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INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

The word strategy is fraud with preconceptions and enough to get one nailed to the nearest tree by one’s own
colleagues, by writers on popular culture, and most certainly by the many disillusioned users we view as our clients.
Crucified on the one hand for using a term that seems politically incorrect and outdated, and on the other hand, for
pretending that we have real strategic value. A hopeless position at the beginning of an argument the reader may think!

Yet, the word is used seriously and deliberately, and hopefully the use will become clear in what follows. The
questions, speculations and proposals put forward in this paper are aimed at those moments of design activity
that directly impacts on the user – design in the moments before becoming our constructed environment, before
becoming a product, and the many interfaces that we create. In those moments when our thinking directly
impacts upon our actions. Also those fields of design related activity that are under the control of formal
structures and which have enormous implications for each individual and every collective group in society –
whether marginalized or privileged, whether through deliberate intention or by pure default. But also those long
and sad realities that often follow design implementation.

The design professions, including design educators, are divorced from reality. As designers we have become the
collective toolbox of professions outside our intimate grasp. Innovative thinking is brought to the table by young
entrepreneurs, aggressive marketing consultants, informed trend analysts, the secret clubs of science, highly paid
security experts, and concerned communities. As designers we have become the stylists of others’ creative
momentum and the seemingly never-ending consumption hunger of the privileged. So much of our design activity
and the value that we can add are being nullified in a field of forces outside our current reach. Social, economic and
political realities that seem better understood by that very same young entrepreneur, by political activists and
terrorists, and by health workers in the extralegal communities that make-up more than a quarter of the worlds’
population (De Soto: 2000).1. The so-called poor, or extralegal communities in the world are a case in point. Our
formal structures view these communities as a problem and fail to see the inventive nature of their survival strategies
as the exact solution we as designers so often search for 2. As in the case of the extralegal sector, many other societal
needs share a very long frontier with our design disciplines. One can think of issues relating to mobility, control,
communication, knowledge, identity, and perhaps the longest frontier of all – that of accountability. 

The second part of the hypothesis suggests that design activity lives in the shadow of an enigmatic relationship
existing between ritual pattern and technological innovation 3. Acknowledging the importance of such a
relationship also requires our acceptance that the relationship acts as a complex, adaptive and fluid interface. Fluid
interfaces that allow our evolving collective sensibilities to be captured and translated by innovators with their ear
to the ground, and feeding back into our varied collective rituals. The word ritual and the word technology are
used in the broadest possible definition of each. Ritual include all our rituals, and as expressed through patterns
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of collective behaviour. Technology is not limited to the so-called hardware that we produce, but relates to that
complete process of translating inventive scientific thinking into new processes and new forms of production.
Similarly, the word interface must be read in its widest meaning – as basic as a single gesture, the sidewalk of
our cities, or as complex as the exchange of information, skills or power.

Within this complex dance routine, designers wait along the wall for a chance engagement. Like politicians, we
are shuffled to the podium for a display of power; we enter the real world of the other only fleetingly, and are
whiffed away to secret hideouts, while – to popular belief – the real powers hide in the shadows. This is a rather
over-simplified, perhaps even naïve, statement. But, on closer inspection, one soon realises that our lost ethical
position, and the true value that design promises, exists on the fringes of our current mainstream activities. 

THAT CANCEROUS CYCLE OF SELF-REFERENTIAL DISCOURSE

The high degree of isomorphism between all fields of knowledge in each epistemic phase is accurately argued by
Foucault, and naturally delimits us also in this moment 4. What is being addressed however, are our apparent immobility
to move beyond the diagram on the one hand, and the redundant repetition of mindless applications flowing from
the other. Mapping ecological systems or the influx of extralegal immigrants; another new toothbrush or a retro-looking
fashion line every few months, yet another shopping mall and connecting highway, another oil spill, another war under
the disguise of the evil other. Have we seen a line of clothing for wise women on the walks of Paris or New York? No.
Have we seen designers being paid to ask why? Rarely. As design professionals we are not using our unique ability as
strategic and inventive thinkers to ask questions such as why (?), to propose uniquely formulated how (?) solutions and
to respectfully decline yet another what (?) design project 5. Rather than being paid for our excellent ability to resolve
aesthetic or stylistic problems, or to give form to outdated lifestyles, machines and processes – we should increase our
depth of work by entering problems much earlier and staying around much longer. Also by proving our ability to enter
fields of concern where we are currently marginalized – whether through historical precedent, our educational design
background, or our reluctance to accept responsibilities beyond pure theoretical pursuits. 

If we can accept this proposition of our marginality, of being ineffective, it must be made clear that it is a
reasonably recent position 6. Yet, the distance between the creative act and the resultant form or impact has
never been as great as at present. This fact, coupled with the greater emphasis on design thinking and the far
more complex set of expectations that we have instilled in our audience, have caught us by surprise. At the same
time our paralysis is being reinforced by the introduction of many new disciplines that actively play their own part
in the changing field. We are not endangered through a lack of interest by the next generation. On the contrary,
design is fashionable and design schools are overflowing. We are endangered and marginalized because our
current role definition and educational models are outdated and dangerously self-referential. 

However, in defence of the design professions, we need to acknowledge that this position is reinforced by a
number of complex issues. Without pretending to be exhaustive, it appears that the most obvious reasons stem
from three related and urgent realities:

Paralysed: As designers and design educators, we act out, and in a certain sense live, the very fatality of
our manipulation, yet realize that it cannot replace the rigor of strategic thinking and true inventiveness.
Young designers, and certainly young artists 7, are indeed very aware of their marginalized position in the
pecking order of decision-making, but at the same time find it difficult to conceptualise a more relevant
role within current realities. This disguised frustration surely results in various forms of self-preservation. We
either capitalise into the system, retreat into academic discourse, or hide behind the last fortification of
stylistic formalism. The speed at which we need to take control of new technologies, materials, and
changes in ritual patterns; while at the same time trying to comprehend the complexity of looming
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disasters is certainly enough cause for our moment of shock. Especially at a moment when we see such a
breakdown of barriers between fields of design and agreed conventions of communication. 

Compromised: An understanding of systemic relationships, and the complexity of our socio-economic and
political meshwork 8, as eagerly expressed by infinite repetitions of diagrams and signs, have shrewdly
become the impostor of rigorous design accountability. As hinted to above, we have become the
representational toolbox of the real inventive forces positioned outside the fields of design activity. Paid
to diagram and expected to simulate.

Neutralised: Fuelled by a fear of not being inclusive, of not representing the complete field of
interdisciplinary relationships, we have become neutralised by the very same open-ended structure of the
participatory process. This interdisciplinary character has shredded our inventive nature and ethical amour
of accountability. Take note however, that what is targeted here is that cloak of interdisciplinary pretence,
and not true multidisciplinary design activity as practiced from within a deep understanding of concurrent
or integral design theory. It is surely equally dangerous to become too compromising, too cautious, and
too inclusive. If interdisciplinary collaboration remains only superficial, the single most dangerous
mechanism is that of transferring accountability to the group, as scapegoat, rather than to the individuals
in such a structure. This is very often the case in community based project work, and even more so when
politicians and academics get involved 9. The polite participation of communities as in the past no longer
exists. We only have to look at the undercurrents expressed through verbal and physical opposition by
previously disadvantaged groups and marginalized sectors of society. Rich and poor. Legal and extralegal.
Informed and uninformed.

THE STRATEGIC POTENTIAL OF DESIGN

But enough - our rather complex reality is a fact, and the fact holds also real opportunity. If we turn the coin we
see the potential of alternative future approaches to design education and design activity. At the same time many
designers are arguing for a more inclusive design community with one voice. The Common Ground conference
held at Brunel in September 2002 argued for a shifting view. As Peter Butenschon in his keynote address when
referring to the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainability’s agenda remarked, ‘design suddenly addresses
essential issues of survival, both at the top end and the bottom end of the world order’ (DRS, 2002). Arguments
are being put forward for design with strong social agendas (Margolin, 2002), and organisations such as Design
for the World are illustrating such a common belief and willingness to act. Slowly, many design-schools are
beginning to change their teaching approach.

It is in the emerging fields of design and in our education of the next generation of designers that the strategic
potential of design activity needs to be re-evaluated. It can be argued that the essential nature of design is
strategic, and that the tactical potential of design reflects the inherent wickedness of the activity. Now even more
so than when it was first defined as such by Horst Rittel 10 and Max Weber in the 1960’s. The more recent use
of the word strategy has been coloured by conflict resolution, male power and shrewdness, and often mistaken
for having the same meaning as the word tactic. Language has become as pluralistic as our world cities and our
fused food cultures. The author employs the word in its classic definition, and hope that the layered meaning that
lives in its shadow will only stimulate debate 11.

In visiting many different schools and by talking to colleagues and friends, it appeared that over the last decade
more and more female students entered the fields of design. This is certainly true in South Africa and also in
Chicago where we see a ratio of between 60% and as high as 90% of female enrolment. As a side remark, it is
interesting to note that at that moment when nomadic tribes first settled along the fertile banks of rivers, we saw
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for the first time the emergence of more goddesses in the pantheon of gods, than their male counter parts 12.
Let us hope that the dominance of the female presence in design will give us all a revised perspective in solving
problems and remove the cloak of deception covering the meaning of strategic thinking.

The strategic nature of inventiveness is unquestionably tied in the same knot as the immanent cause, or first
principles of design decision-making. In true poststructuralist tradition thus the a priori epistemic limits that
defines the problem context. Therefore, if our primary motives in the decision-making process are only aimed at
investigating potential through the representation or simulation of a given problem context, and only addresses
the real problem by default or with subjective and secondary intentions, it will surely lead to questions about our
integrity, accountability and value 13.

The application of current design is caught up in the enigmatic fold of theory’s abstract machinery where the
mapping and modelling of the desire to become 14, and the process of actualisation is mistakenly viewed by our
self-referential profession as the only noteworthy end product of our intellectual pursuits. Naturally one cannot
point a finger at Nietzsche, or his many respected disciples in the fields of philosophy and critical theory 15. No,
the finger is pointing at us as designers, entrusted to make the world a better place.

It is proposed that we should revise our thinking about design in a number of ways:

• We need to shift our focus from the outer regions; theory on the left and end product on the right, and back
to the middle ground where the real needs of society can be addressed 16. This does not imply a negligent
approach towards theory, aesthetics or production, but asks for a redefinition of what we mean by adding
value through design.

• We need to create rigorous debate in the evaluation of such values we aim to add and of the strategic
manner in which we develop such in our decision making process – in our schools and in our practices. It
is not sufficient to argue for deep thinking when we are contemplating about the wrong issues.

• At the same time we also need to re-evaluate and re-invent the tools at our disposal and the codes and
conventions through which we communicate our work. These tools and their codified tactical deployment
become entrenched in formal structures and often turns into a corset of immobility. We see powerful
theory being corseted by representational fashions, and very weak design arguments being disguised and
enhanced by the very same representational tools. 

• These, what we can call design focus pathologies are nowhere more visible as in our design schools
and in the many varied and published competition entries in an equally varied popular design magazine
culture. We need to introduce the very same complexity in our problem definitions in schools that we tend
to theorise over. We need a next generation of designers that can solve a different set of real problems,
not the endless repetition of simulated problems that have been in circulation for centuries.

It is proposed that we need to rethink our strategic alliances, our educational models, and our relationships
with those we call other (workers in factories and on building sites, those displaced by war, those
professions and communities perceived as being threatening in their ideologies).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In conclusion, we also need to turn our gaze inward towards those hybrid and homeless design professions
(urban design, space planning, security specialists, network design, information management) that acted as
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bridges and connected stifled professions when we internalised the importance of inter-disciplinary collaboration.
In many cases these bridging professions have become true platforms of mature new thinking, and in other
contexts, have become impostors in the complex field of design activity. Can our current overlapping, yet still
segmented education approach in preparing future designers address both the natural and the artificial? Control
both architecture and urban sociology? Control both aspects of inclusiveness and visual communication? All
under the banner of old professional hierarchies and newly formed competitive alliances.

The potential of design as a field of enquiry and a force of pro-active change, when viewed as strategic in nature,
may require from us to relinquish control over aspects of style and form; but gain us access to other fields of
decision making currently out of our grasp. At the same time we can give control back to the individual and to
communities in aspects where it will add significant meaning. 

Fig. 1. Hippo Water Roller by the design team of 
Petzer, Jonker, Balmer and Kleynhans. 
SABS Design Institute Chairman’s
Award. South Africa. 1992

A few examples of strategic design decision making of this kind will illustrate the argument. The thinking behind
the design of the ‘Hippo Water Roller’ that changed the lives of thousands of people in Africa with limited access
to water (fig. 1). The design of a life saving object that can be dropped over disaster stricken areas, and that has
a second life as desired fashion object; as such covering the costs of the first life production (fig. 2). The capture
of an almost lost architectural vernacular by employing crafts people in the complete process of design, the
sourcing of material, construction, maintenance and skills transfer (fig. 3). The reader can surely add many more
examples. What these examples have in common are the willingness to look at problems in a strategic manner,
at least in the conceptual phases of the process, and secondly, to accept the full set of contextual realities as part
of the problem definition. 

Fig. 2. Life Saving Product by 4th year
design student Emma Potter in response to a
project in the Designed Objects Seminar,
The School of the Art Institute of Chicago.
Hendrik and Andrea Reynders offer the studio
seminar over 14 weeks during the spring
semester of each year.
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Fig. 3. House Rech. Johannesburg, South Africa.
Architect Silvio Rech



As designers we will only remain relevant if we can drop the cloak of deceptive value addition, stand naked in
front of the world, and allow ourselves to be dressed in the colours of vulnerability. Within the framework of our
professions, we have taken ourselves hostage. We are a tangled bundle of both desire and fear falling through
the sky towards a most certain death of inconsequence in a final, and fatal Baudrillardian embrace in which the
acts of invention, and of ritual pattern circles around a gravitational centre that are no longer meaningful. But of
course this is no real physical death, in fact it is much worse, it is a death of little consequence, a death of
statistical indifference 17. 

We note with great respect how certain academic and professional institutions, the forum of many conferences,
and aims of many organisations and corporations actively dress up to the challenges we experience around us.
However, we still experience a very uncomfortable fit. The new hat ended on our heads almost by default. The
banners that we are waving still belong to others. What we hear in the distance is the white sound of crowds
running. Seldom, and only faintly, do we hear the footsteps of the giant of design.
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Notes:
1. See Hernando de Soto (2000): The Mystery of Capital – why capitalism triumphs in the west and fails

everywhere else.   De Soto and his team have calculated that the total value of real estate held, but not
legally owned, by the poor of the Third World and former communist nations is at least twice the amount
of circulating US money supply – or at least 9.3 trillion $US. (pp35-36)

2. One of very many studies that came to similar conclusions is that of the ‘Harvard Project on the City’ directed
by Rem Koolhaas, and which looked at Lagos in Nigeria as part of a broader body of research.  First findings
were presented and published under Platform 4 of Documenta 11, held in March 2002 in Lagos; titled
‘Under Siege: Four African cities - Freetown, Johannesburg, Kinshasa, Lagos’.

3. The author is currently doing Ph.D. research dealing with certain aspects of this rather enigmatic relationship
between ritual pattern and technological innovation. Department of Art History, University of Illinois,
Chicago. The complexity of this relationship on the many levels of thinking about our current realities are
also illustrated in the discourses by Saskia Sassen, Keller Easterling, David Harvey and Manuel De Landa
referred to in this paper. 

4. With more specific reference to Foucault’s idea that ‘emergence’ designates a ‘place’ of confrontation. Not as
‘..a closed field and a struggle among equals, but in a non-common space; [emergence] always occurs in
the interstice’. Mary McLeod argues in Everyday and ‘Other’ Spaces’ that the ‘everyday life’ as it exists in
the relationship between space and power is not fully accounted for by Foucault. She refers to the views
held by Lefebvre and by De Certeau, and with reference to Michel de Certeau, argues for the exploration
of the freedoms, joys, and diversity within everyday life.

5. Mario Bellini once remarked in an interview, the name of the journal escapes memory, that architects tend to
immediately ask what; while other designers tend to ask why and how first.

6. See ‘Avatars of Design: Design Before Design’ by Yves Deforge, and his argument for a ‘deliberate ideology’
in design thinking.

7. The social critic, Carol Becker talks about the isolation of the artist in the context of Barthes’ s belief that “..to
be modern is to know that which is not possible any more” (Becker: 1996): Zones of Contention –
essays on art, institutions, gender, and anxiety. (pp87-95)

8. The idea of the complexity of relationships and the inherent potential of probability patterns in such
relationships as first argued in the early work of pioneers such as Maturana, Varela and Prigogine; are
referred to as meshwork by Manuel De Landa and applied to the discourse on city organisation by Keller
Easterling. See references below

9. The author has experienced a growing frustration by marginalized or previously disadvantaged communities in
their relationships with planning agencies, academic research teams and professionals. Participatory
processes are often perceived as disguised mechanisms for obtaining a community’s blessing for projects
conceived without their real consent, or on the other hand participation that promises real outcomes but
ends in academic research without direct benefit for the affected parties. These observations are based on
project work in Mamelodi (a previously disadvantaged community in Pretoria, South Africa), in West
Garfield Park, Chicago and in project work in the Barracas neighborhood of Buenos Aires. Similar
observations are voiced by almost all involved in community projects on an ongoing basis

10. The first published reference to the idea of ‘wicked problems’ argued by Horst Rittel was by C. West
Churchman,

‘Wicked Problems’, Management Science, vol. 4, no. 14 (December 1967). B-141-42. However, the
paper that became the classic reference was that by Horst W. J. Rittel and Melvin M. Webber,
‘Dilemmas in a General Theory of Planning’, presented at the Institute of Urban and Regional
Development, University of California, Berkeley, November 1972. Although the philosopher Karl
Popper wrote about the idea of wicked problems, Rittel applied the thinking to a different set of
conditions

11. Etymologically, strategy is generalship (Fowler: 1947). The OED definition refers “..to the art of projecting
and directing the larger military movements and operations of a campaign”. Strategy then is the
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art of bringing forces together, whereas tactics is about the art of using those forces. Fowler warns that
readers should note that although the tact of contact and tactic is etymologically the same; contact
(Latin) is touch; tactics (Greek) is array. Also note the definition offered by Michel de Certeau; ‘….the
calculation (or manipulation) of power relationships that becomes possible as soon as a subject with will
and power (a business, a city, an army, a scientific institution) can be isolated. It postulates a place that can
be delimited as its own and serve as the base from which relations with an exteriority composed of targets
and threats (customers or competitors, enemies, the country surrounding the city, objectives and objects
of research, etc.) can be managed’

12. See Dudley Young, chapter 7, ‘acting in the theatre of the gods’, pp296-316
13. See David Harvey and his arguments of the ‘particularity and universality’ in our thinking about the dialectic

in the ‘process-thing’ relationships when thinking about urban environments
14. As the reader will be aware, the conceptual idea of that ‘desire to become’ is integrally part of the philosophy

of Derrida and fully explored in the collaborative work of Giles Deleuze & Felix Guatarri
15. For an excellent upstream view of the relationships between critical philosophy and its integration with

modern thinking in the arts and architecture; see Sanford Kwinter (2001): Architecture of Time – toward
a theory of the event in modernist culture. It must also be made clear at this point that the work of Henry
Bergson, Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guatarri, Michel Foucault, Paul Virilio, Jean Baudrillard
– and the earlier work of Canetti, Benjamin, Prigogine, Maturana and Varela (among others) – remain the
foundations of our current insight into the nature of our complex adaptive systems that we as designers
need to understand.

16. Naturally these redefinitions are never complete, but rather a constant process of re-thinking. Saskia Sassen
argues for our acceptance that ‘processes are never complete’ and, in talking about the process of
globalisation, argues that it is ‘…a contradictory space; it is characterised by contestation, internal
differentiation, continuous border crossings’ See ‘The City: Strategic Site / New Frontier’

17. Baudrillard, J (1983). Fatal Strategies and as translated by Philip Beitchman & WGJ Niesluchowski (1990). pp34-50
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