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The Limited Language project

In brief...

The original idea, which ignited the Limited
Language project, was to create a brand that
used the Web as a platform for generating
writing about visual communication. The idea
of the brand in this context was a deliberate
conceit — to explore how words, like images,
are commodities.

Cutting, pasting and recycling are all
properties of contemporary image culture
and are present in the way we generate
ideas. Thoughts and conversations are cut
and pasted from one context to the next,
taking on a new signicance in each. Limited
Language aims to capture this as a working
process for new writing,

Anyone can be part of Limited Language
by responding to trigger articles. We encour-
age people to recycle comments in their own
research, as we collage them into our own writ-
ing. Any comment eventually used is credited.

In detail...

We began writing under the guise of Limited
Language in London in 2005, as two lecturers/
practitioners in visual culture and theory.
We were searching for a way to engage with
visual culture, largely one in which image is
read as text. We were aware that the words
we wrote with, in many ways, shared the same
outcomes as images. To us, words and images
have the same systems, same structures, same
fetish and commodity value: you can buy and
sell words, ideas and criticism as you might a
Picasso, a bag of chips or pornography. Some-
times, of course, that’s a Citroén Picasso.

What we became increasingly conscious
of was the way that, although some might talk
of the possibilities of language as unlimited
— of the procession of images, simulacra, as
unending — to us, Language is Limited in two
respects. First, the vocabulary of postmod-
ernism; its flattening of critical positions into
an atonal mantra of relativism — where high
and low culture lose their magnetic North
and become one and the same. The second is
in the visual realm, where increasingly our
worlds are shaped by sound bites, lists made
up of top tens, anthologies, page layouts —
communication concertinaed into byte size
representations via sMs messaging, the looped
voice mail, a scrolling message board, or the
chat room — where text and image are brought
together in an online stream of emoticons and
fcuk©ing abuse.

From this starting point, we decided that
our subject should be process. And, if we were



to write about the creative process, then we
should at least explore how processes from
within design culture (a culture of recycling
and mash-ups etc.) inspire collaboration and
cross-media/cross-disciplinary practice and
by extension new ways of generating and
distributing writing about process.

Limited Language is an attempt to weave
these modes back into a framework — a nar-
rative to be used, re-used and again recycled.
Not, we promise, just another rehash of the
remix though — a cop out, to fill media space
— but here we re-use and recycle as a deliber-
ate technique because to revisit concepts in
different contexts, at different times is to
enrich, expand and hopefully capture the ser-
endipity of creative process.

On the website, designed by Oskar
Karlin, we decided to invite practitioners
and critics to post essays on subjects from
their area of discipline or expertise, with rel-
evance to issues of ‘process’. The aim became
to explore how ideas and processes transfer
across disciplines. This idea informed the
Web design, whereby we run three concur-
rent articles at once, allowing readers to read/
comment across debates.

The articles posted on the site are not
intended to be ‘finished’ (although many are) but
rather, provide ideas and questions which allow
responses to integrate with the original text.
These responses often take on a life of their
own: existing articles may divide and multiply...
paragraphs from one topic may be isolated to

generate new thinking elsewhere. Our remit
always intended to go beyond a traditional
design blog, where discussion is an end in itself.

The Web here — immersive, responsive,
collaborative — becomes a useful mode of
facilitating research. In turn, this becomes
synthesised and redistributed through print
publishing: from journal articles, published
lectures to this book. (But the book is a start-
ing place, every article ends with an urw for
the conversation to continue!)

Our writing on one topic migrates from
the Web to print, via lecture halls, and back
again. It is an ongoing ‘collaborative’ process.
Just as walking down the street is as much
about the mutterings and the conversation
that you hear as it is about what you see, we
use this feedback culture to construct our
critique. This critique focuses in particular
on the process and experience of design,
visual culture and the everyday. In Photoshop
you can't save to print unless you have ‘flat-
tened’ the layers. We don’t aim to flatten, but
to produce a lamination of outputs, a compos-
ite for use and resale.



Book methodology

Which design audience?

We started out by looking at visual communi-
cation but any demarcation between practice
disciplines was soon corrupted and the site
came to occupy the in-between space of
process and practice: how we craft/create/
discuss/think/reinvent.

We write about art, design, architecture,
sonic and visual cultures and practitioners
from all these disciplines have contributed
writing to the site too — some of which we
have included in this book.

What is feedback culture?

Feedback culture is one of the cultural spin-
offs of the Web 2.0 inspired velvet revolution in
cultural agency, where design increasingly facili-
tates, rather than simply providing bounded
social practices in communication.

Whilst many get themselves into (post-
modern) knots discussing the true benefits of
these cultural changes; websites such as Twit-
ter and Facebook are changing how the world
is perceived and how we perceive ourselves
within it.

Increasingly the image has been side-
stepped by 140 digit tweets and downloaded
Mp3s — screen based culture is fast being
eclipsed by touch-screen tactility.

Everyday, through screens, keyboards,
wireless networks and Bluetooth accessories we
are performing agents in a feedback culture.

We have taken the responses from the
Limited Language site as our starting place.
Sometimes it has been a simple passing-of-
the-baton where we write on a subject and
the responses have carried on in the same vein
— maybe fleshing out more detail or giving a
more mappable path — but equally tied to the
original writing or response.

We do not agree with everything written
by others under the Limited Language banner
but, rather, enjoy the serendipitous path it
might inspire us to follow.

Many of these journeys can be found in
the writing in this book.



Structure of the book

The book is organised into chapters which

do not follow disciplinary lines but coalesce
around certain themes that have emerged as
recurrent concerns over the years. The book
layout is divided into two columns. The first,
in black, is a starter article which has already
appeared on the Limited Language website or
elsewhere and which has tended to frame some
sort of question or provocation. The second
column, in colour, is our reflective response.
This reframes the question in relation to some
of the feedback received on the site (whilst
taking into account its new context and chang-
ing events since originally posted).

The starter articles comprise both our
own writing, and writers and practitioners
we asked to contribute to the Limited
Language site. The book can only cover a
small proportion of the writing published
on the site over the years and we are equally
indebted and inspired by those not appearing
within these pages.

We had no absolute criteria for selecting
material for the book but have tried to choose
the articles that captured certain themes and
investigations regarding practice and process.
In the end it can only be an arbitrary selection
to try and give a feel of the ongoing Limited
Language project.

The responses to the starter articles are
not only re-realised in our own writing but
we attempt to explore the thinking process
through the practical work, which has always
inspired us (although the work is never physi-

cally represented on the Limited Language site:
each article in the book ends with an urw for
you to return to the Limited Language site.

We decided upon a text only website to
provide a focus on words (and thinking) as
apposed to image/colour/text: the predomi-
nant blog format is image/text...image/text etc.

On the site we have made use of hyperlinks
to allow readers to go off elsewhere to feed the
need for images and the physical realm!

As design historians, this book seeks
to revisit old work as much as new, and to
explore how it materialises, and focus on its
making. To this end we show sketches where
possible, to try and capture work in progress.

We're interested in what designers are
doing and try to make sense of it in a wider
context: its relationship between disciplines
is as important as its cultural ramifications.

Beyond the book... the Limited Language
Web-platform will capture how our reflec-
tions here coalesce in a feedback culture:
readers of the book can post onto the
Limited Language website — providing a point
of departure for new discussions in an
on-going process.

Each chapter’s opening spread includes
keywords that we have identified as critical
moorings to the proceeding essays. In brack-
ets, we have shown their Google hit rates
when added to the word ‘design’. This is of
course ever changing, but it gives an idea of
what is out there.
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Limited Language

The problem with design

In Fear of Small Numbers: An Essay on the Geography of
Anger,! Arjun Appadurai comments on how the West

is increasingly dominated by a fear of the lone bomber
with explosives strapped to their chest. Surely, a more
rational fear would be the panic of spotting the lone
designer with a portfolio, packed with high problem-
solving principles strapped to their chest.

Problem solving, the methodological bedrock of
design, is the semantic key to a designer’s belief that
they are in a position to change society. Social problems
and design form a symbiotic relationship, something pol-
iticians and cultural commentators alike find alluring.?
The ‘designer as cultural-mediator’, has an established
history in Britain: from the Great Exhibition in 1851 to
the Festival of Britain in 1951.% During this period, the
designer’s role as cultural mediator has evolved into the
‘problem-solving’ or ‘social-engineering’ conception of
design we witness today.

The trouble with problem solving is its contingency.
The problem could be anything: global warming, social
housing, over-consumption or even ‘the Jewish problem’.
Indeed, the scar of the Holocaust is incised, in part, by
the work of designers who (often unintentionally) cre-
ated the blueprints for mass killing; drew up plans for
the work camps, rationalised and set the train timetables
and so on. Today, it should be remembered that one per-
son’s problem is another’s home or fight for freedom or
means of transport.

Much contemporary design has taken on the role
of cultural beautician or plastic surgeon, providing a
global parlour plied with consumer goods, manicured
with good intentions; all plucked from a repository of
modernist thinking. It’s like 1g80s Alessi* with a social
conscience. In Wallpaper™ magazine, Dieter Rams (the
influential designer for the German consumer electron-
ics manufacturer Braun), listed the Ten Commandments

What voice can design have?

ity aren’t directly linked. They are part of a
matrix of historically situated relationships

between people, contexts and media 1n which
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DESIGN

WILL SAVE THE WORLD

T-shirt by Osika LLC for
Artefacture (2008).

DESIGN
WON'T SAVE
THE WORLD

60 VOLUNTEER AT A SOUP KITCHEN,
YOU PRETENTIOUS FUCK.

Text from a presentation by inventor Saul Griffith at the aica
conference Compostmodern 09, as it appeared on several
Internet blog sites in Spring 2009.

http://bit.ly/saul_griffith

http://bit.ly/compostmodern09




of good design: at number 4, ‘Good design helps a prod-
uct be understood’ and at number 6, ‘Good design is
honest’. Here, fashionably repackaged, is the old Modern-
ist dichotomy: design’s raison d’étre of moral instruction
alongside its decorative, consumptive self.

Pick at the stitches and you find the dilemma for
all design: its relationship to commodity and the dia-
lectical tensions between use and life-function. Every
design will add to the flow, creating an ever-greater
distance between actual use and the symbolic order it
falls within: an upturned box, a picnic table, an ke
table, a Habitat table, a John Lewis table, a Heal's table,
a Marcel Breuer table etc. The list expands to become
a series of eBay ‘tags’. Likewise, non-branded trainers
and anti-globalisation T-shirts validate the system they
intend to critique.

In a modern capitalist world, where the route to
social influence is pock-marked with the fallout of
political spin and unrealistic assumptions of design’s
public impact, design’s dilemma is this: what voice can
design have?

Design needs to go beyond the rhetoric of manifes-
tos (which have become the bored patter of fingertips on
the table while you wait for the next big idea to come
along). Design needs to be a series of small ideas — mini
explosions, eureka moments — which atomise and settle
in unexpected places. A few immediately come to mind
such as the paradigmatic and well publicised work of
architectural collectives like British rat (which stands
for Fashion, Architecture and Taste) and muf (a group of
architects and artists) and product designers like Dutch
Droog design. One could also add Swedish Front Design
and graphic designers like the French M/M (Paris). Alto-
gether, they present work of different and often opposing
stances as to how design should live in the world. All
their work is more about the ‘process of design’ than
problem solving alone.

Back in 2000, Droog’s Do Create collection included
a metal armchair that owners bashed into shape with
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a sledgehammer and a rubber-lined (hence unbreak-
able) porcelain vase that gained character the more it
was dropped or smashed against a wall. Here, Droog
was investigating process, rather than commenting on a
global condition of violence. But they are equally likely
to engage in ‘changing the world": Urban Play, imple-
mented from 2007 and on, has been described as ‘an
international project... [that] believes that street-level
inventiveness, energy and innovation is the future of
creativity in the city... [c]reated as a catalyst to inspire
creativity in the public domain..” Droog are interested
in new materials and the cross-fertilisation of technolo-
gies and processes. For them, design is quintessentially a
temporal phenomenon, a ‘moving forward’.

FAT's architectural work such as The Blue House,
a house/office/apartment finished in 2004, is always
technologically precise and cognate, but the overall
impression is filmic. It is a collage of the visual objet dart
of urban experience, remixed and presented back to us.
The rat methodology is the antithesis of the New Urban-
ism movement, which uses the paucity of ideas in much
contemporary architecture to validate old thinking, old
architectural forms and class divisions. New Urbanists
say their gated communities are in response to the needs
of occupants, unlike the top-down ideologies of the
1950s and 1960s modernist building programmes. rat
and muf respond differently to the same criticism. Their
work is designed to grow from the middle; it’s about
communication and engages in participatory workshops
with the local community. muf’s small-scale urban design
projects are another example of this working ethic.
Design needs to reflect the mores of its times rather than
produce a banal B-movie of an imagined community.

Networking and a cross-fertilisation in methodol-
ogy between the digital and analogue worlds (different
to inter-disciplinary practice) will become increasingly
important to design thinking, be it MySpace or the more
tangible network of projects in inner city areas across the
world. Good design develops incrementally and, in a

Limited Language / Critical moments / The problem with design



Jugaad, a public art project with Sanjeev Shankar (2008).
Photograph by Sundeep Bal.

A can lid being cut off.
Photograph by Sanjeev Shankar.

Cans being cleaned in big communal vessels.
Photograph by Sanjeev Shankar.



Brenney Kunstbase, Norway. An arena for
contemporary art for the fast public space
in the village of Brenngysund, proposed
following workshops with the local
community by Fantastic Norway (ongoing).

The Fantastic Norway caravan.



globalised community, good design projects bounce off
other ones. In these small explosions of technical nous
and creative spirit we see the materialisation of social
concerns; environmental issues, globalisation, consumer-

ism, ethics etc. But, not as doctrinaire monoliths, rather

as small-scale, individual investigations into contemporary
culture.

What if a designer’s social responsibility (should
they feel the need) was to ask questions rather than
emphasise problem solving... What if designers were to
stop making simplistic overtures to saving the world...
What if they were to stop the mantra for socially-
responsible design that ignores the issues of religion,
politics and personal taste... What if they were to stop
telling consumers that the choice of one design over
another equates to sound ethical/political judgement...

If only designers could stop measuring the impact
of design solely on how big the problem is. Instead,
wouldn't it be better if they focused on how important
the question is?

See further images here
www.limitedlanguage.org/images
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in terms of impact or contextualised in terms
of movements. Instead, it's to continually
trace and re-trace design shifts as increments.

For Bakhtin, the dialogic has an imagina-
tion. As does the term project, as verb, where
the etymology of ject is the act of throwing
forwards.'? Design’s voice projects into a
continuum of critique, consumption, and con-
tribution. What can design’s voice contribute
to the social imagination?

See full responses + carry on the conversation here
http:/ftiny.cc/chapter1_1
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EzriTarazi

Design in crisis

At first sight, all branches of design seem to be prosper-
ing. Design activities all over the world are increasing
exponentially, filling the sky with bright new stars. Design
reacts to technology faster than art, and this is very con-
spicuous as regards to the digital developments that have
been taking place ever since the mid-1g7os.

Designers have been involved in this digital revolu-
tion from its very beginning and actively influenced
its development. This was not a fringe culture, but an
integral part of the digital revolution. They created the
mouse, the window, the button and the Web's visual
experience. Whereas art is still trying to comprehend
the video innovation, design determined the way in
which people work and act in the cybernetic world. But
at the same time design is going through a crisis. Grey
clouds gather beneath its wings — ethical issues related
to consumerism, pollution and the exhaustion of raw
materials as opposed to temptation, the creation of end-
less collections and the sterility of renovation. Design
finds itself coveted by new disciplines that boast of deal-
ing with ‘aesthetics’. The weak flutter which began with
plastic surgery to correct damages after accidents or
war, gradually becomes ‘redesigning the human body’ for
capricious aesthetic reasons. Standard operations, such
as nose jobs or skin grafts are replaced by new interven-
tions that include ‘overhauling’ the body and cosmetic
surgery. The physician no longer heals. (S)he ‘creates’.
The intention is more to design than to cure. Body
designer’ or ‘appearance designer’ are more correct terms
to define these professionals, and they are closer in their
intention to fashion designers and hair stylists than they
care to believe.

See further images here
www.limitedlanguage.org/images

Too much history
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problem. As James Souttar suggests, cer-
tainly the 1g6os inherited a design culture
moulded as a ‘product of modernism — [in]
an era when there was a popular appetite for
grandiose personal visions, and for being led".!
A modernism of Taylorism and Ford Motor
Company, ‘[o]bsessed with utility, efficiency
and rationality’," inspired production lines as
much as it inspired the Bauhaus or Le
Corbusier. It was also a modernism bloated
by the victors of World War Two: the usa.

It is the diaspora of European thinkers
and practitioners who went to America during
and after the war, many staying on long after
appeasement, who, to this day, influence how
design is critically assessed and, in many cases,
the creative process itself. Theodor Adorno,
Herbert Marcuse, Erich Fromm — under the
leadership of Max Horkheimer — arrived at
Columbia University, finding themselves in
the eye of the approaching pop-culture storm.
The Frankfurt School, as they were collectively
known (referring to their original academic
institution), began to assess the cultures of
Europe from the vantage point of the usa. They
provided the cross-disciplinarity in critical
investigation which informs liberal arts edu-
cation today: a mix of sociology; philosophy;
psychoanalysis and anthropology. Commodity
became the new enemy.

Ever since this period, in the cross hairs of
much critical thinking is the predatory role of
commodity. Design is the most visible foot sol-
dier in the advancement of a modern material
culture. Design, technically and aesthetically,
develops for the most part unimpeded by
the counter flows of avant-garde movements.
Avant-gardism periodically self-audited its
advances during the same period; a check and
balance of politics and aesthetics.

The consumer culture born in the 1g6os
(reaching its nadir in the 1ggos) amplified
the voice of disciplines from photography to
graphic arts, product design to architecture.

But today, there is an irony in design
activities increasing exponentially because, by
and large, it is driven by the postmodern

Limited Language / Critical moments / Design in crisis



Spamghetto: junk wallpaper covering by

To Do. Technical Partner: Jannelli & Volpi (2009).

If consumers provide the dimensions of their room,
To Do's software can produce a wallpaper design
that ‘wraps’ around objects, such as windows or
pictures.




Moving by EzriTarazi (2005).
Photograph by Studio Warhaftig Venezian.




Starter article Readers’ comments Limited Language reflection

rupture of high and low culture (if indeed
this split ever really occurred outside of cer-
tain philosophical discourse). Essentially, this
link to consumerism negated the cognitive
thrust of design and designers which under-
pins Tarazi's original post.

An important conceptual framework,
first taken up by the Frankfurt School, and
since used in sociology and cultural studies, is
that of kitsch. Kitsch is an important conduit
between the worlds of art and design. When
Tarazi suggests that ‘'design finds itself cov-
eted by new disciplines that boast of dealing
with “aesthetics”, kitsch is influential. Here,
we are arguing kitsch on an economic level
not a postmodern ‘Oh that'’s so kitsch’ level!

Design, historically, is written up as part
of the mechanics of modern taste formation.
It is a component of a fashion industry of sur-
face and simulacra. Sewn into the very sinews
of this relationship is the notion of kitsch. The
intellectual and cultural formations (and inter-
actions) with kitsch act as a catalyst in how
design is understood, consumed and to some
extent, created. As one commentator observes
by the late 1gth century: ‘Kitsch was the only
art of the period which involved uncondition-
ally almost the whole of society.”

It's the very reproducibility of design
which both provided an everyday language
of visual form whilst equally acting as an
opiate to dull the senses, attaching it to the
dangers of kitsch (...picture Philippe Starck’s
gold-plated machine gun lamps?...). You can
see how design fits the bill when Clement
Greenberg explains that: ‘Kitsch is mechanical
and operates by formulas. Kitsch is vicarious
experience and faked sensations. Kitsch
changes according to style, but remains always
the same. Kitsch is the epitome of all that
is spurious in the life of our times. Kitsch
pretends to demand nothing of its customers
except their money — not even their time.”

But what is embedded within this notion
of the commercial and the kitsch is the intrin-
sic power of popularity; pop culture. Design
provides a readily available, literally off the



