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Richard Buchanan

Rhetoric, Argument, and Demonstration
in Design Practice

Introduction
1f one idea cosld be found central in devign studes, it most hikely
wosld be communicasion. ' Directly or indirectly, this idea and ins
relaced themes have animated more dacussion of design theory
md peactice than any other. | refer soc caly o graphec design,
where communication is an obvious goal and where the concepts
of classical ehetone are sow bang spplied with premisesg results,’
but also to the larger Sield of design, which ranges from indestrial
and product devign 10 architecture and urhan plassing and for
which there is no usifying theory of rhesonic. Although not so
obvious at firss glance, the thomes of communication and rhetorc
o this laeger field exert surong influesce on cur understanding of
ol objects made for human use. Comsider, for example, the
sumercus hisoncal, secological, esthetic, and celvaral studies of
devign = recest decades: they are sot obviously rhesonical, yet
when dealing with the influcece of devigners and the effects of
devign om an asdience of conmmens or wcicty at liege, move
decply into the domain of rhetonc. Semilarly, these studies abso
nvolve 3 uignificant rhevorical component when they are con-
cemned with the process of concerving designs; the mfluence of 3
designer’s persomal actitudes, values, or design philosophy ;* or the
wiay the sooul world of design organizanon, masagement, and
coeporate policy shapes s desiga.* 1n addiicn, when studues of the
erthenics of deugn treat foem not caly & 2 quality valuable in
wacl, but alvo a1 2 meams of plesting, imeructng, and passeng
wboemation,* mda&nsmdm&wd
objects for whatever intended effect,” these studies are rhetoeical
aho because they treae devign aa 3 mediating agency of influence
between designers and their imendad sudence.

tronically, » unifying theory of rhetoric remasms surpeismgly
unesplored and, 3t the same time, most aceded in the larger ficld
of design, where communacation is 3t Jemt a5 sigsafacant s in
graphic devign. It is needed, fint, because of the growing impor-
tance of techaology in the twentieth ceavery and the increasing
distance between technobogots and designers.” There i a general
seutude that technology s only aa applied science, rather than &
part of design ar, and this approach has ked many 10 abandon hope
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that vechnology can be senously mfuenced and geided by human
values and 3 discernment of beneficial ends in the humas commu-
mity. A suitable theory of rhesonc in design would be one 1 whach
vechnology & viewed fundamentally as a rheonical peoblem,
mtegraced within the perspectuive of 8 broader desuga are, however
radical thae may seem to techaologists. The dheoey would suggent
productive ways @ which choser connections between technology
aad devign art could be extablished.

As imporsan s this i, however, there is 3 second reson why a
theory of rhetoric in design is needed at chia sme. The classic con-
cepas of design have been sbandoned recemly by many designers
o favor of unraly, amagonisec, bizaere, or often imexphicable con-
cepes that challenge and confuse the general public, as well as the
field of design. Examples might nclode *pusk™ fashions, Mem-
phis furnnture, or the architectural denges of Arquitectonica e
Miami. In almost every area of devign, we encousser obpeces that
bave a strange and startling wafamiliancy that may provoke or
even repel us. Although sech reacuons may suggest that the public
lacks cnocal awareness about the navere of dessgn, they abo indi-
caie amew weakness in design communication. John Pile contends
that sy poople will sccepe sy product umply because it s
cicred 1 the frun of techaological advance, whether of not it
well designed.” Neverthelens, there are sho many who care about
the products that surrosad them and who are thoughtful sbout the
whlsence and the power of obpecss 10 enrich or impovernh the
quality of their kves. For these people, the accepred forms of
design commusecation may seem 10 be breaking down or dessgn-
ers may seem to have hetle interest in senowly commenicating
with the public. A sitable theary would be cne = which the
puzzling &vervity of design commenication as we eacounser it i
everyday products is made more intelligible, providing the basis
for better public criticism and evaluation of design,

The nead for a broad theory of rhetoric in dessgn was bess urgent
when techaology seemed 1o be under ratscnal contral and deviga-
ers worked within & generally accepted view of the way dexgn
should fenctson in a well-cedered society. But now, s techaology
becoenes increanagly specialized and iwlated from design practice
and aa devigners have so many conflicting and cosfesing opinions
sbowt their own practice, the need has special wegency. To beisg
these problems sogether in # single, compeehensive theory = 2
difficult challeage, bur one that explains better thua any other the
rise of design soudies as & senow fiel of mquiry.

Dexign as rhetoric

Communication is mually conudered 10 be the way 2 speaker dn-
covers angusents aad peesents them in witable words and ges-
tures 1o pervunde an sudience.”’ The goal i to induce in the sadi-
encesome bebied about the past (i in legal rhetonic), the presees
(as & cevemonial rhetoric), or the funuee (as in debberanve of

Design lssees: Vol. [1, No, 1 5
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political rhetoric). The speaker secks to provide the sudience with
dnmnomfocdoptmnmuumdcaukmcmmmd
sction. In this sense, rhetors o an art of shapeng society, changing
the course of indrviduals and communities, and seeting patterns
for new scton. '’ However, with the rise of tachaology n the
twenticth century, the remarkable power of mas-made obgects 10
accomplish something very imilar has boen discovered. By pre-
wntng an sdience of potential wwers with 3 new product —
whether as simple as 2 plow or 2 new form of hybrad seed corn, oe
as complex as an elecunic light bulb or a computer — devigaers have
duecdy inflocaced the actions of individuals and commaninies,
chasged atueedes and values, and shaped sociery @ surpesingly
fundsmental ways. This in an avenue of persuasion not peeviously
recognired,'’ 3 mode of communication that has long existed but
that has never been entirely snderstood or treated from a penpec-
tive of heman comerol such as thetonc peovides for communication
in language."*

We all have 3 shace in the sareral impelse to make teags for
pracecal use, to make objects that will use nature to work for owr
perposes, but Arisoele's remarks on the rise of chetone a3 an ant
of pervussion have relevance to the art of design.** He pownts out
that all humaas have 2 share in thetorsc because all attempt 10 per-
seade one anocher of variows ideas and belicfs. Yet, some do thn
rasdomly and by chaace, whereas others do 1t out of familianty
and the kind of haba thar anses from experience, But i is peecisely
because persuniion can be schieved in both ways, thas itis possible
w find the remsons why some effores are successful and others are
not, aad, thus, the art behind successful perswasion can be discorv-
ered. A vimilar patters may be suggesed foe design. Some have
the famadiarity and habat of crafespeople, specialized in working
with different matenals or meeung specific needs. others have the
experience of wicatdic understnding thae has enabled them w
identify opportenitics foe peacucal applications of dher knowl-
edpe. But because boch avenoes of design are ponsible soday, we
have a bester perspective from which to identify the clemens of
art common to all the vanations of design pracesce sad 10 recog-
nize design as something dissinct from the labor of manedactunag
products, as well as from those subjeces that ace useful and related,
but noc of the exsence of, the ant.

The primary obatacle to vuch uaderstanding o the belief tha
techaology n ewsentially part of saience, followeg all of the same
necessmies as mavwre and scientific remoning. If this o tree,
vechsology cannoe be part of devign rhetonic, cxcept &5 4 prer
formed mewsage 10 be decoraced and passvely trassmaied. Desgn
thes becomes an esthetically imeresung bat munor ars that is eauly
degraded imeo » marketieg vool for consumer culere, ™ However,
# vechaology is in some fendamensal sense concerned with the
peobable rather thas the necessary — with the contgencies of
practical wie and action, rather than the ceramues of sciemific
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Deexign Iaswes: Vol, 11, No. |

principle — them it becomes chetoncal in 3 searding fathion.'” It
becomes an art of deliberation about the issses of pracucal action,
and its soienafic aspect is, in a sense, only incidental, excepe as i
forms part of an srpement = favoe of one or another wolution w 2
specific pracucal problem. '

Techaologisns discover ways 10 command naure in order w0
solve such problems and dhen amemspt w persuade odhers thn
these solenons see Rkely 10 be expedient and lead 10 beneficial
results. Their perswasion comes through argusments presented in
things rather than words; they present ideas in 2 manipalason of
the materials and processes of nature, not lssguage. In addition,
because there is seldom 2 saghe wlution %o a3 problem in beman
affairs diczared by the laws of naswre, they do not provide neces-
sary solutions. Soletions are only probable and can always be
changed or set in opposition 1o ochers. In this sease, sechnology is
part of the broader art of design, an art of thought sad communi-
canon that can indece in others & wide range of belefs about prac-
tical Ee foe the indivadual sod for groups.

This idea may be hard 10 accepe, especially for sechnologists
who see their primary affiliation, perhaps panly for ressons of
socal status, & science. Bue dhe brdge of exchange that exists
between science sad reckaology is not much different from the
bridge that has exsited between tradtional chetonc and che field of
ethics and politics."* Rhetoriciass are expert in persuasion, nos
ethical or polincal philowphy, even though effective persuasion
may draw heavily from knowledge of such subjects. Such is the
case for sechnologists. They are expert @ 4 form of persussive
communcation, sot the natural sciences, despte that their man-
ipelanon of natural marerials snd processes may draw hesvily
from kaowledge of such subpeces.

Incidesnally, technclopats may aho be scicssnts, The pont,
however, u sot umply that technalogy it Satinet from scuence,
More impoetant, it i that technology i feadamensally coacerned
with 2 form of persuasion aad, as with raditional rhevoric, speaks
from no special aschority abowt the good life. It provides only
resowrces thae are wed 1o supporet & variety of arguments about
pracucal living, reflecting different ideas and viewpoints on socaal
Be. Technologises themselves hold such deas and have pressed
them on the human commurety in many ways ** Useil their work
i recognized as persunseve and part of the practice of devign, their
ideas will remuie implicie or naively unexamined. This spect of
the sugnficance of denge, bong ackzowledped only dowly, has
direct consequences foe the undersuading of the environment of
possmodern desiga communicanoa. Design 15 an art of hought
directed 10 pracucal acoon through the persuasiveness of obgects
and, therefore, design mvolves the vivid expression of competing
ideas aboet social life,

Thes sivwatson o made more inselligible when viewed from a
rhetorical perspective. For decades, techaologists have tried to

7
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persuade sudiences of the expediency of their inventions and dis-
coveries, producing obpects that often seem 10 meet human needs
and promone a bemer, well-ordered life. Yer, the kfe they have pro-
mosed has frequemly peoven to be harméul and discoedam with
heman values. The concern is not with the ownghs fadures of
technological reasoning. but with those instances in which the
result has been an ishumas mechasscal order™ oe even a froseae
ing disoeder and social chaos. ™ The concern resss wich those
examples where desgn has served 49 3 soal to increase the power
of polical and social ideologies and bas brought suffering rather
than benefir, as with the weapons of wie

This 1 the postmodern eavironment, a period of duillasion-
meat following exceptional confidence in the brighe futere prom-
ned by science 3ad technology (32 well 33 by vanous political
philosophies and ideclogren). It is based, in part, on the recogre-
tion by many that we have not gleaned from design (in the sease
that it mvolves sechaology) & well-oedered life, and tha percep-
nion has led 10 3 dreadful and sometimes creasree fascimacion with
the unsable relationship between order and disceder.™ Indeed,
the nacure of order in peactical life is 3 central isvee in postmodern
design. Ia the relation of order and disorder, designers inventively
explore new possbilivies for practical kfe, and this relanionship
Wavndmwmmhm
siwatson. Many contisee 10 pursoe dssic wdeals of orderly
denign, will secking an harmomsous integraton of design and
rechsology in the perposive acervity of everyday life, even d dheie
dengns are conscously fmhioned 1o be new expeessions of older
sdeals.” Other devigners look for crder in sew ways, and some
even dekberately overtum conventonal expectations of order, as
# to challenge ua to rethink the meaning of ceder 32 cur lives. Inall
of these cases, however, design i 3 debate amoag opposing views
show yech matters 31 technology, practical e, the place of emoticn
and expression in the living enviconment, and 2 host of ather con-
corms thas mak e up the texture of postmeoders, postindustnial living,

Elements of design argument

To examame this utuation more carclully, several themes should e
condered: one is the idea of the deaigner 31 2 speaker who fash.
ions 3 workd, however small or large, and invites oghers to share in
it. Another is the ides of an audicace of users who may be per-
susded 10 adopt new ways and means 1o schicve obgpectrves in their
lives.™ Seill another o the 1dex of pracucal life s the subject of
design commumicanon, however vaned the coacepuons of this
may be and whether these conceprions are held consciously or are
teont and unexamined in the designer’s miad. Most important,
however, is the idea of argemaent, which conmeces all of the ele-
ments of desgn and becomes an active ngagemenst between
designer and user or potential saer. This acticle suggents that the
designer, inmead of simply makiag aa object or thing, & actually
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cresting 3 persuasve argument that comes to life whenever 3 user
comiders or uscs 3 product 3s 2 mean 20 vorme end.

Three clements of 2 dengn srgument are applicable here; they
involve seereelated qualiies of techsologual reasonmg, charae-
ter, and emotion, all of whach peovide the substance and foem of
dessgn communication. Designers deaw om all three elements 1o
some degree i every design argumen, somenmes Mlending them
with great vubslety in a product. Nevertheless, these clements may
be analytcally dincmgunhed to reveal che different resources thae
are available for persuanion.

The fiest clement, techaolopical reasoning, is the loges of
dewgn. It peovides the backbone of a devign srpument, much a8
chaim of formal or infoemal remonng provade the core of com-
mresticatson and persuasion = agesge. 1n essence, the problem
of vechaological reasoming a design is the way the dessgner sanip-
ulates macenials aad processes 10 solve practical peoblems of
homan activay, Products are perssasive in this mode when, in
addressing real needs, they meet shose neads in a reasosable, expe-
diems way, Techmological resoning i based, in pare, oo as uader-
wanding of naceral and sciemific principles that serve 3s promaises
for the comtruction of objects for me. It is alwo based on premises
drawn from buman circumstances, that o, from the attitudes and
values of potential users and the physecal conditions of actual use.

Both kands of premuises are evident even in the simplest obyeces.
For example, all spoons we the same mechanical peemuse,
employing the prasciple of the kever as a way 1o transport comsens
held in & small bowd (figure 1), They share several obvicus human
premises, which explain why chey are all of a vize that fits the
homan hand, are made of inexpensve materiale, and rely om the
hand for power. But they aho use 2 vanety of human peemues thae
are ot wo obvious, but directly alfoct the spocfx form in whach
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the ssechunical peemne o peeseated. For example, there is 2 prem.
ise regarding the stitude of potential users voward radition: two
of the spoons are hghly radmonal and coavenesonal within thee
respective Onental and Amencan culoeral comexts, 1wo are rather
unconvennional. There are similar premises regarding the value of
decoranon, the clegance or plainaess of the social occavion of eating,
and perhaps even vubele moral values that are associaced with these
sapects sad that people are hardly aware of in objects so uimple.

Premises drawn from dbuman Gecumstances are what make
sechaologcal reasoning an elemens of rhesoncal aet for comme-
micanon with specific andences racher than 2 deducuve science
concerned oaly with universal prisciples. Such premises serve 10
distinguish nos only &fferent audiences a3ad the kinds of design
arpements that ace moae hikely to be pervessive with déferem
groups, but they alwo characterize differeat appeoaches takes by
designers themaclves in the postmodern eavircament. Coasnder,
for example, the Krups coffee sull sad the Memphn bookcase,
Ginza, by Masanoei Umeda (figures 2 and 3). Boh are funcuonal
i1 & beoad sense of the verm (although the usefulness rato of maers
als used 1o space ocoupied in Umeda's bookcase seems 1o strench
the wdea of Fencoon, perhags imentionally). Yet in each case, the
specific form of sechaologcal reascning depends enveely on dif-
fereme human premises, premises held by devigners aad asvamed
o be pervasnive wich usery,

Indood, deugn i an art of commumication on two levels: =
astempts to pervusde sudences not caly that 3 gives deugs i me-
fel, but also that the dessgner™s premoes or sttwades and values
regarding peacucd e of the proper roke of techaology seeimpor.
want, & well. The proof is 2 demoastzranon in & product. The colfee
mull refleces classic design valoes suited 1o new ways of comempo-
rary living. Jtis gentle and unobinesive, suboedinating the dsplay
of mechanical ressoning and odher qualinies 1o a concern for use.
The object is newtral rather than coercive and, hence, allows usens
2o integrate & into 3 varsey of life-styler. It demonstrates chae
sechaclogy can serve without domenatng, leaving usens free to use
the praduct in a variety of settings of thar own chosce.

In comerast, the Ginea bookcase reflocts valees of sovelty, vor
peise, and emotion. Umada’s dessgn playfully dsplays mechanical
reasomng and vervsally wlks oo us, commenung on el with
wony of satire — & robot holding books created by the unmechan-
wal human mead? [v incensifies the envieonment, not 10 dominase
users, but perhags 10 offer an example of vicalicy and spomtaneny
that encourages independence and wlf-expressicn, somethng
important for many people in the postmodern envircament. It
demomtrates 3 lively mind controlling techaology, 2ot controlled
by e ™

These are two importans directions in postmoderns design, bes
they both vividly demonstrate how the desigaer’s argement is
mare than technological reascaing deessed up, The argument in
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exch i only partly coatrolled by mechanical peemines, and if the
logon or reasoming of the deuga o reduced to mechanics alome, the
devigner’s real argument, whach in 2 unique systhess of mechan-
cal and humaes premises, is lost. The humas premises expeessed n
design bogon, 23 vaned ks such presises are from sudience 10 auds
ence and from dessgner 10 designer, are fundamestal soweces of
persuasion i all design arguments. They give moeligiadicy 1o
designs that otherwise may seem 1o be superflooss indulgences. It
u one thiag for dessgners 1o throw wp their hands ac the proapect
of desigrang products for she Aminh, for whom all bet the mont
banic forms of modemn technological resmoning are unpertuasve.
Yet this is different caly in degree from the peoblem faced in every
other matance of technological reswoning, where belicfs sad valoes
always coadition products, whether they are recognized
nplmdy are imphicitdy sssumed, or are gnored completely.
remsonsg is persaasive i 1wo ways, relaed

thcmkndsdmmmoavbchuuhnd [5 w persuanve n
process, as well as in the accomplishmens of somethiag wacful. In
the former, ssdiences are persuaded when the reasoming i clear
and provides a likely solesion to 2 problems. This mvolves active
comemplation of a product before and dunng wee. For 2 umple
example, coander dmiders devigned to meswre distances of a cer-
tain wale, perhaps om 3 chart or map (fgure 4). The techaologcal
remoning of the lange braia and irca instrement o apparest at &
glance. [t depends, fiewt, on a revolute pin jome that essures & con-
unvows relanonship between two pomser ams by allowing
motion with one degree of freedom. Second, there is the curved
crosshar, amtached rigdly o one arm by a bok and passed through
a slot i the second, maissainng stabilny of refacion i the motion
of the arms. Third, there is 2 spring, serviag 1o prevess play in the
crowsbar dee to any loosesing of the bolk attachmene; and, fourth,
there is 3 wing sut that tghtens on the crombar and allows the rels-
tion betwoe the pointer arma 8o be fixed at any specilic distance.

In contrast, the reascaung of the smaller divider is noe so readly
spparent. The arms seem to work on & pivoe pose, but the
encchanism that produces tenwon in thesr relation sad fives B
relanon a1 a grven point is not obviows with a casesd glance, asinis
shiclded by a small casing. When such reascning is concealed, it
speaks nveligemly only o a small technical audience, perhaps as
umall as the engimoers of the manufacoering company, and reaches
a beoader audience only in effeczive vie. In comples modern sys-
termy, design bogon i directed to two datnctly different sediences:
specialints who can scrually follow and judge the reasonmg as 2
process and general users who are concermad caly with resulis.
This s a feadamenal issue in design: whether and how much 10
-mamdw&mdmmdnwmdmhpal
remoning.

There are obvious limies i the ability of audsmces o follow
ceenplex traim of technclogcal resoning, bet dexigners can use s
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viniety of ways to convey thas resoning weggestively rather chas
deecdy. In complex syseerm, the alternative may be o suggest the
kgial connection of large sectcns, withoet attempting to convey
the detailed ressonieg of each pare. This can be done through =
artcslasion of functional components, as i the new clasic devign
of the Braun cawette deck (figure 5).7 Similarly, designers can
presem the control feaswres of a comples system o carefully and
chearly thae audicnces grasp the sechaological reasoning withou
sctually secng its detsds. This i ementially 2 metaphornc relasion-
ship, mauposing coserol knobs, bettors, and levers a5 an
abstract, yet viswally clear, symbolizatson of the real proceses at
work o 3 complex machine. The new area of product semantics s
closely related to this aspect of persuasion in its sttempt 20 engage
the mund of the ssdience and make the workings of 2 product more
readily accesble. ™

Product sermastics and semilar approaches work with broader
desagn arguments concernmg the relstiomahip between users and
objecis, but there are other spprosches that serve quite different
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sgements. For example, the Memphis table lamp, Asboka, by
Ettoee Sottaass, not caly directly displays the balance of forces
wsed = sepporting the bght bulbs, o playful balasce thae is an
unportant pare of the desgn logos, but also mesaphonically
suggests the Bow of decine current (figure 6). The osemanous
display of techaological reasomag (or of pseedoreascning, as in
the cane of functionless elemencs that are sssociated with machin-
ery, such a1 banic geometric forma, pipes, struts, 2ad w0 forth) 3
sigmelacane feature of many postmodern produces. The tabde lamp
by Sottsass or the Bel Air armchair, by Peter Shire foe Memphn,
(figuee 7) are examples. Sech osveatation, however, is not simply a
decoration; it i part of the logos. An audience w invited w con-
wder the mechanecal aspect of our workd when they we wach 2
perodect. In the cawe of the Asboka table lamp or the Bel Air
armchair, the sodience i encouraged to participate actively in the
srgument of the desggn, 1o recogneee and dunk sbout mechanical
and geometeic relaons, racher than sgnore them o take them for
gramed.

Consider the Quisisana coding lamp, by Estore Sottan, from
the Mempha collection (figure §), 1t aho wses metaphor so suggest
the fow of clecericity and makes 3 ostentatsous displsy of
mechanics, but = engager users in a broader argument that
cxpands the ides of function in everyday bfe. Not caly do prod-
ucts fuscticn, hamans function as well. This complex design arge-
ment, while mectng narrow desmaads of wuiliny, also frees us from
BALTOW PUIPOSIVE BCUVVIY | It ENCOWaARes 0w more complex imag-
inatve processes, our emotional and wsellectual functioning freed
from an immediace tank, Bt reminds us, perhaps, Shat imagnacion
i the sowrce of technological invessicas and that a frec play of
imagaasion osghs 0o be 30 cngong part of daly life.

Al of these approaches, however, are concerned more with the
sppearance and acconubility of techaclopesl reasoning than s
trath or valdity, which, = the case of desgn, = & question of
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whether a produce will acosally work. Avdences will wolerae 2
great deal of discomdort aad outright suffening if oaly a produa
will do somesheng useful. This is evident in the carly history of the
amomobile or the nse of medical sechnology, when general suds-
ences cared livsle for an waderstanding of the derads of producn
and wamed oaly ressler. But if peactcalicy i the treth of devign
remoning, and if vuch reasoning i contingent on so many facton
of wie thae there is 0o way of udpng s effectivencas m abserac.
von, we are redeced to estimates of probable success, the advice
of experts, and & willingness 1o ke chances. And, deough ol of
this, there is also 2 continuing awareness of how ofien poor
wechnological reasomng 15 concealed, much as 3 politician may
cover a poverty of wdeas and ranonal argumenss wich pleasam
pheases and a forceful personaliny, This leads 5o considerasion of
the other dements of 3 devign argumen, clemenss thas may con-
ceal poor reascming or, in fact, complement good reascning and
enbance the peryussvencn of a2 product and satnfaction mn s wae.

The second clemens is character or ethen. Products have charac.
ter Because m some way they reflect their makers, and part of the
art of dengn is the control of such characeer in ceder 1o persaade
posential wiers that & peoduct has creditality in their kves. In
essence, the peoblem is the way designers choose w represem
themselves in produects, not as they are, bet as they wish 10 appear.
Diesignars fashion objects 10 speak in particular vosces, imbuing
them wish personal qualities they think will give condfidence 10
wices, whether or not the techaolopical resmoning in acsallly
waund, This may mvolve something 10 artlems and extrinuic to
dengn o a2 devgmer label, but in ity sgraficant aspect it involves
quaitaes of character that are pervasieve m any example of elfec-
tive communcation, such as good sense, appurent vrtue, aad
goodwill soward the wadience.

Character can be 2 webde mode of periuasicn, but i s excep-
tonally imporeant for devign. Comider the ddferemt qualities of
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Sviders (figure 4), for example, speak in very &ifferont voices. The
larger instrument, by preseaning s reasoning clearly and snply,
1 both meclhgens and effscent i sccomplahieg something wseful.
It speaks in 3 semible vosce and displays the vietues of a practical,
wordy, plan charactor In contrase, the character of the smaller
imstrument is a litde more mysterioss or remote and, perhags,
wperhicially more clegase, There is lews direct comnection between
the rechnologcal reasoning of che design argument and ins evhical
aspect. This isstrumens, o, speaks in a sensible, imelligent
voice, but such 2 quality comes more from the object being per-
ceived as an isstrumens than from any immediate dsplay of s
own sensible workings. Wich respect 10 characrer, it persuades by
looking awhonitasive, and asshority is a virvee pnzed by many
sudiences over good seme or meeligence

The problem of character in prodects is a feadamennal ssee of
design in the postmodem esvironment and one on whech design-
ers and design cratics have yet o foces peecisely. It in the ares of
ethos racher than technologecal remoning or exthetics that some of
exsmple, the vast range of mins-peoduced obgects that Gl oer
product culture and are regarded by many as kitsch (figeee 9).7
Such obpeces see persuasive not because they possess beasuty, but
becauie they show 3 concemn for besuty. They spesk in familiar,
bebievable voicer that display esthetic senwbility as 2 virtue,
whether or noe reality manches appearance. Perhigs most objects
of mass culture are permuastee i 3 vimsdar way, not because of any
wpecial vebstance or even clever emotional appeal, but becasse
they speak in familiar voices, show concern for commonplace vir-
tues and, hence, seem authornitacive,

Ironscally, dwvhobeﬁcwcbcymobmahul
standaeds oe challeeging the imapnation in constrective ways
have relatsvely litde authonty with ma sudiences. Ther designs
often seem hostile and semmidating o are 30 subde that they go
vsapprecamed. This is true of the svant-parde, whone works pee-
sent an echos of sgerited, unruly, sad sometimes mteligent imagi-
nation ben char lack virtoe or crustworthiness as judged by the
ssandards of mass sudiences who suspect dhemscives 1o be the bute
of & joke. This is also true of dessgnens such s those 3t Braun and
Krups, whose desgm are often 1o modest and unoberusive thae
they almost go wenoticed. These dewignen compensace by
emphasrieg user-friendly products, using good will as the pervua-
sive force of their ethos; modest 2 the Krups colfee mall i, it is
ahio delightdully cary 10 use. Avant-gacde demigners mont often
wnore the problem or coumner it by gong even further in cultvat-
wg an eccentric echos that is intended w appeal 10 2 imited sudi-
ence of yopposed trend-swers, Afoer all, the avanc-garde has
slways boen 3 characeer type, romantic, virtwous (by their own
standards), and heroik @ sundisg agunst comventional tnees,
refined or ocherwise, Yet both groups of designers continue 1o
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grapple wich the problem of ethos and vartue, and in the broader
cultaral debate, they are often the Jess pervasiive veuces.

Perhaps = frustration s sudience otherwise sympathetic 10
sophancaed desgn ideas has come 1o peize the "camp. ™™ For dhis
andience, irony s the virtue thar is most persuasive, and some
designers now deliberately acvemps 1o play on this by imcating
objects of mass celesre. However, such design argumenss are caly
wperficually smesing, = fact, they are nuscently biver expressons
about the postmodern environment. They reach hoaest and direct
senement perhaps only in recent peak styles, whose design arge-
ment is essentially ome of peotest.”’ The wchnological ressoning
» punk ssvles is either destroyed outrighe or grudgingly pre-
snted, a5 in choching, with rips and sears that are metaphoric
exprevion of what are percerved to be the moral comequences of

contemporary e

The third dlement of a design srgement, emotion e pathos, s
sometimes regarded as the true province of design, giving i the
stavus of 2 fine are. Cerainly, some devigaers think of chemselves
= essentially fne arcncy, and perhaps this is why they acquiesce in
the equivocal role smigned them by those art hisonans foe whom
deriga o caly 2 minor art concerned with decorstica. But essoton
o caly 2 bradge of exchange with esthetics and the fine ars, just 1
sechnologucal remoning is the beidge with the natural and social
sciences and character is the bridge with echics and politics. When
emoton ensers Seuga, it is not an end in itself bet 3 mode of per-
Muasive communication that serves 3 broader asgument. The prob.
dems foe denign is 0o put an sedience of wiers into 2 frame of send
10 that when they wie & product they are persusded that it o esmo-
vonally desirable and valuable in their lives. Design provades an
organization of the way we feel in 2 direct encowncer with our
enviroament; # provides a charifying and fulfilling experience tha
may even remind us of Boe art, althosgh the objective is praceical
and perhaps musdane. ™

The resources for emotional persemion are the same for all
deugn arguments, coming from physscal contact with objects or
froms sctive contemplavion of objects before, dunag, and after use.
Much feeling is conveyed in the expenence of movemens, whedher
in the gestures made in using an object or in the shift of vissal
atencion across ics lines, colors, and parterns. Thin is what makes
the emotive argement of 3 deuign w0 powerful and pervasuve: it
collspacs the distance between the object and the mands of the
wicrs, beading them to identily with the expresive movement sad
allow it 1o carey them where it will,

What belps o distinguish different design argumens o where
the movement carnes ws. Consider the wrench picvered here (fig-
wre 1) Whatever the technological reasoning that requares such a
configuration, the simple curve is so compelling that even people
who would have no occason to sae the tool may feel somethang of
ity emotional appeal. Bt scems to send the sund of the obaerver
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back and forch in a dynamic balance thax is visually satisfying and
when the ol is held, physically ssisfyog as well. Emoaon here,
a5 in clawsic design, sorves and eshances use, but 7 also defines the
obgect s an independent, autonomous whole. The Krups codfee
mill (Fgure 2) and e Braun caasette dock (hgure 5) soom aelf-
contained sad sl sulficient. These can be contraed with the
tense quality of the Ashoka table lasmp (Bgure 6). Although sym.
metrscal, it seems 10 radiate oueward in every direction. Simdarly,
Shire's Bel Air armchair (higure 7) and Sostsas’s cailing lamp (fig-
ure $) reach beyond themaelves and give overtones 10 the sur-
roundings aad perbaps to the socal conext in which they will be
used. Emotion Bere intenufan the environmene, perbaps captunng
the wocial occavion of diming, even a1 the objpcts perform their
wumple foactions. Inwead of appeanng sclf-sullicient, they swom
1o seck connections and relaticaships with other objects or peogle
sround them, because the emononal excnement is direceed out.
wird, Conerast both of these uses of emonon with the sperined,
playful lines that are patserned on the cup (figure 11), The bound-
arwes of the cup ioself seem gentle, bt the asimation of the pacsern
holds us wich wrprising intensity ; some elenive regulancy or sym-
metry i sensed, but users are soo canght up in the viealey to worry
about balance. The cep sooma to reach cut to us, and we are tempend
10 peck ot up. Emotson here bas nather class calm nor ostwardly
expanding excnement instead, & involves a quiet and delicare play
that reaches subdy e the mind of the user and ses lome
d\cw

B is surpeisng o realize bow far we e bod into figurative lan.
goage 1o express the persunsiveness of haes. Tha occurrence is a
sign of the strong idemity achueved between observer and ebject
in the emotional aspect of desgn. As the an historian Joshea
Taylor remarked, “To say chan a line in a pamcing cwists and varns
i, of course, 3 highly figerative stacoment. It does nohing of dhe
sore. It s we who twist and tum looking at ie. """ How far vach an
identity can go m design s evident when undertood that in the
stresgth of a design argument’s emotional sppeal, obpects for we
are somenmes tramsformed o obgects for pare contemplanon,
valuable in thomselves rather than as the means 10 some odher end.
The vase and cop picvared (respectively from Japan and Maorocco)
and other obgeces previously dincusmed could be regarded as works
of are, valued withoot rogard to their use. And this is true for the
handcrafeed mask (figure 12), 3 well. Desgned for praceical use
with obvious comtrol of the dements of technological remoning
and ethos that make n seieable 1o be woen i rrtuals and festivals
mporsant in the everyday be of the people of 2 so-called prasuceve
culture, it makes use of an emosive argement that reaches deep
=00 haman nature and across cultural barriers; # compels us 10
quite a different kind of contemplation — if not of the beassiful,
then of the grocesque sad ternfying.

The emotional appeal of products ranges from the trivial 2o the
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profound, sad n the possmodern enviroament the full rasge is
encosntered. Some devigners wse emotion in 3 seperficial and
coercive way. They try 10 exciee the passions of potential costomers
with enivasl pimemicks that have lstle consection wich techaological
remoning or charscter. The argumenss of wach devigners are
hardly argussents st all, but only attempts 20 impose snexamined
socedes and macketing mesages on paisive and captive sudi-
ences, wwhout comcern for whether the product actually
accomplishes the purpose for which 1 was mteaded. Other
designers, who make many of the objects of our peoduct culture,
rely on weak and often sennimental emotions that are adapred 10
the exsting tastes of audences and w popular beliefs abosr whan
is artful or beautiful (compare such obgects in figere 9 wigh the
unconvensional Memphis porcelain sable service by Mateo Thun
in figere 1))

The srongest designers, those who are moat arsicelase if noe
slways mont persuasive, are concerned with dacovering mew
aspects of the wtility of emotional expresion i practical life. Their
products attract and bold sudiences in yurpriungly different ways,
and = thi Bes the mportance of emotion 15 3 mode of perwasion.
It offers no concluseve proof of 2 dessgner’™s ideas sbout techaclogy
or socual be, yet it helps an asudience to entertain new possbalities
for pracescal lving snd 1o remain open 10 the technological reason-
g and characver of & product

Purpose of design srguescnts

Havaeg identified the cdlements of & dessgn argument and shows
how they are meerrelated in & varsety of products, the next ques-
von 15, what do such arguments sccomplish ? Do dessgn argumests
accomplah the same things as thewonical arguments in words?

To answer these questions, | want 10 return for 2 momess 1o the
earlier discwssion of the relanionship berween rhevoric and devign.
1 waggested thas our understanding of rhesor has been limied o
the rhetoric of woeds, but that the vast cutput of man-made
objects in the present represents another, unrecognized mode of
commenication, 3 rictonic of thisgs. There scems to be little ques-
non that wome knd of communacation exats in desagned objects.
Than s evadent noe oaly in the influcace of rhetoncal themes =
shaping methodologies in the hitoey, theory, sad criticism of
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dovign, bt also in the growing body of specific information abost
how rhetorcal conuderations actually guade dhe practice of desiga.

The significam questica, however, is what the aatuee of such
commusacation o, Does 2 dexigned obgect communacate simply in
the sense thas i is 2 sign (or set of signs) of the condmions of s
prodection, mech as smoke is 2 sgn of fiee? Is an object com-
manicative to the exsent of its stiybng, which is expeesuive of emo-
tion and esthetic qualities? O, & thare bound up in the idea of
desiga 1 kind of communication thas involves all aspects of the
making of obyects for wse, 50 that desgn ivself, whatever the type
of object prodaced, is mot an art of adoenment, but a rhetorscal ant
that cresses obgects persussve in every aipect?

The primary obstacle to the latter view bies in our yndentanding
of the pacser of technology. H technology or sechaological
reasoning u regarded merely as 3 dedection from sciemific prisc-
ples, there s no sgnficant sense in which it can be seen as pervea-
sive. Technologcal development would be regarded as an inevita
ble peocess growisg out of sciemific advasce, aind quessons of
valee and socul comsequence would be regarded s irrclevant to
the exsence of design, more properly left to politicians and the
publc than incleded a1 3 consideration for dewgners. However, s
mzamu-&c&mdw the
acuvity of technologcal remsoning inherently involves human
vahees selecred kaowingly or saknowisgly as impocunt peemines
that directly affect the essential churacterivncs of obgects, not jumt
thar superfical sppearsace. If this premise i correct, a rhetoric of
design becomes 3 distinct postibility, even i its procie sacere aad
qualities yet remsn to be diccovered. [t s possble becasse
techaological reascning, the core aspect of devign thae may appear
objective and remote from beman valses 3ad opinions, s, in fact,
developed in verms of an sedience. I success s not judged
theoretically by appealing 10 the knowledge of 2 seall group of
experts, bun peactically by sppealing 10 the intereats, attitudes,
opissoas, sad valoes of users,

Based on this, the fesubilty of 3 rhesorical study of designed
objects has been shown = this article by applying the thomes of
rhetoric that are tradinonally wsed i the study of verbal com-
munication. The resslt is a concrete Mlustration of ways in which
obpcts can be perveasive and designers can delibermely conerol
the three clements of argument 10 shape obpects and achieve some
kind of persuasion. Buc what kind of perseaasion o w? Surely n
would be favsous 10 saggest that we interact with cbjects in the
same ways that we inceract with woeds. [f we did, whan distiscerve
value would there be in words and why would human beings have
imesceively or knowingly, and over such a long penod of time,
desgned the agsage syssem av it in?

Pervsasion in language can be oneaced ia any of three direc:
toas. It can be onented to the paws, s in 2 law cowrt, where we are
persusded o make sccemary judgments of fact. Alw, it can be
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ovienned 1o the future, as o politnical debate, where we ase per-
susded to make judgments aboet contingent courses of sctice
And, finally, it can be onented s the present, & in & vanety of
social ceremonses, where we are persuaded 10 consader somethang
s valuable or worthless and, hence, 1o prisse or blame the master
offered for comtideration. The hatter o known a3 epadeictic or
demontrative thetoric snd i perhaps the mone puzsing of all
rhetorical forms because it grows out of masenals from the pas
and hints a possibalines for the future, yet is most concerned with
antitudes in the presem. ™

Of these theee onentassons, design arguments and the thetor
of thuags are most ke demonstrative rthevonc. They are desson-
stratons or exhibetons, growing out of the pas (a1 in eradivonal
shapes and forma o = already known scientific peincples thae
promide the premaes for comtruction) and vaggesting possbilities
for the future (ax in fetere activicees that 3 given object may make
possble), yer exivsing primanly in the present as declarations
Products are important 10 us in wse and, hence, they exist signifi-
candy in a kind of omai-present. Unlike woeds, which can per-
suade people 10 speciic judgments about the past or future and
misery attitudes, e, and values that are recognized = the pres-
through that existence, the astitudes that are an meegral pare of an
object’s peesent being,

I this respect, the prodects of design share 3 rhetorical satun
stmilar vo works of fine an. As orine Harold Rosenberg said of the
art objecy, "lts sature is contingent upon recognition by the cur-
rent communion of the knowisg. Ast does not exist. [t declores
itsell ™ What he messs in that the exmtence of & work asd s
statws 38 fine art is not something that can be taken foe graseed; &
work in the present culture mest doclare muelf 1o be 3 work of fine
art and persuade an avdience 10 recognize ws satus as wuch, other-
wise there can be no way of disingenshing fine ar from any other
upe of munmade object. As Rosenberg seems to seggest,
designed objects declare a status other than fine ar — the amitudes
snd values asserted are different, for the designed obpect declares
that it is it for we, whereas the work of fise ar assers 2 freedom
from specisbred wtiley — yet the rhesorical form o the same in
both cases. ™

If preducts affect and shape mutudes, they do so only throsgh
pervumive assertion, which may be recognized o not. Beyond
this, users must then caery out their own deliberation abost
whether or how 1o use products in the future. For example, the
Krugs coffee mill (Figure 2) is a geade anertion or demosatzation
of an effective way so grind coffee. It is quite persussive as an
obgect, and the sources of that pervaasion come from the character
n‘md&mavdufmmmmhpal
ressoning. Yet it is only an asertion; wsers may then begin thee
own deliberations about whether 10 buy # and how 1o use it in
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their lves. In this case, the object is 50 genle in its assertion and
demonstration thar bow 1o combene it with other objects in 2
home environment can canly be ween. Indoed, one of 1ts virtues s
that it combises easily and well with many kinds and styles of
obpeces. And the face s, people have changed thewr duly routnes
becauie of what the product aserts and demcastrates that it can
do for them. As trvial s this example may soem, the situstion is
lnde &fferene for any ceder of desgn product or technological
complexty: the asertonc rhetoric of the product guickly
becomen part of the broader verbal rhesoric used m deliberacing
abort the Futwre or judgiog the past.”” In effect, the prodect asks
for recognition through all of the modes of argumens that have
been discussed, bun chen we are beft, and even required, 10 place &
in a beoader socal coment where verbal rhevcenc has full force in
determening the implementasson of the peodect.

Rhetoric and devign as architectonic arts
One importanmt implication concerns the nature of archaecions
artsin our calvare today. Archiectonic ans are those that ceganize
t&eﬁwud«bumdadmpmmdmb
peoducton.” Fee example, architecture has loag been =
architectonic st with reapect 2o the hoat of speciabized disciplines
mvolved in constrection becasse 2 orchestrates thew coatribe-
toas sad ratonalizes thar indimdual prodects o 2 single,
whole product. 1n exsence, it provides the thought or idea that is
the soul of production. There are many indicanons, however, that
architecture is oady one foem of a beoader sechnectons are that
has emerged in the modera world. [ndeed, the serm archatecture i
used in a variety of sew ways ;1 2 metaphor for structere and
organizaton of masy thogs other than buildings: for example,
the archatecture of compaser vywtems or the architecture of the
three vant, meerconnscted technological sysems that distinguish
our bastorscal period, the electric power gnd, the wransporunca
system, and the communications sysems. The saveeal woed fioe
this new, modern architecsonic art surely is desqge. Desgn s what
all forma of production for use have in commen. It provides the
imelligence, the hought or sdea — of course, ane of the meanings
of the term desigw is 2 hought or plan — that organizes 3l levels
of prodectice, whether = graphac deuga, engineering and indes-
trial design, sechitecture, or the largest imegrated systems found
in urbue plianing ™

Bet if dewign is an archisectonic ar with respect 1o things, it
effors and products are guided &= tom by asother architecsonic
art than furdher muegrmes obpects into social activities and even
peides the pracuice of design at every tum. This architectonic art i
rhesonic — non smply the ofd verbal rhetoeic but, thetoric 31 an
art of thought, Rhevoric is archivecsonsc with respect 10 thought as
1t o formulated and presented for an audience, whether in woeds,
things, ce sctioms. * This artiche has alludod in passieg 1o some

2
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aspects of the architectonic an of thevoric as = may unfold in ver-
bal ehetore, but this concept can be illutrated 2 Inke more in the
pracoce of design. Coassder John Pile's definition of desgn, not
a5 3 soun but & & verb:

*We do not bave 3 ideal word for the processes of chosce and
decion-making that determine bow thogy are 10 be made.
Deugnwill Bave 20 serve ux, alshough its many meanisgs — from
decorative parterm, to the selection of sxes for plumbeng pipes —
can be 2 source of confesion. The word i used here 5o mean the
making of decisions about size, shape, arrangement, material, fab-
ncanon sechaique, color and fisesh thax establish how an object is
10 be made. The object can be & ity o sown, & buildiag, a vehicle,
4 ool oe sy other object, 2 book, an advertisement oe & sage et
will, meat often, have some other name describing their special-
wed concern: archiect, engineer, town plasncr or, posibly,
crafseman, ="

It can be soen than the sense in which dessgn, throegh thougheful
decwsion, is architecvonic with respect 10 making things, bat the
role of rhevoric = guiding thar thought can also be noticed. When
wking for the bases of decunion in all of the areas thar Pile sden-
tifies, we are at once caught in 2 web of humas factors, suitudes,
snd valoes that are of central concemn to rhetorse. The skallful peac-
woe of dengn involves a skillfsl practice of rhetoric, noe caly n
formulsting the thoughe or plan of a product, theough all of the
acuivities of verbal invention and persuasion that go oa between
designers, managers, and so forth, but also in persoasively pee-
senting and declaring that thought in preducts. From the smallest,
most incidental object to the largese, integrased technological sys-
sem, designens are providing an smplification of ideas Beough
man-made thags. *? Hence, inead of regarding the history and
current practice of design 2 the inevitsble rewult of dislectical
mecewsity based on economis conditions or sechaolopical advasce,
we may do well 30 regard the apparent confuson of cur prodect
celvare as a pluralistic expression of diverse and often conflctng
wdeas and arn 10 & doser examination of the variety and implica-
ons of sech deas.

There is no reawn 2o believe that the archinectonic an of
thetore & any betser understood 3t present than the simaarly
emerging architectonic an of design. Rhcteric is sndergoing 3 new
development in the twentieth century, and designers are amoag
those who are shaping it to meet modern problems. 1f designers
can benefit from explicit talk about thetorical concerns, those who
are interested ia rhetorc can benefit even more from studying how
desgn comtmues 10 infloence and shape wciety by its pervaasive
asservons. We are kedt wath an inescapable concluson thas design-
ers are discovering an entirely new sspect of demonstrative
rhevoric chat will significandy affect our usderstandng of rhetone
a3 2 modern architoctonas an,
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