms, codes worked out on the strength of inferences from usages
and proposed as structural models of given communicative relations,
denotative and connotative meanings attached to the sign vehicles on
the basis of the codes—this is the semiotic universe in which areading
of architecture as communication becomes viable.” ([1973]1997,184—85)
The student attempted to observe, analyse, and decode patterns of
activities performed by different sets of users across this region, both
visually and through oral communications. Interpreting and mediating
a continuous flow of events which construct the social perceptions of
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all the agencies involved in the existing and ever-changing cultures of
this region. Decoding these agencies spatially while also generating
pragmatic forms, becomes the responsive gesture of the designer (fig. 13).

By approaching the given two sites for intervention, as a “part” of
the “whole” and understanding complex sets of various actors/actions
contributing to the cultural semiotics of this “whole” region, this project
attempts to explore various communicative possibilities of architecture.
Ittries to establish vital relationships of the part to whole and vice versa.
By deducing certain activity patterns, architectural codes, and visual signs
from various users contributing to the context of the Kallai, a relational
matrix and its mapping helped the students to continue intervening at
smaller scales (fig. 14). If these minor designs spread across the region
respond to the inhabitants who are “part” of the “whole,” could the major
design be are-creation of the “whole” inhabited by these “parts”? These
were some of the inquiries undertaken by the students to conceive
a critical approach to design which was conceptually rich.

FIGURE 13. Conceptual
ideation diagrams by Aadila
V mapping different agencies,
users and activities in the
context.

FIGURE 14. Conceptual
study models and diagrams
of design explorations by
Aadila V.
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Figure 15 captures the conceptual explorations and ideations by
astudentwho interpreted the architectural object asasimple structural
framework with multiple possibilities. This open structural frame acts as
the “whole” onto which the smaller parts spread across the context could
be pluggedin orrecreated in this system to form new interlinked systems.
The proposed structural framework uses a fairly simple construction and

FIGURE 15. Conceptual
study models and diagrams
of design explorations by
Aadila V.
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is installed using familiar local timber (coconut and areca palm) along
with otheravailable materials which were researched and mapped across
this region. The typology is a hybrid one or could also be interpreted as
an architecture void of a specific typology as such, since new functions
could be added or subtracted according to the requirements of multiple
users engaging and inhabiting this region and the newly intervened
architectural object. This architectural object is added between two
existing dilapidated industrial buildings, which has now become an
open democratic space for kids to play football, cows and goats to graze,
growing vegetables, for workers to rest or take a nap, todrink a cup of tea,
and numerous other open activities. In this way it embraces the ideas
of encounters, cultural phenomenon, and occurrences which subtract
the rigid utilitarian aspects of an industrial typology, while adding more
layers of openness and various hybrid possibilities.

“The object of use is, in its communicative capacity, the sign vehicle of a precisely
and conventionally denoted meaning—its function. More loosely, it has been said
that the first meaning of a building is what one must do in order to inhabit it—
the architectural object denotes a ‘form of inhabitation.” (Eco [1973]1997,185)

POSTSCRIPT

Thevast field of semiotics and its vital relationship with architecture can

open up new possibilities and methodologies of teaching and learning
architectural design. These should be explored and developed further
to form a better understanding of a world filled with signs and symbols.
If this also incorporates various non-traditional or alternative ways of
pedagogical approaches with well thought out goals, radical intellectual

outputs can be achieved. This essay attempted to share some of the

insights and processes involved in an experimental architectural design

studio conducted using different methodologies and explorations. Prin-
ciples of semiotics were used not only to analyse and decode existing or
evolving languages of architecture, but also to explore the possibilities

of incorporating them into design teaching methods which can help in

understanding associations and form new ones. It encourages critical

lateral thinking and interpretative skills for deriving unconventional

solutions to sets of complexissues faced in this contemporary world; one

of which is entangled with multiple layers of problems and intricacies.
Methodologies and academic frameworks which incorporate these

learnings from such experimental studios have to be carefully devel-
oped and assessed further to understand these alternative methods

and their impact on design teaching and learning. This essay is open

to critical interventions in architectural design education and accepts

speculative opinions which can contribute to a collective and progressive

environment of radical learning and teaching methods.
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DESIGNING THE
DREAM BALLET:

FROM OKLAHOMA”’S THIRD AUTEUR
TO FISH’S REVIVALAND BEYOND

Mavressa Park

ABSTRACT

Rodgers and Hammerstein’s epoch-defining, twice-Pulitzer Prize-winning Oklahoma! is well-
known for its integrated non-musical elements, which seamlessly create multimedia cohesion.
The most iconic element of this integrated musical is Agnes de Mille’s “Dream Ballet”, a show-
stopping choreography and “microcosm” of the show’s plot and the paragon of its namesake genre.
The Dream Ballet has undergone a striking evolution in the 2019 Oklahoma! revival at the Circle
in the Square Theatre, noted for its subversion of the genre’s expectations. Although choreographer
John Heginbotham and director Daniel Fish changed several aspects—including choreography,
staging choices, audience immersion, and musical alterations—their refashioning of the Dream
Ballet ushered in a new perspective and effect that is vital to the revival’s meaning and success at
large. This paper examines the ways in which the two Dream Ballets design themselves around and
challenge their respective political environments. Whereas de Mille removes and confine’s Okla-
homal’s unmistakable original horror material, Heginbotham’s Dream Ballet capitalises on the
immersion of the audience in a staging of communal sacrifice that plays upon its juxtaposition of
community and belonging with community and culpability. Finally, this paper will examine the
possibility of using virtual reality to emulate the specific affordances of the 2019 staging.

#Broadway musical; #Oklahomal! revival; #Agnes de Mille; #Dream Ballet choreography;
#Daniel Fish

https://doi.org/10.21096/disegno_2022_2mp
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The Broadway dancing is understandable to all who see it. It is, so to speak,
in the vernacular. It is ours. It speaks for us. It speaks to us. All of us.
—Agnes de Mille

INTRODUCTION: IMPRINT AND EVOLUTION
OF THE DREAM BALLET

Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma! (1943) is an artisticinnovation
that continues to maintain a “singular position” in the fast-expanding
canon of American musical theatre—defying initial predictions forits
commercial reception (Young 2019). Oklahoma! created the image of
the musical itself, pitching America’s “makeshift” art from “entertain-
ment to enlightenment” (Mordden 2002). As Oklahoma! approaches
its eightieth anniversary, its status as the first “real phenomenon in
modern Broadway history” is beyond dispute in the United States; it
dominated the box office with an unprecedented 2,212 performances
until its 1948 close on Broadway—surpassing the previous record four
times over (Lunden 2000). In contrast with the duo’s Carousel (1945,
an adaptation of Ferenc Molnar’s European hit play), Liliom (1909),
and The Sound of Music (1959, based on a successful film and itself the
source of the 1965 worldwide blockbuster), the dominance of Okla-
homa!” remains rather limited to the country in which it is set, with
the exception of London’s West End. Despite the specific nature of
a patriotic “tonic” made to compliment the uncertainties of the Second
World War, the success of Oklahoma! prompted new integrations of
creative elements and the revisitation of its Broadway predecessors
altered inits likeness—“[e]verything that mattered was turning into
Oklahoma!” (Mordden 2002).

Oklahoma!’s Dream Ballet elevated the established role of dance as
astorytelling medium by making movement serve as silent mode of
communication for plotand character development (‘Honoring Agnes”
2006). Though choreographer Agnes de Mille did notinvent the Dream
Ballet’s genre and drew inspiration from Broadway predecessors, she
added complex, abstract layers through silent emotion, gestures,
and expression that “spoke to the human condition” (Gardner 2016).
Prior to the advent of the integrated musical, non-musical elements
were generally disparate and choreography was often distracting,
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amusing, or unessential fodder (Gardner 2016). De Mille—who also
studied Freudian analysis—used ballet to “mobilise the subconscious”
as a plot-furthering device (Gardner 2016).

At large, Oklahoma! is set in the early-1900s Oklahoma Territory
and focuses on the interrelated complexity of community, transition
of a new state’s establishment, and conflict of young Laurey Williams’
romantic entanglements with rivals Curly McLain and Jud Fry. The
production’simpact draws from its innovative integration of libretto
with song, dance, and storytelling—redefining its genre and the
future of musical theatre. As the powerful nexus and microcosm of
the production, the Dream Ballet conveys the core of Laurey’s turmoil
with agency against force, escapism against reality, and desire against
fear—probing class, consent, and convention through a mirror to the
female psyche.

De Mille’s Dream Ballet runs a gamut of bodily-represented emo-
tions, beginning with fluttering, jubilant wing movements that Laurey
performs when anticipating her wedding with Curly; moving to a ro-
mantic, spectacular high lift that conveys her elation when she chooses
Curly; and ending with limp-necked agony—*“a rape accomplished in
mid-air” per de Mille—whenJud swings Laurey over his head and takes
her away (Gardner 2016). The Ballet also explores the psychology of
the characters through restraint, combat, caress, embrace, possession,
seduction, goading, nonchalant throwing, strangling, and immobilisa-
tion. Without words, it manages to convey the spectrum of emotions,
from hope to jubilance, glee to seduction, and mourning to horrified
depression—stunningly without transition.

DREAMING UNDER DARK VEILS:
LAUREY’S SUBCONSCIOUS

De Mille’s choreography delves into her view on Laurey’s subcon-
scious—what she described as Laurey’s both terrorised and repelled
fascination with Jud’s “mysterious and forbidden [absorption in] sex,”
and her anxiety about her own sexual awakening (Gardner 2016). De
Mille’s familiarity with Freud likely influenced this shocking change
in tone from Rodgers and Hammerstein’s original light-heartedness,
infusing it with what Dolan dubs “women’s theatre”—or a protest
about the “the destructiveness of society and celebrating the rebirth
of women’s consciousness” (Gardner 2016). De Mille fought to repro-
duce all of thisin Fred Zinnemann’s 1955 film adaptation, aided by “full
diagrams, measure for measure, the exact steps, and choreographic
score” (Gardner 2016). EchoingJud’s violence with its sudden but radical
scenicand costume changes, the filmed Ballet violently yanks the veil
of “Quixotic” law and order—complete with the mimicry of manlike
windmillsin a field just before Laurey’s unveiling and Jud’s reveal—to
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blow the whistle on the disaster of Laurey’s hidden fears, revealing
disarray exponential to that of Dorothy’s cyclone. The community
fails Laurey as she seeks protection from the stiff backs of a cast that
suddenly seems unfamiliar—bystanders, enablers, and peripheral
villains—or frozen puppets. Perhaps their inanimate state mirrors
that of Laurey, who is stalked by a mirror at the Ballet’s beginning.
While stalling, the worst decision occurs by default, and Laurey real-
ises that her community will not guide her firstadult decision—even
by minima of meeting her pleading eyes. Bildungsromans are sorts
of Purgatories, and Laurey’s premonitions of her community’s lack
of care about her choice concretise as they take turns abusing her,
foregrounded against a chandelier piping with flames straight from
hell. Laurey’s head lolls parallel to the ground when she witnesses her
fatein her reflections: women tacked to Jud’s wall like mares. Engulfed
by blood-red dust, Laurey’s movements finally synchronise with the
townspeople in horror instead of tradition or jest, just as her lover’s
throat is depleted of air. No hand is moved as Jud seizes a filly by the
bridle and rides away in triumph.

De Mille takes the role of textual disruptor without contributing to
the original libretto itself. Her Dream Ballet depicts Laurey’s descent
into “active vanishing” or “radical invisibility” that render the subject
silent (Phelan1993)—a type of gastric feminist criticism that describes
how artists “do not simply reflect the male gaze but refractit [.]—and
thereby even dismantle it” (Solga 2016).2 When de Mille animates the
women tacked on Jud’s walls, decorating them as jesters, she high-
lights the consequences of the exclusion of women from personhood
in theatre, aesthetics, and nature (Case 1988).

DREAMSCAPING AS RETHINKING:
FISH’S AND HEGINBOTHAM’S OKLAHOMA! (2019)

Originating at Bard College in 2007 and arriving on the Broadway stage
in March 2019, Daniel Fish’s Oklahoma! reinterpreted the tone of the
show with radically different choreography by John Heginbotham,
including music, timing, chronological appearances, and staging
choices. Importantly, these changes all manifested in the Dream
Ballet (Fox 2019).

Audiences anticipating a Dream Ballet finale to Act | might be
surprised to discover that it begins Act Il, then moves so hurriedly to
the next song that its own applause is robbed. No temporal separa-
tion exists between Laurey’s nightmares and her waking world. Does
this suggest that the entirety of Act Il exists in that same special hell?
The 2019 sequence—which swings from light to dark, cacophony to
peace—is a disorienting pendulum. Once fog filters onstage, an un-
familiar figure clad in a glittery shirt—plain but for its script “Dream

' She floats in the same
malicious immobilisation

of the decision paralysis

that Lapine and Sondheim’s
Cinderella echoes on a palace
terrace in 1987’s Into the
Woods.

2 This is similar to Philomele’s
role in Timberlake
Wertenbaker’s The Love

of the Nightingale: in

it, Philomele overcomes her
vocal muteness, representing
societal silencing, to pursue
justice through a performance
that victoriously
communicates her abuse

to an emotionally-affected
audience. (Dolan 1991, 8;
Wertenbaker 1990). Like de
Mille’s treatment of Laurey,
Yoko Ono intended to commit
to the idea of societal exposé:
what would occur if women
were to “[not] fight” (“Cut
Piece” 1964). Ono’s alternative
reaction encapsulates the

idea of disappearance through
autonomy: in line with Peggy
Phelan’s proposed solution

to the “trap” of visibility for
women in cultural production,
Ono enacts “active vanishing,
a deliberate and conscious
refusal to take the payoff of
visibility” (Phelan 1993, 19;
Solga 2016, 24-25).
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Baby Dream”™—appears mid-stage, and dances passionately in solitude.
The sudden introduction, fusion, and responsibility of a novel player
in the intimate cast, dancer Gabrielle Hamilton, creates shocking
consciousness. Aside from the Dream Ballet, the remainder of the
otherwise hip-joined scenes lack any singular spotlight or physical
space designated more important than the whole.

Much about the 2019 Dream Ballet is boldly contemporary, from
the style of dance—which is heady and unrestrained, removed from
standard ballet—to the use of a screen projector casting close-up por-
traits (Kourlas 2019). The 2019 revival’'s Dream Ballet is performed not so
much for the audience as itis with them; Hamilton draws uncomfortably
close to audience members, staring at them directly—*[they] see [her]
skin, [they] hear [her] breath, the exhaustion” (Kourlas 2019). Oklahoma!
creates a stage for communal sacrifice. Neon lighting occasionally casts
Hamilton and surrounding fog in colour, while the electric guitar riffs
vibrate, culminating in a sense of ominous unease. Hamilton circles
insistently, loping and spinningin spirals that are occasionally broken
by urgentjerksasif glitches in routine—before being pulled backward,
holding her chest as if a string has been pulling straight through her
spine. Heginbotham’s choreography displays Laurey’s relationship
with her restlessness and responsibility, conveyed through her “pup-
peteering” of dancer Hamilton’s movements. Boot-knocking distracts
while Hamilton begins to kick toward the audience; her bounds across
the floor become combinations of backward turns and kicks and wide
hops backward, broken by segments of eerily calm walking almost akin
in contrast to the moments preceding and following Jud’s seizure of
Laurey’s veil in de Mille’s Ballet. The same tension between external
possession and self-possession is explored here. The lack of puppeteer
in Heginbotham’s sequence leads us to wonder: for whom does the
audience wait? Who will step in and claim responsibility for this chaos?

The audience’s disorientation is mirrored in the boiling point of
Hamilton’s performance, where the cacophonous music reaches its
shrill peak, the lights disappear, and Hamilton falls mid-spin. Hegin-
botham’s Dream Ballet ultimately capitalises on the subconscious—
true to de Mille’s vision, but with even more abstract and interpretive
freedom. The performance lacks much of the overt sexual energy
displayed in the original—from the absence of focus on male love
interests to Hamilton’s loose, plain tee-shirt. However, Hamilton
dances figuratively “naked,” which is made apparent by the lack of
shoes or pants, plain costume, and shaved hair (Kourlas 2019). Similar
to Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece, Jennifer Kidwell’s Underground Railroad Game,
or Karen Finley’s We Keep Our Victims Ready, this performance creates
raw audience discomfort, attempting to reclaim activeness of wom-
en’s bodies—particularly subversively through asexualised nudity or
near-nudity (Finley 2013).
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Hamilton describes her character as an “entity of rawness” and
states that some of her performance is like “screaming into a pillow”
within a total script where Laurey herselfis seldom given the opportu-
nity to voice her thoughts or emotions (“Tony Nominees: The Women
of ‘Oklahoma’: All Of It” 2019). Here, Laurey’s choice of suitor seems
more self-protective than confident, romantic, orautonomous, serving
commentary on female autonomy (McDonald 2019). Embracing her
own liberal choices within the piece, Hamilton states, “l don’t think
the Dream Ballet holds any value when | become comfortable in it”
(Mordden 2002). Heginbotham’s Ballet is painfully aware that Laurey
isin hell the entire time.

The psychological hold is set up by landscape-set effects—“dream-
scaping”—that put the audience in aninterpretive, psychological state
of mind while emphasising intimacy and community. Much of it is
present for the entire show’s run—Ilike the crockpots obstructing the
audience’s view—but for some audience members, their purpose may
not make sense until the Dream Ballet itself. The set, technical space,
timing, and staging are important contributors to the experience of

“dreaming” and contribute to what Larson refers to as “immersive the-
atre” (Larson 2019). Immersive theatre grants the audience’s members
active autonomy by allowing them to enter the spotlight of focus rather
than periphery—even to the extent of allowing performances to occur
outwardly (White 2012). The architecture of the Circle in the Square
Theatre allows audience members to participate in a double-sided
experience machine—an “enclosed and other-worldly” space in which
scenography, choreography, dramaturgy, and more “[coalesce] to
place audience members in a thematically cohesive environment that
resources their sensuous, imaginative, and explorative capabilities as
productive and involving aspects of a theatre aesthetic” (Alston 2016).
According to Adam Alston, immersive work tends to be “[...] linked to
the richness and evocativeness of affective experiences, which are
produced in a reciprocal relationship between audiences and the
world in which they are immersed, but that are also predicated on
acommitmenttoimmersion as a productive participant” (Alston 2016).
Immersive theatre offers performer-audience transactive trust; by
respecting its audience as performers, the performance carries the
equal risk of complete rejection. The already alluded-to nakedness
in The Dream Ballet and discussion of the body, naked from the waist
down and barefoot, necessitates a relationship of reflective closeness
with the audience. Reviews of Fish’s Oklahoma! state that a number
of the audience members that are welcomed “at the table” choose to
abandon their place midway through the performance, just prior to
the Dream Ballet. This promotes self-selection in response to risk: the
“community” that remains becomes all the more intimate in number
and shared choice?

3 Yoko Ono’s performance
“Cut Piece” highlights the
idea of performance as
an “exchange” between
performer and audience
through transactive trust
and risk of transgression.
Ono’s piece reflects physical
and emotional consumption,
dehumanisation, and
destruction—through the
literal implication of cut
pieces. In 1967, she described
“Cut Piece” as follows: “it was
very important to say you can
cut wherever you want to. It
is a form of giving that has
a lot to dowith Buddhism.
[...] aform of total giving as
opposed to reasonable giving”
(as quoted by Concannon
2008, 88-89). Likewise,
Hamilton performs “total
giving” while Heginbotham
invites the audience to “take
what they want.”
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The invitation of theatrical immersion can alter “instinctive reactions
to what we see and hear” (Larson 2019). For Oklahoma!, these include
the premonition of the collection of “Chekhov’s guns” and occlusive
fog surrounding the audience, alongside intimate and interactive au-
dience proximity that includes direct eye contact and breaking bread.
During the intermission and just prior to the start of the Dream Ballet,
the audience members are together fed chilli—a hearty meal, likely
contributing to affective drowsiness at the start of Act Il, alongside
an onslaught of disconcerting smog. This combination of the senses
would not have been possible in timing had Fish left the Dream Ballet
inits original placement before the intermission.

Dolan describes theatre involving relationship-reliant exchange as

“circular—*“intuitive, personal, [and] involving” (Dolan1991). Through
audience involvement—the bread-breaking chilli, occlusive fog, and
challenge to personal space—performances relinquish traditional
“non-participatory” separatism between performer and spectators
(Dolan 1991; Kidwell). Simultaneously, the obstruction of vision and
space, alongside the unconventional act of eating within the theatre,
cause an audience level of self-awareness and vulnerability.

Adding to this self-awareness comes the lighting design, which
shifts from aggressively-brightillumination to total darkness, so that
the thrilling part of this exposure appears as something that always
lurked waiting to be “excavated” (Green and Brantley 2018). Reviewers
call the moments of illumination “all-exposing,” in conjunction with
the “open prairie” of the surrounded stage and one which “allows those
homesteaders we once thought were so wholesome no place to hide,
even whenit’s pitch dark” (Green and Brantley 2018). The affordances
of lighting foreshadow the rife moments of intentional darkness to
follow—particularly the scene in which Jud places Curly’s hand on the
pistol and the obtrusive lighting dies.

Some of these horror elements are maintained and some are
exaggerations of original elements. Beyond the overtly brow-beating
murder of Curly, de Mille’s choreography always contained puppet-
eer-like movement, a limp Laurey dragged like a ragdoll by Judd,
silent screaming, and immobilised bystanders: every time Laurey
searches for help, her community is frozen. In Fish’s revival, horror
manifests in blood-red lighting; moments of eerie blackouts; and
the alteration of the score. The shrill screeches of string instruments
followed by mid-rise halts and stark silence—choices that sound like
mistakes—put the audience on edge. The Dream Ballet ends when
the cast returns from offstage to mark the onset of the next number
staring into space, foreshadowing their lack of vitality during Act II’s
finale. They remain still until they are reanimated—Iike puppets, or
perhaps the undead—by ajarring “Yee-haw!” that indicates the start
of the highly contrastive “The Farmer and the Cowman.”
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According to de Mille, the original Dream Ballet was diegetic—with
recognisable characters, dynamics, feuds, and desires that are each
connected to the libretto—and contrasted the innocence and grace
evoked by ballet genre with assault, pornography, abuse, and murder.
Thisisdiluted in Heginbotham’s choreography—while it identifies tit-
ularly as a “ballet,” it boldly contends with disparate genre boundaries
and expectations. However, Hamilton’s performance holds vehemently
to de Mille’s requirements of intimate character-building and internal
exploration (Sandomir 2017).

UNIVERSALISING AND PERSONALISING ART:
OKLAHOMA!S FUTURE

Theatrical history isrich in “radical” revisitations of tradition—includ-
ing Belle Reprieve to a Streetcar Named Desire, The Love of the Nightingale
to the legend of Philomele, and Desdemona: a Play about a Handker-
chief to Shakespeare’s Othello. Their effect is aggravating because
they deconstruct popular representations and conduits for change
through reclamations of women’s voices, visibility, and movement
in the theatre tradition. As Sue-Ellen Case reflects, such revisitation
designates a “new kind of cultural analysis, based on [..] cultural and
socioeconomic evidence, to discover the nature of women’s lives” in
classic periods—particularly those which are the most lacking in their
representation (Case 1988).

Heginbotham’s Dream Ballet foreshadows violence and literal
darkness but conceals until the ending the culprits of these premoni-
tions—]Jud is not the sole villain. This ambiguity casts importance onto
the periphery surrounding the iconic scene—in “Oh, What a Beautiful
Mornin’” the voices of Curly and Aunt Eller intersectin an unnervingly
maniacal shared laugh. At their duet’s conclusion, the final unex-
pectedly disturbing and resonant note suggests that the characters’
observance of beauty will be challenged. This finale harkens to the
hissing haltin “Laurey’s Entrance.” Such peripheral recasting of villainy
isa subversion of expectations that omission, as well as presence, works
to achieve in Heginbotham’s Ballet.

Perhaps the fog on the set is an indication of the obscuring of ex-
pectations—the same teasing, testing way that they had played with
the audience’s feelings of hunger and drowsiness to be shocked awake
with the revulsion of the finale. According to Kourlas, this is an open

“landscape ballet,” and there is nowhere to hide particularly during
the Dream Ballet (Kourlas 2019). All that remains is the human body.

Ultimately, both Dream Ballets fashion their designs around their
political environments. De Mille’s and Heginbotham’s Ballets echo
in temporally disparate yet like American eras—one steeped in ide-
als of war, justice, and nostalgia; the other steeped in racial justice



156_essays_Designing the Dream Ballet: From Oklahoma!’s Third Auteur to Fish’s Revival and Beyond

and exclusion, gun violence, pandemic and wartime, requiring us to
grapple with the workings of American justice (Green and Brantley
2019). However, Agnes de Mille centred the show’s first murder in
the Ballet—confining the show’s horror to the dreamscape as the
audience’s guilt and conscience blended into the background by the
jubilant finale, with Jud’s death excused in their subconscious. Fish’s
revival strips this psychological cover-up, makingJud the first murder
victim, rather than the Dream Ballet’s resident murderer—and after
the ensemble vocalises their dark, selfish excuses, culpability becomes
uncomfortably present in every corner of the theatre. By opening de
Mille’s vision and transferring the darkness to the acts surrounding
Heginbotham’s mist, Oklahoma! plays with the idea of diegetic chal-
lenge found in Laurey’s Ballet of consciousness: the safety of tradition
versus the pull of violence.

Fish’s 2019 revival continued its North American tour in 2022; its
reception on stages with increased front-facing crowd capacity—but
less intimacy—fares more critically (Lenker 2022). Itis within the Circle
in the Square Theatre’s environs that Heginbotham, Fish, and Hamilton
achieved “circular” performance: much in the vein of At the Foot of
the Mountain Theater, one of the oldest American cultural feminist
theatre ensembles, which “struggle[s] to relinquish traditions such as
linear plays, proscenium theatre, non-participatory ritual” in place of
theatre thatis communal: “[.. ] circular, intuitive, personal, involving”
(Dolan1991). What might community, progress, impossible decisions,
and statehood and independence look like—feel like—after the on-
slaught of pandemicand war? The international adoption of Oklahoma!
has always represented “survival of a civilization” (Mordden 2002). Yet
the sole other nation that has housed numerous revivals is England,
originally as a “greeting” or “handshake” two months after the Battle
of Stalingrad’s (Mordden 2002). Could a communal need for peace
following a plague bolster Oklahoma!’s to a worldwide recognition
that matches its national success?

Agnes de Mille stressed the importance of community during na-
tional crises; reimagining democracy in uncertain times through com-
munal revisitation. a streaming entity successfully brought Lin-Manuel
Miranda’s 2015 Hamilton in its live glory, with its rotating platforms
and live cracks of laughter and anguish, to standard smart devices.
astandard-screen movie adaptation would fail to convey the circular
theatre that lives within Fish’s Oklahoma! An immersive experience could
capture the confrontation and blood of this open “landscape ballet.”
Television giants have invested in an array of 360° panoramic films; the
future of virtual reality in film is close. While Fish’s Oklahoma! makes
use of the affordances of the Circle in the Square Theatre, the same
strain of culpability he captures could be more terrifying should the
audience, inversely, be located in the centre of the created community.
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Thiswould grant Heginbotham the opportunity to dreamscape a hell
virtually inescapable from any direction, playing into the psychological
tactics that de Mille introduced. Fish’s Oklahoma! should not be cribbed
in reaction to the stifling staging concessions made for its North
American tour—it should resume the level of immersion wherein it
was founded. Oklahoma! has always been described as a wartime “tonic”
in source material—a historical fireball that has proven itself to think
smart, in circles of prediction and forewarning (Lunden 2000). Alcohol
always offends before it cleans a wound for binding. Almosta century
later, Oklahoma'’s closer-knit-than-ever audience must decide whether
to take it as analeptic balm, blind bracer, or precious propellant.
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According to Edmund Leach, the essential characteristic of human
culture is its endless diversity. By this he does not mean chaotic di-
versity nor predetermined versatility. Leach’s statement could be one
of the mottos of Agnes Kapitany and Gabor Kapitany’s most recently
published book, A szimbolizicié. Hogyan cseleksziink szimbolumokkal?
(Symbolisation: How Do We Act with Symbols?), which deals with
the rich and diverse world of symbolism. The authors, who have been
analysing symbolic phenomena for nearly fifty years, have published
a summary monograph that was preceded by four foundational pub-
lications reviewing literature on a particular area of symbolisation
mechanisms. This large-scale summary was also preceded by a series
of research projects carried out by the authors over several decades,
which were broad in their methodology and choice of topics. The de-
scription provided here outlines the main content of this monograph,
which exceeds five hundred pages. The authors have been active and
widely known in Hungarian academic life for decades. Their themat-
ic research programmes covering the wide range of symbol use, their
professional and scientific presentations, their individual and joint
publications have been and still are a unique model for social research.
The synthesis of their research into the diverse and rich world of sym-
bolism represented in this publication can be seen both as a profes-
sional product and as a kind of institutional history of a two-member
research lab that has been operating for several decades.

People use symbols, create symbols, and interpret symbols. Sym-
bols are integrated into all levels of individual and community life.
From everyday life events to significant community celebrations, from
clothing to relationships, from the use of physical space to the con-
struction of virtual spaces, they appear in many forms and ways. They
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not only provide a framework for our actions and interpretations, but
also constructively advance a way of acting, a possible process of sym-
bolisation. “How do we act with symbols?”—the authors askin the title
of the publication, and the volume offers a comprehensive and the-
matically rich answer to this question.

The first chapter of the volume, divided into five major sections,
presents approaches to the concept of symbol and the characteristics
of symbolic thinking. This presentation also offers a history of profes-
sional interpretations of symbols. The second chapter, which deals
with the components of the symbolisation process, approaches the
process of symbolisation from the perspective of cultural anthropol-
ogy, psychology, and aesthetics. The historical overviews of the con-
cept, nature, function, and mode of operation of the symbol, on the
one hand, and the review of contemporary approaches in cultural an-
thropology, linguistic theory, semiotics, and aesthetics, on the other,
provide a useful source of orientation for those who wish to explore
this very complex subject.

Based on the authors’ rich and varied analytical practice over sev-
eral decades, the third and largest chapterin the volume offers a range
of skillful examples of symbol analysis. Each of the seven thematic
analyses (objects and spaces, power, world of values, social modern-
isation, community identity, historical periods, and motivations) is
also a content-structural unit in the sense that it is linked to a specific
topic by a literature context, a social or socio-historical framework, a
specific research methodology, analysis material, and presentation.
The authors modestly identify these seven themes, presented in more
than 250 pages, as “a few” areas of analysis, but at the same time offer
the reader a comprehensive synthesis of the diverse and complex prac-
tices of symbolism.

In chapter four, which deals with the interpretation of the symbol-
isation process, the authors formulate approaches and at the same
time analytical aspects from the point of view of the formation of sym-
bols, their polysemic nature, their interrelation, and the attenuation of
symbolic meanings. Animportant part of this chapterisacomplex and
detailed discussion of the role of context.

The final chapter dealing with the role of symbols in society draws
attention to the variety of actions that can be carried out through sym-
bolism and its important social constructive role. Symbolism, the au-
thors emphasise, is a highly significant phenomenon in society, which
largely determines the present and whose role and importance will
grow. The concluding section, which lists the most important state-
ments in thesis-like form, can be seen as a summary of the volume’s
findings. The thematic variety of the extensive bibliography illustrates
the complexity of the symbolisation process and the necessarily inter-
disciplinary nature of the approach.

It is not an easy professional task to review a scientific work sum-
marising a researcher’s career, and in this case it is not the work of one
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author but of a pair of authors whose research has been focused on a

single topic—the use of symbols—for several decades. Furthermore,
the reviewer is notin an easy position if, in addition to highlighting the

professional value of the publication, which is obvious at first sight, he

or she also wishes to address content-related issues. Although the au-
thors call thisa monograph, it could well be argued that this is an ency-
clopaedicwork. The authors themselves indicate this when saying they

see this book as a summary—and therefore also as a review—of their
research, and the monographic character is reinforced by the fact that

the achievements of several decades are being reinterpreted ata more

recent, updated, and abstract level. We would like to draw attention to

this encyclopaedic nature and the experience of the reader.

The language, the use of words and the way the book is written are
indicative of an attempt to address a wider audience. This is also indi-
cated by the numerous everyday examples of use of symbols. Howev-
er, there are, despite the authors’ best intentions, several features of
this book that may reduce the readership considerably. Three factors
should be briefly mentioned.

In this book, the authors present a long trajectory of research on
symbolism by presenting the key concepts, theses, and interpretations
of individual researchers or professional trends. The encyclopaedic
nature of the book does not allow room for a more detailed presenta-
tion, for the discussion of individual ideas or professional findings in
the context of their own scientific paradigms. In many cases, therefore,
the reader will need a considerable knowledge of the social sciences
to follow the summaries and descriptions. The key concepts presented
by each author, school, theory, or research result provide the links to
the symbolic themes. To make sense of this connection, however, the
reader needs to know more about the paradigm, thesis or theory being
presented. At least in part, the reader needs to know the epistemologi-
cal framework that underlies each paradigm, theory, thesis, or concept.
Similarly, the readeris presented with parallel theories, methodologies
and professional results from several disciplines, sometimes very dif-
ferent from each other, which have dealt with the topic of symbolism
in their own course, but which have approached the topic of the use
of symbols with very different aims, perspectives, and methodologi-
cal starting points. And finally, there are many passages in the book
where itis necessary to consult the authors’ earlier works to follow the
discussion. In some cases, the authors at least signal this.

Itisimportant to emphasise that the encyclopaedic features make
the publication colourful and rich in content, and this is certainly an
important virtue. They also enable the reader to enjoy the chapters,
case studies, reflections, and examples in the book, or even to gain
useful methodological and analytical ideas and solutions. However, if
the readerwishes to engage in a dialogue, debate, or further reflection
on the publication as a whole or on individual chapters, a profound
knowledge of social science in a variety of disciplines is required.
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This work is well edited, clearly structured, and despite its strict
professionalism, itis still a readable publication. The latter characteris-
ticis certainly due to the richness of the examples and the authors’ ex-
tensive knowledge of the field. A special feature of the volume is that it
can be read and interpreted at the level of individual chapters. At the
same time, it is a publication offering a broad professional overview,
which can be used in education, as a basis for research programmes,
and for the dissemination of scientific knowledge. The rich and varied
social practices of symbol use illustrate that there are social phenome-
na present in every age and situation that play a key role in the organ-
isation of society, and that social researchers continuously challenged
by the continuity and change of use of symbols. The authors’ choice of
topic, their decades-long research, and the wealth of results related to
these, are evidence of a sustained research comm