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INTRODUCTION


Of Three Configurations


KEITH M. MURPHY AND EITAN Y. WILF


The recent coalescence of design anthropology as a distinct subfield of interdisciplinary research, appearing most prominently in the form of several edited volumes (Clarke 2017b; Gunn and Donovan 2012; Gunn, Otto, and Smith 2013; Akama et al. 2018; Smith et al. 2016), is a strong indicator that the decadeslong alignment of design and anthropology is evolving. From at least the 1990s onward, “design ethnography” (Salvador et al. 1999; see also Graffam 2010)—typically figured as the use of ethnographic research methods in corporate settings—was the dominant form of the alignment of anthropology and design. Since about 2010, however, a number of new arrangements between these two fields have emerged, including more anthropologists heeding Lucy Suchman’s (2011, 3) call to develop “a critical anthropology of design,” as well as a turn to design pedagogy and practice as resources for transforming the fundamentals of ethnographic fieldwork more generally (Rabinow et al. 2008). Anthropological research in these veins has highlighted, for instance, the ways in which ethnographic methods have been both productively incorporated into and problematically reified within a number of different design arenas, while other endeavors have attempted to clarify the potential benefits of design methods and pedagogy for a transformed and updated anthropological toolkit.


This volume is both a continuation of and a deviation from this emergent line of inquiry, probing the possibilities and pitfalls underlying interactions between anthropology and design. The anthropologists we originally assembled for this project all vary in how they relate to design. Some have trained and worked as designers, some ethnographically studied designers or people in design-adjacent fields, and still others have somehow been influenced by design in their work without ever having dealt with it directly. The basic attitudes toward design we all held vary, too, ranging from celebratory to skeptical, with a tremendous amount of complexity in between. The clarion call organizing us was constrained, but also relatively free: participants were asked to explore the design-and-anthropology relationship in whatever way they saw fit, so long as it loosely fell under Keith Murphy’s (2016b) articulation of three different configurations—anthropology for design, in which anthropological methods and concepts are mobilized in the design process; anthropology of design, in which design is positioned as an object of ethnographic inquiry and critique; and design for anthropology, in which anthropologists borrow concepts and practices from design to enhance traditional ethnographic forms.1 The results of these explorations, including a week of intense deliberation at the School for Advanced Research (SAR) in Santa Fe and many writerly revisions in the months that followed, are what we present in this book.2


Frictions and Affinities


But a basic question remains: Why ought anthropologists care about design in the first place? There are plenty of answers to this question, of course, several of which are demonstrated in the chapters that follow, but perhaps the most obvious answer is that design is ubiquitous in human life, and in the many guises it adopts it has powerful effects. Yet, until recently, anthropologists have mostly ceded the responsibility for exploring design to scholars from other disciplines. Take, for instance, the Design Research Society. This is the largest international body supporting interdisciplinary research in design, founded in the United Kingdom in 1966 in the context of a general turn in the postwar era toward developing a coherent “design methodology” for large-scale problem-solving efforts. During World War II such efforts had been typically handled by scientists and engineers (N. Cross 2007). Indeed, before this period, neither industry nor academy had paid much special attention to design, outside of architecture (Dilnot 1984). Then starting in the late 1960s, a new generation of thinkers, inspired by both the dawn of the space age and the emergence of new computational technologies, began touting design as a new and flexible framework to complement existing problem-solving models inherited from engineering. But within this growing field of design research there were few to any anthropological voices advocating a critical excavation of design and design practice (this also being the start of the practice theory era). Instead, design research came to be dominated by two distinct agendas, one from engineering (and eventually computer science) that promoted design as a technical discipline, and the other from art history that focused more on design as a generator of aesthetic products and that was largely steered by the great man theory. When social science did eventually enter the fray, it was in the guise of cognitive psychology—with some notable exceptions, such as the early work of Lucy Suchman and her colleagues—and largely in the service of improving or developing different design practices, rather than critically analyzing them from a broader social or political point of view, or using ethnography as a central methodology.


Beginning in the early to mid-2010s, a range of projects and practical collaborations began addressing the paucity of anthropological attention to design, clustering under a set of almost interchangeable terms such as design anthropology, design ethnography, and ethnographic design, predominantly in Europe (especially Scandinavia), North America, and Australia. In some respects this move reflected anthropology’s essential instinct to explore any and all worldly domains touched by human hands, and at the time design and “design thinking” were very much in the air, bolstered by the publication of several influential books, most notably Change by Design by Tim Brown of the design firm IDEO (Brown 2009). But rather than merely filling a gap in anthropological knowledge, many of these projects also seemed to succumb to a kind of inchoate allure swaying between design and anthropology, in which practitioners from both fields were seduced by the methodological and concept-building capacities that their counterparts possessed. In a word, anthropology and design were caught in the throes of a mutual attraction.


Squirreled away in a number of Max Weber’s writings is the concept of “elective affinities,” a partially developed theoretical construct he borrowed from eighteenth-century chemistry—by way of Goethe (see Goethe 1978)—to explain why different sorts of things in the social world seem to “naturally” bind together, even though there may be no real material contiguity between them. The most well-known example of this in Weber’s work is the elective affinities that bind Calvinism with capitalism (Weber 2002), but more broadly, elective affinities can hold between all sorts of social and cultural formations. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this concept is that it productively relies on what one scholar described as “an obvious absurdity” (Howe 1978, 310–71): the seeming contradiction between the free choice of “election” and the naturalness implied by “affinities” both combined into a single idea. However, what Weber was trying to get at is how people find plausible links between different things in the world and then argue that those links are “real” or “natural.” Sometimes these bonds are strong and do not require much argumentation at all because they plainly seem to belong together. Other times they are weak, which means more effort is required for making the case that the things brought together properly “fit.”


“Design” and “anthropology” are two terms that refer to phenomena out in the world with elective affinities holding between them, features that both anthropologists and designers are choosing to bring together because their links seem to provide benefit to both fields. The earlier iteration of “design ethnography” was a mostly unrequited relationship in which anthropological methods were seen as providing textured insight into what might otherwise be considered shallow research and development processes. As Tony Salvador, Genevieve Bell, and Ken Anderson argued (1999, 36), “A basic assumption of design ethnography is that people here, there, or anywhere are not just consumers. They are social beings, people with desires, wishes, needs, wants—some articulated, some unrecognized.” In this early version, anthropology had a lot to give design in terms of concepts, methods, and styles of argument, but anything that design gave back to anthropology was strictly incidental.


Design anthropology in its contemporary form is not as narrowly focused as the earlier incarnation of design ethnography, and as such it predicates a much richer relationship between anthropology and design. Given that elective affinities tend not to align in only one direction, but mutually correspond, design anthropology assumes within its scope that if ethnography can be useful for design, then perhaps design can be useful for ethnography. With that in mind, some anthropologists have tried to introduce specific studio practices derived from design pedagogy into how they teach, talk about, and think about ethnography as well as anthropology more broadly (see, e.g., Murphy and Marcus 2013). One premise underlying this move is that ethnographic norms and traditions are stale and often ill-suited for the kinds of twenty-first-century social worlds that anthropologists tend to find themselves studying; design practice is generally really good at stimulating imagination and encouraging problem-oriented thinking. Perhaps using design to “reimagine” ethnography—just as ethnography has been used to reimagine design—can help transform the very possibilities of what ethnographic practice can be.


As it stands, the mutual attractions between anthropology and design are, essentially, instrumentalist exploitations of their identified elective affinities—what can anthropology do for design, and what can design do for anthropology? Indeed, as Christina Wasson (2000) described it, when anthropology was first introduced to design, it originally took on a form much reduced from its traditional conceptualization, notably marked by shorter periods of ethnographic fieldwork and very little theoretical scaffolding. In some domains this situation is changing, but in general only very specific features of ethnography have been selected as usefully correspondent to design, and to be sure, the same is true the other way around: only very specific features of design are treated as usefully correspondent to ethnography. What this means is that design and anthropology function as aspirational figures of salvation for each other, each seemingly offering some missing piece that the other lacks, or a jolt of ameliorative sense or structure. Anthropology, so the logic goes, can make design somehow more “context-sensitive,” and design can make anthropology somehow more “relevant.”


Contending with Frictions and Multiplicities


Thus far in the development of design anthropology the elective affinities that scholars and practitioners have exploited have by and large—although not exclusively—been methodological and practical, chiefly concerned with the mechanics of conceiving and carrying out the work of each of the broader contributing disciplines. There has also been a growing number of more or less traditional ethnographic studies of different design practices, with an eye toward critically evaluating the positions and conditions of design in particular cultural contexts. Some of the chapters in this volume continue along this path, highlighting in various ways the elective affinities between anthropology and design. Others, though, adopt a different stance, calling into question or even outright challenging the very grounds for elective affinities between design and anthropology in the first place. Indeed, what all of these essays demonstrate, in one way or another, is a critical probing of the “border,” to use Suchman’s term, between these two seemingly mutually attracted disciplines.


We titled the original SAR seminar “Designs and Anthropologies” as a subtle acknowledgment that while both “design” and “anthropology” are terms typically used in the singular, they both actually refer to a very wide range of things. This is quite obvious with design, which covers phenomena as distinct as creating software interfaces and planning entire cities, but also applies to anthropology, a category ecumenical enough to encompass almost any research centered on humans and their lifeworlds. Indeed, because both terms cover such variable ranges, it is tempting to proclaim that any single “design anthropology” is all but impossible to build. And perhaps it really is impossible to build, at least a design anthropology that incorporates the critiques of each of its constituent parts but still has something useful to say. One of the outcomes of our collective discussions in Santa Fe is that if we commit to the reality that both design and anthropology are unstable signifiers with constantly shifting referents, rather than two coherent facts with consistent elective affinities (as design anthropology has heretofore operated), then we are very much left with the trouble of dealing head-on with the messiness of both design and anthropology.


But then again, perhaps that is the point. Perhaps laying out the troubles that come with aligning design and anthropology directly alongside the virtues reveals pertinent matters that might otherwise remain subdued or undiscussed. We originally chose to explore the three configurations of design and anthropology together, rather than focusing on just one (such as “anthropology of design”), because, despite different commitments and priorities, new and ongoing work in areas roughly covered by those configurations provides valuable perspectives on a shared set of concepts, questions, methods, and implications for both anthropology and design as human-centered disciplines. We posed a set of motivating questions that cut across the configurations—for instance, What is the position of design as a pervasive mode of intervention in human lives? How are the politics (and ethics) of this intervention handled? How do design and anthropology identify and construct “problems” in the social world—and how does each work toward “solving” them? In what ways is creativity conditioned, mediated, and given value by institutions (such as corporations, legal regimes, markets)? And how does design recursively redistribute those processes for users?


In the pieces that emerged from our efforts, some of these questions were addressed, others weren’t, and still new ones were raised and worked through. Each of us, in our own ways, was committed to unpacking, critiquing, interpreting, and reassembling the emergent, and timely, alignments of design and anthropology. While the original three configurations remained throughout, the texture and tenor of those configurations shifted away from what we’d originally conceived to become something different. Our guiding agenda in exploring anthropology for design, of design, and design for anthropology was not to abolish the friction between the two modes of scholarship and practice—either by censoring one or the other mode of practice or by ensuring that they align with one another in every dimension—but rather to make sure that whatever friction their collaboration creates remains generative rather than constraining.


Configuration One: Anthropology for Design


Valuable partnerships between ethnographers and designers have long characterized the work of corporate ethnography (Urban and Koh 2013, 147–149), but the publication of Alison J. Clarke’s volume Design Anthropology: Object Culture in the 21st Century (Clarke 2010; cf. 2017b) gave a useful title to this style of collaboration—or at least a version that specifically placed design at its center. With its list of contributors spanning a number of areas of expertise, the work outlined a constellation of differently positioned stakeholders in the field. Two more volumes soon followed (Gunn and Donovan 2012; Gunn, Otto, and Smith 2013), which helped further entrench design anthropology as a distinct and recognizable area of research, with a notable focus among the contributions on integrating anthropology into designing contexts. One central feature that distinguishes this iteration of design anthropology from earlier versions of design ethnography is an emphasis on not just ethnographic methods but also anthropological concepts and dispositions as they relate to design practice and theory. Many design anthropologists work directly alongside designers in the design process, helping to transform what is often considered “user research”—in which “user” is a blunt category defined tautologically as the kinds of people who will use some designed product—into a rich and textured investigation into the lifeworlds of the actual people for whom designers are creating objects (or spaces, interfaces, etc.). In this respect design anthropology has often contributed to the enhancement of design through the introduction of anthropological insights and methods into situated design processes, rather than as a stage of research that precedes actual design work.


However, as Lucy Suchman points out in her chapter, anthropology’s potential contribution to design has often been hindered by the desire to leave out anthropology’s critical and self-reflexive sensibilities. Between the years 1980 and 2000—that is, precisely when anthropology was beginning to develop a self-reflexive understanding of itself as a critically engaged form of scholarship—key strands of design became institutionalized in technoscientific and corporate settings such as those that are characteristic of Silicon Valley–style capitalism, in which questions about the politics of design and corporate research, as well as the critical analysis of the world economy and financial markets, were discouraged and framed as insubordination and betrayal. Her chapter demonstrates how specific locations constrain and afford the very possibility of anthropology for design. Anthropology for design should consequently be understood not as a decontextualized form of productive synergy but as a mode of cooperation that is always already multiply determined and whose impact can therefore be unpredictable. For there to be a viable anthropology for professional design, design ought to undergo the same processes of decolonialization that anthropology experienced in the 1980s and 1990s. Suchman surveys a number of recent books that explore the multiplicities and ambivalent politics of design practices and that suggest that such critical self-reflection is currently taking place.


The potential contribution of anthropology to design practices has also been hindered by the subordination of anthropology’s methods of data collection and analysis—which are anchored in relatively slow production norms that reflect the discipline’s emphasis on context-sensitivity—to the much faster production norms that prevail in contemporary post-Fordist business settings. As Eitan Wilf argues in his chapter, the contemporary post-Fordist environment requires business organizations to have up-to-date information and to make swift decisions as a prerequisite for survival, if not for success. Pressured by their clients’ demand to generate input that is both context-sensitive and instantaneous, designers have transformed anthropology’s methods of data collection and analysis into methods of fast data collection and analysis. Those methods entail the streamlining, standardization, and acceleration of ethnography and of the analysis of the data collected by means of it. In so doing, designers endorse a rhetoric of emergence and context-sensitivity, which they operationalize by means of practices that greatly predetermine the end results of their research. Anthropological methods have thus become reified practices that connote context-sensitivity in theory but are stripped of it in practice.


Configuration Two: Anthropology of Design


Ruminations on, or direct analyses of, design and designing from an explicitly anthropological point of view are still comparatively few in number (e.g., Appadurai 2013; Murphy 2015; Wilf 2016, 2019; Yarrow 2019), including some that explore what could be considered the shadow side of designed objects (Jain 2006; Schüll 2012). Nonetheless there has been a marked uptick in studies of various phenomena that critically address design as a cultural practice, or in some way consider design as a relevant context for understanding the ways in which certain phenomena are conceived, shaped, and given meaning.


The central object of inquiry for an anthropology of design cannot be well defined because, as stated above, “design” itself is a rather slippery term. “Design” can refer to things, or sets of things; to a style, such as “modernist” or “socialist modernist” (see Fehérváry 2013); to a process of creation, in which things of all kinds are given form (what we could call “designing”); and to something “value-added,” as in “designer” products or objects crafted with a particular attention to aesthetic detail, such as Apple computers and phones. Design traverses multiple scales and multiple phenomena, from the smallest details of printed letterforms to the planned contours of megacities or even completely new forms of human habitation (see Olson 2018, chap. 4). Design holds strong elective affinities with a number of long-standing recipients of anthropological attention, including art, architecture, and craft. In some of these contexts design can be a relatively observable feature, especially within ethnographic studies of advertising (Shankar 2015), urban and suburban development (Low 2003), fashion (Luvaas 2012), and even infrastructure (Larkin 2013). In others—for instance, in population planning (Greenhalgh 2003) and the design of novel artistic styles (Wilf 2013)—design elements may be less obvious. Recent anthropological analyses of brands and marketing (Nakassis 2012) reveal the complex sensitivities that subsist between objects, messages about those objects, and the ways those objects circulate, much of which is explicitly designed by a host of graphic designers, advertisers, and marketers. Indeed, an attention to the features and details of things (Chumley 2013) is a central characteristic of almost every kind of design or designing.


However, as Lilly Irani argues in her chapter, despite the complexity of design as a form of situated action that involves an assemblage of agents and a variety of designed objects, the increased professionalization of design and its increased embeddedness in market capitalism have made many design settings sites in which new forms of social hierarchies are produced and old forms of hierarchies are reproduced, and these changes have transformed design into an invasive mode of intervention in the social world. Irani shows how human-centered design has been eagerly adopted in the field of philanthropy and development because it promises to reconcile and even happily marry top-down development efforts, which have received a bad reputation, and bottom-up feedback, ideas, and autonomy. However, although human-centered design seems to offer the magic formula of a universal best practice—a set of abstract, rule-governed recipes—that is attuned to communal, local, and affective life, its deployment in practice reproduces hierarchies of innovation, where the human-centered designer is conceptualized as the bearer of a higher-level kind of knowledge that can help society transform itself, whereas the local individual is seen as a repository of “ingenious ideas” that represent unsystematic improvisation and short-term, unsustainable solutions in response to disasters or crises. The local individual is thus valorized only on the surface. In practice he or she remains a subject in need of assistance. Ultimately, designers search for needs that might justify intervention into people’s lives. Instead of humanizing technology, human-centered design ends up euphemizing old patriarchal practices of management for the creation of new markets for commodities in the developing world.


Configuration Three: Design for Anthropology


Stemming partly from a growing sense that traditional ethnographic forms and norms are incompatible with the worlds anthropologists now study, and partly from the perceived homology between the respective projects of design and anthropology mentioned above (Murphy and Marcus 2013), a number of anthropologists have recently turned to design as a model for productively reconfiguring the possibilities of ethnographic methods and anthropological theorizing. Both Alberto Corsín Jiménez (2014) and George Marcus (2014), for instance, have proposed design “prototypes” as models for developing experimental modes of anthropological engagement that assume, rather than avoid, provisionality, incompleteness, and failure in how fieldwork and theorizing are done. And drawing on the idea that the pedagogical models that underpin architecture and design education help train students to think in certain ways and to work creatively and collaboratively, some anthropologists (Rabinow et al. 2008; Murphy and Marcus 2013) have proposed experimenting with the introduction of design elements into anthropological training and practice in order to push anthropological work in new directions. Finally, a recent book by Arturo Escobar (2018b) advances the possibilities that design holds for anthropology beyond a methodological or instrumental borrowing of tactics. In Designs for the Pluriverse: Radical Interdependence, Autonomy, and the Making of Worlds, Escobar draws from the traditions of participatory design and design for social innovation, and he merges some of their most significant strengths with indigenous anticapitalist and anticolonial theories of autonomy to create what he calls a theory of “autonomous design.” In effect, what Escobar is offering in his book is a demonstration of how certain bodies of design thought and practice can be used to help structure anthropological theorizing, especially in ways that respect many of the communities that anthropologists work with. In the afterword to this volume, Escobar offers further reflection on these ideas, in light of some of the material the authors have presented in their chapters.


Alberto Corsín Jiménez’s chapter draws on his fieldwork with free-culture activists in Madrid, who are focused on developing an urban ecology based on a cross-pollination between hackers, urban activists, and artists and who are driven by histories of autonomy and libertarian socialism. One of Corsín Jiménez’s key arguments is that his work with those activists who are committed to building a culture of design for the liberation of urban space can inspire the liberation of anthropological designs. For example, those activists emphasized the importance of documenting every step in the process of prototyping the solutions they devised to specific urban problems in order to facilitate future replications, as well as the need to archive and make public and openly available all documents that result from the documentation. When Corsín Jiménez began working with free-culture communities he soon realized that to gain the trust of his interlocutors he would need to develop his own practices of documentation, archiving, and reportage. The need to reconfigure his own anthropological theorizing and writing and to align them with the design practices of his interlocutors has inspired him to think about his own anthropological practice as an anthropology with rather than as an anthropology for and about the relationship between himself and his interlocutors as one of epistemic partnership. Most crucially, his exposure to the culture of free activism and its design practices has prompted him to consider how anthropology’s practices, which are currently predicated on secrecy of data, nonreplicability of results, and the cult of the individual anthropologist, might be refashioned along the same lines.


George Marcus’s chapter points to the potential of design practices, especially scenography, to reconfigure entrenched anthropological methods and assumptions that make anthropology increasingly out of synch with many of the subjects that anthropologists now study. Marcus specifically targets the resistance in anthropology to experiments in aesthetic or design intervention that rearrange or set the stage for the conditions of life that the anthropologist is supposed to study. Based on his work with scenographers, Marcus argues that intentionally enclosing the scenes of ethnographic research without isolating them from their context is crucial as a condition of possibility for the kind of multisited ethnography that many anthropologists need to do today in order to fully account for the phenomena they study. Anthropologists should draw from scenic design principles or, better still, work directly with scenographers as part of their fieldwork in order to produce insights in the different locales that are relevant to their study. For example, an installation of a family motel room that he built together with scenographers for a charity banquet concerning families living in derelict motels in Orange County was displayed in different sites throughout the county (see Cantarella et al. 2019). Although the installation was first conceived as an addendum to the actual fieldwork, it quickly became its core in that it functioned as a mode of ethnographic investigation into the attitudes and notions of charity among Orange County’s wealthy middle class. The installation thus performed the role of a moving enclosure that elicited vital ethnographic data in the form of the responses of the audience that confronted it.


Keith Murphy’s chapter takes a half step back from the practicalities of designing in action to focus instead on how specific concepts that tacitly motivate design’s very existence might be useful for deliberating, with some care, within anthropology’s own metaconceptual ambit. The core of his argument is relatively simple. Design of almost all types is figured by its practitioners as form-giving—that is, as centered on practices in which interested social actors “give”—and this giving is, of course, an unpacked black box perfect for anthropological inspection. These are forms of different kinds to the things they produce, but also to the users of those things, and thus to the social worlds those things inhabit. Building from anthropology’s own complicated engagements with both “form” and “giving” across decades of social theory, Murphy uses design to shift the framing of these concepts to offer a distinct analytic in which design is only one manifestation of a more general set of social practices of form-giving in which specific social actors “give”—again, an always-unpackable term—forms of various kinds to other social actors in their particular social worlds. Take, for example, governance as a kind of form-giving. When politicians in the United States have passed TRAP (Targeted Regulation of Abortion Providers) laws, which severely restrict or even eliminate the number of abortion clinics in a state, they have essentially given very specific form to the social landscape (Murphy 2016a). And critical to this more general formulation of form-giving is a notion of morality. Through a close analysis of how form-giving and morality play out in several design disciplines, Murphy argues that all instances in which humans intervene in the lives of other humans by means of form-giving—whether though obvious cases of design, or less obvious cases, like legislating—hinge on questions of ethics. Here (as anywhere, really), it is important to note that morality is inherently concerned not only with “the good,” but with relative goodness and badness, or relative rightness and wrongness, and how groups of people understand these relative relations. From Murphy’s point of view, the idea of form-giving in design is useful for anthropological theorizing because its logic, flexibility, and scalability all quite evenly align with the goals of contemporary ways of exploring human worlds.


In some respects, Douglas Holmes’s contribution is itself illustrative of the kind of nonobvious form-giving that Murphy delineates in his chapter. Working with a similar inspiration, Holmes draws on a notion of design to explore the creation of a very specific social form: monetary regimes, which are steered by central bankers, shaped through language, and followed closely by the eye of a critically engaged ethnographer. Parallel to the move recently made by Escobar (2018b), Holmes attempts in his chapter to reevaluate his own previous anthropological work within an adapted design idiom. Monetary regimes are, of course, complex forms. They are composed of a range of heterogenous elements, such as policies, rhetoric, numbers, human beings (both individuals and aggregates), and so much more. Some of these elements are subject to direct human control, while others, though they may originate from human actions, operate beyond the immediate grasp of human intervention. Still others are essentially epiphenomenal to the workings and interworkings of everything else in the system. Holmes interprets the construction and maintenance of monetary regimes as a kind of form-giving on a massive scale and with dire consequences, a process in which a small group of experts—central bankers and allied economists—work like designers by probing, prototyping, and playing with form in order to engineer economic systems into being.


Emergent Themes That Lie Beyond


As useful as the three prepositionally arranged configurations of design and anthropology have been for exploring the possibilities produced by their alignment, they are also not the only alternatives. Inevitably, other perspectives emerged during the seminar. Perhaps the strongest of these is a questioning or probing of the “border” itself between design and anthropology. The distinction between the three configurations is problematic in at least two ways. First, as Suchman argues, the distinction between anthropology of design and anthropology for design is based on a false dichotomy between distanced critique and engaged participation. Anthropologists and designers should strive to enact both engaged participation that is also critical and a critique that also engages with, and participates in, that which it critiques. Second, we should discard the reference to either anthropology or design and instead examine how different forms of design and of anthropology are enacted in specific historical moments and geographical, political, and economic locations. The different perspectives on design and anthropology, which participants presented during the seminar, and the tensions that emerged between those perspectives clarified the plurality of our objects of study. The design/anthropology relationship was sometimes treated as a methodological issue, sometimes as a conceptual issue, sometimes as a moral issue, thus demonstrating that there is uncertainty not just about the status of design, but also about the status of anthropology.


The discussions that took place during the seminar highlighted the need to acknowledge and explore the varieties of design. First, while cautiously celebrating design as a quasi-democratic human practice that is found everywhere, we should also explore design as a historically specific profession, as well as understand who mobilizes it as a legible social form and to what ends. Who designates who is a designer, and who defines what design is to begin with? Second, we need to probe beneath professional design’s self-portrayal as a form of practice that democratically takes into account human needs. We should ask, What is being celebrated in design as a form of making, and what are its others? For example, what kind of hierarchy does the distinction between designing and manufacturing reproduce? How has design solidified a hierarchy between different kinds of agency that are superimposed on different social groups? Furthermore, many strands of design presuppose the idea of someone doing something for another from the vantage point of that someone’s better understanding of another’s needs and the solutions to them. What kind of power relations enable this presupposition, and how does this presupposition reproduce those power relations? How has empathy—a crucial human-centered design term—enabled and naturalized injurious design solutions such as more addictive forms of computer interface? How has the professionalization of design naturalized forms of hierarchy between different kinds of designers?


Perhaps the fact that design both intensely attracted and repelled the seminar participants, who are all professional anthropologists, stemmed from their ambivalence toward their own professional practice, which design provoked because of the strong elective affinities between design and anthropology. Although they tended to probe the question “What is design?” and to leave unspoken the question “What is anthropology?” their questions about design can be easily translated to questions about anthropology. Anthropologists have long debated the different hierarchies that underlie anthropology’s self-portrayal as a critical and socially concerned form of scholarship and intervention. Most of these debates focused on the anthropologist’s patronizing stance and presumed higher-level knowledge vis-à-vis her interlocutors, as well as the power relations that enable the anthropological gaze to begin with. But the debates around design provoke further questions about anthropology. For example, how has the professionalization of anthropology in academia naturalized forms of hierarchy between different kinds of anthropologists, such as between anthropologists who focus on research and anthropologists who focus on teaching, or between anthropologists who work in academia and anthropologists who work in the corporate world? Who designates who is an anthropologist, and who defines what anthropology is to begin with? How has the transformation of academia into a site of knowledge production that is informed by models of management and by production norms that are anchored in the business world impacted anthropological work and its core normative ideals? What kinds of moral parochialism and double standards has anthropologists’ obsession with always performing the moral high ground—such that everything they do is, ultimately, informed by notions of rightness or wrongness—produced and reproduced? Who are the academic anthropologist’s others? What kinds of divisions of labor currently exist in academic anthropology akin to that between design and manufacturing? Who among the anthropologists is in charge of “high theory,” and who among them is left with “implementation” of this theory or with providing raw data on the basis of which such theory can be built? How are those divisions geographically distributed not only globally (the West versus the rest) but within the North American and European contexts too? What kinds of technologies of engagement with one’s interlocutors are theoretically productive or ethically problematic?


These are some of the questions that the current volume addresses and provokes. That the answers to these questions that the seminar’s participants provided are highly diverse and far from conclusive is a reflection of one of the book’s key insights—namely, the existence of a plurality of anthropologies and of designs whose elective affinities make each of them a productive site for the critique of the other.


Notes


1. There was nothing particularly dogmatic about this formulation. It was meant to capture the contours of actually existing and generally possible work at the borders of design and anthropology (cf. Gunn and Donovan 2012 for what is basically the same scheme); if participants deviated (which they did!), they were not taken to task for it.


2. All of the contributors to this volume were present at the seminar in Santa Fe except Arturo Escobar, whom we later asked to contribute to the project. In addition, Natasha Dow Schüll was invited but unable to attend, and Lily Chumley and Lochlann Jain attended the seminar, but were unable to contribute to the volume.









CHAPTER ONE


Border Thinking about Anthropologies/Designs


LUCY SUCHMAN


Debate over relations between any two things presupposes the previous question of how the entities being considered are (separately) constituted in the first place. Our engagement in this collection with questions of design and anthropology is no exception—a situation signaled (and also mitigated) by the use of the plural form in the framing of our topic as “designs and anthropologies.” Taking the multiplicity of these entities as our starting place is helpful, as it invites us to state more explicitly just which designs and which anthropologies we are engaging as we go. It encourages a shift from general references to either anthropology or design in favor of an examination of how each is figured and enacted in specific historical moments and geographical, political, and economic locations. That shift, in turn, underscores the ways in which our discussion is itself part of the becoming of the entities in question. The stakes of the debate are not an “academic exercise” in the pejorative sense of that phrase, in other words, but rather have consequences for how we imagine and enact the entities and relations in question as part of our ongoing onto-epistemic practices.


In what follows I start from the distinction between what Keith Murphy (2016b) characterizes as three “configurations” of the anthropology/design relation. Understood as configurations, these phrases denote alternate figures of anthropology and design, along with associated implications for how we conceive their conjunctions. Beginning with the difference between an anthropology of design and an anthropology for design, my aim is to articulate both some differences that I believe matter and also what is in my view a false dichotomy—between distanced critique and engaged participation—that haunts the distinction. To trouble this ghost of anthropologies past, I offer a brief recapitulation of the grounds on which I myself have mobilized the of/for distinction, most directly in “Anthropological Relocations and the Limits of Design” (Suchman 2011; see also Suchman 2013). This involves a précis of my own long-standing engagement with particular design worlds and my associated concerns regarding the inseparability of anthropology or design from commitments, histories, and regimes of value. With that as background, I propose some border thinking (following Mignolo 2012) inspired by recent writings that in my view exemplify the undoing of the of/for dichotomy, and I suggest what seems to be a generative reconfiguration for the future of anthropology/design relations. My primary references are recent writings (A. Chan 2013; Irani 2019; Escobar 2018b; Pérez-Bustos et al. 2019; Corsín Jiménez this volume) that reframe the question to this one: If we understand the two elements of the anthropology/design relation as multiple, what are the design histories and emerging tendencies that carry affinity with an anthropology committed to decolonizing practices of knowledge and world-making?


Respecifying Anthropology/Design


Murphy (2016b) outlines three alternate configurations of anthropology and design: an anthropology of design, an anthropology for design, and design for anthropology. The articulation of subjects and objects shifts across these configurations. The first two designate alternate relations between a field of anthropology and a field of design (in the form of the study of or provision for/service to), while the third shifts to a field of design that acts upon (and implicitly transforms) the discipline and practice of anthropology. Murphy’s aim is to underscore already existing intersections with design practices within the field of anthropology, while also offering a clearer specification of differently framed relations, as well as associated concerns, at these disciplinary boundaries. In the interest of expanding the frame, Murphy wants to extend the presence and relevance of design to anthropology (435). In his discussion of anthropologies of design, Murphy argues that “even though designed phenomena have received significant anthropological attention since the discipline’s earliest days, the basic fact that they are designed has largely been overlooked” (440). But we might pause over this “basic fact,” perhaps rephrasing the question as this: How is it that designed things come to be delineated as such? This question acknowledges that “design” is not a self-evident process, its myriad methods and techniques notwithstanding. So the question is, How do practices of making become articulated as design, within the multiple, messy processes through which things come to be?


Universalizing “design” to name any and all occasions of the purposeful arrangement of a material environment, the organizing of social relations, or the creation of an artifact risks stripping the term of the meanings and associated values specific to its genealogies. At the same time, the term’s cultural and historical implications travel with it. So, while applauding the clarity that Murphy brings to the discussion, I want to focus here on the tricky politics of how the term “design” operates in this context. It is at once a signifier for making, most broadly construed, and for a professional discipline inseparable from and haunted by its colonial/modernist histories, as well as by the politics of its contemporary mobilization within dominant capitalist economic relations. The slippage itself helps reinstitute “the designer” as a kind of everyman, while also installing contemporary design professionals as the logical progression of that figure’s development. Without their historical and geopolitical specificity, however, references to “material culture, human behavior, and social values” (Murphy 2016b, 434) could reiterate a kind of universalism that, in turn, underwrites the valuation of the anthropology/design conjunction in contemporary political economies of production. We need to begin, then, with restoration of the specificities.


Anthropology/Design in Silicon Valley, Late Twentieth Century


The aim of my previous writings on the topic of this collection was less as a “warning away” of anthropology from design (Murphy 2016b, 441) than as an invitation to bring concerns that seem too often missing, or at least marginalized, into focus. Key among these is attention to how specific locations enable the possibility of enacting anthropology/design in some ways and not others. This is a necessary part of a discussion that “accounts for moral entanglements as a critical consequence of humans provisioning for one another the conditions of life” (Murphy 2016b, 444). In my own case, the anthropology/design conjunction occurred as a kind of unintended consequence of American anthropology’s turn to “studying up” in the context of wider political turns in the 1970s. Drawn to the Silicon Valley in the hope of conducting a critical ethnography of a multinational corporation, I found myself at an internationally renowned site of research in the emerging field of personal computing. In my reflections some thirty years later on what was at once a twenty-year career as a member of the research staff at Xerox’s Palo Alto Research Center (PARC) and an extended ethnographic encounter within that world, I try to articulate sites of friction, both generative and constraining. Friction, Anna Tsing reminds us, not only is about slowing things down, but also is a sign of the generative power of interaction (2005, 6).


The frictions arose at the complex intersections of a commitment to anthropology as a mode of critically engaged scholarship and the exigencies of design (and associated modes of research) under specific, and changing, relations of technoscience and corporate capitalism between the years 1980 and 2000. These twenty years involved conditions of intensifying competition in the rapidly elaborating market for computational technologies and an associated intensification, during the 1990s, in the neoliberal embrace of modes of entrepreneurship for which the Silicon Valley was emblematic. As the laboratory of which I and my colleagues were a part developed its own orthodoxies—including the embrace of the social sciences—the space in which to question received assumptions regarding the politics of corporate research (and anthropology within it) progressively diminished. Whereas before I and my colleagues had been enrolled in what was clearly an “agonistic” form of interdisciplinarity (Barry et al. 2008), we were now asked to enact an apparently frictionless solidarity. While the former had been fruitfully negotiated based on partial connections, the latter demanded modes of loyalty that seemed to make our differences increasingly indigestible. Taken together, these conditions radically transformed my experience of the possibilities for anthropology/design as a sustainable field of (corporate-sponsored) research. Most obviously absent from discourses of the research laboratory was any critical discussion of the political economies to which our work was increasingly accountable. As the corporation’s performance on Wall Street (a topic of little or no interest to researchers when I arrived at Xerox PARC in the late 1970s) became a constant preoccupation (stock prices and business analyses being discussed at every lab meeting in the late 1990s), there remained a deafening silence regarding any critical analysis of developments in the world economy and financial markets. To engage in such critique was treated as naïve at best, “biting the hand that feeds you” at worst.1


Yet during the same period that the space of generative difference that I experienced in my earlier days at Xerox PARC was closing down, the rhetorical embrace of anthropology by industry was expanding. My reflections in “Consuming Anthropology” (Suchman 2013) were an attempt to understand the seeming contradiction between the recurring announcement of anthropology’s arrival into sites of (particularly corporate) design and the actual limits on investment in anthropological research by industry. Framed within a wider conversation on interdisciplinarity, I took this as an occasion to diffract my extended engagement in design worlds through the lens of sociologies of the market and the wider emergence of “culture” as a form of symbolic capital.2 One aim of my argument was to reject the conflation of a move toward “relevance” for the field of anthropology with the monetization of anthropology as a consumable commodity and an asset to industry. Another was to attend closely to the relations and differences between anthropology as figure and anthropology as practice. I closed with a reflection on the messy contingencies of this interdisciplinary commerce and their implications for more radical forms of inventive collaboration.


In her discussion of environmental activism in Indonesia during the 1990s, Anna Tsing characterizes the coalitions that formed there as “awkwardly transcended difference” (2005, 18), a phrase reminiscent of Helen Verran’s conceptualizations of working incommensurable knowledge systems together (1998). The rise of tropes of “knowledge” and “practice” at PARC in the 1990s, celebrated as evidence for the success of anthropology’s interventions, turned out to be the beginning of the end of the organization’s tolerance for our presence. While difference was previously valued as generative friction, the smooth appropriation of these concepts was accompanied by increasing demands for our integration. Insistence on differences that mattered in that context became “resistance to change” and, implicitly, insubordination and betrayal.


Of/For


The title of Victor Margolin’s book The Politics of the Artificial (2002), the author explains, “plays polemically on Herbert Simon’s ‘sciences of the artificial,’ countering Simon’s model of seamless rationalism with that of a contentious struggle to determine the limits of design” (2002, 5). It was an interest in joining that contentious struggle that informed my own intensive, long-term engagement with design cultures and practices. Encounters at Xerox PARC quickly drew me into projects in the design of so-called interactive, intelligent machines, and my dissertation became a critical analysis of what I now would characterize as the imaginaries and technical practices of the cognitive sciences and artificial intelligence, with a focus on the problem of (mutual) intelligibility at the human/computer interface (Suchman 1987). Written with multiple audiences in mind (most directly, my home discipline of anthropology and my host disciplines of computer science and human-computer interaction), the book’s generation within the nexus of PARC and its research networks afforded it ready circulation within the fields that were the object of the critique, where it received its widest and most positive reception as a work of anthropology for design. It was in part the limits of the argument’s circulation within the fields of my own closest affiliation—anthropology and science and technology studies—that led me to expand the frame of the original book twenty years later (Suchman 2007), in hopes that it would be read again and more widely as, inter alia, a work in the anthropology of design.


Another encounter during my early years at Xerox PARC further complicated the of/for distinction. Among the visiting researchers to PARC in the early 1980s was a small network of Scandinavian students and more senior academics, who were engaged at the time in developing new (object-oriented) programming languages aligned with those being explored in PARC’s Smalltalk group. While it was a common interest in programming and the elaborating graphical user interface that initiated the connection, I learned in conversations that these researchers were conducting their own work in the context of workplace democracy and trade-union activism in Norway, Sweden, and Denmark. Well-resourced trade unions able to invest in their own research in the development of prototype systems conducive to the quality of working life were in close collaboration with my visiting colleagues, and together they were shaping the emerging field of participatory or cooperative design of computer systems (see Ehn 1988; Greenbaum and Kyng 1991; Simonsen and Robertson 2012). This was for me a revelation, opening a space of possibilities not only for critique (however generative) but also for an alternative design practice. Beginning in the 1990s, with a small group of colleagues, I undertook a series of exploratory projects in workplace studies and system codesign, aimed at clarifying what kind of participatory design practice could be enacted within the specific conditions of Xerox PARC (Blomberg et al. 1996; Trigg et al. 1999; Suchman 2002; Suchman et al. 2002).


We could be said to have been performing the “anthropology by means of design” recommended by Caroline Gatt and Tim Ingold (2013), wherein anthropologists, “embracing their own expertise and skills, proceed alongside the people they study, rather than at some remove, intentionally and purposefully leaning into the realities that their presence is already helping to shape” (cited in Murphy 2016b, 442). But this begs the question of whether, and in what ways, the anthropologist is also able to raise more fundamental questions about those realities; this is contingent, in turn, on the political and economic orderings within which our research subjects, and we ourselves, are incorporated. (For a perspicuous account of those orderings in the current moment, see Wilf this volume.) It was the explicit commitment to engaging with the politics of system design that distinguished the discourses and practices of my Scandinavian colleagues from those of PARC and wider US research networks. And it was this mode of engagement, as I have suggested above, that was progressively discouraged as entrepreneurialism gained its ascendency. Rather than valuing anthropology’s commitment to “cast a wider net through geography and history” (Bornstein and Redfield 2011, 4), the enactment of an anthropology for design at this moment and under conditions of Silicon Valley–style capitalism required a narrowing of concern and the denial of design’s politics. So, while the contingent unfolding of engagement belies the clarity of the of/for distinction, the need to articulate the orderings of that border work intensifies.


Differences within Design


This same period has also seen growing contestation within the field of design research, including most radically recent calls for professional design’s decolonization.3 A review of design historian Victor Margolin’s two-volume World History of Design (2015) elaborates the problem in terms of the profession’s enduring Eurocentrism:




The books are propelled by a gentle but perceptible gust of teleological thinking, in which the world’s material culture leads inexorably to the modern professional designer. A telling moment in this regard occurs right at the outset, when Margolin turns to the Oxford English Dictionary and notes that “design, understood as a plan or scheme intended for subsequent execution, does not appear as a term until the middle of the 16th century.” Surely Margolin knows that there are many other words in many other languages that approximate (and also, interestingly, differ from) this concept of design, but he does not mention this here or anywhere else, nor does he attempt to ground his analysis in the conceptions of the object or authorship that such languages might capture. (Adamson 2015)





In contrast to Adamson, we might see Margolin’s careful attention to the genealogy of “design” as a term, specifically located within sixteenth-century Europe, as part of a process of decolonizing the histories and geographies of making practices. This counterreading is particularly relevant as Margolin is unquestionably one of the most articulate voices of concern from within the design field itself, particularly with respect to its professionalization over the course of the twentieth century. In his critical engagement with the field, Margolin calls for “a more open conception of design activity that is not preoccupied with justifying a separate sphere of domain knowledge” (2002, 237). The question of how to figure design becomes more urgent, Margolin argues, with the surge in the 1990s of interest in establishing doctoral programs with associated curricula and modes of knowledge making. He himself urges the inclusion of “history, theory and criticism” (1989) as central to design pedagogy and practice, where history and criticism must include examination of the unspoken justification for rationalist conceptions of design theory. The latter, he argues, have “naturalized the methods of design and embedded them in a technical framework . . . [that] privileges systems thinking as a means of generating design projects, and efficiency as a way of judging the effectiveness of design thought” (Margolin 2002, 238). Margolin describes how, after a pivotal symposium at Plymouth in the United Kingdom in 1967, architect Christopher Alexander renounced the burgeoning “design methods movement,” complaining that “rationality, originally seen as the means to open up the intuition to aspects of life outside the designer’s experience, became, almost overnight, a toolkit of rigid methods that obliged designers and planners to act like machines, deaf to every human cry and incapable of laughter” (cited in Margolin 2002, 246). To counter this tendency, Margolin proposes contextualizing design thinking, “rather than isolating design from its social situation and theorizing independently about its processes of invention. By holding design in our vision as a social practice, we are always obliged to consider and evaluate the situations in which it occurs” (Margolin 2002, 239).
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