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INTRODUCTION

This book is a look at thoughtful design examples and articulations through 

time by writers, artists, designers, economists, photographers and thinkers. 

This survey of ideas and images is compiled in an attempt to understand how 

thoughtful design can be considered in visual and intellectual ways. Throughout 

the book, insightful and meaningful words are extracted from their context and 

approaches to thoughtful design can be utilized by designers as a means of 

understanding the world and the potential of design. 

As the issues of meaning, learning, creating media, innovation, economics, 

theory, practice and society are addressed, it is important to maintain an open 

perspective on what design is, can be applied to, and can work to achieve. 

Rather than being bound within a category, the examples referenced 

consistently understand design as a means to reimagine the way human life is 

lived, understood and transformed from present to future. Enjoy. 



In order to change an existing paradigm you do not struggle to 
try and change the problematic model. You create a new model 
and make the old one obsolete.

—Richard Buckminster Fuller



The design process inherently consists of consideration, contemplation and 

a product, a service or a structure, it is nearly impossible for its maker to 

ignore the desired and possible outcomes of his/her process. However, just 

because design requires consideration does not mean that its long-term 

public and personal consequences are predictable. It is within design’s complex 

relationship between possibility and predictability that thoughtfulness can take 

place by way of designer’s abilities to negotiate and experiment with the 

desired future scenarios and outcomes of their work. 

Ultimately, the power of design can be found in its ability to suggest preferred 

ways of living and actively work towards achieving them. Through time, design 

has slowly chiseled away at the block of future possibilities and has created 

many present situations that seemed all but impossible in the past. From the 

advent of the car, to exploration in space to the possibilities of urban living, 

designers have attempted to thoughtfully give humankind new personal 

freedoms and social circumstances. 

      





National Geographic Magazine



discussion and animate it as vision, as interaction, as environment. Not only 
that, bespoke futures engage with the very essence of the design process, the 
crafting of potentialities out of the imagination, and their eventual realization—or 
at least virtualization—in the world. If there’s one thing we ought to be able to 
do, it’s to train a new generation of visionaries, of young people who not only 
can imagine a better future, but can visualize and design it.

—Peter Lunenfeld



Everyone designs who devise courses of action aimed at changing 
existing situations into preferred ones.

—Herbert Simon, 





We are interpreters – not merely translators between sender and receiver. What 
we say and how we say it makes a difference. If we want to speak to people, we 
need to know their language. In order to design for understanding, we need to 
understand design.

— Erik Spiekermann
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If design is about imagining boundless possibilities for the future, then the process 

by which designers learn to design is very important. Issues like how designers 

are taught to think about possibility, how their designs will impact or service the 

public, and the ethics driving their ideas are extremely complicated but 

unavoidable if design is to be about meaningful creation.

A timeless example of a profoundly successful design school can be found in the 

Championing the modern style, the students and teachers of the Bauhaus created 

some of the most meaningful and iconic modern architecture, products and 

images in the history of design education. 

  



Bauhaus students make paper sculptures with Josef Albers, a Bauhaus instructor
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Designing is not a profession but an attitude... 
Thinking in relationships. 



Our guiding principle was that design is neither an intellectual nor a material affair, 
but simply an integral part of the stuff of life, necessary for everyone in a civilized 
society.



Fagus Factory
cube structure, use of steel and large expanses of glass. In Pioneers of the Modern Movement
separation of exterior and interior is annihilated,” of the Fagus Factory.



I don’t think there are many things more important than being a teacher and being 
a student. That, to me, is the deepest social contract, to understand the idea that 
individual creativity within a willing community is a profound social act. The 
privilege of being teachers and students in this remarkable place—to be teachers in 
a place of spirit to be teachers of spirit, and to be with spirited students. 

All one can do is celebrate one’s discipline.

—John Hejduk, Cooper Union Architecture instructor 
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Design exists in a strange place as it is called to the task of showing things as 

they are while simultaneously revealing what could be. Through media, especially 

the onslaught of digital media, the boundary separating the real and the 

imaginary has becoming increasingly blurry. Because of this, the task of the de-

signer becomes one of revealing the world as it is and as it should be with honesty 

and integrity, both for the sake of humanity and for the design profession itself. 

 MEDIA



Design almost always entails looking; moreover it demands that the 
designer actually see what he or she is looking at. In other words, 
looking, as a design activity, means noticing, which, among human 
beings, tends to imply caring. It is a risky business, possibly leading

—Ralph Caplan



Some photographers take reality...and impose the domination of their own thought 
and spirit. Others come before reality more tenderly and a photograph to them is 
an instrument of love and revelation.

—Ansel Adams
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can change how we view war and how we view our society.



It’s not what you look at that matters, it’s what you see.

—Henry David Thoreau  
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The work of design directly deals with the way individuals live their day-to-day 

lives as well as the intricate relations between people, societies and 

environments. Accordingly, attempts at thoughtful design are ultimately attempts 

at creating thoughtful ways of living. Through time, many innovative thinkers 

have seen the potential to thoughtfully shape society through design. 

Buckminster Fuller is an excellent example of this type of innovator and lived 

on to the present through other inspired innovative thinkers.



Design action is not ontologically neutral. It does not—though many in design 
research sometimes seem to act as if they wish it would—take place in a vacuum. 
Design is a means, a crucial means, to changing situations. Those situations con-
cern modes of existence; they concern in effect, how we live, what our immanent 
relations are—with ourselves, with others, with the environments we inhabit, with 
existence per se. Design helps structure our relations with these situations, 
environments, contexts…It addresses directly, and increasingly so in a society 

existence.

—Clive Dilnot



We are not going to be able to operate our Spaceship Earth successfully nor for 
much longer unless we see it as a whole spaceship and our fate as common. It 
has to be everybody or nobody.

—Buckminster Fuller



Buckminster Fuller, Climatron





Yes, the key to the problem how to restore the people to the land — that beautiful 
land of ours, with its canopy of sky, the air that blows upon it, the sun that warms 
it, the rain and dew that moisten it — the very embodiment of Divine love for man 
— is indeed a Master-Key, for it is the key to a portal through which, even when 

of excessive toil, of restless anxiety, of grinding poverty — the true limits of 
Governmental interference, ay, and even the relations of man to the Supreme 
Power.



Citizens of Curitiba, Brazil wait to board the bus in the city’s innovative public transportation system designed by Jaime Lerner



The city is like a family portrait, and you don’t tear apart a family portrait, even if 
you don’t like a certain uncle’s nose. Why? Because that portrait is also a picture 
of yourself. Cities are a collective dream.

—Jamie Lerner



Just as energy is the basis of life itself, and ideas the source of 
innovation, so is innovation the vital spark of all human change, 
improvement and progress.

—Ted Levitt
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Because society operates through an economic system of exchange, design also 

must work within an economic context. Historically the marriage between design 

realized that they could use design to stylize and revitalize products to make them 

The downside of this is that the design profession became more about aesthetics 

and less about creating meaningful objects and services that had a value outside 

of monetary worth. However, through the work of thoughtful designers, alternative 

economies have been active in society for a long time.  



Our enormously productive economy demands that we make 
consumption our way of life, that we convert the buying and using of goods into 
rituals, that we seek our spiritual satisfactions, our ego 
satisfactions…in consumption.





I hope that we shall have leisure from war, -- war commercial, as well as war of the 
bullet and the bayonet; leisure from the knowledge that darkens counsel; leisure 
above all from the greed of money, and the craving for that overwhelming distinc-

liberty, so we shall achieve equality, and best of all, fraternity, and so have leisure 
from poverty and all its griping, sordid cares.

—William Morris



relates to the momentary situation as it exists there and then. There is no probing 
into the depths of things, into the natural or social facts that lie beneath them. In a 
sense, the market is the institutionalization of individualism and non-responsibilty. 
Neither buyer nor seller is responsible for anything but himself. It would be 

because they are in need, or for a wealthy buyer to pay an extra price merely 
because the supplier is poor.

—E.F. Schumacher, Small is Beautiful; Economics as if People Mattered





But as the organization of labor is only another word for the forms of life of the 
common people, this means that the development of the market system would 
be accompanied by a change in the organization of society itself. All along the 
line, human society had become an accessory of the economic system.

—Karl Polanyi
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   PRACTICE 

Design concerns human thinking and making. Designers form ideas about 

different and improved ways of living and then manifest them through the material 

creation or system implementation of their ideas. The question unearthed by the 

thinking/making understanding of design becomes one of design’s acceptence 

in the social realm and its ability to create change in that space. Does the design 

solution solve problems for people and if so, how does it accomplish this and for 

how long? This question is equally frustrating and gratifying because it points to 

the fact that the work of design will always be called to improve the conditions 

and quality of human life as it will always have the potential to become 

increasingly thoughtful and effective. 



Design is always a matter of theory. Design is not a thing in the world. It’s a 
theoretical reading of the world. Or, more precisely, it is the gesture in which theory 

 —Mark Wigley



innovative technology, including a hydropneumatic self-levelling suspension. It was styled by Italian sculptor and industrial designer 

Flaminio Bertoni.



We must not forget that an object is the best messenger of a world above that of 

origin, a closure and a brilliance, a transformation of life into matter (matter is much 
more magical than life), and in a word a silence which belongs to the realm of 
fairy-tales.

 —Roland Barthes, The New Citroen



Our own epoch is determining, day by day, its own style. Our eyes, 
unhappily, are unable yet to discern it.

 —Le Corbusier





Charles Eames’ design process sketch exhibited in Louvre show What is Design?



an enlightened matter, to a privileged social class? Design addresses itself to the 
need.

 —Charles Eames



Human beings have turned the very ground of being into design, the designed, 
decision and direction - this is not least by how we live and act upon our world 

human hands has, by degree, a determinant consequence on the form of the 
future.

—Tony Fry, Design as Politics 
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unfortunate social circumstances by taking a stand for people or things that may 

not have the ability to express themselves. Through time, designers and artists 

have used thoughtful design to protest war, social injustice and environmental 

degradation. Although these designs are focused upon extremely negative and 

ugly happenings, the power of their work can be found in its poignant beauty and 

emotional resonance. Acting as much as designed observations as a call to 

action, design’s ability to insight change in society through inspiration and 

empathy is a profound example of the power of thoughtful design.



responsibility for each other’s welfare, social justice can never be 
attained.

—Helen Keller



Edward Burtynsky, Oxford Tire Pile No. 5



—David Craib



Justice and power must be brought together, so that whatever is just may be 
powerful, and whatever is powerful may be just.

—Blaise Pascal



Banksy, Crude Oil Series



perplexed and in need of help.

—Kathe Kollwitz
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Franz Ehrlich, Jedem das Seine (To each his own)

modernist movement of the Bauhaus, Erlich’s design acts as a silent protest as it nods to the smooth, structured lines of the 

modern aesthetic he once freely practiced. 



Design is also a political and ideological activity. Since every design affects our 
possibilities for actions and our way of being in the world, it becomes a political 
and ideological action. With designed artifacts, processes, systems and structures 
we decide our basic relations with each other, society and nature. Each design is 
carrying out a basic set of assumptions about what it is to be human, to live in a 
society, to work and to play.

— Jonas Lowgren and Erik Stolterman, 

Perspective on Information Technology



The imagination is man’s power over nature.

—Wallace Stevens
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