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Despite the entrenchment of postmodern thinking in the last twenty-five years, most art and design colleges, in their curricula and
pedagogy, are still operating within a Romanticist sensibility inherited and altered from Enlightenment ideas of divinely granted
reason. Of course few people agree to this legacy outright. But there are implicit assumptions about the nature of originality and
creativity that shape how we teach, what we teach, and the curriculum of the discipline-based degree programs we offer. In this paper
I would like to look at some of the ways in which these key terms still drive much of our thinking about design practice and pedagogy,
then suggest a different kind model, and finally offer some practical applications of that model in the form of an interdisciplinary
curriculum.

Now, if originality and creativity are the Father and Son of this trinity, intuition is the holy ghost, the ineffable spirit that binds them.
It’s been my experience that these three inseparable terms, however unwieldy and overused they might be, still form the basis of
evaluation in art and design education: creativity emerges from an intuitive insight that leads to an original piece of work. Unless a
student has self-consciously and intelligently produced an interesting piece of post-modern pastiche, "derivative" is still the worst
sting. And this idea has a long history. In Rules for the Direction of the Mind, Descartes draws the distinction between knowledge
derived from repetition or imitation (mere memorization) and knowledge gained through intuition, an immediate apprehension that
"proceeds from the light of reason." As reason is a gift from God—indeed, that which makes us human—intuition is God’s agent,
that "spark of the divine in which the first seeds of useful ways of thinking are sown."  According to Descartes, "intuitive knowledge
is an illumination of the soul whereby it beholds in the light of God those things which it pleases Him to reveal to us by a direct
impression of divine clearness." 

Romanticism of course rejects the element of reason but retains the divine origins of intuition in a more subjective and emotional
state than Descartes could allow: "Faith is a passionate intuition," Wordsworth famously wrote, and the best way to commune with
the divine in nature. The idea that intuition connects us to the original, to the source, whether it’s God or Nature, is also evident in
the American Transcendentalist Emerson’s remark that "we denote this primary wisdom as intuition, whilst all later teachings are
tuitions." 

In both the Enlightenment and Romanticist models, intuition is connected to immediacy, clarity, purity and epiphany: it is what would
later be understood as a largely unconscious process, like Breton’s automatic writing or Freud’s id. Intuition provides a transparent
path and thus the only reliable link to the truth that lies at the origin (whether it’s God, Nature, the unfettered unconscious), hence
it must be the means by which we create something original.

But where in this process is education? In its historical usages and in their contemporary legacy, intuition-based creativity is an utterly
private affair; it is based on an interior, personal and seemingly unwilled burst of insight. Intuitive creativity appears to disavow
instruction: it is not something that can be acquired.

And this of course presents a paradox for art and design education. If creativity lies at the heart of the design process but cannot be
taught, the best a college can do is to provide a congenial atmosphere where creativity will (hopefully) flourish. The worst version
of this idea can produce anti-intellectualism: anything that might muddy the purity of intuitive creativity, such as criticality, history, or
ideas, is rejected. I would also add interdisciplinarity to this list. A practice buried deep in a specific discipline, where disciplinary purity
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is equated with creative purity, is more likely to support the old intuition model. Creative genius is about depth, not breadth. And the
same issue drives debates in design education between an older generation of autodidactic designers and the professional training
we have today; between those that believe in bringing critical theory into the classroom and those that believe it obstructs the
creative process. In short, one’s understanding of creativity very much determines one’s theory of pedagogy, and the curriculum that
sustains it.

Paul Rand was asked a few years ago, "What are the fundamental skills of a designer?" He replied (not atypically of his generation),
"The fundamental skill is talent. Talent is a rare commodity. It’s all intuition. And you can’t teach intuition." If it can be taught,
anybody can learn it, which detracts from the mystical ideal of ex nihilo creativity and its anti-democratic assumptions. The line from
Descartes to Rand is pretty clear. When asked "What is the difference between a designer and an artist," he replied: "There is no
difference between a designer and an artist. They both work with form and content. I try to create art, whether I make it or not is not
up to me, it’s up to God." Presumably, if Rand indeed creates art, God has been involved; if not, he’s on his own. Once again, creativity
springs from intuition, guided by God-the-origin, and resulting in original art and design.

It’s pretty obvious that Rand’s understanding of the creative process is untenable in contemporary circles of design theory and
practice: it feels heroic but naïve. Following its humanist legacy from the Enlightenment, Rand’s designer as original genius depends
on creativity an act of transparent communication: Ideas spring from the intuitive depth of the designer, find unmediated expression
through form and content, and are received without ambiguity by the viewer—that is, if the whole process works as it should.

I won’t spend a lot of time rehearsing the now-familiar arguments against this sort of transparency model. If it had to come down
to just one sentence, you could argue that the main business of postmodernist criticism has been to reveal mediation where
transparency seemed to exist. On a conceptual level, we could enlist Derrida’s observation that the idea of originality makes no sense
unless it’s accompanied by the idea of imitation: the two terms are "bound together in a mutually sustaining economy," as Rosalind
Krauss argues in her deconstruction of Rodin’s status as the paragon of artistic originality. Or we could easily argue that Rand’s "form
and content" are neither natural nor transparent elements of communication, following Barthes among others. Foucault’s argument
in "What is An Author?" shows that authors and their meanings are designated after the act of creation by ideologically motivated
readers. And so on. These are old arguments.

What interests me more is that what’s old hat in design criticism still has considerable currency in design classrooms. Interestingly,
fine art has historically been the model for intuition as the basis of creative originality, and this goes back at least as far as Vasari’s
notion of the divinely inspired genius, which Descartes inherited. Design, in its elevation from an industrial, applied art to one engaged
in true artistic expression—largely the influence of the Bauhaus—has adopted this model, as exemplified by Rand’s quote above.
But today, and for some time now, fine art has become the discipline least attached to these ideas. In the design fields, even though
you might find a studio project in, say, graphic design, that consciously looked at creative borrowing, or pastiche, or the way viewers
contribute to meaning making, by and large design instruction demands the older versions of originality and creativity I’ve laid out
here.

Another irony of this gap between postmodern theory and humanist educational practice is that most students in their twenties have
already abandoned the humanist model without knowing it. Immersed in the already processed information of the Internet, mixing
and sampling in music, the collapse of any real distinction between retro and new in fashion, the opposition between originality and
imitation is hardly recognizable. Or perhaps it’s just cultural amnesia: a lot of explicitly derivative cultural production is experienced
by our students as if it were original.

Let’s look at an alternative understanding of creativity and see what sort of pedagogical and curricular models might follow. As a
starting point in moving away from the humanist models discussed above, psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s influential
Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention (1996) opens up a new paradigm, or set of paradigms, for
understanding the creative process. Most importantly for our purposes, Csikszentmihalyi takes us outside the strictly individualistic
model: creativity "arises from the synergy of many sources and not only from the mind of a single person"; it is based on the "the
interaction between a person’s thoughts and a sociocultural context." In addition to the individual, these contexts are the culture in

2
/ 
Design pedagogy: basic design and academic experiences



which creativity occurs and the experts who must be in place to identify and validate it. Once opened up from the purely interior,
transcendent model we inherited from Romanticism to include the world around us, creativity and thus originality are social activities.
And it follows that once opened up to a "synergy of many sources," they would become interdisciplinary in nature. Again,
Csikszentmihalyi: in our "age of specialization . . . creativity generally involves crossing the boundaries of domains." 

In other words, the more specialized we become, the more likely it is that creativity will derive from cross-fertilization: there is a
dialectic at work here between disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity. Even more: the arrival of interdisciplinary thinking in design in the
last 10-15 years is a sign of the maturity of the disciplines involved, the fact that they have become well-articulated practices each
with their own boundaries, pedagogy and curricula.

Given a social model of creativty, what would a new kind of originality look like? What model of creativity best encourages invention
in our age of pastiche and sampling? In design education, everyone argues that designers need to work across the design fields: the
interdisciplinary studio project is now de rigueur, as is the belief that we need to prepare students for professions more integrated
than ever before. So the idea is that designers need to wear different design hats. This makes sense, but it’s worth pointing out that
this model runs the risk of creating generalist who all look alike. Ten identical art directors in the same studio does not promise
creative innovation. More important than wearing different hats is wearing different glasses, and from this idea derives a new concept
of originality and creativity.

By different glasses I mean seeing one’s own discipline through the lens of other aesthetic, conceptual and structural systems. And
not just from other design fields, where there is more similarity than difference among these systems, but between fields so unlike
one another as to create radical difference, even antagonism. In other words, to put together disparate forms of thinking so as to
defamiliarize one’s own practice. Here I’m following the Russian Formalist Victor Schlovsky, who wrote in "Art as Technique": the
technique of art is to make objects unfamiliar, to make forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception." In its most
radical form, the operative trope for this practice would be catachresis, which derives from the Greek word for misuse. It comes about
when a word or idea is deliberately set in the wrong context, or when two elements are placed in relation to one another that appear
to make no sense together, something like a Japanese koan. The best example in the West is perhaps Milton’s "blind mouths." 

Catachresis can lead us to a new kind of originality, which I would define as the unlikely and unexpected combination of existing
ideas or ways of thinking. The further afield one travels for these ideas, the more startling and "original" the invention. Thus in
contrast to the Enlightenment legacy of pure originality and its derivation from the divine, here we have a "worldly" model based on
social contexts and the acknowledgement that we are always, inevitably, working with and through a body of ideas that precede us:
we do not come to the creative process free of cultural and historical precedent, nor should we want to. And this model of creative
originality can be taught, or at least it can be structured into a curriculum.

That curriculum would send students far afield by introducing ways of seeing that appear to have no direct relationship to the design
fields. It would teach historical and cross-cultural models not merely as different but as undermining or in conflict with our ways of
seeing. Or it would create opportunities for students to immerse themselves in the deep structure of another system of thought in
order to defamiliarize their own. I’m reminded of the old adage that goes something like, "the further you travel from home, the
better you understand where you’re from." The old paradigm of pure originality, the intuitive leap, the solitary genius, carries a kind
of heroic grandeur. And popular culture will remain attached to this story for a long time: it’s a thriving sub-genre in Hollywood. But
it doesn’t have any place in a contemporary design curriculum. This does not mean that there are not some students more talented
than others, nor that we should not assess talent, or its potentiality, in our students. It means that the promise of a designer to create
something new does not necessarily come from deep within the individual, but rather from the ability to traverse and transgress new
domains of thought and practice.

Design pedagogy: basic design and academic experiences
/ 
3


