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Design as Relational Discipline

Loredana Di Lucchio, Sapienza Universita di Roma, Italy

Today, more than in the recent past, each branch of knowledge has developed and continues to experiment with specific
models of the relationship between knowledge and society. In particular, in their roles as “producers” of education, the
various disciplines act in line with the rationale of supply and demand. They try to carve out specific identities on the
“market” of education and research. According to this aim, the main academic efforts of the present day seem to be
focused on new didactic approaches, innovative programs, and new fields of knowledge. Design is highly involved in
these efforts, and it shifts its attention from the results of education to the processes of learning and teaching.

Keywords: Design Education, Design Knowledge, Disciplinary Boundaries

his new edition of Design Principles and Practices: An International Journal — Annual
Review collects papers which offer us interesting stimuli for reflection on design not
simply as professional or academic field, but as knowledge.

All these papers report some original didactic experiences during which diverse and quite
innovative methods have been developed and applied. Moreover, this is true not in one specific
area of design but (despite the small number of papers) in several of the most prominent ones:
product design, communication design, and architectural design.

Upon reading these papers, some common features emerge: 1) the start point of all of them is
the need to improve the design approach in their specific design fields based on a new
disciplinary perspective; 2) the main effort is to find, in other fields of knowledge, possible
useful tools to be transferred to the design field; 3) they applied a new teaching approach in order
to measure the results of this transfer.

Despite the obvious differences, but considering these common features, some important
questions emerge: Why is it so important in design fields to search for new methods and
approaches? Why, in design fields, does academic effort seem focused more on methods than on
results? Is design, perhaps, more a matter of process than a matter of products?

The Features of Design Knowledge

In order to try to reply to these questions, it could be useful to reflect on the role of design, as an
academic discipline, within the contemporary cultural and scientific scenario.

From a cultural point of view, the need is strongly emerging in our time to reinterpret the
roles of the various forms of knowledge and their capacities to create innovation, and therefore
progress (in the sense of moving forward).

In fact, if a plural model of knowledge was the basis of Modernity, today we are seeing the
collapse of all disciplinary notions while the epistemic boundaries are less and less clear.

The renowned definition of “liquid modernity” (Bauman 2000) is perfectly suitable to
describe this scenario. Bauman said that social forms and institutions no longer have enough time
to solidify and cannot serve as frames of reference for human actions and long-term life plans. In
the same way, new knowledge no longer has enough time to solidify, and it runs out in a quick
overlap of information, thinking, and statements.

Design emerged in the 1900s and it established itself as a scientific discipline in the second
half of the century. We can agree that design was born in a “solid” world. In addition, for a long
time, design was able to create conceptual and operative tools to act at a material level: in spaces,
on objects, and with visual and tactile codes.
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Design can be considered a truly contemporary profession and, due to its “young” cultural
history, it is dramatically positioned in the heart of the contemporary knowledge collapse.

Therefore, design is, in itself, a fluid knowledge that moves itself in a constant alteration of
its boundaries and methods.

These alterations are reflected in educational models more than in professional practice,
meaning that it is still difficult to identify design as a genuine branch of knowledge.

To teach something which is fluid means to use fluid approaches because it is impossible to
search for and find and write fixed formulas. Furthermore, it is difficult to use fixed formulas in a
fluid context to reach a predicted goal.

The result is a continuous redefinition of disciplinary statements, for design and all fields of
knowledge. This redefinition is especially focused on the impact of knowledge on society
(Appadurai 2000). In fact, in the face of socio-economic crises like the one we have been
experiencing in recent years, the role of training and research is scrutinized and judged for its
ability to trigger real positive impact.

The biggest question seems to be whether it is possible for design to offer “useful” research
to society and, in particular, to offer “useful” knowledge to guide future societies.

This is a very complex question if we consider that the shattering of the great dream of
positivist consumerism has opened several operative scenarios to the figure of the designer.

In particular, faced with the natural limits of environmental sustainability, design activities
are also complex and increasingly multi-skilled. Making products now entails a very broad range
of phenomena, including information, artifacts, activities, services, and policies, as well as
systems and environments.

The Competences for Design Education

In parallel, teaching in the field of design no longer has an established structure. The very
discipline of design became a way to generate innovative learning forms, consistent with new
knowledge.

However, this is not so new; the “discovery of the design discipline” during the twentieth
century, which culminated in the introduction of academic training programs, was not a simple
step forward in the tradition of theoretical learning on which universities have historically been
founded (Buchanan 1992).

Therefore, to discuss the methods of academic training programs in design means to open a
reflection on two matters. The first concerns laying down internal rules for its practice. The
second involves comprehending its external relations with cultural, social, and production
systems.

The first cause for reflection has been an intrinsic part of this discipline since it first
emerged, and it could be summed up with the question, “What does design do?”” This question
was evident in the dichotomy opened by the Arts and Crafts movement, in the promotional work
of the Deutscher Werkbund, as well as in the Bauhaus’ institutive commitment to training. And,
moving forward to the 1960s and 1970s, the same debate was reborn in Italy in order to clearly
outline the cultural role played by design in the construction of social identity (Branzi 1999).

The question, “What is design?” expresses the second cause for reflection, following the
drastic upheaval of paradigms which has affected every branch of knowledge in post-industrial
society.

As a result, all those who are responsible for providing knowledge have tried their hands at
proposals, experiences, and actions. In short, training in the field of design has found itself not
only at the heart of the contemporary collapse of knowledge, but with the urgent need to clarify
in which of the two famous cultures described by C. P. Snow half a century ago it belongs
(1959).
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The “small” picture that emerges from the selected papers is inevitably varied. The papers
discuss three eduational frameworks: one focused on foundational learning, one focused on
specialized training, and the last on research training. The educational models for the first and the
second frameworks have close ties to the professional environment, with “design projects” that
largely deal with technical and functional issues. These activities involve the collaboration and
support of external producers such as professionals, companies, and institutions. In the case of
the third framework, there is a sort of amalgam of knowledge. The focus on design no longer
considers it to be an activity concerning material elements, but rather one that concentrates on the
immaterial—not simply on services, but on actually creating new social behavior.

Transversely, it is possible to identify two principal directions of these didactic projects.

In the first direction, the didactic methods are based on practices from the social disciplines,
which are more concerned with the observation of results than action; the focus is on the
consequences of the behaviors of people rather than the functional performance of objects. In the
other direction, the didactic projects are more closely related to engineering disciplines, which
study and experiment with technologies and processes in the constant drive for innovation. This
specific feature of design research—lying in between the humanities/social fields and the
scientific/technological fields—can be defined as a sort of symbiotic state compared to other
disciplines.

Therefore, in contrast to other disciplines, we can’t describe design as an orthodox academic
activity. This is why one of the urgent goals for the academic community is to imagine new and
suitable teaching approaches. If we want to be operative critics within this “on the move” reality,
we have to find a way to bring forth positive contributions.

In particular, a trans-disciplinary training in design is bringing into consideration any
possible links with the contents of the other disciplines. Design education needs to propose a new
procedural form based on scientific methods, evaluations, and feedback. This is because only a
research-driven design guarantees to generate new knowledge.

In design, the rigorous attention to new methods and approaches able to respond to the
contemporary collapse of knowledge recalls the five key-competences of education defined by
the sociologist Oskar Negt at the beginning of 1970s (1975). These key-competences are: 1)
Competence of Identity, to know our social and cultural history; 2) Competence of Justice, to
know the relationships between the powers in society; 3) Competence of Ecology, to evaluate the
future consequences of present actions; 4) Competence of History, to know design history; 5)
Competence of Technology, to know and evaluate the quality and possibilities of the system.
According to the Negt theory, it seems that the academic community of design must now
recognize the need for interdisciplinary links between design and other fields of knowledge. This
is because design seems unable to explore, as well as to understand, influence, and modify, the
various Competences defined by Negt.

In this way, and according to the experiences described in the selected papers, design can be
defined as a relational discipline.
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