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Architecture is organization. You are an organizer, not a 
drawing-board stylist.

Le Corbusier

Woe to the man whose heart has not learned while young to hope, 
to love – and to put its trust in life.

Joseph Conrad

The disciplinary barriers are impenetrable. If these barriers in 
 education were to vanish, the architect as benevolent dictator would 
vanish too. Instead students could arm themselves with useful tools 
and knowledge with which they could assist a community.

Tom Woolley

Sources for these and other references are given in part 23
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1  What is a designer?

Design:
v. to mark out; to plan, purpose, intend ...
n. a plan conceived in the mind, of something to be done ...
n. adaptation of means to end ...

The shorter Oxford English dictionary

Every human being is a designer. Many also earn their living by 
design – in every fi eld that warrants pause, and careful considera-
tion, between the conceiving of an action and a fashioning of the 
means to carry it out, and an estimation of its effects.

In fact this book is concerned mainly – not wholly – with a 
minority profession: of designers whose work helps to give form 
and order to the amenities of life, whether in the context of manu-
facture, or of place and occasion. The very clumsiness of this defi ni-
tion underlines the diffi culty of using one word to denote a wide 
range of quite disparate experiences – both in the outcome of design 
decisions, and in the activity of designing. The dictionary reference 
above is selective; in practice the word is also applied to the product 
of ‘a plan conceived in the mind’, not only as a set of drawings or 
instructions, but as the ultimate outcome from manufacture.

This is confusing. The diffi culty becomes acute if the word 
 ‘design’ is used without reference to any specifi c context – used, 
for instance, as a blanket term to cover every situation in which 
adaptation of means to ends is preceded by an abstract of intent 
– though designing is thus usefully distinguished from ‘making’ or 
from spontaneous activity. Beyond this point, the word must refer 
to recognizable products and opportunities, or become hopelessly 
abstract.

The design work to be discussed is now usually studied within 
the art and design faculty of a polytechnic, in a school of architec-
ture, sometimes within a university, and – not least – in some of the 
smaller art and design colleges that may provide vocational courses. 
‘Distance-learning’ institutions may provide study courses, neces-
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sarily at a generalized level and without the benefi t of studios and 
workshops. And of course, with or without the aid of such studies 
and evening classes, it is perfectly possible to study design simply 
by doing it. It should not be necessary to say that architects are 
designers (even if the matter is, occasionally, in doubt). Taking that 
old stand-by the ‘broad view’, it is convenient to group the work 
into three simple categories, though the distinctions are in no way 
absolute, nor are they always so described: product design (things), 
environmental design (places) and communication design (messag-
es). Such categories blur some further necessary distinctions (as 
between, for instance, the design of industrial equipment and that 
of retail products in a domestic market) but can form a useful depar-
ture.

In the fi eld of product design, the professional extremes might 
be said to range from studio pottery and textile design at one end of 
the spectrum to engineering design and computer programming at 
the other. This is a very broad spectrum and clearly there are serious 
differences at the extremes. In the communication fi eld, a similar 
spectrum might range from, say, freehand book illustration, to the 
very exact disciplines of cartography or the design of instrumenta-
tion for aircraft.

Obviously, the more aesthetic and sensory latitude available 
within a particular range of design opportunities, the closer they 
resemble those offered by the practice of ‘fi ne-art’. The less latitude, 
the closer design becomes to the sciences, and to fi elds in which the 
scope of aesthetic ‘choice’ is truly marginal. The design of a traffi c 
light system has an aesthetic component, but it would need a very 
special defi nition of aesthetics to embrace the many determining 
factors that must fi nally settle the design outcome.

The situation for architects is usually held to be more straight-
forward; historically, their position has developed a fairly clear 
set of responsibilities. However, the complex changes in building 
types, and in industrialized building possibilities, have combined 
with other factors thoroughly to upset this stable picture. Indeed, 
the architect’s work has been so undermined by that of specialists 
in surrounding territory (engineers, planners, sociologists, interior 
 designers, etc.) that the profession is no longer so easy to identify. 
It is still reasonable to see an architect as a designer with a special-
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ized technical and functional competence, and again a spectrum 
is discernible, ranging from very open and ephemeral design situa-
tions, to those as critical as the design of an operating theatre.

It is necessary to start somewhere, and this book takes a middle-
zone standpoint. In most art schools this will include furniture, 
interior design, exhibition design, packaging, some wide areas of 
graphic and industrial (product) design, and some of the fringe ter-
ritory leading into architecture. Students must make the necessary 
allowances to accommodate their own subject of study. This is chief-
ly necessary in part 2 (‘Is a designer an artist?’) and in some of the 
notes on procedure (parts 11–16) – or the studio potter will certainly 
feel that everything in this book is unduly complicated, whereas an 
architect might feel that there is undue simplifi cation. All designers, 
however specialized should know roughly what their colleagues do 
– and why; not only to fertilize their own thinking, but also to make 
group practice effective, and for other reasons that will appear.

There are many roles for designers even within a given sector 
of professional work. A functional classifi cation might be: impre-
sarios, culture diffusers, culture generators, assistants, and para-
sites. Impresarios: those who get work, organize others to do it, and 
present the outcome. Culture diffusers: those who do competent 
work effectively over a broad fi eld, usually from a stable background 
of dispersed interests. Culture generators: obsessive characters who 
work in back rooms and produce ideas, often more useful to other 
designers than the public. Assistants: often beginners, but also a 
large group concerned with administration or draughtsmanship. 
Parasites: those who skim off the surface of other people’s work 
and make a good living by it. The fi rst four groups are interdepend-
ent, necessary to each other. It should be added that any designer 
might shift from one role to another in the course of his working 
life, or even within the development of a single commission, though 
temperament and ability encourage a more permanent separation 
of functions in a large design offi ce. Thus no value-judgement is 
implied here, except upon parasites who are only too numerous.

In small offi ces – or of course for independent freelance work-
ers – there will be little stratifi cation; ‘the offi ce’ may tend to move in 
one direction or another, but the work within it will be less predict-
able for any one member – excluding, perhaps, secretarial or admin-
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istrative assistants and often temporary draughtsmen. A ‘consult-
ant’ is often a lone wolf who deals in matters of high expertise 
or (paradoxically) of very broad generality. Designers will be found 
in every quarter, sometimes working independently, sometimes for 
government or local authority offi ces, or attached to large manufac-
turers, to retail agencies, to public corporations, and elsewhere in 
places too numerous to mention. Artisan designers will have their 
own workshop and perhaps their own retail outlet. There are a few 
design offi ces that will design anything from a fountain pen to an 
airport, and will therefore employ specialists from every fi eld (in-
cluding architects) – a rational development and a welcome one, but 
implying some genius for large scale organization which, in turn, 
may tend to level out the standard of work produced. (As numbers 
increase, it becomes a problem to keep work fl owing through at 
a productive pace, yet have enough – not too much – to allow every-
one a fair living.) Students usually need a few years’ offi ce practice 
before setting up by themselves; often this happens in small groups 
of three to six designers who will share offi ce and administrative 
expenses.

Most designers are educated in a formal way by three-to-seven 
years in a design school (or school of architecture) leading to 
appropriate qualifi cations. Some have had unorthodox beginnings – 
by dropping in the deep end and learning to swim – but self-training 
may need sympathetic patrons, is apt to be patchy according to 
the opportunities that occur, and needs a special pertinacity. 
 Apprenticeship rarely means more than training as a draughtsman. 
A few factories or retail fi rms may encourage employees who show 
design aptitude. Evening classes and correspondence courses are 
mostly directed at cultural appreciation or do-it-yourself horizons, 
but intending full-time students can build up a portfolio of work by 
this means.

A note of warning: the word ‘design’ appears freely as noun 
and verb, and where words like ‘formal’, ‘realization’, ‘conscious-
ness’ are used without qualifi cation, readers should examine the 
context and think for themselves. I have used the word ‘student’ 
suggestively; trying it for size.

There is a perfectly good sense in which a creative worker re-
mains, perpetually a humble student of his subject. This is not to be 
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confused with the timidity of the ‘permanent student’ whose name 
haunts the lists of application for grants, research funds, and fi nally, 
minor teaching appointments. These must again be distinguished 
from the serious student of scholarly bent who ‘reads’ the subject 
and may make a distinctive contribution to theory or criticism. By 
the word ‘student’, therefore, I mean those who still question what 
they are doing, and ask why.

There is no word by the use of which sex-discrimination can 
be avoided. Readers must accept that when ‘him’ or ‘man’ is used, 
these words embrace both sexes (unless the text does draw a dis-
tinction). Women should not be deterred from course-work that in-
cludes the use of machinery and unfamiliar work with hand-tools. 
Invariably such skills are gained rapidly and practised with enthusi-
asm.

This, then, is the apparent situation of the designer and where 
this book begins. Returning to the statement that every human is 
a designer, and using it as a springboard: we do well to remember 
that designers are ordinary human beings, as prone as others (given 
half a chance) to every human weakness, including an exaggerated 
idea of their own consequence. Consider the following questions: 
Should a designer design for a factory in which he could never imag-
ine working as an operative? Is design social-realist art? Is it handy 
to be in a state of moral grace when designing a knife and fork? 
Does design work justify its claims to social usefulness, or is it a 
privileged form of self-expression? Is a profession a genteel self-
protection society with some necessary illusions? Should a designer 
be a conformist or an agent of change?

Those who feel that such questions are diversionary and a waste 
of time, should perhaps put this book down; others read on, but not 
for easy answers.




