
Fig. 1. Production-consumption model, adapted freely from  John A. Walker, 
Design History and the History of Design, London: Pluto, 1989, p. 70.



Artefacts: 
the Artificial as Cultural Mediator

Javier Gimeno-Martínez

Artefacts proposes to place the artefact at the 
core of design analyses. Javier Gimeno-Martínez 

explains why we failed to do so in the past and 
why it's important to do so in the future.
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  ‘Things, therefore, are not neutral     
   “intermediaries” between humans and   
  world, but  media tors: they actively mediate  
 this  relation.’
  — Peter Paul Verbeek, What Things Do.   
  Philosophical Reflections on Technology,   
  Agency, and Design1

This Kunstlicht issue focuses on design 
products, with a special interest in ordinary 
objects. The ordinary and the insignificant can 
be pivotal to understanding culture. Artefacts 
are repositories of valuable cultural information. 
But how can this information be disclosed? 
Hammers, bridges, city maps and paintings 
require different analytical approaches.
Accordingly, the right method of inquiry is the 
one that extracts the most information from 
each artefact. This article explores the origins 
of the centrality of artefacts in design history 
as influenced by material culture studies. I will 
argue that artefact-centred analyses define 
specific cultural inferences of designed 
artefacts as well as contribute towards defining 
the field of design more sharply.
 In the words of art historian Jules David 
Prown, material culture studies departs from an 
underlying premise ‘[…] that objects made or 
modified by man reflect, consciously or uncon-
sciously, directly or indirectly, the beliefs of in-
dividuals who made, commissioned, purchased, 
or used them, and by extension the beliefs of 
the larger society to which they belonged’.2 He 
extends the range of study from art to ordinary 
objects. Prown uses the term ‘artefact’ there-
fore not only to designate an object of study 
but as a source which can be used to study 
society from a different perspective; one which 
is equally valid as a written source may be. He 
states for example that artefacts offer differ-
ent information to the researcher than written 
sources do. Written sources are indeed more 
univocal in the information offered. Neverthe-
less, they neither reflect all the dimensions of 
experiencing the object nor those meanings 
and beliefs that are hidden or submerged. The 
latter are better studied in their cultural repre-
sentations, and artefacts can be considered as 
such.3

  Material culture studies are not connected 
to a single discipline but underpinned by 
different fields such as anthropology, museum 

studies, philosophy of science and archaeology. 
In 1990 archaeologist Christopher Tilley wrote 
that ‘[m]aterial-culture studies constitute a 
nascent developing field of enquiry which 
systematically refuses to remain enmeshed 
within established disciplinary boundaries.’4 
For instance, material culture studies has been 
pivotal to the formulation and distribution 
of consumption studies in the 1980s — a 
particular interpretation of material culture 
studies that had a first impact in design history 
as will be elaborated on below.5 The influence 
of material culture studies has reached 
historical studies too. For example, historian 
Leora Auslander refers to the relevance of 
objects as non-linguistic sources in a similar 
manner to Prown’s when she argues that 
people’s relation to language is not the same 
as their relation to things, and that what they 
express through their creation and use cannot 
be reduced to words. Therefore, artefacts can 
also act as sources for history distinct from 
written records.6

  One thing that all disciplinary approaches 
to material culture have in common is the 
denomination of their objects of study as 

‘artefacts’, i.e. man-made objects. The term 
‘artefacts’ defines the ‘material’ component 
of material culture studies and is generally 
preferred above other similar terms such 
as ‘objects’, ‘things’, ‘goods’, ‘products’, 
and ‘commodities’. There are a number of 
reasons why this term might have been given 
preference. ‘Objects’ recalls the Platonian 
and Kantian antithesis between subject and 
object and connotes the subsidiary character 
of the latter. Currently, the dichotomy between 
subjects and objects is increasingly challenged, 
especially since the popularization of Bruno 
Latour’s actor-network theory. ‘Things’, on the 
other hand, refers to objects independent from 
the subject and has been used in philosophy, 
most notably by Martin Heidegger.7 However, 
its extended use in everyday language makes 
this term less suitable for academia. ‘Goods’ 
and ‘products’ for their part are terms linked 
to capitalist market relations and refer to an 
exchange value. Similarly, ‘commodities’ is 
related to ‘goods’ since it connotes exchange 
value; but it is even more specific since it 
designates a particular moment in the life of an 
artefact, namely when it becomes involved in 
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an exchange.8 The term ‘artefacts’ appropriately 
recalls artificiality, an intrinsic cultural character 
and a source of knowledge in archaeology. 
Moreover, this term is less common in everyday 
language and its use is therefore less clouded. 
It denotes a greater independence from 
humans than ‘objects’, more specificity than   

 ‘things’ and a broader range of social meanings 
than ‘goods’, ‘products’ or ‘commodities’.
  However, what does this term comprise? 
Artefacts have an inclusive character that 
involves material production superseding cat-
egorizations of high and low culture or art and 
design. This term refers to human material pro-
duction in general and therefore presents, as 
could be expected, some flexibility depending 
on the user. What is common is the opposition 
of artefacts to nature.9 The core aspect of an 
artefact is therefore its artificial character. 
Other aspects such as scale can range from 
minuscule to gigantic, and the inclusion of 
movable and immovable objects is nuanced by 
some authors who give preference to the first 
above the second. For example, Woodward 
defines artefacts as something chiefly portable. 
Unlike Prown, he defines greater units such as 
cities as networks of artefacts rather than as 
artefacts themselves.10

Material Culture and Consumption Studies
There are different accounts of the evolution 
of design history as a discipline. This article 
does not intend to recapitulate this history, but 
a few basic notions will contribute to clarify 
the impact of material culture studies. Au-
thors concur that the origins must be found in 
Britain during the late 1970s in connection to 
changes in higher education.11 A first period has 
been identified when design history adopted 
methods of traditional art history and therefore 
focussed on the history of professional design-
ers and design icons. This dominant discourse 
was enriched in the 1980s with methodologies 
stemming from cultural studies, which intro-
duced semiotics to design history. Nevertheless, 
the focus on professional designers and design 
objects in their pre-commoditization phase 
remained unchanged.
 The influence of material culture studies 
can be felt starting in the late 1980s. I argue 
that two phases can be distinguished in this 
paradigm shift. In a first phase, material culture 

studies opened up the field of design history 
towards studies of consumption, and in a 
second, recent phase studied the interaction 
between artefacts and society. The first phase 
started with the work of Daniel Miller in the 
late 1980s.12 His work introduced novelties 
relating to both subject and methodology. With 
regard to subject, the role of the consumer was 
acknowledged and researched in both recent 
and less recent periods. Moreover, it added 
ethnography to the methodologies typical to 
historical research already in use.
  The importance of ethnography for histori-
cal studies is gaining recognition. Used primar-
ily by anthropologists, ethnography seeks to 
study culture on the basis of direct observation. 
It can be argued that ethnography expands 
the techniques for studying recent history in 
general and design history in particular.13 Its use 
is more obvious for recent history, especially 
social and cultural history. Likewise, its benefits 
for studying previous periods have also been 
noted by some historians.14 And what is more 
important, ethnography can be implemented to 
study the whole life of an object from produc-
tion through mediation to consumption. The 
reason for choosing an ethnographic approach 
is, as Jeffrey Meikle pointed out in 1998, that it 
remains difficult for researchers to analyze the 
extent of the perception of design by consum-
ers. He argues that the only way to discover 
how the mainstream consumer deals with 
design is to go out into the streets and question 
them.15

  Consumption studies, on the other hand, 
focussed on issues of consumption rather than 
on issues of use.16 In other words, consumption 
studies looked at the mechanisms and circum-
stances surrounding the moment of purchase 
but did not stretch beyond these bounds. 
Proof of this is for example Guy Julier’s The 
Culture of Design, written after the influence 
of consumption studies and compiling a vast 
array of supplementary theories to interpret 
design, structured around the production and 
consumption of design. This book discussed 
aspects such as the branding of cities and 
computer interactivity.17 The interest shifted 
from design icons to processes, and expand-
ed John Walker’s production-consumption 
scheme (fig.1).18 However, there are still too 
few accounts following artefacts themselves in 
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a post-commodity stage.19 Reconsidering the 
centrality of artefacts does not imply returning 
to a previous phase in the discipline based on 
production issues, but rather expanding on the 
cultural importance of design.

Broadening the Field?
The influence of material culture studies in the 
broader sense — beyond consumption studies  

 — can be felt in Judy Attfield’s Wild Things. The 
Material Culture of Everyday Life.20 In this book, 
the author proposes going beyond the frame-
work that confines design studies’ field of inter-
est to the work of professional designers, and 
look at ‘how people make sense of the world 
through physical objects’.21 The book places 
design against the backdrop of material culture, 
viewing design as a subgroup of distinguish-
able objects. According to Attfield, design is   

 ‘just one type of "thing" among the collectivity 
of material culture in general’.22 But how then 
can design be distinguished from other types 
of similar artefacts? In Wild Things, the field of 
design is defined as the artefacts that have tra-
ditionally been studied by design historians. A 
second differentiating characteristic for design 
according to Attfield is ‘things with attitude’.23 
It is however difficult to discern which artefacts 
have more attitude than others. The subjectivity 
and arbitrariness of these defining character-
istics show the difficult divide between design 
and portable, functional artefacts at large. 
 The broadness of the discipline has been 
acknowledged in the Journal of Design History, 
in its articles on the different disciplines from 
product design to fashion, from professional 
designers to the work of amateurs, and from 
recent accounts to historic issues. Similarly, 
the influence of material culture studies has 
contributed to broadening the contours of the 
discipline. If artefacts in general are the object 
of study, then there is little sense in reducing 
the scope of the field to one or another subfield. 
The challenge lies in embracing the totality of 
artefacts belonging to design, delimiting its 
extension towards other fields such as architec-
ture or art, and at the same time acknowledg-
ing their overlap. Attempts to achieve this goal 
have stemmed from design historians close 
to the field of material culture studies, craft, 
and non-Western design. For example, Global 
Design History edited by Glenn Adamson, Gior-

gio Riello, and Sarah Teasley studies subjects 
ranging from fashion to websites, and from the 
Renaissance to the present day. The authors 
distance themselves from a design history 
centred on modernization and industrialization 
(which has produced a European and eurocen-
tric historiography) in order to present evidence 
of design as a wider and more complex phe-
nomenon.24

 That being said, and despite the attempts 
of the Journal of Design History to map the field 
of design and expand its scope to include 
diverse disciplines and chronologies prior to the 
mid-nineteenth century, there is still a need for 
a comprehensive account that includes a 
history of design at large. There is an unbalance 
between the theoretical conception of design 
and its historiographical practice. The aware-
ness that design encompasses products, graph-
ics, and dress is accepted. Now there is a need 
to create a historical overview that relates these 
three fields.25 Authors such as Hazel Conway 
and John A. Walker have configured a proper, 
inclusive disciplinary framework for the three 
subdisciplines. Equally, museums such as the 
Victoria and Albert or the Cooper Hewitt reflect 
this scope, and educational programmes such 
as the MA History of Design at the Royal 
College of Art in London, or the MA Design Cul-
tures at the VU University Amsterdam, ac-
knowledge this diversity. Nevertheless, one 
must draw on partial accounts of industrial 
design, graphic design, decorative arts, and 
fashion to get a historical account of design at 
large. The influence of material culture studies 
hints in this direction by considering the 
common denominators of designed artefacts at 
large. The larger the framework, the more 
diversity it admits, and thereby the more 
comparative material it provides.

Understanding Artefacts
If the broadening of the field is one of the 
consequences of this turn towards material 
culture studies, the second consequence would 
be the centrality of the artefact. One can argue 
that artefacts have been the centre of design 
history since its beginnings. There is, however, 
a difference in the attention given to artefacts 
before and after the 1990s. If the pre-commodi-
ty phase was central prior to this decade, the 
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whole biography of the artefact has achieved 
interest following this decade. 
 Design historian Grace Lees-Maffei identified 
a secondary effect of material culture studies 
(which she refers to as ‘consumption studies’ 
in her article) in the late 1980s, namely that 
the mediatory character of design became 
an issue.26 She mentions three constitutive 
phenomena within this movement. First, an 
interest towards mediating channels between 
producers and consumers; second, mediating 
channels themselves as the object of design 
historical analysis; third, and most important 
to this article, what she calls the mediation 
and the biography of 'designed goods'. Here 
Lees-Maffei mentions the anthropologist Igor 
Kopytoff’s article ‘The Cultural Biography of 
Things’ as exploring the interaction between 
objects and society.27

  Kopytoff stresses the different interpreta-
tions and meanings that an object can have 
in its ‘biography’ as a result of an interaction 
between the individual and society. Based on 
the ideas of anthropologist Margaret Mead, 
he explores the way in which culture can be 
understood by seeing what sort of biography 
it regards as embodying a successful social 
career.28 He takes the example of a Renoir 
painting ending up in an incinerator.29 Consid-
ering this fact as ‘tragic’ reveals the value of 
art in Western society today. It is actually the 
reactions to the fact and not the fact itself that 
provides the most information. The incinera-
tion of a painting may be experienced either 
as an act of religious iconoclasm, as an act of 
censorship, or as an unfortunate accident. Thus, 
valuations of ‘failure’ and ‘success’ reflect the 
cultural values of a given society. Therefore, 
limiting the study of artefacts to their pre-com-
modity phase excludes decisive information for 
understanding both society and design.30

  Likewise, Philosopher of Technology 
Peter-Paul Verbeek states the importance of 
artefact-centred analyses. He argues that phe-
nomenologists such as Karl Jaspers and Martin 
Heidegger have always considered the influ-
ence of artefacts on subjects from an abstract 
point of view in what he calls, using Kantian 
nomenclature, ‘conditions of possibility’.31 As 
a result, these authors considered technology 
to be alienating.32 Verbeek encourages look-
ing at the actual meanings of specific artefacts 

for human experience instead of talking about 
conditions of possibility.33 He argues in favour 
of an empirical study of artefacts as mediators 
of reality in order to actually see how specific 
artefacts mediate the world in specific ways. 
He advocates a shift in ‘the philosophical at-
tention from the conditions of technology to 
technology itself (to the technological devices 
and objects that are virtually ubiquitous in our 
daily lives) thereby seeking to understand them 
via the role that they play in our society and cul-
ture.’34 Considering technology from the point 
of view of its concrete artefacts would avoid 
overgeneralizations and provide information 
about the actual impact of objects as mediators.
  The two previous accounts come from the 
field of anthropology and philosophy of technol-
ogy respectively. Both advocate a closer analy-
sis of artefacts in a post-commodity phase, but 
their goals are different. If the former aims to 
understand culture through objects, the latter 
is oriented towards a better understanding of 
the disciplinary field. Considering artefacts as 
mediators implies looking ‘at’ them while at the 
same time looking ‘through’ them. The chal-
lenge for design studies is to keep the balance 
between studying artefacts as a means to look 
at culture, as well as an object of study in itself. 
These two dimensions are indeed intimately 
connected. Artefacts shape culture and culture 
shapes artefacts. Defining causality in this 
relationship is an elusive endeavour and its very 
impossibility configures the core of material 
culture studies. Analysing designed artefacts 
can therefore define common characteristics in 
the way that they interact with culture. More-
over, this exercise can define the specificity of 
designed artefacts as opposed to natural ob-
jects or to other fields of material culture such 
as art or immovable artefacts.
 The problem is that concrete examples 
of how to carry out such studies from the 
perspective of design studies are scarce. There 
are a number of studies on artefacts stemming 
from other disciplines worth mentioning. 
However, they do not contribute towards the 
understanding of design in the ways stated 
above. The benefit of studying artefacts from 
a design studies’ perspective, in opposition to 
the study of artefacts in general, is twofold. It 
should firstly contribute to revealing the impact 
of designed artefacts in culture. Second, it 
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should serve as a means to further construct 
the disciplines of design history in particular 
and design studies in general. For example, 
Verbeek himself sketches a short analysis of the 
personal digital assistant (small, stripped-down 
versions of personal computers) in What Things 
Do. Philosophical reflections on Technology, 
Agency, and Design.35 Other accounts 
stemming from material culture studies can 
be found in Jules David Prown’s and Kenneth 
Haltman’s edited volume American Artifacts. 
Essays in Material Culture, a collection of work 
by Prown’s students who applied his method to 
different objects ranging from 1970s lava lamps 
to Amish quilts.36 More recently, The Object 
Reader edited by Fiona Candlin and Raiford 
Guins, published short reflections on artefacts 
written by scholars under the title ‘Object 
Lessons’.37 These range from historical reviews 
of design icons to analytic auto-ethnographies, 
with the result that some essays have a 
rigorous academic tone and others a rather 
personal, essayistic style. A last example is the 
book Thinking Through Things, which limits its 
methodology to ethnographic analysis to cover 
a wide range of artefact-centred analyses.38

  The idea behind publishing this issue of 
Kunstlicht originated from the awareness of a 
lack of useful examples that approach artefacts 
from multifarious angles. Essays on artefacts 
departing from a design studies perspective 
have therefore been selected. This issue differs 
from the abovementioned accounts in that 
the authors do not limit themselves to a single 
method. One of the main challenges faced 
by these authors was the difficult access to 
sources; not something one might expect when 
dealing with everyday artefacts. A second 
difficulty was linking an artefact analysis to 
a more general research question so that 
the resulting paper would not merely be the 
implementation of a method to an object. This 
task of connecting the right question to the 
right artefact has proved the most arduous. 
These authors have risen to the challenge of 
linking the particular to the general and the 
customary to the original.
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