
Design for all. 
Historical roots.

Beppe Benenti

My lecture is expressed following a historical course, on the experience of Design for All or Inclusive Design or
Universal Design.

But, at first, we must define the exact meaning of Design for All. 

For Design for All we mean the intervention on the built environment, the product, the visual communication and
the services, in order to offer the same opportunities to everybody, always remembering the differences among
people and the variability in time.

For this reason the Design for All means to improve the quality in life of all the citizens and it’s directly proportional
to the need of each person to be able to develop at the best possible conditions.

With this introduction my curiosity has been stimulated to understand why nowadays society, generally speaking,
is in a historical particularly sensible moment.

One of the most obvious answer has been the one of searching, digging in the past and so to analyse the context
of the industrial society, in the field of ‘project design’, which characters put their in best sensibility and
professionality, to think about less lucky people, not ‘standard’ and so meeting different solutions to the little and
big daily problems that all people in the same way need.

Fig. 1 Developing proportions in the various ages.

The Design for All is based on the differences among people. Basically it’s a methodology to get closer the project
and to resolve problem only thinking about the real needs of the users towards a product or a service.

At present in this information age, was born a new risk among people, not only the traditional of poverty and
illiteracy, but also the technological one for those who haven’t free entry to the new technologies like internet,
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cell-phone, domotic and genetic. This can be avoided by increasing the personal skill through education,
warranting that the different personal solution don’t prevent the development to better indistinctly all people.

Historical roots
Going along this historical way to establish the roots of the Design for All, join and intersecate two cycles
operating in the environment.

The former coming from social origin: the man with his skill the latter the design and so the industry and
production.

Thomas Paine with the Marquis of Condorcet in their formulation of the “Right of Man” (1792) in broad French
revolution, have certainly create the social basis for the future development of mankind.

The illuminism, as result, has established the theorical premises.

Experimental science Diderot and D’Alambert’s ‘L’Encyclopédie’, mercantilism, such as to say the free circulation
of goods expressed through the big universal exhibition, as result for the birth of industry has developed and
achieved the project of design.

From the coming of the project and production developed in the Industrial Revolution times, passing from
Bauhaus, the Art Deco and the functionalism, we meet that the nearer reference to the modern through of the
Design for All can be found at the birth of the North American industrial Design.

Just one of the supporter of the ‘Streamline’ Henry Dreyfuss thought and applied the theoretical basis devoted
to the initiates of the new profession of design, pointing out the usefulness, the laws of market; giving a
subordinate role to the form of item which is, the machine that must fit the consumer’s need. He writes: “The
industrial designer started by getting rid of extra ornaments but his real work started when he stopped watching
at the products, trying to understand what was the reason for purchasing the product and inventing new means
that made it more saleable – making it more beautiful. He never forgets that beauty is epidermic. For years in our
new office, we have kept in mind this concept: the object we are working on will be driven, someone will be sat
on it, it will be observed, it will be switched on, handled and used somehow by either a single person or a crowd.
If the contact point between product and public becomes friction point, the industrial designer will have failed
his mission. If on the other hand the public has been made safer, more willing to purchase it, more efficient or
simply happier, then the designer will have won”. (Designing for People, 1955).

Fig. 2 – Vital factors of the Industrial Design.

H. Dreyfuss, 1950
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In ergonomy Dreyfuss is well known for his effort, due to the military experience which he used to develop during
the forties, well expressed in his book The measures of Man, in 1959, where he gathers the antropometrical
data and the hints in ergonomic field, still valuable till today with the updates in 1993 of Alvin R. Tilley, where for
the first time we can find notice of statistical data concerning the different disabled, pregnant women, children,
and old people.

Fig. 3 – Study and application of knobs for control of cabin not

only it is analysed the ergonomical catching but also the

different tactuality. H. Dreyfuss, years ‘50

Concerning the visual communication field, Otto Neurath, social scientific and Gerd Arntz, graphic, both of
them from Austria, developed around the middle of the twenties ISOTYPE, International System of Typographic
Picture Education, a graphycall system to visualize, in more or less schematic form, economical or statistical data.
This form of picture using pictorial symbols, has been essential for the understanding of usually difficult data till
then prerogative of the experts.

Neurath says: “The ordinary citizen ought to be able to get information freely about all subjects in which he is
interested, just as he can get geographical knowledge from maps and atlases. There is no field where
humanisation of knowledge through the eye would not be possible”. 

Still in the field of visual communication, an
important place is occupied by the English Jeff Beck.
A daily passenger- as a user- of the London
underground, in 1931 he studied and made the first
graphic project to make the reading of the
underground maps clearer, easier and faster.

The present visualization of public transport all over
the world is based on his research.

We must remember the in 1948, at the end of the
second world war, was approved the ‘Universal
Declaration of Human Rights’.

Charles Eames too, in the fifties says: “Design
should bring the most of the best to the greatest
number of people for the least”.

In 1958 the Indian Goverment invites Ray and Charles
Eames to value the possible applications of design in
the small industry. The NID, National Institute of
Design, founded in 1961 at Ahmedabad in India,
made profit from ‘Eames Report’ to form and address
the professional of designer using local resources.
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Fig. 4 – Figurative diagram, Otto Neurath and Gerd Arntz, 1925



On the trail of the transistor invention and so the possibility of miniaturizing by drastically reducing the
proportions of the items and ‘Good Design’, Arthur Pulos, theorist and teacher of Industrial Design, at Syracuse
University too, in his book American design ethic; a history of Industrial Design to 1940 (1983), referring to
the first years of training design, writes: “The industrial designer began to lose its sense of balance and public
responsibility. The consumer, caught in a frenzy of post-war marketing, became something to sell things to rather
than someone to serve. Product obsolescence for the sake of sales found designers being asked, or even
recommending, that irrelevant form manipulation and irrelevant ornamentation be used to artificially stimulate
the market.”. 

Stimulus to changement normally come from society. For example, during the sixties at their climax in 1968 and
Woodstock in august 1969 formalize the Independence Declaration of the alternative American Youth, theorized
by Allen Ginsberg, in his decalogue speaking about liberation to all levels: sexual, racial, religious, of solidarity
towards oppressed people and ecological respect. Such as to say freedom out of conformism of the so called
‘American way of life’.

The ecology or the environmental subject were born in 1962 with Rachel Carson, a sea biologist, with her
accusation in her book Silent Spring, where she defends the environment all around the world for the effects
due to the techniques used in agricolture, chimical pesticides and poisonous or mortal for men and nature. DDT
was forbidden after this issue.

Undoubtedly in Victor Papanek, through his collaboration with UNESCO, we can find an influence of a strong
social engagment, coming from his books Designing for the real world and How things don’t work.

His partecipation in projects and teaching for disabled people, poverty, underdeveloped countries is remarkable
and essential: “We are still designing for minorities? The point is that for certain period of our life we were
children and we need education for all our lives. We become adolescents, adults and old people. We need services
and teachers’ help, doctors, dentists and hospitals. We belong to special groups of needs and we all live in a
country, the country of human mind which has just given birth and is about to develop, no matter what is our
geographical or cultural location. We need transportation, communication, products, clothing, shelter. We need
pure water and air. As species, we need the challenge of research, to be satisfied by knowledge if then we gather
all the minorities, apparently small we have just dealt with, and if we collect all these special needs we realised
we drew the line for a majority”. (Designing for the real world, 1971). 
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Fig. 5 – Sticks for blind men in luminescent fibre.

Project of R. Senn, 1969



Even if the colonial and paternalistic attitude is in clear evidence in the project of objects and devices made from
recycled materials with emrgency solutions for underveloped countries, without the effort of giving it an
autonomy and a redemption.

We find critical towards this attitude Gui Bonsiepe, German designer and theorical following Ulm school, who
develops in Teoria e pratica del disegno industriale (1975) the problem of designing of products in the third
world countries, such as to say to obtain in those countries a technological self-sufficiency through a planning
and productive independence.

The possible way can be using the ‘New Intermediate Technologies’, thinking about the varied realities of
underdevelopment and trying to show flexible answers for every particular situation.

In the same way, an European economist Ernst F. Schumacher, warns about the restricted resources and the
production. The natural resources are a capital not an income, and so getting without control from it, will draw
to the destruction of rare materials and consequently of mankind. Only attending technologically on small range
we can evaluate its working and, in case apply it on a big range.

It is useful to quote the text where he speaks about development and writes that the British Government in a
book about overseas countries used to define the targets of the abroad help in this way: “We must do the best
we can to help developing countries and give to their people the material chances to use their skill to live a full,
happy life and so to improve permanently their destiny” (Small is beautiful, an economical essay as if people
had their right value, 1977).

Generally speaking, even if we get from a kind of foundamentalistic moral, just from these ideas took its origin
the phylosophy of ‘Small is beautiful’ and the Alternative Technologies of the seventies.

In these same years an American antropologist, Edward T. Hall, was beginning to apply principles and methods
of Semyology to human behaviour in the material and social space. One of the founder of proxemics: the science
concerning the meaning and use of the space by men.
In the issue The hidden dimension (1966) we can notice the deep differences in the way of living the space:
physical, antropic, sociocultural, interactive and physic but keeping among them strict connexion.

Richard Buckminster Fuller, an American structuralist engineer, expresses his foundamental concept about the
planet earth as ‘Space ship earth’. This is due to his sea experience and to the need of rationalize for the industrial
production: “The circumstances for this solution of 1927 were vital. This new existence was born exactly five years
after our eldest child’s death and would have gone on for just 4 more years. She had to survive for her short life
with flue, spinal meningitis, children paralysis and eventually a pneumonia brought her life to the end. I think you
might imagine our deep love and sufferance for the loss. I said then: if this baby girl could survive and grow healthy
to discover that I used al my experience and ability to produce just an economical advantage for her to be opposed
to the world’s greed toward the less wealthy people, she might have felt sad. That is why I spend my life on
humanity, feeling that she might have felt happy just in a world where we have progressed in a unique and total
advantage of humanity”. (Luciano Rubino, Ray & Charles Eames. Il collettivo della fantasia, 1981, 91).

So in 1928 he begins with the Dymaxion Unity, industrially produced, absolutely autonomous as a shelter for the
overseas operation of the American army.
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When he became famous for his geodetic structures, at the end of the sixties he proposed to climatize Manhattan
covering it with a huge translucent bell. This was an admirable utopic project showing where technologiey can
get, but without thinking to the ecological result of the habitat which would have developed under such bell.

In the middle of the seventies the Group of Work 5 of ICSID, International Council
of Societies of Industrial Design, developed, together with the International Red
Cross, an intenational study of design about rescue works for disasters with
different proposals to solve compact modules of protection, support means,
shelter unities and accessories.

At the end of the eighties Syracuse University publishes a work for future industrial
designers, where the products are addressed to the specific part of old people,
useful to sensibilize the designers in a market typically consumer and generalist.

In the same way an European designer , Krzysztof Wodiczko, Pole, with various
experiences of designing in scientific tools, after his removal first in Canada and
then to New York, between 1986 and 1988, develops some project with a strong
charging of social compromise. First a means for homeless persons built to fill the
dangerous emptiness about needs for shelter. The means house-walking

warehouse close shaped, is useful to collect those waste of urban society like beer cans or glass bottles for which
the recycling center can pay some pennies. When opened, it becames a shelter for sleeping, in a corner we find
a small basin to wash and cook. Assembling more means in group they can compose sollective housing or
defensive camps for police attacks.

Another interesting project is a stick, a kind of crosier for emigrants, equipped with a communication system and
cultural broadcaster.

“The Design mustn’t be only for winners” says that the objects are in the half way between the real and the
imagery because they can be used, but they are made for provoking a reaction.

Fig. 7 – Means for the homeless a telescopic structure. K. Wodiczko, 1988

In the modern cognitivist psychology Donald A. Norman has reached an international reputation for his studies
an memory, attention and cognitive process. At the end of eighties he writes a book “about psychology of daily
objects, coming from my frustration using common things every days” (The psychology of everiday things,
1988) with some advice and suggestions, he faces the theme of designing.

The society of information is going to bury us under so much information obliging us to act more as machines
than human beings. “The adjective digital is used to subjugate us to a logic which is not ours. But the worst is
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Fig. 6 – Transport by helicopter 

of a geodetic Dome. 

Buckminster Fuller, 1953



that we ourselves were the ones to get trapped in all this. The new revolution is not an economy or computers.
It is, above all, a revolution in social human interaction.The convergence or not of cordless, the permanent
availability of connection and the computer power give a better possibility for the human interactions.This is the
real purpose of economy: to get towards a richer society”.

This historian from Silicon Valley lanches the idea of the invisible computer because the best technology is the
unseen one and says: “The digital is for the machines. The persons are byological, analogical. This last term means
similar to reality. The persons are not indeed machines. The analogical behaviour is much more suitable for
humans that the digital. Let the digital rules for the machines and make easier the interaction between humans
and machines”.

In the 1989 Paul Hogan, an Irish designer, organizes the first European conference about design and unability
with the help of ONU. This fact leads to 1993 to found the EIDD, European Institute for Design and Disability, in
Dublin: a NGOs to ‘Contributing to the participation of people with disabilities through design’.
At the moment there are some delegations in all the States of European Community.

In the 1995, at an international meeting about Design and Accessibility, in Barcelona, the name ‘Design for All’
came out.

In 1996 an interesting and unique web appeared on Internet: Bad Human Factors Designs, created by Micheal
J. Darnell, an expert engineer in usability, he came from the United States with experiences in Netscape, IBM and
at present in WebTV Inc.

In web they transmit a variety of examples of bad design, perverted, about daily objects and services which
generate confusion and so the users can fall in fault. The positive side of this meticulous and detailed job is that
to give a suggestion, a possible solution to improve the service.

The Design for the World created in 1998 from the main International Association of design ICSID, IFI and
ICOGRADA. The target is to encourage and promote the voluntary design for poor people: ‘To improve our own
life through voluntary work of designers’.

Last, in time, in 2001, the Design for All Foundation, was founded by Francesc Aragall, an Spanish ergonomy.
It groups all those companies, organisations and leading administrations that feel the need to improve their
organisation’s attitude towards sustainability and human diversity.

As progress to the development social engagement of the public administrations we must quote three
foundamental steps.

The first in the sixties with the ABA, American Barrier Act, leading at the first plan the problem of disabled in
movement.

The secondone in 1990 where it is passed the law ADA, American with Disabilities Act, above all important in the
united States, for the discrimination problems against disabled people in the fields of work, public services,
education, transports and telecommunications.
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Last the ONU which planned the Standard Rules (1993) where for the first time we are faced with handicap
relation to disabled people and their environment. These are resolutions which will be able to turn in a future in
rules when they are applied in a great number of nations. 

At present, there are some programs at international level and of ONU about the Society of information and
Comunication. As an example it was born the WAI, Web Accessibility Initiative, from W3C, C. World Wide Web
- Pool of the World Wide Web (National Foundation of the Science in the US, European Union General Direction
XIII, Canada Governement, IBM, Lotus, Microsft e NCR) – an enterprise for the access to the system through five
thematic area: technology, normative, instruments, education, research and development.  

2003 has been proclaimed by European Union, the European Year for Disabled People.

And here I like to remeber a slogan of Joan Sunyol, designer and theoric from Barcellona, collecting the meaning
of the Design for All:
‘The Design for All is the Design for the Others’.
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