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Abstract
This paper is concerned with the context of the design object. It is the latest in a series of papers dealing with
reconceptualisation in design education (Dillon & Howe, 2003; Howe & Dillon, 2001 & 2002; Howe, Dillon &
Smith, 1999). Context is described in terms of interrelationships between space, place, people and activity. These
interrelationships are explored through the ideas of the anthropologist Augé and the artist Hundertwasser from
which emerges a view of context as a rich, variable, multidimensional place with fluid boundaries. In the light of
this exploration, context is framed through Lawson’s idea of closure. Through the process of closure, a number
of assertions are made about the fluid, concentric, dynamic, value laden, significant and residual qualities of the
context of the design object.

Introduction

In an earlier paper (Howe & Dillon, 2001), we made a distinction between the niche in which the craft object
resides, and the context of the design object. The notion of boundaries was central to our distinction: with the
craft object, the values of the creators or craftspeople are shaped, formed, developed, refined and revised within
a well defined niche. Craft objects evolve in response to these values; they are modified slowly and incrementally.
By contrast, the design object, within its much broader context, has a similar affect and effect as the craft object
in its niche but the impact is diffuse and much more widely distributed. The context boundaries of the design
object are more flexible and fluid than the niche boundaries of the craft object. 

In this paper, we return to the matter of the context of the design object and explore it through Augé’s notions
of place (Augé, 1995), Hundertwasser’s notion of proximity (Restany, 2001), and Lawson’s ideas about closure
(Lawson, 2001a). 

Context

Context is central to the notion of design and there is much informal and formal discussion about it. For example,
Chris Jones (1999), in an electronic posting to the Design Research Society observed:

“…discussion of context reminds me that I once used the term ‘contextual designing’ to mean the
designing of the context in which designing is done… which makes me think that it is all of us (as minds,
as people) who are the context of design… so perhaps it is better not to think of context as an ‘it’, or
an external – and more revealing to think of it as you and me.” 

The context of a design object may be partly clarified by defining space and place. Space may be regarded as a
potentially unlimited area which may (or may not) contain an object; place as a particular portion of space
occupied by an object (or a person). The distinction between the two has much to do with boundaries. In the
case of a design object, the boundary between the place where it is located and the space surrounding it is fluid
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and, by circular argument, so too is its context. Thus the context of a design object may be described in terms of
the arena of design, the place where the design object is conceived, planned and realised, the place where the
processes of design are engaged in. 

Another way of looking at the context of a design object is through theories of activity. Here it is not the materially
or externally defined qualities of a situation that are critical; it is how the situation is experienced or interpreted
by the person as a locus for meaningful actions. A context emerges in the interaction between people when it
becomes clear what kind of activity is to be accomplished. It is not the situation that gives coherence to the
participants’ actions, but the nature of the activity in which these problems are embedded. A persons actions,
objects, tools or symbols are never absolutely meaningful by themselves; their meaning is constituted by the role
these elements play, as well as the values they accrue, in the sociocultural activity. A context thus defined is never
universally given or objectively determined; it depends on how a situation is interpreted in terms of the activities
to be carried out. A context is constructed by an agent every time the agent gets actively involved in a setting by
determining a goal, examining prior experiences, looking at the means available, investigating actions etc. This is
the process of context making or contextualising  (Oers, 1998).

In this paper, we extend the notion of context by looking at the interactions between space, place and activity.
Context in these terms provides a residing area for a design object once it has been brought into being, a place
for the object to inhabit. We see context as a rich, variable, multidimensional and exciting place, not simply a
taken for granted physical location. The embeddedness of meaning in some kind of surrounding is a core element
in our explanation of context. This notional place has much to do with a multitude of related concepts such as
situation, environment and locality. It also sits in close relation with ideas of proximity, reality, perception and the
notion of an object legitimising its own existence. 

Place and proximity

Context then can have different meanings dependent upon the circumstances in which it is discussed. It is not
the same for all people at all times. In order to explore these multiple meanings we draw on the work of the
anthropologist Marc Augé and the artist Hundertwasser. 

For Augé, once an object is designed and produced it is destined to be placed in some location and will
automatically be in relation to all that surrounds it and to the individual or group of individuals who ‘use’ it. Augé
(1995) sees this as a place by virtue of the fact that its relational and historical aspects may be described and it
has an identity.

Augé’s relational aspect corresponds to our notion of context as a location for a relationship between the object
and the user. It does not matter whether the object is a utility or non-functional. One dimension of its existence
is a relationship with a user or contemplator. Nor does it matter if the context is seen as a fixed structure giving
value to the object as an object. Nor if it is seen as an arena where the object might be ‘at the risks of the world’.
The essential consideration is that context is a relationship of an object, a place, and a user or viewer.

Augé elaborates through the notion of ‘identity’. Perhaps an owner or user wishes to identify with the object as
well as accepting that it has an identity in its own right. The sorts of question that arise from this position include:
What might be the layout of the area designated to be the context?  Where does one locate the object in this
space or place? Why does the ‘owner’ decide that one aspect of location is more or less favourable than another?
Rules governing this process of placement include considerations of how an object is presented and used in a
manner appropriate for what it is, and alternative uses to which it might be put. There are considerations about
how the object in question is placed in relation to other objects in the same context. This is in addition to what
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was formerly said about its location in the space per se. Identity is a serious consideration in the placement and
use of an object: it is fundamental to both the object as an object and to the object in its relationship with the
context.

Augé’s historical aspect is dependent upon the other two: from the moment the relational and identity aspects
combine and interact they begin to generate some form of stability and thus history. Augé notes that ‘past
members in anthropological situations influence the history of the anthropological space’. By the same token it
may be posited that past members who have viewed, touched or used the object have influenced the history of
the object and thus its context. As Dillon and Howe (2003) have observed, objects offer an interpretation of the
story of their existence; they give back echoes of their past. Augé says that past persons in the place cause it to
be a place “… which the recently dead populate with signs whose evocations and interpretations require special
knowledge.” Perhaps this historical significance tends to pass us by simply because we are not sensitised to such
considerations. Perhaps we have not the required special knowledge to which Augé alludes.

Augé offers other insights that are useful to our consideration of the context of the design object. He notes: “The
practising ethnologist is a person situated somewhere (his ‘here’ of the moment) … ‘here’ assumes its full
meaning in relation to the distant elsewhere.” When the design object and its context are the subject of
comment, the focus is normally the ‘here and now’, if not in physical terms, then through shared understandings.
The discussion rarely if ever moves so far from the common shared place that it becomes a ‘distant elsewhere’.
‘Here’ implies that what is under scrutiny or discussion is in fact here – to be seen, in close proximity. If the
discussion was not so immediate the ‘here’ might well change to ‘there’ or ‘somewhere’. ‘There’ being an out of
sight but identifiable place and ‘somewhere’ being out of immediate proximity with no fixedness about it. Most
discussion about design objects and their location is a ‘here’ experience. The term ‘here’ is closely related to our
notions of context.

The theme of proximity can be further explored through the work of the Austrian artist Hundertwasser (Restany,
2001). Hundertwasser saw himself in the world with successive levels of consciousness or what he termed ‘skins’
or proximities. Hundertwasser’s ‘skins’ to his inner being are: his actual skin or epidermis, his clothes, his dwelling
or house, his identity and family and finally earth or the outer universe. Whereas we are not suggesting that there
are five concentric areas radiating from any specific design object, we do believe that Hundertwasser’s ideas help
with our understanding of the relationships between the design object, the user or interpreter and the place
occupied by both object and active participants. These relationships might for convenience be termed proximities.
We might recognise close, intermediate and distant proximities. 

Close proximity would be the immediate location where the design object has its primary use. The use of the
object would be familiar and comfortable. We highlight the word ‘use’ here because some design objects are
clearly more to be contemplated than operated in a wholly functional way. For example, in performing its primary
function, a ceramic vase might be used to stand flowers in and display them to good effect. The same vase
however might well stand, without the flowers, in pride of place to be regarded for its own sake like a work of
art. The close proximity would include an air of intimacy in the sense of having cognisance of small detail and
subtleties of variation in the use or viewing of the object. The close proximity would extend beyond the immediate
physical resting place of the vase to include the place where those engaged with the object have a shared frame
of appreciation or understanding.

Beyond close proximity circumstances change. An intermediate proximity would be more akin to Hundertwasser’s
house and family relationship. In this case the design object would move perceptibly from the personal arena to
something less intimate, though likely still known and shared by others. The comparison here might be likened
to the casual user who knows the function of the object and has the necessary expertise to manage or manipulate
it so that it carries out its prescribed task. There would be little, perhaps no, feeling whatever of ownership,
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closeness or satisfaction arising from possession. The object would be known and acknowledged simply as an
object, not a special object. Intermediate proximity would be of a larger magnitude than close proximity. There
would be potential for far more people to engage with the object. These people may even move the object from
one location and use or regard it in another. The context of the design object would still be in the primary location
though. The fact that the object could be relocated in some other place would not move the context from the
close proximity. The term ‘proximity’ has the flexibility to accommodate a fluid context; the ‘boundaries’ around
the proximity and the context are wholly elastic in nature. 

The proposed outer proximity patently lies outside the other two. It too has potentially extendable and elastic
boundaries. This region is where images, thoughts and memories of the object reside in people’s minds. It is
where people who have had no first hand contact with the object make their judgements. It may also be the
place where the design object rests as an image rather than a reality and fluctuates back and forth through
conversation. In this mental sense the object is still present. It is occupying a place even if the place is only
notional. It is the repository and place where people who have used or contemplated the object exchange
interpretations and reinterpretations of it. This is the arena where what we term residual context might exist. It is
not far removed from the phenomenon of visiting galleries.  Work is seen and becomes part of the reality of vision
for many. The design object in its context is like this, it is seen, used and then retained within the inner self. It is
available to inform the holder of all the other things that were in the immediate context with it. It is a residual
reality.

Closure: the design object and its context

What emerges by way of conclusion from this examination of the design object in its context, informed by the
work of Augé and Hundertwasser? We propose a number of assertions through which the relationships may be
explored. These assertions may be framed through the philosophically contentious notion of ‘closure’ as proposed
by Hilary Lawson. As Lawson contends:

“In our descriptions of the world we divide it into things: trees and houses, people and events, stars and
planets, atoms and molecules. But the world is not a thing or a combination of things, for these
categories - these closures, as I call them - are the outcome of our descriptions. Instead, the world is open
and it is we who close it. Through our closures we grasp the openness of the world as things, and out
of these things we build stories and models through which we are able to intervene.” (Lawson, 2001b)

The following account of closure has been adapted from Lawson (2001a):

Closure can be understood as the imposition of fixity on openness. The closing of that which is open. It is the
conversion of flux into identity, the conversion of possibility into the particular. Through closure there are things.
Closure enables us to realise objects of every type and variety. Closure is responsible for us being able to describe
the atoms of hydrogen and the molecules of water that make up the sea, for our being able to experience a sunrise
over a field of corn, or hear the log fire and the warmth that it brings. Layers of closure, in its three basic forms –
preliminary, sensory, and inter-sensory - interact in order to provide individual human experience and the social
framework within which the experience takes place. While all forms of closure consist in the provision of
particularity in the form of material, the first or preliminary layer of closure realises material from openness, while
subsequent layers of closure realise material from other forms of material, themselves the outcome of prior closure.

Closure not only does not eradicate openness, but openness is held within closure. When we see a car, the
perception of a car can appear to exhaust that thing, as if this entity fully describes openness. Yet there are
countless alternative closures: the car is also a vehicle, a machine, an object of desire, a collection of materials, a
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shiny surface, a thing of value, a tradeable object, a product. It can be regarded as all these things and a limitless
number of others, some of which are accessible from our current framework of closure and a far greater number
that are not accessible to us.

The product of closure, material, does not describe openness for there is a residue that is not exhausted by the
material. It is not anything in particular, it is open, but the material influences the manner in which it is open. This
remainder is termed ‘texture’. Texture is the outcome of prior material seen through the material realised by the
closure in question. Each successive layer of closure realises material and texture, which in turn can become the
basis for a further layer of material that will incorporate the prior material as texture. Closure realises both
material and texture but it is only material that is capable of being known and it is only material that provides us
with something, something that can be identified, manipulated, destroyed, built upon, and changed. Knowledge
is concerned therefore to eradicate residual texture.

Experience can be loosely thought of as the outcome of all the closures available to the system at any one time.
Every aspect of experience, be it sensation, perception, thought, imagination, or memory can be considered
therefore as a product of the combined layers of closure.

So, the assertions that follow about the design object in its context may be regarded as our way of pursuing
closure subject to the properties of closure described above.

First, and of central importance, is at whatever level it is considered, context is an arena with fluid boundaries.
There can be no fixedness or rigidity about where the arena begins and ends. It is concentric to and centred upon
the design object. The outer edge, notionally the limit or external parameter of the context at any one time, is
not fixed, static and certain. The fluid boundary is, to a large extent, governed by intentionality. If the useful
potential of the object is not fully realised then the boundary contracts correspondingly. When the intended
purpose is pushed beyond what was originally envisaged then the boundary extends or is stretched.  

Second, the context is concentric to the design object. It is not concentric to the user, the contemplator or the
interpreter. The context is both brought into being and sustained by the relationship between the object, the
residing place and the user. Any movement of the context boundary is a movement to or from the object itself
and is not centrally dependant on the intervention of a person.

Third, context is not a static arena, it is a vital and dynamic place sustained by constant interaction between the
object, the user and the place itself. These relationships result in a place that is productive and thought provoking
at both intellectual and common sense levels. These in turn contribute to retention, continuity and the
foundations of the history of the object. Vibrancy and creativity led to the conception, planning, organisation and
management that saw the creation of the object and these qualities are represented in, and can be recovered
from, the context. The design object originates and gains full meaning and credibility through a continuum of
creative engagement.

Fourth, and interwoven into and closely connected with the previous point, is that the context is not a neutral
place. It is laden with values and judgements. It is an arena of social engagement and interaction. It is an arena
that has been brought into being and is retained by the interplay between the human actors, the object and space.

Fifth, the meaning, significance and magnitude of the context can change and vary according to the depth of
involvement with it. An individual’s perception of the context can be greatly changed by the significance of the
engagement with the object. Peripheral use or limited access to the object will have associated with it a different
context to that associated with extensive use. The significance of the context is directly dependent upon the
significance of the engagement with the design object.
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Sixth, when a person experiences an object and its context and has an engagement with it at first hand, then the
potency of that relationship remains with him or her. When the person moves from that local and immediate
arena he or she takes the overall memory of the object, the place and the multitude of personal interactions that
occurred which made the context significant. This is ‘residual’ context.  Residual context may operate at distances
of time and space, remaining perhaps passive in the memory. However the context remains, its boundaries do
not change, it merely becomes more transparent as it resides in the mind rather than in an arena of physical
participation.

As a corollary to these assertions, we may consider what happens when the design object wanes in potency. We
expect the object’s impact and use to decrease and thus the significance of the context to decrease proportionally.
When the object has gone the context becomes residual. The residual nature of the context might be that with
the passing of time the context itself becomes increasingly ‘transparent’. With the further passage of time the
transparency of the context will also fade until the memory and image of it is all but gone. Such is the process
that condemns once useful design objects to nostalgic relics and ultimate extinction (Dillon, 1993).

Conclusion

A broad assortment of design related notions connected to context have been explored. In philosophical terms
alone there is much more to be said. Kant, Nietzsche and Heidegger for example, offer perspectives on ‘thingness’
related to design objects and their creation and placement in the market place. Our own explorations have built
on earlier work with David Bohm’s notions of implicate and explicate order and their application as metaphors
for the totality of design and the relationship of its parts. If one starts with Bohm’s position that the universe has
an implicate order, then design is one way of unfolding that order to make it explicate. Design ideas are enfolded
around us at all times; the processes of design merely unfold them to the world in an understandable manner
(Howe & Dillon, 2002). Unfolding meaning has a correspondence with the notion of closure even if enfolded
order is difficult to equate with openness.
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