
Critical Design
Embody cultural critique and provocation in designed artifacts

Provoke new ways of looking at the world

Value fictions - the products do not even have to exist

Irony, humor and subtlety

Dunne, A. Hertzian Tales: Electronic Products, Aesthetic Experience & Critical Design. Art Books, 2000.
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Critical Design FAQ

What is Critical Design?
Critical Design uses speculative design proposals to challenge narrow assumptions, preconceptions about the role products play in everyday life. Its opposite is 
affirmative design: design that reinforces the status quo.

What is it for?
To make us think. But also raising awareness, exposing assumptions, provoking action, sparking debate, even entertaining in an intellectual sort of way, like 
literature or film.

Why is it happening now?
The world today is incredibly complex, our social relations, desires, fantasies, hopes and fears are very different from the beginning of the 20th century.

What role does humour play?
Humour is important but often misused. Satire is the goal. Often only parody and pastiche are achieved. They borrow from existing formats signalling too 
clearly that it is ironic. The viewer should experience dilemma. Is it serious or not? Real or not?

Biggest misconceptions?
That it is:
negative, anti-everything.
only commentary and cannot change anything
jokey
not concerned with aesthetics
against mass-production
not real
art

But isn’t it art?
We expect art to be shocking, extreme. Critical Design is closer to the everyday, that’s where its power to disturb comes from. Too weird, it’s dismissed as art. 
Too normal, it’s effortlessly assimilated. It suggests the everyday could be different. That things could change.

Isn’t it a bit dark?
Yes, but not for the sake of it. Dark, complex emotions are ignored in design, most areas of culture accept people are complex, contradictory, even neurotic, 
not design, we view people as obedient, predictable users and consumers. 



Critical Design Practice
dunne + raby: Dunne & Raby use products and services as a medium to stimulate discussion and debate amongst designers, industry and 
the public about the social, cultural and ethical implications of emerging technologies.

Placebo Project:
The Placebo project is an experiment in taking conceptual design beyond the gallery into everyday life. We devised and made eight 
prototype objects to investigate peoples’ attitudes to and experiences of electromagnetic fields in the home, and placed them with 
volunteers. Made from MDF and usually one other specialist material, the objects are purposely diagrammatic and vaguely familiar. They are 
open-ended enough to prompt stories but not so open as to bewilder.



Artist-Designer
Anthony Dunne - The Pillow

Value Fiction - a cultural thought experiment

Imagine a possible product, based on existing technologies and understand why they would not work in our 
current culture. 

Not technically or economically unfeasible but culturally unfeasible

As critique of the uniformity of current hardware, interfaces and functionality

Method: present prospective owner with the prototype and ask for their reactions - to what degree does it fill 
recognized needs 

Interview process - how did they get it? where do they keep it?
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dunne + raby
Designs for Fragile Personalities in Anxious Times
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dunne + raby
Science Museum
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Elio Caccavale
a designer who uses hypothetical products and social fiction scenarios to engage people’s imaginations about the emerging technologies 
and the effects that they might have on life in the future.


