
Graduate Design Seminar  Fall 2012 
Bethinging Usefulness 
 

logistics 
location:  MMA 11 
time:  Mondays 10-11:20am & Wednesdays 10-11:20am 
 
instructor:  Cameron Tonkinwise   ta: Kimberly Harvey 
mobile (text) 347 513 0291 
email  cameront@cmu.edu   email: kdharv@gmail.com 
office:  MMCH 202A 
office hours: Mondays and Wednesdays 1-5pm 
 

introduction 
Humans make the world more tolerable to live in by filling it with things. These things are 
designed to do things; either to accomplish tasks for us, or to help us accomplish tasks with 
them. These things do what they do by communicating with us and interacting with us (but 
also with each other). Getting things to do all this is the essence of design. But outside of the 
practice of design, things, especially everyday human-scale things (as opposed to artworks or 
buildings), have received little serious consideration from disciplines such as philosophy and 
anthropology and cultural studies – normally because those areas of scholarship are more 
interested in meanings and texts than the material practices of making and use. 
 
This course is an interrogation of products of design. It is an exploration of how designed 
products and environments, whether digital or analogue, communicate and interact, creating 
possibilities and habits and values. As a seminar, the course primarily involves using texts 
from the humanities and social sciences as optics with which to view objects. We will read 
cultural theories and philosophies concerning the creation and use of things – and then test 
those accounts by trying to reproduce them on things we find about us. Throughout the 
course, we will develop rich ways of articulating the nature of designing and designed 
communications and interactions. The outcomes of the course will be primarily writings, but 
not all will be analytical: some will be propositional. 
 

learning objectives 
Successful completion of all aspects of this course should mean that you have: 
1. A practical understanding of a range of Philosophies of Design, with a focus on: 

a. Thing-Human Interactions (i.e., affordances) 
b. Making 
c. Product Ecosystems 
d. Products-as-Services 

2. A practical understanding of a range of Sociologies and Cultural Theories of design, with 
a focus on: 



a. Actor Network Theory 
b. Practice Turn in Social Research 

3. A capacity to write more comprehensive (more rigorous, more insightful and more 
persuasive) design criticism 

4. Habits of Reflective Practice (critically examining your own design habits and 
assumptions) 

 

Calendar 
Date Reading Task for Class Activity in Class 
1a  Monday 
August 27 

  Short (100 & 6) Stories 
Things 

1b  Wednesday 
August 29 

Toulmin Argument Analysis Things I’ve read / 
Would like to read 

 

2a  Monday 
September 3 

 LABOR DAY  

2b  Wednesday 
September 5 

Taste Regimes Self-presentation through 
Things 

 

3a  Monday 
September 10 

Product Attachment   

3b  Wednesday 
September 12 

 Source and Value Care For vs Care About 

4a  Monday 
September 17 

Focal Things   

4b  Wednesday 
September 19 

 Beauty-in-Use Stories Refocalize a Device 

5a  Monday 
September 24 

Non-Human Actants   

5b  Wednesday 
September 26 

 Architectures of Control Pro-Social Behavior 

6a  Monday 
October 1 

Affordances   

6b  Wednesday 
October 3 

 Body Attractions Cartoon Innovative Gestural 
Affordances 

7a  Monday 
October 8 

Ontological Design   

7b  Wednesday 
October 10 

 MIDTERM: Short Story 
5 Reading Stories 

 

8a  Monday 
October 15 

Post-Human Autopoiesis  Temple Grandin 

8b  Wednesday 
October 17 

  Discussion 



9a  Monday 
October 22 

Product Eco-Systems   

9b  Wednesday 
October 24 

 product ecosystem maps  

10a Monday 
October 29 

Life Cycle Assessment   

10b Wednesday 
October 31 

 quick research: where 
things come from and how 
will they age 

 

11a  Monday 
November 5 

Comfort & Convenience   

11b Wednesday 
November 7 

 Pleasurable inconvenience 
Uncomfortable comfort 

Standing Class 

12a  Monday 
November 12 

Service Carriers   

12b Wednesday 
November 14 

 Servicization  

13a  Monday 
November 19 

Homo Faber   

13b Wednesday 
November 21 

THANKSGIVING   

14a  Monday 
November 26 

Worlding   

14b Wednesday 
November28 

 Products for Pleasure  

15a  Monday 
December 3 

Akrasia   

15b Wednesday 
December 5 

 Thing World Map 
Posters 
System Change Paper 

 

16a  Monday 
December 10 

  Feedback Meetings 

16b Wednesday 
December 12 

  Feedback Meetings 

 

Readings 
A note about the readings: This being grad school, these readings are not easy, either because they 
coming from journals with academic contexts and arguments with which you will be unfamiliar, 
or because they are philosophically thinking things through thoroughly, which often requires new 
terms or new ways of using familiar terms. An added difficulty is that the readings often do not 
relate directly to what the course is about; they are examples of the deployment of concepts that we 
will be tackling in class rather than introductory explanations of those concepts. So I have two 



recommendations that arise from the fact that this is not a course in which I expect you to have an 
examinable absorption of all the readings: 
1) read in creative ways – for instance, read only the first lines of each paragraph right through; 
read the articles backwards paragraph by paragraph; ask yourself at the end of each paragraph 
before reading on, ‘what will come next?’; mindmap the article as you read it 
2) do not be concerned to understand everything in the article – proceed through the article even if 
you have not understood a paragraph 
 
Argument Analysis Stories 
Jeff Gold, David Holman and Richard Thorpe “The Role of Argument Analysis and Story 
Telling in Facilitating Critical Thinking” Management Learning v33 n3 (2002) 
 
Taste Regimes 
Zeynep Arsel & Jonathan Bean “Taste Regimes and Market-Mediated Practice”  
Journal of Consumer Research v39 n3 (2012) 
 
Product Attachment 
one of 
Barry Schwartz “The Social Psychology of the Gift”  
American Journal of Sociology v73, n1 (1967) 
 
Nicky Gregson, Alan Metcalfe Louise Crewe “Identity, Mobility, and the Throwaway 
Society” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space v25 (2007) 
 
Kaj Ilmonen “The Use of and Commitment to Goods” 
Journal of Consumer Culture v4 n1 (2004) 
 
Focal Things 
Peter-Paul Verbeek & Peter Kockelkoren “The Things that Matter” 
Design Studies v14 n3 (1998) 
 
Non-Human Actants 
Bruno Latour “Where are the Missing Masses: The Sociology of a Few Mundane Artifacts” 
in Weibe Bijker and John Law eds. Shaping Technology/Building Society (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 1992) 
 
Affordances 
Brian P. Bloomfield, Yvonne Latham and Theo Vurdubakis “Bodies, Technologies and 
Action Possibilities: When is an Affordance?” Sociology v44 n3 (2010) 
 
Ontological Design 
Fernando Flores & Terry Winograd Understanding Computers and Cognition Addison-
Wesley 
 



Posthuman Autopoiesis 
Cary Wolfe “Animal Studies and Disability Studies, or, Learning from Temple Grandin,” in 
“”Earthographies: Ecocriticism and Culture,” special issue of New Formations v64 (2008) 
 
Product Ecosystems 
Mikka Pantzar “Do Commodities Reproduce Themselves through Human Beings? Towards 
an Ecology of Goods” World Futures: The Journal of Global Education  
v38, n4 (1993) 
 
Life Cycle Assessment 
Eva Heiskanen “Every product casts a shadow: but can we see it, and can we act on it?” 
Environmental Science and Policy v2 n1 (1999) 
 
Comfort and Convenience 
one of  
Tomas Maldonado and John Cullars “The Idea of Comfort” 
Design Issues v8, n1 (1991) 
 
Thomas Tierney “Arendt, The Household and Convenience” Chapter One of The Value of 
Convenience: A Genealogy of Technical Culture (Albany: SUNY Press, 1993) 
 
Service Carriers 
John Ehrenfeld “Designing ‘Sustainable’ Product-Service Systems” Proceedings EcoDesign 
2001: Second International Symposium on Environmentally Conscious Design and Inverse 
Manufacturing (2001)  
 
Homo Faber  
Elaine Scarry “The Interior Structure of the Artifact” from The Body in Pain (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1985) 
 
Worlding 
one of 
Mike Michaels “These Boots Are Made for Walking...: Mundane Technology, the Body and 
Human-Environment Relations” Body & Society v6 no.s3-4 (2000)	  
	  
Tim Ingold “Culture on the Ground: The World Perceived Through the Feet” Journal of 
Material Culture v9 n3 (2004) 
 
Akrasia 
Susan Stewart & Jacqueline Lorber-Kasunic “Akrasia, Ethics and Design Education” in 
Anne-Marie Willis ed Design Philosophy Papers Collection Four (Ravensbourne: Team D|E|S 
Publications, 2008) 
 



Assignment One – Weekly Reflections 
DUE: 5 Reflections on Wednesday October 10th; another 7 Reflections on Wednesday 
December 5th 
You must bring to class every Wednesday a 100-word story reflecting on the reading you 
completed for Monday’s class, relating some aspect of the reading to something that 
happened to you (in one of your other classes or in your everyday life).  
   The text must be 100 words (more than 90, not more than 100 – the title of the reading 
should be included but is not part of the 100 words) and it must be a story – a crafted piece 
of writing with a concluding point (an affect, a moral). 
   Each week I will redistribute your story randomly to someone else in the class. They must 
write a short comment on the story, questioning an assumption in your story. 

Explanation 
This assignment is about  
a) developing critical reflective practitioner habits 
b) enhancing your understanding of the readings by forcing you to apply them to new 
contexts 
   The assignment specifies a tight form, and one that you must show to others, to make you 
think through more thoroughly what you are choosing to articulate, accessing the ‘critical’ 
part of a). The assignment is due each Wednesday to give you time to forget and then 
reprocess the readings, accessing the ‘understanding’ part of b). 

Assessment Criteria 
1. Are all 12 present and commented on? 
2. Is there evidence of critical reflection on the reading? 
3. Is there evidence of creative application of an aspect of the reading to a new context? 
4. How well crafted is the story (in form and expression)? 

Assignment Two – MID TERM: Short Story of a Thing 
Write a short story (1500-2500 words) from the perspective of some thing. Try to capture 
the personality of the thing in the way it elicits interactions from people and other things 
around it. Describe the context in which the thing is situated. And describe its social life – 
the history (gifted, bought, lent) by which it came to be where it is. 

Explanation 
This assignment is intended to get you to process some of the ideas we have been discussing 
in class in apply them to a new context. You should have fun with the story – you are not 
being graded on your storytelling. Just make sure to cover all aspects of that brief (use the 
assessment criteria as a checklist). 

Assessment Criteria 
1. appropriateness of the personality conveyed in the story given the design of the thing 
2. comprehensiveness of the range interactions with people and other things conveyed 
3. comprehensiveness and appropriateness of the described context for this thing 
4. comprehensiveness and appropriateness of the described social life for this thing 
 



Assignment Three 
DUE: December 5th  

PART ONE - Poster 
Draw (freehand or collage or digitally) one or several system diagram(s)/map(s) of some 
thing, explaining  
a) where it materially comes from and is going to (its lifecycle) 
b) where it developmentally comes from and is going (in terms of prior similar products 

and future trends in this product area) 
c) other things, infrastructures, and environments with to which it must be connected or 

collocated to function appropriately 
d) systems of behavior and meaning associated with its function 
e) the kind of worlds (ways of living or working) that are enabled and reinforced by this 

thing and its system 

PART TWO - Paper 
Write a paper of 1500-2000 words (or equivalent with design proposition sketches) about 3 
interventions into the system that you have mapped that could occur. These interventions 
could be in any part of the system, but you should show how they would lead to changes in 
other parts of the system. Note: the thing in the middle may or may not change. The chang-
es could be new constraints that are predicted – e.g., depleted resources or changing demo-
graphics – or they could be new variables that may happen – e.g., houses get hydrogen fuel 
cells, televisions disappear from everyday life, women are outlawed from the workplace, etc. 

Explanation 
This course aims to make you habitually see products as nodes in networks of other 
products, infrastructures, systems, and of people at particular convergences of time and 
culture and class. These assignments allow you to demonstrate that more systemic way of 
seeing things. The first poster assignment should show that you are able to describe such 
nodal networks. The second paper assignment should show that you are able to 
operationalize that more networked way of thinking about designs. 

Assessment Criteria 
POSTER 
1. comprehensiveness of exploration of a)-e) 
2. appropriateness of what is documented of a)-e) for the chosen thing 
3. capacity to visually document appropriate interconnections between a)-e) 

PAPER 
4. have you been able to follow a change in the system map through all its ramifications 

(actor network theory)? 
5. have you taken into account different time frames and cultural contexts in relation to 

following those changes through the system? 
6. have you demonstrated a capacity to identify constellations of practice that are axial to 

how change flows though such product-as-service ecosystems (practice theory)? 


