
The Problem With 
Graphic Design 
(part 1)

Of Border Cops and 
Sheepdogs 

The branch of Aesthetic philosophy 
that Design falls under

Instrumentalist

Design definition 

A culture

History, Museums, publications, schools and 
practitioners

Collection of processes

To make a plan To solve a problem

Art definition

Art is by definition "expansionist"

Problem #1 design cops police borders to define 
design as not expansionist.

Yet design falls under the same philosophical  branch as 
art: aesthetics 

Vitto Aconcci

Analogous practitioner 

Traditional Aesthetics

Formalism

Art for the sake of art. Aesthetic values stand 
alone, judgments of art can be detached from 
ethical or social considerations.

Immanuel Kant G.F.W. Hegel Clive Bell Greenberg

Instrumentalism 

Art works are tools, "instruments" in lives of 
viewers.

The field of Traditional Commercial Graphic 
Design | Visual Communication 

Culture 

Graphic Design Histories

Alternate Branch

John Heartfield

The dominant/Traditional Branch

Paul Rand

Institutions

AIGA, National Design Museum, Puplications, Schools

Practitioners

Splinter faction steps outside of work that can be EVALUATED 
primarily through the lens of Instrumentalism.

Commercial Practioners

Tools and methods

Design as a collection of problem solving, and communication 
strategies 

Literal tools: Designers as extremely sophisticated computer end 
user

Theory

Ferdinand de Saussure 
Course in General Linguistics

Post-Structuralism 

The splinter group repositions graphic design 
strategies, tools, theory, and education outside of 
Instrumentalist aesthetic category

Reorientation of design discourse outside of 
Instrumentalist branch of aesthetic philosophy runs 
afoul of the border cops and sheep dogs.

Practioners deemed "outside" of field of Vis-Comm, Graphic 
Design

Work is discounted, deemed "not design"

Problem Number 1

Realism

Mirror Reality

AristotlePlato

Expressionism/Cognitivism 

Artists embody emotion in works of art with 
goal to stimulating same condition in viewer.

DantoCollingwoodTolstoy

Postmodern Philosophy 

Critique of power

“Art Theory”

Althusser, Derrida, Lacan, 
Foucault, Barthes, Lyotard

From Episode 18 of Studio Practice
Elliott Earls YouTube Show 
7.16.2016
The Problem with Graphic Design (Part 1) Precis
©2016. Elliott Earls.


