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Compare definitions

Definition is a dialogue

While definition may seem intuitive, the task of
creating an explicit definition for a complex
concept such as design requires an understand-
ing of methods to make the process constructive.
This poster will describe and illustrate a method
largely based upon Aristotle’s essentialist
genus/species model of definition.

Like Socrates and Plato before, Aristotle viewed
definition as a dialectical process, a back and
forth discussion of: proposing definitions;
interrogating these proposals through clarifying
terms used and identifying contradictions; then,
based on this interrogation, proposing a new
definition, which would start the process again.

Although often seemingly circular, with no clear
answer in the end, this process leads to a greater
personal and shared understanding of the term
being defined and how other terms relate to it.
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Design as a discipline

Design is a label we attach to many things: a motif,

a sketch, a plan, a discipline and more. This range of
word-uses requires us to first determine which sense of
the word we are defining. Here, we are defining design
as a discipline or subject area.

For designers, defining design—whether tacit or
explicit—plays a central role in rationalizing our
special knowledge, skills and methods. This rationaliza-
tion is useful for: self-identification; developing a
framework for design education and design practice.
For example, one can use definition to explain to those
in other disciplines how design relates to them.

There are many types of definition (lexical, ostensive,
stipulative, etc.) each with its own process of defini-
tion and method of evaluation. This poster is using
stipulative definition, that is, what a term ought to
mean. This is contrasted by the lexical definition which
tries to list and describe all common usages of a term.

Material / Physical

Definition of design
requires an understanding of:

a) the category (genus) which
design belongs to;

b) the differentia to distinguish design
from other things in the same cat-
egory (species)

The diagram below attempts to illustrate these

points by showing design within a larger category

(genus) called: discipline or subject-area. Design is

differentiated among other disciplines by the next

category, which divides the disciplines into activi-
ties: understand, plan, execute. Design exists among
other disciplines (species) concerned with conceiv-

ing a plan that applies understanding to solve a

human problem. Within this ‘planning” category,

design is finally differentiated between engineering

(plans that apply knowledge from physical science)

and politics (plans that apply knowledge from

political science). Fine arts is a special category
because it has non-practical aims.

Terms that are contained within the
definition must be clearer than the
term being defined.

For example, if one used a term like “fine art” in their
definition, this necessarily leads to a discussion
about the concept of fine art. This diagram proposes
a concept of art through the introduction of two
more terms: form, poesis (meaning-making); both of
which are described through listing examples.

Another relationship that may or may not be central
to one’s definition of design is economics. This
social science informs much of design research but
its model of viewing the world may seem narrow to
some, so it has not been included. The following
miniature diagram demonstrates how and where it
could fit in:

economics

business

service and product delivery

Each named term/category is an
exemplar, creating a gradient of
categories that fall in-between

Since many phenomena within the scope of this
diagram may fit two categories at the same time,
each division exists on a continuum with grey cases
existing in between. For example, the platypus is a
mammal that lays eggs, creating middle category
called: monotremes. Similarily, a furniture-maker
who conceives/plans the form of a chair, but also
executes/makes the chair sits in a middle category
between design and manufacturer, called: craft.

For fine arts, the line between ‘understanding” and
‘planning’ is very blurry, since an artist uses their
work as a form of understanding.

In psychology, the line between material and
immaterial is very blurry, as there is no clear

separation between the study of physiological
and cognitive phenomena.

Immaterial / Metaphysical

Is the design product both
material and immaterial?

This diagram illustrates the possible difference
between two definitions of design. The main contrast
is the scope of the discipline (one much broader than
the other). This difference is largely based on how
one answers the following question: is the design
product a material (physical) artifact that must be
perceived (see, touch, etc.); or, is it both material
and immaterial, including products such as policies,
laws and services.

1. Narrow definition

Design is the planning and conceiving of material products, with
equal attention to its meaning, form, function and usability.

2. Broad definition

“Design is the human power of conceiving, planning, and making
products that serve human beings in the accomplishment of their
individual and collective purposes.” (Buchanan 9)
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