
There is a growing interest today in the history, 

and theory of design . General works such as 

John Heskett' s excellent book, Industrial Design 
( 1980), are supplemented by more specialized 

studies on aspects including the ·industrial 

desigAer himself (Sparke 1983), industrial design 

in specific periods (Gloag 1962) and design for 

specific industries (Polak 1975). 

As Heskett has observed ; these studies tend to 

• adopt· one of two approaches. Jn the first, · the 

product is seen as the result of • 

. .. an autono;,,ous inward looking 

relationship between designer and product. 

The emphasis ·is placed on individual 

achievement, and the analysis of products is 

focused on identifying unique qualities of 

·industrial form (Heskett 1980: 7). 

The second approach 'sees design as a social 

phenomenon and examines the product in 

contexts unrelated to the individual will of the 

designer (Heskett 1980:8). 

I should like to suggest that industrial design, and 

by this I refer to the development, styling and 

upgrading of consumer products, may also be 

examined in the light of a dynamic inter­

relationship of certain factors . These factors 

include developments in machine technology; the 

linking of manufacturer and consumer by 

merchant and retailer; 'the rol~ of the consumer 

~nd finally, the edu~ation of the industrial 

designer. 

-MACHINE TECHNO OGY 

In considering the factors influencing the design of 

any machine-made product, a logical starting point 

is ~n examination of the machine technology 

available to create it. To what extent is design 

influenced by machine technology, or indeed, 

machine technology by design? 

An interesting exercise here is to study the history 

of a particular product, tracing the development of 

machine technology and its direct effect upon th·e 

design of the article'. If we examine ceramic wall' 

' tiles, for instance, we see that Sadler's invention of 

the ceramic transfer process in 1756 widened the 

scope for design in one area and narrowed it in 

others. Preyious to this invention, tiles had been 

hand paint~d, and the designs reflec_ted this in the_ir 

simplicity. The transfer printing process meant that 

one original design was printed in repeat onto the 

paper, coated with varnish and then lifted to the 

tile which was th'en refired. This, of course, meant 

that tiles could not only be, clecorate9 much more 

quickly but that complex and rich patterns could be 

used as there was only one original. However, the 

tiles then immediately took on a very mechanical, 

mass-produced appearance . All creative 

individuality .was lost along with the simplicity of 

the design (Ellis 1982). 

The same can be said of the inventi;n of the Italian 

monoporosa system during the last dee.ode . 

'Monoporosa' means fast fired single fired tiles . 

Instead ,of ti.les being manufactured by the 

traditional twice fired method which takes many 

days, tiles are glazed,· printed and fired within one 

hour. This saves manufacturers large amounts of 

money, but because the decoration is applied to 

the unfired tile which is very fragile, it has to be 

greatly simplified. This opened new doorways into 

the decorating of border tiles and panels, using 

low fired colours on finished ware (Ellis 1982). 

In the real world of industry in South Africa today, · 

I suggest that the design usually conforms to the 

machine . Major changes and advances in 

technology have generally been adopted by 

industry through a desire to save on time, labour 

and, ultimately, money. The improvement" of 

design is rarely seen as a motivating factor. This 

emphasis seems to have changed little over ·time. 

The attitude is aptly summed up by the following 

quote from ·a textile designer, working in the 

• .1930s: 

The artist's creative genius is devoted to the 

everlasting struggle to cram a quart of genius 

into a pint pot of price (Nottingham 
G_uardian 1937). 
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MARKETING 

In his 1888 presidential address to the National 

Association for the Advancement of Art in Industry, 

Walter ·Crane said: 

The man of commerce - the controller of in­

dustry - s~eks onl/to mak~ a saleable artide. 

He is influenced in his industrial production 

simply by this object. He takes the opinions 

of the salesmen of the trade, not of artists, 

and so far as any artistic standard or aim 

enters into the produce.of his manufactory, it 

i.s strictly checked by the av~rage of what his 

applications or to simplify form, all of which have 

an immediote effect on_ design . It is also the . 

merchant who may belittle the efforts of the local 

design and manufacturing industry in favour of 
overseas products, for which he is often willing to 

pay a higher price. 

THE CONSUMER 

The· influence of. the consumer upon design ma·y be 

seen as the ,r;ost important factor in this shidy. After all, 

a manufacturer will not embark on production unless 

there is a ·market and demand for a product. Or will 

rivals are doing, aod° 

the discovery of what 

the big public can be 

persu_aded to buy 

(Crane 1888). 

• ' he? Who creates the demand? Is it 

~-- the public or the manufacturer? Here 

in South Africa; the answer falls in • 

two ports. . • 

This could have been written . 

in 1988, o~ indeed last week, 
as, on the whole, this is 

exactly what still happens in 

S~uth African industry today. 

Many manufocturi'ng com-

panies conduct market research exclus·ively among 

merchants and retailers, their 'salesmen of the 

trade', and lay great store by their opinion. 

Merchant and retailer also inflict their influence 

upon design in terms of money . In a time -of 

recession, it is the merchant who can, and does, 

put pressure upon the manufacturer to lower 

prices. 

-O&en the manufacturer's response is to' substitute 

cheaper materials, or to reduce production 

processes such as the number of colour 

{ 

At Ofle level, which we might coll a 

'third world' l'evel, the design of 

ortifacts arises purely from need. 

Many ortifacts ore made on a croft 

basis, often demo~stroting amazing· 

ingenuity. A good example of this is 

the production of crocheted · rugs 

from strips of plastic shopping bogs 

used by the large supermarket chains. Not only _ ore 

these rugs eminently suitable for covering bare concrete 

. or earth floors, they ore hardweoring and washable. 

They ore often very attractive, c·rocheied, in brightly 

coloured rings with scraps of printed word producing 

flecks of colour. Finally, they are the perfect_ example of 

a 'green' product, being mode from 100 per cent 

recyded material. 

Several other products at this level ore sponsored by 

large c·orporotions who also use considerable ingenuity 

to produce items such as building materials, cooking 

and irrigation equipment. Here, the needs of the 

consumer (pro-cticol and financial) dictate the eventual 
forrn . • 

At another level, which we might coll a ' first world 

level', the picture is different. Here the designs ore 

dictated largely by ' fashion' or 'contemporary taste' or 

' modern trends' . However one labels it, it is a 

pervasive force in the design of industrially produced 

. items from clothing. to furniture to cars . Planned 

obsolescence is built in to the financial advantage of 

the monufactu~er and to assuage the incessant thirst of 

the consumer for novelty. 

In South Africa th~se trends ore almost exclusively • 

driven by European fashion tastes. Because of this, 

manufacturers and, in turn, designers. ore forced to 

provide designs to fit. Certainly, no manufacturer is 

going to embark upon a totally. new line, the theme of 

which hos ndt already been approved in Europe. 

Similarly', no industrial designer is goiAg to risk his job 

by insisting ·on the production of lines for which there is 

no established overseas market. 

This picture is not the some the world over. In some 

countries, Germqny and Japan for instance, there 

seems to be a strong awareness of gesign among the 

buying public whi9h directly influences manufacturers. 

The reason for this awareness lies in _ our next factor, . 

design education. • 

DESIGN EDUCATION 
. . 

In Japan, design education is not seen solely as the 

process of teaching students how to design. Instead, it 

is seen in a much brooder sense as a process to 

educate all members of the public, as well as 

businesses · and manufacturers about the importance of 
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Theoretically, the link between the ed.ucational 

institution and industry is obvious. It is industry 

which should be employing · most of the designers 

turned out by the design schools . It is through 

industry that .the mass prodl_!ced product can be 

made available to a public which deserves objects 

that are well designed and aesthetically pleasing. 

However, even from the start, the system of training 

designers for indust~y has, by and large, failed 

and this interestingly, for two contradictory 

reasons. One argument is that design courses are 

On the other hand, where the design schools have 

tried to tailor their courses to the needs of industry, 

they have been accused of tu;ning out uncreative 

dro~es. In recent years, British design students 

have been heavily pressured to produce 

commercial work suitable for industry . Having 

done this, students have found their final degree 

shows slated by critics and manufacturers alike. In 

. South Africa, the so-called ' mismatch' between 

education and industry more often than not. 

constitutes the substance of published articles and 

public debate on design education . 

TOWARDS A DESIGN-LED INDUSTRY 

Often the four factors described above relate in an 

arbitrary fashion and, in so doing, result on the 

whole, in a level field of design mediocrity with. 

only occasional peaks of excellence. Where these 

pe~ks occur, their source can usually be traced to 

. . 

a designer who has recognized himself as the 

pivotal point, controlling factors, ralher than 

allowing himself to be controlled by them. 

I believe that it is time for industrial designers in 

South Africa to reassess their roles, to take a 

positive stand and to begin taking proactive steps 

towards creating a design-led industry. They must 

.stop seeing themselves as slaves to machinery, at 

the mercy of cheap production and powerless to 

raise the present quality of South African goods. 

Dr Robert Blaich, now retired Managing Director of 

Philips Corporate Industrial Design Division, has 

. this to say: 

Any company that wants to survive in the 

1990s knows that it will do so only if it can 

achieve a competitive edge. Design as a 

strategy for corporate competitiveness can 

deliver the quality advantage, the innovative 

edge that will be essential for survival. The 

prob_lem is that the concept of design cis a 

strategic tool for business management is one 

that is still . relatively unexplored by most 

businesses and under-utilized by all but a 

few companies (Blaich 1990). • 

He suggests that the design manager in a company 

should take. the initiativ~ to communicate and 

interact with all other functions in the company 

such as production, engineering, marketing and 
• sales. He says: 

Design management establishes the fact that 

a company has a design program instead of 

an informal activity (Blaich 1990). 
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