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Unless the economic and 

social impact of design in • 

South Africa is made 

evident and clearly 

articulated, debating 

design ethics will 

continue to be regarded 

as a trivial exercise by 

the general public. 
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Why do we have moral and ethical codes govern­

ing the activities of a profession? Ethical structures 

enable constructive activity and provide individuals 

with a sense of certainty about what is expected 

from them. However, when reviewing perceptions of 

acceptable behaviour currently held by South Africa's 

design community, it soon becomes clear that pro­

fessional ethics are not an isolated set of rules from 

which no one dare digress. Instead the ethical con­

siderations of designers are a facet of a process 

which is in constant dialogue with the reality of its 

execution. Ethical questions are continuously being 

re-evaluated and discussed by designers and the 

design community seems to accommodate a wide 

array of, often opposing, moral viewpoints. 

Some of the many issues presently informing the 

debate in South African design are the following: 

0'------• Stylistic indulgence versus the 

integrity of product/message 

0-----• Personal morality and the commit­

ment to client requirements 

0------• The purpose and desirability of 

design competitions 

0 • Creative originality and technology 

Of-----eo Ecological issues 

0 • Pro bono work 
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These issues are very much the same as those that 

are being debated internationally. Does this debate 

have any relevance for South Africa today? Many of 

the issues seem indicative of an elitist mentality con­

cerned with the ought's and ought-not's of a first 

world situation. One is left wondering about the im­

portance of topics like aesthetics and stylistic indul­

gence in a country such as South Africa with its high 

level of illiteracy and widespread lack of the most 

basic necessities in many communities. 

Are South African designers fiddling while Rome is 

burning? I should like to suggest not. In my view, the 

above mentioned issues are relevant for South Africa, 

irrespective of prevailing third world circumstances 

and imposing challenges. I offer two reasons. The 

first concerns the economic role of design, while the 

second concerns its aesthetic and social function. 

Design's economic role is well documented. Through 

its contribution to aspects like product differentiation, 

visual identity and visual communication, design has 

a pivotal role in a capitalist environment. According 

to Debra Wine-Smith, senior fellow for the United 

States Government's Council for Competitiveness: ' ... 

design is the definitive factor for consumer selection' 

(Cullen 1993:21). This view is corroborated by Robert 

Blaich, former managing director of design for Philips 

Electronics. He claims that a fierce battle is waged for 

the competitive edge in today's markets and design 

represents a 'formidable advantage' which has to be 

seized (Cullen 1993). 

Alan Topalian (1994) confirms that design is recog­

nised as a powerful vehicle for conveying added 

value and differentiating between products. He 

stresses that these are both imperatives to profitable 

survival in an increasingly competitive world . 





The irony is that design is not actually 'seen'. As Viemeister (1994) claims ' ... design is 

an invisible profession'. Good design is not something that is seen to possess an external 

enhancing effect. Instead, good design becomes an intrinsic part of what it enhances. 

For instance, graphic design is central to effective communication and through this is 

able to contribute to wealth creation and social upliftment. Through its 'invisibility' to 

many people, however, this centrality is often overlooked. This 'invisibility' is particularly 

problematic in South Africa with its low standards of visual literacy at all levels of 

society. In addition to this, there is little understanding by the general public of the role 

of design and even a lack of knowledge that a profession like graphic design even 

exists. 

A message emerges from all of this. Unless the South African design industry can en­

sure a greater awareness of design, an acknowledgement of its impact and the 

advantages it offers, the design ethics debate could well be seen as esoteric, trivial 

and irrelevant by the rest of society. 
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