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If one were set the challenge of performing 
fundamental research in design or research 
for design, how would they tackle it? Design 
is a practical field and one of the crucial and 
subtle ways through which design is diversified 
and opinions demonstrated is the collection 
of one’s methods, mentalities, beliefs, values, 
tools, mediums and outlets, in other words, 
their design practice. Therefore, to further 
investigate a way of performing research in 
design, it is necessary to not simply engage 
with the listed elements of practice, changing 
them one by one and attempting to integrate 

them with other practices of design, but to take 
it as a whole and construct it from the ground 
up. This project does exactly that. It explores 
one possible way of performing fundamental 
design research by synthesising contemporary 
design discussions and challenges, setting 
a practical and ethos based focus point - 
constructive design dishevelment - which it 
uses to build the skeletal frame of a practice 
and presents the conceptual, speculative work 
under the guise of a real, active, practice to 
ensure that those seeing it perceive it as more 
than a Masters project.

Abstract
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 “In order to change design practice, we need more research 
that examines, uncovers, analyzes, and interprets what 
interaction designers are already doing.” (Stolterman, 
2008, p. 62)

 While design as a discipline in its own 
right has a relatively short history, design as a 
tool can arguably trace its history back to the 
very first time that someone adapted a stone 
or a stick or an animal skin from its natural 
form to something better suited to the use to 
which they wished to put it.  Over time, design 
has been intimately integrated into all aspects 
of the grand disciplines of Art, Science and 
Engineering but perhaps unlike these grand 
disciplines, design has tended to be seen as a 
means to an end rather than an end in its own 
right. However, recent years have seen the 
emergence of academic and industrial design 
thinkers that have helped position design as 
discipline leading to innovative approaches to 
the application and utilisation of design as a 
tool as well as to design thinking and theory, 
wisdom and culture.  Yet, perhaps it can be 
argued that design as a discipline, whilst not 
in its infancy, is still in its adolescence.  If so, it 
is interesting to speculate on how design will 
mature as a discipline and how design theory, 
design practice and design research will 
contribute to that maturation.  The question 
of the role of design research is particularly 
challenging.  There is no question that design 
research has led to significant developments 
in design practice but is design research 
itself constrained by the history of design as 
a tool and therefore kept in the tool box until 

a problem arises that needs research?  The 
more mature grand disciplines rely heavily 
on research for research’s sake, so-called 
‘fundamental research’.  As design matures 
is there a role for practices that focus purely 
on designing research into design?  As I 
have transitioned from a classically trained 
product designer to a Masters student at 
Goldsmith’s this question of what the design 
discipline might look like in the future and 
whether there is a role for a more fundamental 
approach to design research has challenged 
me time and time again. This report details 
an approach taken into the investigation of 
what fundamental design research could look 
like by performing a piece of fundamental 
design research. Initially, an expedition was 
launched into the identification of a question 
for research, studying and interpreting 
current literature and discussion in design. 
This ultimately resulted in the creation and 
specification of a speculative practice that 
would be mandated to ‘constructively dishevel 
design’ and how different design approaches 
were created and explored to begin to respond 
to this. Finally, the speculative practice was 
put forward as a real, active group, to engage 
with the design community for feedback 
and review. The process of this is effectively 
broken into three ‘loops’, the loop of finding a 
question, the loop of designing a practice and 
the loop of Creating Palpable Possibility. The 
term ‘loop’ is used as there isn’t a starting or 
finishing point of any of the sections, they are 
still cycling at the time of writing.

Introduction
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 Can we, and indeed, should we define 
design?  Design as a discipline and its 
dedicated study in industry and academia has 
been discussed by many, with much debate on 
whether it is possible to better define design 
as a discipline in terms that are recognisable 
in other disciplines: ‘(design) theory’, ‘(design) 
practice’ or ‘(design) research’.  This classical 
approach to defining design is challenging.  
For example, Frayling has observed that to 
perform design research is to engage in design 
practice (1993) and Koskien and Krogh denote 
how theory and practice are hard to separate 
(2015). This project doesn’t aim to further this 
discussion, whilst it recognises its importance. 
Instead, considering design theory, research 
and practice as integral to the ‘design process’, 
this work evaluates what kind of designers we 
are, what kind of design work we do and how 
this can be changed by design. Starting with 
what kind of designers we are, I view designers 
and their work under four loose, blurred, 
somewhat overlapping taxonomies; Definers, 
Affirmers, Dishevelers and Balancers.

 Definers aim to define design, or at 
least elements of it. With their roots in design 
movements such as Design Methodology but, 
having realised that approaching design with 
the hope of achieving an overarching theory 
or method wasn’t appropriate, their work now 
tends to focus on theorising, diagrammatising 
and summarising areas of design, usually for 
the sake of the dissemination of knowledge. 
This work can range from Cross’s work on 
design as a discipline (Cross, 2007), Norman’s 
pieces on merging design and psychology to 
produce methods for design (Norman, 2013) or 
Nelson and Stolterman’s literature on defining 
the service of design and designers (Nelson & 
Stolterman, 2012). These structured definitions 
of areas and practices in design can be helpful 
when demonstrating the focus of our work or 
providing tangible explanations for intangible 
concepts when initially approaching a new 
topic (such as design education). However, 
the overall pursuit of a definitive definition of 
design can lead to rigid, curtailing frameworks 

that prohibit a purer creative freedom (Gaver 
& Bowers, 2012). 

 Affirmers employ the design status 
quo to produce design that further solidifies 
and justifies the status quo. Affirmers span 
industry and academia alike and tend to 
represent the part of design that non-design 
individuals understand. This term is somewhat 
of an extension of Dunne and Raby’s thoughts 
on categories of design work:

“Design can be described as falling into two very broad 
categories: affirmative design and critical design. The 
former reinforces how things are now; it conforms to the 
cultural, social, technical and economic expectation. Most 
design falls into this category. The latter rejects how things 
are now as being the only possibility, it provides a critique 
of the prevailing situation through designs that embody 
alternative social, cultural, technical or economic values 
… Critical design, or design that asks carefully crafted 
questions and makes us think, is just as difficult and just as 
important as design that solves problems or find answers.” 
(Dunne and Raby, 2001, p. 58)

 Affirmers represent the majority of 
designers who use what they were taught, what 
they have learnt whilst working, what they 
perceive the purpose of design to be and what 
those they serve are looking for, to further 
design. It is important here to clarify, when I 
use the term ‘serve’ I am not suggesting that 
affirmers are in a master/slave relationship 
with those they work with, I am talking about 
the ‘service of design’ described by Nelson and 
Stolterman:

 “Being in service does not mean being a servant, or 
subservient. It does not mean action as a mere facilitator 
on behalf of someone else’s needs. Nor does service exclude 
self-expression. It just means that self-expression is not 
dominant in a design relationship, as it is in that traditions 
of science and art” (Nelson and Stolterman, 2012, p. 42). 

 Whilst this group have the largest 
capacity for direct ,  global  and extra-
disciplinary change they are also the toughest 
giant to fell when trying to create change 

Definers, Affirmers, Dishevelers and Balancers

within the design discipline.

 Dishevelers attempt this felling. They are 
the combaters of the status quo and attempt to 
propose ways in which design can be different. 
Such dishevelling groups include anti-design 
and participatory design in the 60’s (Malpass, 
2017) and critical and speculative design in the 
90’s and 00’s (Dunne & Raby, 2001; Dunne & 
Raby 2013). The knowledge/work produced 
by dishevelers is made to make us think and 
affects us indirectly. Interestingly as the 
efforts of dishevelers becomes accepted by the 
mainstream, so they can become affirmers. 
Take, for example, participatory design which, 
at the time of its conception, was dishevelling 
but now has become integrated into, notably 
industrial, design practices.
  
 Balancers focus on weaving together 
the  works  of  Definers ,  Affirmers  and 
Dishevelers to promote communication and 
understanding between the groups. One 
of the spearheading groups of balancers 

are the constructive design group with 
design scholars such Koskinen, Mattelmäki 
and Redström. The role of balancer can be 
understood as the gatekeeper between the 
realms of ‘design theory’ and ‘design practice’ 
(Koskinen & Krogh, 2015) but I see it as more 
of an alternative to the “two-headed design 
researcher” (Koskinen et al., 2011, p.29) where 
those around the virtual design table are all the 
different types of designers described (figure 
1.1). A good example of the work of balancers 
would be Koskinen and Krogh’s expansion on 
Gaver’s notion of design ‘accountability’, that 
focuses on design being accountable solely to 
its aesthetics (Gaver, 2012), to open the notion 
to more areas of design.

“we  wish  to  expand Gaver ’s  concept  o f  des ign 
accountability. Researchers who hold themselves 
accountable to design aim to do research that practitioners 
will understand, respect, and take seriously.” (Koskinen 
and Krogh, 2015, p. 121)

Figure 1.1 – The two-headed design researcher



1312

Figure 1.2 – The initial practice of design, built on its ‘artistic’ 
foundations, redrawn from Redström’s diagram (2017, p. 90)

Figure 1.4 – ibid 

Figure 1.6 – A design research program at work.

Figure 1.8 – Foundational Extension

Figure 1.7 – multiple programs

Figure 1.5 – ibid 

Figure 1.3 – The extension of practice

Figure 1.9 – Clusters of practice

 With these taxonomies in mind, we 
turn to the recent works of Redström and his 
thoughts on practice- and theory-making in 
design. Redström discusses how design, and 
notably its practice, was historically considered 
to be a form of “applied art” (2017, p. 82) and, 
therefore, has it foundations in art (figure 1.2). 
As design practice evolves it does so by adding 
on the practice side whilst it appears that the 
foundations remain more or less unchanged 
(figure 1.3 – figure 1.5). Whilst he recognises 
that sharing a foundation provides design with 
a “worldwide view” (Redström, 2017, p. 95), in 
a way permitting designers to all understand 
and recognise one another, he suggests that 
we need to find ways to add to the foundations 
(whilst advocating and preserving the worldwide 
aspect) via means of design research ‘programs’ 
(Koskinen et al., 2011 & Redström, 2017).  Such 
a program starts with a practice but this 
practice is based on a new, albeit small, field 
of foundation (figure 1.6). Over time, increasing 
numbers of such programs constructively 
expand the foundations of design (figure 1.7 and 
figure 1.8) (Redström, 2017, p. 125). 

 The balancing element to this is between 
exploring new practice and foundational 
elements whilst avoiding overturning and 
rejecting the initial foundation entirely. Not 
embracing the characteristics of Design and 
its foundations leads to works having no effect 
on those it is intended for (Redström, 2017). 

Taking this one step further, if we overlay the 
four taxonomies on this concept, and assume 
that we are still in a period that has yet to see 
a substantial foundational overhaul, we can 
locate and cluster certain practices in relation 
to how and where they add to the foundations 
of designs (figure 1.9). 

 In this representation definers are close 
to the core of both practice and the foundations, 
affirmers reside within and on the edge of the 
foundations and are in the well acknowledged 
practices, dishevelers lie on the fringes of 
practice and well beyond the foundations (for the 
moment) and the balancers (the smallest cluster) 
lie in between the definers/affirmers and the 
dishevelers. This is an oversimplification, in 
practice there would more overlap, pseudo- 
anachronistic practices or people (such as 
definer of new foundations) and hybrids. It bears 
stating that currently many of these practices do 
not resemble what the constructive movement 
consider to be ‘programs’ but instead what the 
practices add to the foundations tends to be 
indirect and through practice, sufficient and 
reoccurring osmosis or inspiration and gaining 
the attention of enough design practitioners 
that its use becomes wide spread. Whereas what 
Redström is suggesting, in my opinion, is more 
of a design-appropriate, structured exploration, 
into foundations, from the perspective, and 
starting point, of practice.

Dishevelers

Balancers

Affirmers

Definers

Taking Things a Step Further
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Figure 1.11 – A practice creating practice 

Figure 1.10 – The ‘between’ copied from Redström’s diagram 

Figure 1.13 – The created practice sticking and creating others Figure 1.14 – The original practice moving on

Figure 1.12 – The created practice failing to stick 

 Taking this theory one step further I 
ask if we can create practices that actively 
pursue the creation and research of, not 
just products or paradigms, but projects, 
programs, practices and everything else that 
is in “between” (Redström, 2017, p. 39). This 
research could flow in many different ways 
along Redström’s diagram of the between 
(figure 1.10) and, whilst in theory it could 
also start anywhere along the line, because 
it is ultimately the humans practicing design 
that will create the new works, it will be 
firmly rooted in practice. For example, 
research could create products that create 
paradigms (which is similar to how critical 
and speculative design came to be and work) 
or design research programs for producing 
projects for others to take up, etc. 

 This is effectively a description of 
‘practice-led’ research, a well-known term 
which represent how practices design 
towards both product (full  specificity) 
and paradigm (total ambiguity) which, as 
per figure 1.10, is what might be called a 
‘longitudinal’ movement. However, are there 
as many examples to hand of research or 
designs that challenge how practice moves 
latitudinally (i.e. across the breadth of design 
practices)? Also, is the goal necessarily to 
reach either full specificity (as a defining 
practice may wish to achieve) or total 
ambiguity (as a dishevelling practice may aim 

for)? What if we stopped somewhere down 
the line, at designing programs, projects or 
even practices for others to observe, test 
and learn? If we split the focus to encompass 
the concept of designing projects, programs 
and practices we can imagine a, or several, 
dedicated practice(s) that create programs 
of research that attempt to ‘jump’ across 
the practice plane of Redström’s diagram, 
putting a practice into the field, testing it and 
seeing what happens (figure 1.11). Now there is 
every potential that a singular design practice 
will not work (figure 1.12) but there is also the 
possibility that it will gain a footing/following 
that will lead to more practices, programs 
and even foundations (figure 1.13). Ultimately 
however, its intention is that it moves on to 
the next curiosity (figure 1.14).

 This interpretation and expansion 
upon Redström’s suggestion proposes a way 
of creating the programs of design research 
that he, and other constructive design 
researchers, are after, whilst keeping the 
approach grounded in practice. It would be 
important for the initial, almost primordial, 
practice to remain current with different 
and emerging practices in design as well as 
advances in other areas (such as technology, 
methods, discussions and so on) to ensure 
that it can push the boundaries of design 
practice (and hopefully its foundations) with 
every iteration.

Can the Designing of a Practice Be Research?
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 I believe that one of Design’s most 
subtle hindrances is that it uses the same 
words as other fields without actually 
speaking the same language. The kind of 
problem this can give rise to is exemplified by 
a comparison of British English and American 
English which do not always use the same 
words for the same concepts. The term ‘first 
floor’ in American English means ‘ground 
floor’ in British English which also uses first 
floor to describe the floor above the ground 
floor, leading to confusion. A true translation 
takes into consideration culture and context 
and the translated words may end up 
completely different from the original, even if 
like for like words exist. Therefore, returning 
to design, issues arise when translating from 
other fields into design.  Such cases of the 
importance of translating across fields has 
been noted before, for example Pelle Ehn 
discusses the use of ‘language-games’ (1989) 
in the context of participatory design, notably 
how those of other expertise can bring their 
knowledge into design when that knowledge 
was “hard or even impossible to articulate 
in forms that could have an impact on the 
design” (Redstrom, 2017, p. 22). Ehn’s solution 
to this was to postulate a form of practice that 
had “enough family resemblance” (Ehn, 1989, 
p. 116) between the languages of different 
professions for effective communication and 
progression. Turning this inwardly, what do 
we, as designers, understand by the term 

‘research’?  I have previously written on the 
subject of Frayling’s ‘research for design’ or 
what might be called ‘fundamental design 
research’ (Smith, 2017a). 

 The term ‘fundamental research’ 
seems to have negative connotations in 
design: the connotation of some sort of 
‘scientific’ research which runs the risk of 
being ill fitted for design; that we will be 
performing research that has no point or 
direct use, which goes against a lot of what we 
are told design is for. However, the purpose 
of fundamental research is the unconstrained 
pursuit of blue sky ideas and, in some ways, 
useless knowledge (Flexner & Dijkgraaf, 2017) 
that may not appear useful at the time but can 
lead to unexpected outcomes and potentially 
ground-breaking advancements ( ibid, p. 
17). These notions of creativity, curiosity, 
alternative/blue sky thinking are well at home 
in design, the issue is in the translation.  We 
are translating the scientific interpretation 
of unobstructed human imagination into 
design. This is something of a square peg 
in a round hole situation. Instead of asking 
“what is fundamental research in design?” 
the question should instead be formed from 
the words designers use, such as “how do we 
constructively dishevel design?”. Therefore, 
as Ehn did, perhaps a practice that uses 
design’s language to speak of a purer form of 
design research is needed.

Translating (Research) into Design
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 Designers and design scholars often 
state that design needs to change/do something 
different. Many of these ‘calls for actions’ are 
interesting in that they relate in some way to 
the notion of design furthering itself as an 
independent and recognised discipline.  What 
will contribute to these changes? Frayling’s calls 
for more ‘research for design’ (1993) is an early 
reference to the potential for research to impact 
design as a discipline, however the subject 
has been discussed by many others. Nelson 
and Stolterman subtly refer to the problem of 
research for design when discussing the service 
of design to others.

“Science and art essentially are cultures of inquiry and 
action that are, in the best sense, self-serving. Scientist 
ideally are seen as motivated by their own curiosity and 
pursue their passions for knowing […] Artists, on the one 
hand, express their passions, feelings, understandings, 
and critique of the world out of their own need for self-
expression. […] Designers, on the other hand, are not self-
serving, but other-serving. We should note that it is possible 
for designers to choose themselves as the client, the one to 
be served, but that is a special and maybe the most difficult 
case.”  (Nelson and Stolterman, 2012, p. 41-42)

But, what’s wrong with a challenge? Redström, 
also observes a lack dedicated research for 
design, in the context of theory development.

“[...] design research only rarely develops new contributions 
to the basic theories it engages with – which in turn suggest 
that this does not automatically mean we are moving 
forward when it comes to questions about how to initiate 
a kind of “basic” research in design (as distinct from and 
“applied” one) that addresses design’s own foundational 
issues.” (Redström, 2017, p. 23)

So, from 1993 to 2017 is seems that this issue 
hasn’t been satisfactorily met. I am not 
suggesting that the subsequent work is the 
answer, however I am stipulating that by 
attempting to agitate design knowledge and, 
perhaps more importantly, by researching with 

no particular outcome in mind, is a crude form 
of basic/pure/fundamental design research.

 Although founded on a different 
philosophy around the nature and role of design 
research, Gaver and the Interactive Design 
Studio are an inherently dishevelling group 
whose work around ambiguity (Gaver, Beaver& 
Benford, 2003), interpretation (Sengers & Gaver, 
2004), failure (Gaver et al., 2009) and formats of 
design research outputs (Gaver & Bowers, 2012) 
yearn to be explored further. Notably Gaver and 
Bowers’ discussion around how design needs 
to build upon its own practices in order to 
represent meaningful, independent steps is of 
interest:

“Rather than importing tactics from other disciplines to 
fashion new normative guidelines, we suggest the answer 
may be to recognize and build upon practices already in 
use within the field. This would allow designers to legitimate 
their activities as research, not by changing their practices 
to resemble those of other fields, but by more careful 
articulation of their existing approaches in a way that is 
legible to those from other disciplines”. (Gaver & Bowers, 

2012, p. 42-43)

What is interesting is that, whilst they strongly 
disagree with one another on the way in which 
it should be done, they all seek to establish 
design as its own, standalone field, discipline, 
subject etc. that is less dependent on exogenous 
knowledge and tactics.

 The concepts of design culture and 
design wisdom are also important elements 
in building the design discipline. Nelson and 
Stolterman argue that design wisdom, amongst 
others, requires further investigation in order 
to properly establish the design culture.

“We believe the first step in establishing a design culture is 
to conceptualize design as a unique way of looking at the 
human conditions with purpose to create change. To that 
end we need to develop and use design wisdom as a frame 

Design, Standing on Its Own Two Feet

of reference grounded in its own unique tradition.” (Nelson 

and Stolterman, 2012, p. 22).

What is design wisdom? How does it differ from 
design knowledge? What does design culture 
look like? Interestingly, I believe that this 
relates to work around design accountability 
(Koskien and Krogh, 2015) as both seek to create 
a grounding, understanding and frame that 
different design works can exist within  and be 
effectively discussed, evaluated, considered and 
understood. Also from Nelson and Stolterman, 
and further to the topic of wisdom, comes 
the discussion of different forms of wisdom/
knowledge:

“Ancient Greek decision makers would go to great effort 
to ask the Oracle at Delphi for a simple answer to their 
straightforward question, only to be given responses that, 
by necessity, required deeper thinking on the questioner’s 
side. The early Christians found that their leader spoke only 
in parables, leaving centuries of interpretation as to what 
the “true” answers were” (Nelson & Stolterman, 2012, p. 30)

 Design isn’t the pursuit universal truths, 
there isn’t a one ‘true’ design. Instead, design 
has the flexibility of a number of possible 
interpretations. Therefore, it stands to reason 
that there are multiple ways of conveying what 
is learnt through the process of designing. This 
notion of responses to questions that require 
thinking and personal interpretation opens 
possibilities to a singular piece of information 
being understood in different ways. In normal 
conventions of knowledge communication 
this would be a problem as being as consistent 
as possible is important, however I believe 
design has the unique opportunity to capitalise 
on looser understanding of what is being 
presented (as others have said before (Gaver & 
Bowers, 2012)). I am not suggesting that design 
speaks only in riddles, however, striking the 
correct balance between strict knowledge 
communication (A=B) and loose knowledge 
communication (A≈B) allows what is discovered 

and learnt to be told without it overtly 
oppressing the creativity of the next step. 
Take for example design briefs in professional 
product design.  These tend to be extremely 
strict, fervently exact with the wording and 
with a certain outcome in mind. Yet, give it 
to enough designers and they will give you a 
spectrum of results, some which may upset you 
and some which may surprise you. Now imagine 
if that brief was a fable, an allegory or a riddle, 
the variations and possibilities are even larger. 
The balance in this situation is ensuring that the 
results of these interpretations are intelligently 
debated, considered and reviewed. Freedom of 
interpretation isn’t an excuse to simply produce 
nonsensical, poorly thought-out design work.

 The curated collection of quotes above, 
as well as the previous review of works are 
specifically aimed at helping to push design 
beyond what it currently is, furthering 
recognition of design as its own independent, 
valid and admissible field, notably in research. 
These in many ways formulate the justifications 
for research that aims to explore with no 
precognition as to what is going to happen. My 
interpretation of what is being said, what I have 
observed and added leads me to the conclusion 
that there is a further need for research into 
how design practice can create rich tapestries 
of research programs, design practices and 
exploratory or dishevelling knowledge (instead 
of facts) that has been structured, or at least 
started, by some form of designedly action 
and intent. This led to the research question 
‘can a practice be designed?’. In the following 
loop, I will begin to describe how I harnessed 
this grounding and began to unpack some of 
the calls to actions and the questions raised 
around designing practices and research/
practices that design practices. I will also show 
how I channelled this curiosity into the design 
of a practice that actively attempts to ‘dishevel 
design’ and what research/work was generated 
around exploring this.
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D e s i g n i n g
 A

P r a c t i c e 
Answering the quest ion “can a pract ice be designed?”
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L O O P 2

 Having established several needs in 
design that congregate around: a need for a 
purer form of design research; how design 
learns from, but isn’t governed by, other fields; 
a desire for design to be founded and led by 
design, the next step is to begin to suggest 
ways in which we could start exploring these 
areas. As design is very practical, it seems 
fair to say that these expeditions into the 
deliberate unknown should be done through 
practice, hence I propose an initial question, 
can we design a practice? However, to offer 
a possible answer we must first explore what 
a practice is and what it is made up of. The 
scope of this project, doesn’t allow time to 
give this topic full justice.  Instead, I will focus 
specifically on possible parameters required 
to initiate/ground/found a practice. In this 
vein I propose three broad notions: Cause, 
Resource and Opportunity. Cause is the why of 
a practice, its values, beliefs, focus, reasoning, 
justifications, etc.; Resource is the how of a 
practice, its methods, tools, procedures, etc.; 
Opportunity, however, is more nuanced. An 
opportunity to create/start a new practice 
requires a number of different criteria to 
be met. These span from the more physical, 
such as the studio, tables, chairs, people, 
3D printer, etc., through the financial and 
bureaucratic, capital, leases, proposals, etc. 
and finally the mediums of activity, such as 
where the practice will aim to publish/present 
its works, how the practice differentiates 
itself form other practices, etc. This section 
discusses Cause and Resource of a theoretical 
practice. I chose that overarching mandate of 
this practice is to ‘constructively dishevel 
design’, this section also explains why I chose 
this focus. The final parameter, opportunity is 
explored in the subsequent loop.

What Starts a Practice? 
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 It is often said, in some form or another, 
that “knowledge is the only resource that 
increases when used” (Flexner & Dijkgraaf, 
2017, p. 24). Design knowledge, as with many 
fields, is like the sediment found in a river. As 
the rivers flows small particles of knowledge are 
deposited over time slowly building a layered, 
settled bed. The point of dishevelling this is to 
attempt to mix the layers or permit different 
particles to sink in deep into the bedrock of 
the river. In other words, effectively, designedly 
and deliberately agitating, shaking up, 
disturbing or even trying to destroy knowledge. 
After all, if the analogy is true, we will simply 
make more knowledge as it can’t be destroyed. 
What is important, in my interpretation is 
that the drive is curiosity, exploration and the 
acceptance that what is pursued may be useless 
(Flexner & Dijkgraaf, 2017). Furthermore, these 
directions of research should be proactive 
instead of reactive and aim to dishevel parts of 
design before there is necessarily a reason to 
do so. Proactivity attempts to remove as much 
bias as possible and limit the perception that 
there is a ‘problem’ with the way an area of 

design works and helps the scope of the work 
evolve as there is no ‘solution’. This is about 
inquisitiveness, not staging inquisitions. So, 
what if we created a practice, or even a group 
of practices, that actively aspires to disrupt our 
understandings of design through curiosity-
driven, constructive and exploratory research? 
Such endeavours have the potential to result 
in the full spectrum from nothing useful to 
paradigm shifting outcomes. There are a 
number of notable ties to Fallman’s description 
of “Design Exploration” (2008, p. 7) which he 
puts forward as a means to pursue a “What if?” 
(ibid, p. 7), one’s personal research agenda and 
to offer a provocation or critique of the status 
quo. However, the notion of dishevelling, in 
my opinion, should aim to transcend the ideas 
of personal agendas and just provoking and 
critiquing. This is about unfettered research 
and exploration that is backed by the rigour of 
constructive perspectives.  In short, research 
that creates the debate/presents the future but 
also attempts to substantiate it in the now and 
with tangibility.  

 The other side of this practice is 
constructive design research. Whilst I have 
already mentioned many attributes and 
contributions made by constructive design 
researchers, it comes down to three basic 
concepts to support the purer creativity side 
of the practice: rigour, knowledge transferring 
and programs. Rigour in design and research 
should not be considered synonymous with 
rigidity, it is instead an aid to ensure that 
design work is meaningful in some sense and 
is documented so that when others come to 
process it, they can immerse themselves as 

easily as possible. This leads to knowledge 
transfer, which is another variation on the 
previously identified topic of ‘translating’. The 
advantage of a dedicated mindset that aims to 
play with ways of translating or transferring 
knowledge not just into but out of the practice 
is that it can contribute on a larger scale. 
Finally, by embracing the notion of programs 
we can balance the perpetual driving force of 
dishevelment towards and through processes 
that do not constrain the work but add layers 
of knowledge and facets to the projects during 
and after the dishevelment.

Why Dishevel?

Why Constructive?

Cause
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 During the summer I  started to 
research the notion of ‘fundamental research 
in design’.  One of the results of this work 
was something I called the ‘dishevelling loop’ 
(Smith, 2017) (figure 2.1). The loop combines 
problem solving and problematising in 
the context of a periodic flow between 
simplicity and complexity. Its purpose is to 
communicate how dishevelling in design 
could be done and how engaging in this 
cyclic dishevelling could not only produce 
a number of ‘expected’ outcomes but, and 
more importantly, unexpected ones. The 
loop can be applied to the self (for example, 
periodic knowledge dishevelling around 
a subject) or to multiple areas of design to 
ensure that nowhere and nothing has too 
much of a chance to settle. The loop is not 
a tool, it is a frame of mind embodied by 
its practitioner that mandates them to seek 
areas in need of dishevelling. These could 
include areas that seem too settled or in too 
much agreement and therefore approaching 
a stage of simplicity. How frequently? How 
intensely? What areas of Design? These are 
all questions that the individuals and the 
practices need to come to terms with and 
answer on their own. 
 
 This is the reason I named each section 
of this report a loop as throughout the project 
I was travelling between understanding 
what I had found (reaching simplicity) and 
actively adding more to my thinking to 
further enrichen it (falling into complexity). 
I believe this to be a manifestation of what 
Redström describes as “transitional theory” 
(Redström, 2017, p. 133) as instead of starting 
with a base theory/perspective that I then put 
into practice I have woven the two together, 
with each side informing and providing 
new interpretations and advancements 
(personally) of the other.

The Dishevelling Loop

Figure 2.1 – A visualisation of the dishevelling loop, travelling between simplicity (at the top) to complexity (at the bottom), ever looping.
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 Depending on your perspective, practices 
need some form of either ‘tools’, ‘methods’, 
‘logics’, ‘inclinations’ or some similar notion to 
allow its practitioners to channel their energies 
into the production of something new. Therefore, 
if a practice wished to dishevel design, it will 
require some form of ‘dishevelling tools’, or as I 
describe them, dishevelling ‘dispositifs’ (Smith, 
2017b). These dispositifs would not just be 
shackled to rigid or defined methods/tools but 
will encompass cognitive frameworks and other 
more conceptual elements that are designed 
to aid with dishevelment and are necessary to 
support the practice of design dishevelment.

Design Catalysts
 The first and most researched dispositif 
is the ‘design catalyst’ (Smith, 2017a; Smith, 
2017b). Effectively, a design catalyst is anything 
that catalyses, sparks, ignites or incites 
new design and research. It can range from 
something particular such as a call for papers or 
a piece of critical design, to the abstract, such as 
inspiration or an idea. This becomes interesting 
when we ask ourselves ‘can we design catalysts?’ 
as doing so could let us have some control over 
what design is started without limiting what 
the output will look like. For example, could 
we catalyse a new mindset in design practices, 
such as seeking to proactively propose new ways 
of designing, without any idea of what or how 
this would be done, allowing interpretation, 
creativity and serendipity to play their parts? 
Alternatively, and much like the work of critical 
and speculative design, can we designedly 
create ‘things’ that spark specific debates, 
investigations and research? An anecdotal 
example of a catalyst being unexpectedly created 
in the “field” (Koskinen, Binder & Redström, 

2008) was a set of ‘practice maps’ I created as 
part of my research. 

Catalyst 1 – Practice Maps, an unexpected catalyst
 During the early stages of the project, I 
sought to study different design clusters and 
practices as a means to understanding their 
ethea, histories, contexts, main bodies of work, 
how their work is disseminated and where 
their funding came from. In hindsight this was 
something of a knowledge gathering activity into 
definers, affirmers, balancers and dishevellers 
without realizing it at the time. I studied and 
surmised four clusters, Critical/Speculative 
Design, Interaction Design, Constructive Design 
Research and Service Design, three of which I 
used in a submission of a design research society 
paper (Smith, 2017b). Following the summaries, 
I sought to present the data in a tangible and 
graphically communicative/appealing way. It 
was at this stage that the maps were created. I 
produced two maps, each one exploring slightly 
different elements of what I had researched. The 
first focused on a singular person William Gaver 
and his exploits over the last 30 years (figure 2.2). 
Here I highlighted a number of well-known 
projects, such as the Energy Babble (Gaver 
et al., 2015), as well as important papers, such 
as Cultural Probes (Gaver, Dunne & Pacenti, 
1999). Next, I layered this up with others who 
had contributed to the work. What is instantly 
noticeable is that a strong ‘ribbon’ of designers 
emerge as Gaver was finishing at the RCA and 
starting at Goldsmiths. Finally, I highlighted 
when papers had been published in certain 
conferences, such the Conference on Human 
Factors in Computing Systems (CHI). It is also 
noticeable that a lot of the funding either came 
from the European Union and the EPSRC. 

Dishevelling Dispositifs

Resource

Figure 2.2 – 30 years of William Gaver
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Next, I created the map for the team of Anthony 
Dunne and Fiona Raby, again over 30 years 
(figure 2.3). Immediately the greater frequency 
of projects is noticeable. Furthermore, there 
were so many others involved that a number 
had to be omitted as few worked on more than 
one project. Funding comes from a number of 
different sources, notably galleries. 

 Ultimately the maps could not provide 
a complete and total representation of the 
selected people because to do so would create 
an overly intricate map with any learning lost in 
too much information.  It also proved difficult 
to find detailed sources on all elements of each 
individual, prompting in depth research, cross 
referencing and, occasionally, a little guess 
work. It is interesting to note that once these 
maps were completed, I discussed them with 
Tobie Kerridge, my supervisor, who pointed 
out the people I was studying (including other 
literature) were mostly men which led to a 
conversation with Sarah Pennington to explore 
this.  We put this down, in part, to the influence 
of the naming convention on publications 
and resulting availability of information. For 
example, it is substantially easier to collect data 
on Gaver than it is to collect it on Pennington, 
who has worked with Gaver since the Presence 
Project in 2001 (as an editor). This led to a 
discussion between Kerridge, Pennington 
and Loizeau during my interim critique about 
different sources when researching design, 
women and feminism in design and how 
tailoring different audiences when displaying 
the maps could lead to different interpretations 
and discussions. This outcome was not the 
original purpose, it was never my intention 
to catalyse these debates. This is an example 
of an outcome unexpectedly transforming 
into a design catalyst and how the scope of 
the dispositif enables outcomes/catalysts to 
emerge from the research and processes that 
makes up the project, not just what it results in.
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Catalyst 2 – Carefully Crafted Questions, a 
deliberate catalyst
 The second, and more intentional, catalyst 
I wanted to create used a very literal interpretation 
and application of Dunne and Raby’s notion of 
“carefully crafted questions” (Dunne & Raby, 
2001, p58). The second catalyst was composed 
of a number of printed A5 flyers with different 
questions on one side and a blank space on the 
other for those taking part to fill in their response 
to the question. The purpose was to begin a 
discussion around what the question raised in the 
context of design and gauge people’s immediate 
reactions and ideas. The focus of the questions 
deliberately avoids asking about design’s 
interaction with other fields or bodies (such as 
‘how can design improve healthcare?’ or ‘how 
can design change our understanding of human 
interactions with technology?’) and aims instead 
to directly ask questions about design (such as 
‘what form should design knowledge take?’ and 
‘what unexpected way of designing should we 
try?’). Furthermore, I wanted to strongly detach 
from any notions that the questions are pointing 
out ‘failures’ in design as other, similar graphical 
inquiry projects have done before (Rosenbak, 
2016). I feel this perspective biases the participants 
to some degree directing them to comment on 
an assumed result. These flyers on their own 
are arguably simple forms of cultural probes 
(Gaver, Dunne & Pacenti, 1999) or design probes 
(Mattelmäki, 2006) as they are tailored to collect 
insight but are open to the ambiguity of individual 
interpretation. Their catalytic properties are 
twofold, firstly they create thinking and discussion 
around the question, especially if participants are 
asked to work with others to answer the questions, 
secondly the responses would hopefully provide 
direction giving insight and pleasant surprises. 

 I believe that by exploring creating catalysts 
we can toe the line between designedly begetting 
new forms of design and research based on our 
own opinions on what is needed, in a constructive 
fashion, and playing with interpretation, 
serendipity, spontaneity and surprises.
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Figure 2.6 – Stripping back to ‘exploration’

Figure 2.5 – Stripping back to ‘lack of constraint’

Figure 2.5 – Stripping back to ‘lack of constraint’

Dismantlers and Remantlers
 R e t u r n i n g  t o  m y a d d e n d u m  t o 
Redström’s diagram, demonstrating a practice 
that designs practices, the question of ‘how do 
we design a practice?’ arises. Whilst I don’t 
think there is one particular answer, my 
approach took a strong and literal reading of 
Gaver and Bowers’ comments on “build[ing] 
upon practices already in use within the field” 
(Gaver & Bowers, 2012, p. 42). However, I wish 
to propose one addition to make things a bit 
more dishevelled. As a slight rebuttal, instead 
of only building upon design practices (which 
could lead to a similar, foundational, restriction 
as described by Redström), some of these new 
practices could be built from a harmonious 
synthesis of several practices/values/ideas/
areas of design and other fields. Whilst this 
may seem in direct contrast to what Gaver 
and Bowers are suggesting, I believe it comes 
down to how we learn from other fields as well 
as build on our own. More specifically, how we 
inspire ourselves from exogenous sources. If 
we see them as opportunities to understand 
what is at the crux of these sources, what they 
are trying to achieve and what parts of that 
are interesting to design and its research then 
we are more likely to appropriately translate 
them into design instead of copy and pasting 
them. A possible way to discover these different 
elements could be to ‘strip back’, the source, 
practice, framework and so on, far enough 
that a useful concept is found. Imagine that 
it is like stripping the bark of a tree, but each 
layer is a contributing factor to the previous 
with the outer layer being the broader idea. 
Take for example, the tree of science and the 
branch of ‘fundamental scientific research’, if 
a cross section of this tree was created (figure 
2.4) it may have human curiosity at its pith and 
fundamental scientific research as its bark with 
a number of different ‘rings’ that transforms 
the pith into the bark. Whilst this is a simplified 
representation, there several rings that are 
well suited to design (such as exploration 

and human curiosity). However, if we are 
to simply cut a spur from one tree and graft 
it on to another the risk is that it will simply 
produce the same fruit on a different tree. If, 
instead, we strip back the layers to what we 
want to use/harvest we can remove the parts 
that make fundamental scientific research 
‘scientific’ whilst persevering what is of interest 
for design (figure 2.5 and 2.6). This, is a version 
of a ‘dismantler’, a mental dispositif that aims 
to aid with understanding the composition of 
different practices/cluster/structures and how 
elements of this composition can be used to 
create new avenues for design without having 
it overruling design itself. Simply put, one 
identifies a tree, strips it back, performs an 
autopsy, harvests what they want and leaves 
the rest. The diagrams above were created 
retrospectively, in reality the exact composition 
of different trees are not know until the work is 
performed. Furthermore, it is quite difficult to 
truly know when the ‘core’ is reached and there 
may be ‘knots’ in the layers that are tough to get 
through as they link to other branches.

 Once this has been performed on 
several areas of interest, all of the identified 
‘ingredients’ (practices, beliefs, values, tools, 
theories, methods, mandates and so on) can be 
combined to create the desired practice, with 
a few new/unexpected ingredients thrown in. 
Just as in cooking, each ingredient shouldn’t 
be isolated and tried/studied on its own, no 
one eats a raw spice. Instead it is the resulting 
‘stew’ (Gaver, 2016) that is what needs tasting 
and adjusting. This is a loose description of a 
‘remantler’ an attempt to capture the essence 
of taking several things apart and creating 
something new out of some of those parts (sort 
of like Frankenstein’s monster, to the point 
where once it is imbued with enough design 
‘electricity’ and functioning correctly, one 
could cry ‘it’s alive!’). These dispositifs are not 
limited to creating design practice, that is just 
the context I am presenting them in. 
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Figure 2.7 – The original ethos for fundamental design research

Case 1 – Fundamental design research: A practice
 An example of these concepts being used 
would be when I attempted to deduce what a 
‘fundamental design research’ practice/cluster 
could need, ethos-wise, for it to function (Smith, 
2017a). This practice was the founding ethos of 
the practice of this report and was at the time 
composed of elements from Critical/Speculative 
design, Constructive Design Research and 
Design Thinking. I chose Critical and Speculative 
Design because of its thought provoking and 
discussion creating methods and how it uses 
design to challenge the status quo; Constructive 
Design Research because of its balance of theory 
and practice and its use of structured programs 
and Design Thinking as it tries to create easily 
disseminated packets of knowledge that can be 
shared (although the oversimplifications can 
lead to a loss of meaning along the way). For this 
I created a very crude Venn diagram to attempt 
to convey this idea (figure 2.7). All of the elements 
chosen were in order to help perpetuate the 
values I had determined for the practice, such 
as unrestricted exploration. However, as per the 
first loop, the composition of the practice has 
taken a step further by deconstructing different 
theories and statements, adapting them and 
using it to fuel the ethos establishment.

Case 2 – Probes: A Catalytic Dispositif
A well-known example of dismantling and 
remantling, that isn’t a practice, would be probes 
(Boehner, Gaver, & Boucher, 2012). Without 
going into too much detail, probes (originally 
cultural probes) were developed through 
design practice but took inspiration from social 
research methods (or perhaps, more accurately, 
took inspiration from what social research 
methods weren’t). Boehner, Gaver and Boucher 
reflect on this many years after cultural probes 
were first create and deployed.
   
“Probes embody a different set of sensibility from most 

other social research methods. Most fundamentally, they 

make virtue of uncertainty and risk, acknowledging and 

celebrating the idiosyncratic interpretations of designers 

and participants” (Boehner, Gaver & Boucher, 2012, p. 185)

“Probes were developed as a declaration of independence 

from the implicit requirements of social science methods, 

in an attempt to construct a design-centred approach to 

understanding people and settings. Nonetheless, the probes 

approach has attracted attention within the social sciences 

as a potential new addition to their repertoire” (ibid, p. 199)

These passages clearly describe not only an 
effective dismantling and remantling of a 
tree from another field and the subsequent 
translation of this into design, but a further 
stage, that truly speaks to design’s pursuit 
of independence and validity, the ability to 
affect the foundations of other fields with 
its own results in intended and unintended 
ways. Furthermore, emphasis is put on the 
importance of the “probe mindset” (ibid, p. 
196) and how it is vital that those using probes 
must adhere to this mindset (and not ones of 
“discount and information” (ibid, p. 199)) else 
the possibilities provided by the probes will be 
dampened, certainly if approached with the 
belief of obtaining a “univocal narrative free 
from bias of researchers” (ibid, p. 199). What is 
being described is the need for and design of 
a specific mindset to optimally use a method 
or tool and it stands to reason that the same 
logic being described could be used to design 
a practice mindset. Finally, it is also entirely 
possible to consider the creation of Probes to 
be an intentional dishevelling catalyst as they 
were designed to cause reflections on practices

“Beyond adding a new research instrument to a traditional 
toolkit, however, the probe process could be used to provoke 
reflection on the core values and practices of the social 

sciences.” (ibid, p. 200)

There is an intriguing dichotomy between 
Gaver’s written opinions where he has called 
for the detachment of design from other fields, 
allowing it to work on its own ideas/practices 
and yet in the same year describes (with others) 
the success of design in the context of taking 
something from other fields and converting it 
into a design relevant piece.
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Fable 1 – Design and its fields 
 Once we had bare fields of difficult land that we wished to grow our own produce 
on, however we lacked our own seeds. Our eyes turned to the land of our many neighbours, 
their fields well established and diverse. We asked our neighbours if we could borrow some 
of their seeds, which we then planted in our own soil. Some grew well and strong, others 
died out or never sprouted. After many years we had established a strong crop that covered 
some of the land, the rest proving too difficult to grow in. At the fringes of this crop we 
noticed some plants that had changed to be better suited for the climate. We decided to 
harvest these and sow them, earning some freedom and taming new land. As time went on, 
more land was conquered, more autonomy gained, and more plants evolved. Every so often 
a prevailing wind or fruitful trade would see new seeds and plants arrive and thrive in our 

lands and these were welcomed.

Fable 2 – Patterns in the Sand Garden 
A person tends to their sand garden, raking the sand into a specific pattern. Another comes 
along who doesn’t like the pattern and wants a different one to be made. They mess up the 
paths the first had creates and leaves. The next day the second returns to find the same 
pattern as before, the first creating the intricate pattern from memory. The second tries once 
again to mess up the first’s work but once again it is fixed. Next the second tries following 
the first from dawn until dusk, constantly moving the sand after it is raked. The second 
achieves only half of what they wanted, when the first wakes the next day the sand is still 
messy but the they start raking immediately. One day a third person appears, they place a 
large rock in the middle of the garden. As the first person approaches it they, to the dismay 
of the second, change course and create a different pattern. Over the next few days the third 
places and removes different rocks until they are satisfied with the pattern and then leaves. 
The second realised that simply disrupting the surface wasn’t enough, they had to change 

the landscape to create a different pattern.

Design Anecdotes, Fables and Riddles 
 The final dispositif that was researched 
relates to the formats in which design 
research/knowledge/wisdom is shown. This 
exploration focused on literature-related 
outputs (as opposed to artefacts, films, 
performances, etc.) specifically. Nelson and 
Stolterman’s comment about oracles and 
leaders providing wisdom in a format that 
is obscure, open to interpretation (some 
of which has had thousands of years to be 
interpreted) and, in some ways, have no ‘right 
answer’. Following on from this I ask if it is 
possible to communicate what we create in 
design and research without forcing it into 
the rigid formats, such as detailed reports, 
exact demonstrations of data and procedure 
and structured papers, journals, etc., that 
are classically acceptable to other fields. In 
other words, can we explore other ways of 
articulating knowledge that are designedly 
open to interpretation? Examples of this at play 
include Annotated Portfolios (Gaver & Bowers, 
2012), a discussion around present research 
in design and how the use of Portfolios guide, 
but don’t shackle, the reader through the 
meaning of the works. Another, more abstract, 
form of knowledge communication could be 
the works of Stuart Bannocks and his comics 
relating to architecture and design (Goldsmith 
Design Blog, 2016). Imagine the demonstration 
of an entire research process through comic 
book panels. Bannocks’ work also attempts 
to present itself in alternative ‘galleries’ to 
typical design work, such as independently 
published comic book events. In this vein I 
created a number of design fables that attempt 
to communicate a piece of design ‘wisdom’. I 
chose a fable structure as they are understood 
to have allegorical, moral or interpretive 
meanings, situating well for the purpose of 

playing with ambiguity. Here are some of my 
favourites.

Ethnography of Designers and Practices
 Thus far there has been a large amount 
of talk around mindsets and dispositifs that 
enable the dishevelling of design and the 
translation of other areas (including areas 
in design) into design. However, the actual 
methods of collecting design insights have 
yet to be mentioned. It is obvious that to 
collect information on design practice and 
designers, new and existing means of ‘design 
ethnography’ need to be explored. This is 
well known from the perspective of design 
studying other fields and was left from the 
main discussion of this report because of its 
inherent necessity and presence in design. 
However, to quell any concerns, I am not 
suggesting that it is a case of an ethnographic, 
scientific, researcher standing outside design 
studying us. Rather, an involved participator 
who is trying to discover insight into practices 
at the fringes of definitions. Furthermore, 
it is important that we immerse ourselves 
in the fringes of what can be considered 
design, research and practice as well as the 
more easily recognisable areas. This will 
ultimately aid the rich translation, catalysing 
and dismantling/remantling involved in the 
dishevelling practice.

 This loop has actively explored some of 
the intial requirements to start a practice. It 
has detailed a specific mindset, motivations, 
values and beliefs as well as some of the 
possible dispositifs that could be deployed 
to help; channel the objective of dishevelling 
design to specific aspects of design and other 
fields; disassemble and recompose them in a 
different form with a few ‘secret ingredients’ 
thrown in and communicate them in a way 
that permits interpretation. The final loop 
explores the third notion, opportunity.
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C r e a t i n g
 P a l p a b l e

P o s s i b i l i t y
Making the pract ice bel ievable
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 The initial loops of this research have 
demonstrated synthesis and exploration 
of design research and practice with some 
tangible examples of some of the dispositifs 
of the practice at work. However, the next 
level of building this practice is to explore 
how the practice can be legitimised beyond 
its theoretical constructions. This ties into 
the previously mentioned ‘opportunity’ part 
of my assumptions on starting a practice. 
The desire was to propose a practice that 
actively seeks to constructively dishevel 
design. In attempting to do so, questions 
began to arise around how this would be 
communicated to others. Not all of us want 
to read a 12,000-word report. Furthermore, 
a curiosity around how ‘real’ the practice 
could be gained speed in the final month of 
the project. Could I present this in a way that 
made it seem that the practice was not only 
possible but already in operation? A sort of 
‘live-future’ or ‘live-speculation’ I suppose. 
This loop details the composition and logic 
behind my response to making it seem real, 
a proposal document that was aimed at 
integrating the practice into the Goldsmiths 
Design Department research centre/units by 
2023 and how creating this document begins 
to weave the fabric of what would be needed 
to legitimately start a practice. The year 2023 
was chosen in response to the ‘Goldsmiths 
Strategic Plan’ that is looking into “refreshing 
and updating its strategy for 2018-2023, 
consulting across the College community and 
beyond” (Goldsmiths, 2017).

Deploying the Practice into the Field
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 One of the main groundings to the 
creation of the proposal was empirical 
s p e c u l a t i o n .  K e r r i d g e  d i s c u s s e s  t h e 
importance of being analytical and empirical 
as part of the practice of speculative design 
and that doing so won’t limit the creative 
capacity whilst adding rigour to the work. 

“Having argued for the accountability of SCD [speculative 
and critical design] through analytical writing, I would like 
to dispel what might be a persistent doubt in the minds 
of some speculative designers about doing practice-based 
research. For speculative designers, there is perhaps a 
discomfort in treating their own work critically, a sense 
that analysis would diminish the assurances and prestige 
granted by the circulation of finished designs. However, I 
contend that the discomfort experienced by a speculative 
designer as they adopt an analytical mode is in fact 
productive, and hopefully resources a conceptually rich 
and much expanded account of practice that is legible 
to other designers, academics and project partners.” 

(Kerridge, 2016, p. 10)

Furthermore, this approach to speculative 
design aids with the creation of ‘uncanny’ 
(Mollon & Gentens, 2014) objects to incite 
debates and hopefully new design work. The 
concept of uncanny designs is discussed 
by Mollon and Gentens who surmise and 
elaborate on the works of individuals such as 
Auger, Freud and Kerridge describing how the 
main goal is to help audiences to travel from 
the unfamiliar to the familiar.

“The goal is to help the audience consider something 
unconventional—i.e. what could change tomorrow, or 
some unfamiliar, incredible, controversial (yet probable) 
situation. But what are the critical design strategies 
to engage the audience? According to Auger, a design 
speculation requires a “perceptual bridge” between the 
audience and the concept. (Auger, 2012, p.140) In other 

words, designers must find ways to make these perspectives 
seem probable.” (Mollon & Gentens, 2014, p. 3)

 In that paper they discuss various 
tactics, such as tangible artefacts, narration, 
scales of complexity and aesthetic experience, 
that are used to aid with this crossing of the 
bridge. With these in mind, I explored and 
researched the opportunity for the practice. 
The empirical nature of this proposal is 
twofold, the first is the analysis of the centre 
and units of research at Goldsmiths, notably 
that of the design department. This analysis 
would demonstrate what exists (including 
each centre/unit’s members, the purpose 
and latest outputs) whilst highlighting where 
a new practice could exist. The second is to 
provide a detailed consideration of what will 
be needed beyond the design elements for the 
practice to exist, including how the practice 
would become public through publishing 
and other mediums, where the funding could 
come from and who would make up the team. 
Then, in the middle of this empiricism, was 
an outline of the practice, how it worked, 
what it worked on and why it does the work 
it does. This speculative/conceptual practice 
was woven in and guarded by layers of data, 
empirical analysis and consultancy style 
graphics, providing a credible feel to it. The 
result was a 48 page booklet that presented 
the  ‘Centre  for Construct ive  Des ign 
Dishevelment’ as a centre of research to be 
potentially integrated into Goldsmiths on or 
by 2023. A lot of the topics of the proposal 
having been talked about in the report and in 
the proposal, however, certain areas required 
more thought than others and generated 
interesting conversations with other design 
practitioners. I have highlight a few sections 
for further explanation.

The Proposal

Using Empirical Speculation

P r a c ti c e  P r o p o s a l

G O L D S M I T H S

2 0 2 3
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 One of the trickiest pieces when 
composing the ‘real’ practice was decisions 
around who would actually be on the team 
of constructive design dishevelers. Initially I 
had intended to make it a team of dishevelers 
and balancers and wanted to propose it 
with real people. For example, I chose Sarah 
Pennington as the ‘lead disheveler’ and was 
debating over whether I would have Jung-Joo 
Lee or Tuuli Mattelmäki as the ‘lead balancer’. 
Furthermore, I was looking to people such as 
Tobias Revell or Matt Malpass, both of whom 
work a lot in defining/detailing speculative 
and critical design to aid with their nuanced 
understanding of this area of design. However, 
in discussions with Matt Ward, head of design 
at Goldsmiths, concerns were raised that 
such an approach would be too real and may 
fracture the constructed narrative instead of 
helping it. He suggested instead that I aim 
to define four character profiles or personas 
that are a quasi-job-descriptions of what 
each role would require. We discussed four 
types, the scholar, the grand practitioner, the 
interlocuter and the educator.

The Scholar
The scholar is what Ward described as 
someone who produces material that is easily 
recognisable (as research) and is well known 
to academic circles, conferences, talks and so 
on as well as tackling presentations to bodies 
such as Research Excellence Framework. 
They are the ones who push the work of the 
practice to a larger audience, enabling and 
maintaining it in an academic context as well 
as helping it maintain its mainstay projects.

The Grand Practitioner
In many ways, the grand practitioner is the 
antithesis of what the scholar does. They are 
solely focused on their practice and seldom 

consider whether what they do is ‘research’, 
is relevant to design as a whole or if it is even 
design. They simply pursue what they do, and 
they do it well. They provide the practice with 
surprises and unexpected directions for work 
and reflections.
 
The Interlocutor
The interlocutor is an individual with both 
academic and industrial experience and 
works between academic and industrial 
contexts as a form of translator, lobbyist and 
diplomat. The main goal is to demonstrate 
the potential values of the academic research 
for industry which may require further 
design work for the translation and vice 
versa. This opens the practice to another 
form of funding. 

The Educator
The most unexpected of Ward’s suggestions 
was the educator. He described the individual 
as someone who challenges the current 
educational pedagogies, looking to embrace 
an aspect of design where even the newest 
contributors to the field (such as first year 
bachelor students) can still affect notable 
change by what they do. This is in direct 
opposition to other fields that require 
the completion of an entire hierarchy of 
education (undergrad, postgrad, PhD and 
Postdoc) before one can begin to contribute. 
This speaks to two elements of design, 
its relative newness as a field and topic of 
research, leaving it open to new contributions 
and design’s ability to be free of conventional 
requirements of epistemological addendums. 
As such, the educator is an individual that can 
learn from all the facets of design education 
and contribute back to them accordingly.

The Team
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 The meeting with Ward was held in 
the closing week of the project and whilst the 
engagement with the project was extremely 
insightful, there was one key criticism that I 
was unable to fully integrate into the work. 
This was in relation to the analysis of the 
design research practices. Ward highlighted 
that I had primarily focused on the easily 
found centres and units at Goldsmiths 
such as the Interaction Research Studio, 
PI Studio and the Centre for Research 
Architecture and was missing the more niche 
and individual practitioners at Goldsmiths. 
He gave examples such as the Vehicles of 
Experimental Practice, a group composed 
of Roberto Feo, Rosario Hurtado and Stuart 

Bannocks who publishes the biannual book-
zine Multiplexer amongst other works; Laura 
Potter, an expert jeweller and crafter (with 
this example Ward asked me if what she did 
could be considered research or converted 
into it) and Joanne Wardrop, who uses films, 
writing, scenarios and narratives that “act 
as catalysts for exposing and examining 
complex histories” (Wardrop, 2017). Ward’s 
point however was that this didn’t diminish 
the value of the analysis in the proposal, 
partly as it was a centre trying to integrate 
with other centres, but instead presents 
initial areas of investigation for the practice 
to explore and possibly translate into other 
areas of design.

 Funding is a problematic section of 
the proposal, the availability of funding is 
a constant ebb and flow. Furthermore, as 
the proposal highlights, with the upcoming 
separation from the European union, 
questions need to be asked around the 
funding for Goldsmiths design research. 
My, or at least the practice’s, suggestion is 
that we need to embrace this (regardless of 
one’s opinion of the matter itself) and use it 

to broker new or stronger deals with other 
countries. Take for example the work of 
Lee and Lee who studied the cultural and 
design method differences between Korean 
and Dutch user researchers (Lee & Lee, 
2007). Such work could be reimagined in the 
context of European, Asian, South American, 
African, etc. design cultures and practices 
with the intent of research and disseminating 
alternatives.

The Analysis

Funding
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The culmination of the entire project is the 
presentation. The purpose was to bring  
together number of different members of the 
design staff and student bodies to present the 
Centre for Constructive Design Dishevelment 
as a real, live practice. There were a number 
of different subtleties to be decided for the 
presentation. Is this a presentation of a 
masters work or an acted out presentation 
of a fake ‘real’ practice? Do I present it and 

act as if I am a ‘practice consultant’ that 
has studied Goldsmiths’ design cluster and 
concluded what could be a possible addition 
or do I act as though this is a fully-fledged 
practice with an office that wishes to become 
part of Goldsmiths? Is this for now or for 
2023? Do I even use my real name? At the 
time of writing these details are yet to be fully 
determined however several larger elements 
have been.

The Presentation

The structure of the presentation is relatively 
simple, I have planned to give a 15-20 minute 
presentation followed by an engagement with 
the Carefully Crafted Questions catalysts and 
conclude with a debate about the practice 
itself. The purpose being that I can explain 
the practice in a succinct way to people 
who have never engaged with it before and 
gauge people’s initial reactions. The activity 

is aimed to increase the feeling that the 
practice is real, providing people the chance 
to contribute to a ‘on going’ project. The 
overall structure of the presentation itself is 
designed to be short, snappy, playful but also 
demonstrate a ‘plan for sustainability’, one 
of Ward’s suggestions, meaning that is can 
perpetually generate work and funding, not 
just one offs.

This presentation isn’t a lecture, it is meant 
to be a discussion, a debate, a roundtable 
about not just the practice I have created 
but about the larger topics at play here. 
As such the choice of the space needed to 
convey this. For this purpose, I chose the 
Richard Hall building, room 139 an AV and 
conference space with a number of tables 
and chairs that I would arrange to suit the 

purpose and communicate it visually to the 
participants immediately upon entering. I 
also intend to lay out copies of the carefully 
crafted questions and printed booklets of the 
proposal.

It is set for Wednesday the 7th of December 
between twelve and one o’clock, lets it hope 
it goes well.

The Structure

Presenting Possibility as Reality

The Space
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“What dawns on philosophers last of all: they must no 
longer accept concepts as a gift, nor merely purify and 
polish them, but first make and create them, present 
them and make them convincing” (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 

408)

 Nietzsche’s statement rings true 
also with design and can be seen in action 
across the field. To make a change in design, 
one must prove the concept via any means 
necessary, a prototype, a product, a paper, a 
practice. This project attempted to do exactly 
this. It started with a notion, a question, an 
intrigue which was to find out what a purer 
form of design research could look like, 
and rapidly plummeted from the endless 
expanses of design discussions, barrelling 
down to ‘earth’ to make what had been learnt 
in space tangible and usable for those on the 
ground. In doing so a shroud in the form of 
a practice was placed around the curiosity 
to protect it from the friction and heat of 
turbulent and occasionally tumultuous re-
entry. This led to investigations around how 
it would be possible to ‘design’ a practice 
and the exploration of forms of research in 
design. This yielded questions around the 
possibility of presenting different values, 
beliefs and motivations as well as methods, 
tools and mediums as ways to channel the 
desire to change, the desire to design. Upon 
impact, it became vital to show that the work 
and the notion of the expansion of research 
for design, came in peace. This project does 
not attempt to suggest that the majority 
of what is proposed or explored are new 
notions in design that have been ‘discovered’. 

Instead, it offers examples of how design 
can synthesise different purposes and 
approaches from other fields, and itself, and 
correctly, culturally and relevantly translate 
them to push new avenues of curiosity. The 
practice proposed in this project, the Centre 
for Constructive Design Dishevelment 
(CCDD), is an embodiment of this desire to 
study that which is outside of design, on its 
fringes, and in its heart. It endeavours to 
find new and exciting ways of combining, 
altering and interpreting for the purpose 
of pushing design in different directions to 
see what happens. However, this result is far 
from perfect/shiny and, just as there tends 
to be more discussion around prototypes, 
as they are still perceived as more malleable 
than a finished design, the current state of 
the CCDD places it in better stead for more 
experimentation and development around 
the questions ‘how do we constructively 
dishevel design?’ and ‘what is dishevelling 
design?’. 

 Following the space-analogy above, 
this project could be understood in four 
stages. The first is the launchpad, where 
the presumptions and plans of exploration 
were deduced. Here, I assumed that because 
fundamental design research is an essential 
component of many disciplines, it seemed 
likely that fundamental research in design 
would be different but that didn’t mean it 
wasn’t required. Once launched, comes 
the exploration of space. Here I found a 
number of examples of works/projects/
people who had contributed to design on a 

Conclusion
fundamental level, however it was either not 
the original intention or was as of the result 
of researching for other fields and these 
contributors tended to be on the fringes of 
what was/is considered design, the actions 
resulting in designs that ‘dishevelled’ our 
understandings and agitated a general 
simplicity.  Upon re-entry, I  needed to 
construct a way of exploring the concept of 
fundamental research for design that not 
only permitted a constructive channelling 
of creative, dishevelling energies but also 
spoke the language of design in order to 
efficiently discuss and disseminate what was 
found. Thus, I created a practice that both 
embodies the values that I deemed necessary 
and is a proof of concept that these values are 
not only relevant but generative for design 
research as well as exploring a number of 
dispositifs that it would need to function. 
Then, upon impact, I chose the framing of 
empirical speculation to present the practice 
as a preferable reality, a new possible centre 
for Goldsmiths’ design department, research 
units. The reality is that this was not one 
clean exploration in space and explanation 
on earth. This took several launches, orbits 
and re-entries to get the work to where it 
is now, and there are still a few lost craft. 
For example, further exploration into the 
practice maps could have been performed 
to  further the  debates  and  audience 
tailoring that these first examples brought 
up. Furthermore, I would have liked to have 
finalised that ways of the practice enough 
that I could have shared it with others to see 
how they used, developed and felt about it. 

Were I to run the project again, I would have 
considered trying to get more collaboration 
earlier on from a disheveler and a balancer 
more advanced in their fields to help me 
mould the values and approaches more 
succinctly and at greater speed. Finally, I 
would have liked to have embodied more 
of my thinking into physical artefacts. I am 
not sure how they would have looked, but 
I would have liked to explore dishevelling 
artefacts further. 

 Purer research has had its advantages 
in other fields, however a lot of the benefits 
of these research endeavours tend to only 
truly reap years,  decades or centuries 
later. In some regards, doing pure research 
for design, such as trying to mix different 
values in a practice to see ‘what happens’, 
can result in the generation of works that 
are of little use right away, if at all. It is as if 
a solution was designed for a problem that 
has yet to exist. However, as designers we 
are constantly facing new and unanticipated 
challenges so perhaps there is sense in 
devoting some effort to creating new and 
unanticipated solutions before we know what 
the challenges are.  We may not understand 
their usefulness immediately but they might 
prepare us better for an unexpected future.

 I  consider myself  to be a design 
balancer with the goal of researching design 
dishevelment through curiosity-driven 
research, in other words a constructive 
design disheveler. 
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