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“This subversive book challenges commonly accepted notions of stability and attachment to make a radical proposition that calls for care-fully embracing the axiologies of “Di/De”: Positive destruction, disassembling, detaching and discomforting are advocated as new epistemological and ontological orientations in the face of unsettlement, unhoming, and precarity. Bringing dominant approaches to design and psychology under scrutiny, and criticizing the pitfalls of their mutual trajectories of universalism, cartesian dualism, and scientification, Eleni Kalantidou reads the two fields in conjunction with each other urging us to overcome their misconceptions and malpractices while restoring their potency of transformation.”

Jilly Traganou, Professor of Architecture and Urbanism, Parsons School of Design, The New School

“For years, critical academics have argued that the discipline of psychology must learn about mental life by including the psychological humanities. Eleni Kalantidou thoughtfully expands the boundaries of psychology and demonstrates that psychology and design studies mutually invigorate their theories and practices. This relevant book is thoughtfully articulated and convincingly affirms that design psychology is a program that deserves significant intellectual and applied attention.”

Thomas Teo, Professor of Psychology, York University

“Psychology is intrinsic to design practice, is elemental in acquiring a design habitus, and is mobilised in numerous environmental contexts. Yet for all this, design psychology mostly resides in the domain of the unthought. So, what exactly is it? How should it be understood? And, how can it be moved directly into the consciousness of designers, and with what consequence? Eleni Kalantidou’s informative and challenging book provides the means for designers to answer these questions.”

Tony Fry, Adjunct Professor of Architecture and Design, University of Tasmania




Introduction to Design Psychology
 
In the age of climate change, psychology and design have been employed through impromptu collaborations to validate solutions and future scenarios.

Introduction to Design Psychology contests this approach by proposing an ideological framework for an intentional, joint endeavour between psychology and design. Intentional design psychology is presented as a critical proposal grounded in unpredictability, nominating ways to activate new production, consumption, and habitation patterns. It unfolds through chapters exploring urban environments, technology, and consumer culture, making evident the need for new definitions of social resilience and adaptation. As part of this process, adaptive designs that enable resilient psychologies are revealed. By challenging the disciplinary status quo of psychology and design, this book aims to activate a new field of knowledge.

Introduction to Design Psychology is essential for psychologists, designers, and urban planners, as well as professionals from affiliated fields, willing to reconfigure their own thinking and practice.

Eleni Kalantidou is a design psychologist, strategist, researcher, and senior lecturer at Griffith University, Australia. Her research activities are focused on environmental and social resilience, design strategy, social impact, and social innovation. Kalantidou’s research on repair, community-led behavioural change, resilience, and adaptation has been published in books and journals and funded by grants and consultancies. As a researcher and consultant, she has collaborated with various international, national, and local non-governmental organisations, as well as the public sector.
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Preface

What is design psychology? This question arose from my own curiosity and background. Being educated in psychology and moving into design through my doctorate in architecture and academic work, I discovered their disconnection and a lack of shared language. Most importantly, I realised that despite their clear disciplinary boundaries, they are obliquely intertwined in all facets of everyday life. For many years, I experimented with research projects and concepts in order to discover their joint agency beyond these disciplinary limitations. This journey culminated in the writing of this book, primarily aimed at understanding how we can overcome the cycle of offering the same ineffective ‘solutions’ that have contributed to the problems we face today, including climate change, social injustices, and increasingly unsettled realities. I have been greatly invested in this project for several reasons: as a human living in an unpredictable world; as a psychologist grappling with limited tools to deal with what is present; and as a designer restricted by repetitive patterns of production and consumption. Additionally, as a researcher and teacher, I equally feel overwhelmed by the limitations of existing epistemological and educational paradigms that often feel disconnected from lived experience. That said, I am mindful of my own biases, having been educated within a Eurocentric framework, and recognise how my own conditioning and experiences influence my practice.

My aspiration for this book is to foster camaraderie and establish a common ground for researchers and practitioners like me to jointly re-evaluate our thinking and practices. Intentional design psychology is envisioned here as an ideological framework, but it can be so much more. As a discursive practice it invites diversity, experimentation, and methodologies that are not yet present. It introduces projects showcasing community-led behavioural change, affirmative destruction, relational accountability, and constantly changing configurations of subjectivities. These initiatives have the potential to instigate new patterns of production, consumption, and habitation. In brief, this book has been instrumental in transforming my sense of angst into agency, providing a platform to articulate my ideas about changing the world. My hope is that it will have a similar impact on my colleagues, students, and fellow practitioners.
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Introduction

What is design psychology? Despite the term sounding familiar, it is hard to define it and pinpoint its practice. The always present and implicit connections between psychology and design are usually neglected, owing to the hard lines dividing the two disciplines. On the one hand, attempts from environmental psychology to bridge the two have relied mainly upon a cause-and-effect, explanatory model of their relationship, providing psychological interpretations of design. On the other hand, design has followed the same route by employing pre-existing psychological schemata to add a psychological interpretation to its process and outcomes. The disciplinary traditions of psychology and design have greatly influenced both approaches.

To understand the current definition and practice of design psychology, the evolution of psychology and design as disciplines was examined, tracing their paths to becoming sciences and their alignment with the natural-scientific model. This knowledge was crucial to pivot from them without discarding their histories. Positioning psychology and design in time and place helped comprehend the role of measurement and scientific standards, how contemporary models work, and their relationship with historically corresponding socioeconomic systems. This process allowed to detect their intersections and differences and understand their active participation in creating everyday life. Understanding the embeddedness of both disciplines in contemporary socioeconomic structures enabled the interpretation of design psychology’s existing configurations. The latter, simply a bricolage of existing theories and methods from psychology and design, is frequently adopted to fulfil the same purposes as the disciplines it draws from. ‘Impromptu’ design psychology is employed in this book, because psychologists and designers have not intentionally nor jointly developed it to address their respective disciplines’ inevitable synergy in making habitus. The lending and borrowing happening between psychology and design in the context of impromptu design psychology prompted questioning its effectiveness as a model for responding to contemporary challenges, and its success in implementation. It also sparked the enquiry of what ontological and epistemological insights from the critical branches of various disciplines exist outside of impromptu design psychology. All the above triggered the endeavour to loosely frame an intentional design psychology.

Why is intentional design psychology needed? Many people, especially those from the disciplines of psychology and design, might find this proposal unnecessary. Still, the answer can be found in assessing the effectiveness of conventional psychological and design approaches to tackle contemporary challenges. Environmental and social injustices are accelerated by unprecedented change happening across all levels of human activity. Pandemics, climatic disasters, and displacement are asymmetrically impacting human populations in the global North and South (as they exist as divided and within each other). Housing and the employment security necessary to attain it are becoming increasingly precarious in the global North, while they have always been so in the global South. In the latter, basic needs such as water are becoming increasingly scarce and are accessed according to one’s level of privilege.

Nevertheless, technology, particularly in developed countries, has facilitated a detachment from these realities. Everything appears to function perfectly from the outside, concealing how most things work, owing to cognitive deskilling brought by technological obscureness and service-driven economies. Addressing these issues requires a systemic response, which cannot come solely from intentional design psychology. The everyday normality designed to reflect unreal stability in privileged settings and the lack of designed provisions for the ones affected by disaster, designate the necessity of a different approach. The latter should adopt designs deriving from an acceptance of impermanence as the natural state of being, acknowledging the unsustainability of the current production/consumption models and accepting change as a condition to design with, not against. To activate such an approach, contemporary psychologies of fear, eco-existential angst, and denial must be confronted, along with psychologies of loss. Instead of medicalising these as states of depression, they should be seen as symptomatic of problematic, designed conditions or ineffective design responses.

Given the fast-paced transformations happening in all planetary life and the impending need to respond intentionally and not reactively, the task becomes to develop an approach that helps reconfigure our sense of normality. There is a notion that nothing changes unless people change, and change is hard. Redirecting how cornerstones of life are perceived, such as happiness and success as well as loss, necessitates a discursive practice that makes the exploration of knowledge outside its current exclusive prescriptions possible. This would entail an intentional design psychology framed through a discursive practice as a critical, uniting front, bringing together diverse voices from various fields and epistemologies. Emphasis is placed on producing knowledge via heterogenous and incidental practices taking place in various settings, merging symbolic with material meanings that embody the reality and political nature of everyday life (Bacchi & Bonham, 2014). Without discursive practice being a science or a discipline, it designates a system of thought that chooses and reconfigures elements from various disciplines in unforeseen ways. It is not limited to generating ‘discourse’ but expands to practices of everyday life. It adapts to change in order to pursue knowledge according to the needs and possibilities of a given time and place (Foucault, 2021). Considering the complexity of contemporary circumstances, intentional design psychology as a discursive practice becomes a starting point to explore how to reconfigure models of living in conditions of unpredictability.

From this standpoint, intentional design psychology requires an emphasis on place-based, lived experience, contrasting the universalising nature of psychology and design. Through their scientification, psychology and design have embraced the canon of external validity, resulting in the possibility of replication and generalisation. Adopting this epistemological position led to psychology excluding or psychopathologising whoever did not fit into the mould of socially accepted identities (Danziger, 1994; Gergen, 1997). For design, this meant dismissing the importance of ‘bringing forth’ (Heidegger, 1927/1962) and intuition as part of the design process (Schön, 1983) by standardising it to achieve a fixed outcome. Psychology and design’s intention, driven by the ontology and epistemology that established them as disciplines, has been to form lived experience rather than learn from it. In that sense, no matter how psychology and design are employed in this book, one is not prioritised over the other. They have both complied with the given socioeconomic paradigm and its demands.

Critical exceptions in these fields have identified the biases of the Eurocentric, patriarchal and binary gaze of psychology and design’s scientific direction. They have also stressed the destructive impact of psychology and design’s implementation on social and natural ecologies. Against this backdrop, critical psychologists and designers have conducted much preliminary work in uncovering their wrongdoings, yet not through a joint undertaking. There has not been an intentional framework for collaboratively exploring critiques of conventional practices by practitioners and transforming them into new theoretical schemata and practices. In this view, intentional design psychology, as envisioned here, invites academics, professionals, and organisations to participate in a discursive practice aimed at revealing adaptation pathways that could foster social resilience.

Despite this sounding like jargon repeated by almost everyone these days, including governmental organisations, techno-driven solutions, and grassroots initiatives, this book emphasises discovering how to best put forward adaptation and social resilience. Existing psychological and design directions related to prominent aspects of human activity, such as urban life, technology, and consumption, are analysed to unearth their limitations and potential when seen under the light of impermanence. The objective behind this process is to reveal what disturbs human and planetary equilibrium in the context of everyday living and discover how to implement adaptive designs that enable resilient psychologies. Both adaptation and resilience are removed from the ‘bouncing back’ narrative of economic recovery and positioned within the time and place risk conditions communities face.

Considering the introductory nature of this book, the aim has been for it to be non-prescriptive. Instead, the intention has been to provide an ideological backbone of intentional design psychology by emphasising where it comes from and what it could be. The idea is to develop new means and experiment with them by embracing place-based, lived experience principles without negating existing methodologies from psychology and design. In this sense, intentional design psychology invites like-minded theorists and practitioners to explore it by conceptualising and implementing it. It is also a provocation for students, scholars, and professionals from various fields to re-evaluate their education and practice. The researcher is acknowledged as biased, embedded in the context of their investigation, and affected by what is at stake professionally, economically, and perhaps politically. There are different pathways proposed to make this happen: intentional design psychology as overarching supplementary knowledge impacting all fields in need of re-learning, as investigated in this book; a developing specialism, not as a fragmented overspecialisation, but as a new extension of psychology and design leading their redirection; a practice in its own way adopted and adapted by the insightful designer inherently introducing a psychological dimension through their practice; as enablement of decision making developed by practitioners to help people get control over their lives. Despite the challenges and obstacles this invitation contains, as well as potential misappropriations, it allows new practitioners and psychosocial technologies to emerge, with affirmative techniques becoming the means for us to employ design in its most fundamental way, remaking our cosmologies and ontologies.

From this perspective, intentional design psychology, as presented here, calls for a commitment to change and its values as defined by plural psychologies and respective designs – all shaped by and shaping continuously transforming environments. Its non-prescriptive nature is deliberate, owing to unpredictably changing conditions, globally and locally. There are no clear indications of how phenomena such as climate change and socioeconomic shifts will co-evolve, making it impossible to forecast what means will be available to respond. In this context, human agency cannot be claimed without the resources to support it. That said, intentional design psychology can move beyond passively exploring the psychological impact of design and provide alternatives to prescribed ‘solutions’ claimed by technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (AI).

The ideas introduced through this brief overview further unfold in the six chapters of this book. In detail, Chapter 1 negotiates the ontological, epistemological, and cosmological positioning of psychology and design to comprehend their ideological framing and respective implementations. The chapter provides an overview of existing ontologies and epistemologies and explains the leading role of the natural-scientific model in scientising aspiring disciplines. Under this banner, psychology and design’s histories of becoming sciences are explored. The excluding, discriminatory nature of this process is also discussed in the context of their Eurocentric, mono-cosmological, and colonising traditions. After establishing where psychology and design come from, an investigation of their shared manifestations follows. This is through environmental psychology, the work of human geographers, grassroots initiatives, and the efforts of primarily architects in the 1960s and 1970s to involve the user in the design process with methods such as participatory design and Post Occupancy Evaluation (POE). Most recently, human-centred design has been promoted as an expression of addressing psychological needs via design. Despite its objective to make products easier to use and thus more saleable, it is unpacked as an anthropocentric and ethnocentric example of the unconsciousness of a Eurocentrically inculcated design psychology. Chapter 1 concludes by stressing the limitations of existing approaches combining psychology and design while highlighting their commonalities and differences. Most importantly, it makes a case for a revisited framework of intentional collaboration between the two that will allow for adopting more insightful, informed, and efficacious ontologies, epistemologies, and cosmologies.

After examining the roots of psychology and design and how they initially came together, Chapter 2 focuses on design psychology through its current applications. Examples of impromptu design psychology and connections between psychological models and design showcase the development of design streams affiliated with cognitive, behavioural, and affective psychology. As a result, cognitive and behavioural design, together with design and emotion, have been actualised to reinforce the influencing impact of design. While many efforts promoted the improvement of conditions related to user experience, comfort or sustainability, most of them have perpetuated flawed psychological models without questioning the implications of borrowing theories from psychology. To contest this uncritical exchange between the two disciplines, Chapter 2 proposes employing practices such as accountability mapping and opening design psychology to plural psychologies and designs. Correspondingly, it promotes ‘researching with’ rather than ‘researching for’ (Estalella & Criado, 2018), by employing lived experience and place-based approaches. It additionally frames intentional design psychology as a discursive practice responding to the need for a new imagination cultivated by practitioners, researchers, theorists, critics, and educators.

Urban environments are emphasised in Chapter 3 to explore why intentional design psychology is necessary and how it could unfold in conditions of accelerating change. The psychologies and psychopathologies of evolving cities are looked into, in conjunction with socioeconomic and political developments. What arises from this inquiry is the growing unsettlement caused by gentrification, increasing need for housing, physical, and psychological displacement. In addition, geopolitical tensions and climatic disasters lead to cities in global North and South becoming illusionary havens, which could easily collapse under the pressure of infrastructural failure. Adaptative philosophies currently put forward advocate for technocratic, degrowth, and transitional approaches. These are being analysed to assess their potential and critiqued for projecting the present into the future. Most importantly, what is underlined in this chapter is the misconception that unsettlement only affects the ‘disfranchised’, evidenced through examples designating the impact of displacement on people from various socioeconomic strata. As a closing remark, intentional design psychology suggestions involving participatory governance and redefining adaptation, are provided to sketch a pragmatic response addressing (un)settlement and (un)homing emergencies.

Chapter 4 explores where technology comes from, its connection to psychology and design and how it has become interwoven into human activity, like never before. Despite the acknowledgement that we have always been technological, Chapter 4 elucidates the transition to posthumanism and shares an account of existing facets of design psychology as enablers of the informational revolution. It presents the history of this relationship by exploring the role of design in enabling technological advancement, with the highlight being Human-Computer Interaction (HCI). HCI has been facilitated by cognitive psychology and cognitive science, which legitimised the claim of computers being the extension of the human brain, particularly with the most recent developments of deep networks and machine learning. Impromptu design psychology facilitated this effort through projects such as the affecting computing approach (Picard, 1995) and the more contemporary iBorderCtrl (European Commission, 2022). Consequently, it has enabled users’ technological dependence and deskilling, which contributes to artificialising reality and compromising their agency. A discussion on the ramifications of this condition ensues, including the necessity of intentional design psychology to address technology through the lens of life knowledge (savoir-vivre) (Stiegler, 2019) and situational knowledge (Dreyfus, 1972). The final part of this chapter also identifies the importance of holding technology accountable by acknowledging its embeddedness in transindividuations (Tucker, 2022) and ourselves for equating our brains to AI through second-order cybernetics.

Similarly to how technological dependence has been enabled by psychology and design, overconsumption has been established through consumer culture facilitated by impromptu design psychology worldwide. What is being negotiated in Chapter 5 is how consumer culture was created and enabled by psychology and design. Moving beyond the irreversible environmental damage that consumer culture has catalysed, Chapter 5 explores its negative impact on psychologies by generating constructs of happiness and success. These have progressively led to mental health conditions that design has tried to alleviate (with more consumption), while psychology has pathologised without targeting the root causes. Critical theorists and practitioners from both disciplines have proposed alternatives to contest the harm their respective disciplines have caused. Likewise, impromptu design psychology initiatives have directed users’ reform through individual behavioural change methods such as nudging (Thaler & Sunstein, 2009) and design and emotion (Chapman, 2009), as well as social reform through practice-oriented design (Shove et al., 2007). Yet, their limited success designates the need for intentional design psychology responses. These, grounded in existing approaches such as community-led behavioural change (Kalantidou & Brennan, 2024), are exemplified through expressions of commoning, repair, and care in action that could transform psychologies and designs.

The book’s final chapter scaffolds intentional design psychology by underlying its recurrent theme, the urgency for change. It provides a loose ideological framework with its predominant principles being the inclusion of uncharted ontologies, epistemologies, and cosmologies; overcoming modern dualism; discovering subjectivities anchored in relational accountability; shedding the label of ‘expert’ from the researcher embedded in time and place; and sharing purpose. In this light, the priority for intentional design psychology as a discursive practice becomes the disengagement from social constructs enabling destructive patterns by adopting di/de- with care. Di/de- requires emotionally and materially detaching from notions of permanence, manifested through ownership, place attachment, and nation attachment. It also necessitates positive destruction and acknowledging the negative destruction that current socioeconomic systems contribute to. Disassembling is also suggested as a vehicle for identifying what needs to be maintained, repaired or abandoned. In relation to psychological constructs, discomforting becomes a priority as a means to depathologise conditions such as eco-anxiety. Turning psychological discomfort into an asset is intertwined with redirecting belief systems by accepting impermanence. To do so, normality, adaptation, and resilience must be redefined, while community-led behavioural change (Kalantidou & Brennan, 2024) should be explored in conjunction with place-based and trans-local adaptation. Accordingly, Chapter 6 and the book close with suggestions about how intentional design psychology should be used, identifies its audience, and invites practitioners and theorists to contribute to its realisation as a discursive practice.

Taken as a whole, the book introduces intentional design psychology as an alternative to impromptu design psychology and the disciplinary applications of psychology and design. Its topics were selected as overarching, owing to their impact on natural and social ecologies. Still, these topics are only representative of a vast array of problems that need to be seen in a different light. By identifying what is currently excluded from epistemological enquiries, the need for new ones arises, which could capture momentum while thinking from the future. This can only happen with the participation of critical theorists and practitioners, by developing further the ideas presented here. The goal of this book is not (only) to challenge the disciplinary status quo of psychology and design. Its aim equally is to activate a research community consisted of psychologists, designers and professionals from affiliated fields, willing to reconfigure their own thinking and practice. It is a starting point and a call for action. The aspiration is for its ideas to be engaged with and employed as a tool and a guide. Finally, the hope is that this book will inspire theories, projects, and collaborations that can provide pragmatic responses to the challenges, present and ahead.
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Design Psychology: Where from?

To describe psychology and design, to define their beginnings and to position them in history, is a complicated task. There is psychology and psychologies; the former signifies the discipline and the formal study of its subject matter, whereas the latter stand for numerous variations of the theme according to different points in time, place, and history. Likewise, there is design, identified within the Western epistemological realm as a distinct field of theory and practice, and designs, which unofficially exist in vernacular practices all over the world and human decisions on a daily basis.

In their formal capacity, psychology and design have been constituted to answer fundamental questions and serve human needs. And despite being explored independently and appearing as separate, they share a common starting point. Both were established as disciplines in order to fit within modern classifications and compartmentalisation of knowledge. The project of modernity and the pursuit of rationalising the practice of everyday life (Habermas & Ben-Habib, 1981), required subjects to be distinct from objects, as per an ontology based on Cartesian dualism, and exist in One-World World (OWW) (Escobar, 2015), as per a cosmology grounded in a Western worldview. In this context, modern ontology, also known as scientific ontology or ontological realism, acknowledged a reality independent of its assessor (Habermas, 1966), found in “natural objects and events having often transcultural and transhistorical (‘objective’) qualities” (Teo, 2010, p. 237). In contrast, non-disciplinary psychologies and designs are of plural ontologies and cosmologies. They are responsive to various existential questions, connected to different cultural settings, and independent from universal laws.


Ontologically Situated Psychology and Design

To understand how psychology and design emerged as disciplines, it is important to outline where they are ontologically situated. Scientific ontology prevailed in the 18th and 19th century and defined the construction of truth1 based on the objectivity of the scientific model. Alternate ontologies counteracted the distinction between subject and object, and promoted a description of ‘what is’, grounded in the subjective experience of the person interacting with the living world (Husserl, 1970). As per its advocates (Heidegger, 1927/1962; Sartre, 1943/1956), subjectivity enables reality to become attainable by a conscious, practical involvement with the tangible and intangible aspects of everyday life, allowing truth to reveal itself. Further interpretations of ontology have explained reality through the linguistic framework it exists in (Carnap, 1950), the socially constructed scientific paradigm that produced it (Kuhn, 1970), and power-imposed ontologies such as Michel Foucault’s historical ontology (Foucault, 1969/1972). The latter, rediscovered by Ian Hacking, was explained as an ontology where reality is what people make of themselves; the authority they impose on others and accept willingly or unwillingly to be imposed on them; in addition to the moral framework they live by, depending on the historical time and place (Hacking, 2002).

Along with the aforementioned ontologies that are based on a reality understood via a representation of being either objectively or subjectively, exist the ones where reality is approached performatively. Theories from the field of cybernetics, posthumanism, and new materialism have introduced a relational, post-dualist ontology. This perspective perceives reality as a fluid product of the perpetual interaction between human and non-human entities, changing both through this process (Barad, 2007; Haraway, 1985; Pickering, 2017). In this respect, agency is not defined as will or intention coming from the subject (the human) but as a condition which captures both the subject, object or society, the actor, and the network (Latour, 1987).

At this point it should be stated that all the ontologies mentioned so far embody a Eurocentric interpretation of living, life, and the human. Outside this sphere there have been multiple ontologies grounded in traditional knowledge and indigenous practices, most of them erased or overwritten by colonial impositions. Border thinking has been systematically documenting and addressing the existence of realities deriving from multiple worlds. These ontologies represent understandings accepting otherness, irrelevant to relying on an overarching power (system, ego or God), and dividing humans from nature, inside from outside, and the soul from the body (Mignolo, 2012).


Epistemologically Situated Psychology and Design

Through this non-exhaustive presentation of ontologies becomes evident the variety of ways to define reality, beyond scientific ontology. Still, psychology and design as disciplines were positioned in an ontology grounded in the quest for the ‘objective’ truth. They were both shaped by the pursue of objective knowledge, which involved the collection of empirical information, its systematic ordering and its synthesis in a way that can be mathematically substantiated (Danziger, 1994). The task was assisted by Cartesian dualism, which helped structure the prevailing epistemological paths; the empirical, where the world is known through observation and the rational, which enables knowledge via introspection.

Despite empiricism and rationalism defining truth and knowledge in the 18th and 19th century, opponent epistemologies started appearing in the 20th century. The passivity, which the objective epistemology attributed to the subject was criticised as irrelevant to the social context and its history that outlines personal biases and desires (Foucault, 1969/1972). The one-sided interpretation of producing knowledge and the omission of the unconscious, primal elements that interfere with the ‘objective mind’ were stressed too (Freud, 1930; Nietzsche, 1887/1967). Objective knowledge was contested in terms of detaching the subject from their subjective experience, depriving them of understanding the lived world (Husserl, 1970).

Michel Foucault (1969/1972) identified scientific knowledge as a social construct taking place in a set period of time and created by pre-existing rules that also connected it to prevailing scientific knowledge. Against this background, episteme was defined as the search for principles that allow scientific knowledge to come to life and dictate social perceptions of reality while also excluding what exists outside them (Foucault, 1969/1972; 1980). Similarly, Gaston Bachelard’s historical epistemology stressed the necessity of tracing the origins of a concept and its formation throughout history, before becoming knowledge (Hacking, 2002).

Empiricism and rationalism were also challenged by post-structuralist theories that concentrated on discursive practice as a means to create knowledge, focusing on collective meaning-making, and communicating through language (Lyotard, 1984; Wittgenstein, 1961). Moreover, new materialism pointed out the role of structures and systems instead of the subject as methods of production, replacing representation with performance. Another shift came from border thinking that replaced epistemology with gnoseology in order to seek gnosis (Mudimbe as cited in Mignolo, 2012), an enquiry of knowledge recognising both episteme and doxa. Granting doxa as a means to acquire knowledge made elements and systems that were disregarded, owing to the imposition of the Western philosophical tradition, acceptable to explore (Mignolo, 2012).

The aforementioned accounts of ontology and epistemology provide a rough synopsis of diverse versions of truth and knowledge – albeit one of multiple and disputed narratives. Their overview makes visible not only how the disciplines of psychology and design emerged but also the excluding process that enabled them to become scientific fields. This, by becoming actualised within a constructed reality based upon a scientific ontology and an epistemology seeking an ‘objective truth’ entrenched in empiricism. Their principles and perceptions of being and knowledge were grounded in accepting the predominant paradigms while leaving little space for explorations outside their premises. What follows is an outline of how both the disciplines of psychology and design became legitimised as areas of knowledge, especially in the 20th century.


The ‘Scientification’ of Psychology and Design

Scientification is a “process where-by the use of and claim to systematic and certified knowledge produced in the spirit of ‘truth-seeking’ science becomes the chief legitimating source for activity in virtually all other functional subsystems” (Weingart 1997, p. 610). In the tradition of natural sciences, psychology and design adopted methods of measurement and testing grounded in experimental and empirical practice to establish themselves as scientific fields. Doing this, they embodied the values and beliefs of Scientific Revolution and modernity, which were slowly and gradually formed within centuries of human activity.

Most importantly, psychology and design implemented the Eurocentric thought2, which focused on liberating knowledge from mysticism and church dogmatism. While it promoted the investigation of natural phenomena based on rigorous models of examination in order to achieve standardisation and objectification of knowledge, it failed to acknowledge the contributions of cultures and philosophies outside the Western realm and ancient Greece3. In this spirit, Scientific Revolution was described by Lawrence Lipking (2014) as “an activity that, whatever it studies, rejects all ways of grasping the world but those that deal with facts, experiments, and systematic principles” (p. 6). With this in mind, Scientific Revolution derives from a cosmology unable to grasp valuable knowledge/epistemologies existing in any other cosmology.


Psychology as a Science

Psychology has been presented as a science and tested via numerous scientific methods in order to produce scientific knowledge or else, the rational structure between theory and research findings (Haack, 1975). In order to achieve this, it had to erase pre-modern psychology, carried through oral traditions and practiced by elders, priests, shamans, medicine men, and women around the world (Benjamin, 2007).

The commencement of psychology as a science was triggered by the psychophysics’ exploration of sensations and the establishment of experimental psychology by Wilhelm Wundt’s laboratory in Leipzig in 1879. Wundt and his student, Edward Titchener, introduced the epistemological framework of structural psychology, which considered consciousness as structural parts that can be isolated and studied via the method of scientific introspection. Using self-observation conducted under the guidance of the experimenter in the laboratory, Wundt made the distinction between ‘outer’ and ‘inner phenomena’ separating sensation and perception. He believed the latter could be studied via apperception by employing folk psychology (Völkerpsychologie) that focused on social and historical elements of everyday life (Fuchs & Milar, 2003).

What started in Germany continued in America by psychologists including Stanley Hall, who studied under Wundt. Along with William James, Hall’s mentor, who had also been exposed to the German school of thought, and John Dewey, who was Hall’s student, they promoted functional psychology close to the end of the 19th century. Functional psychology was influenced by the British tradition and Charles Darwin’s work on evolution. It additionally emphasised the study of consciousness while perceiving experience as a combination of physical and mental processes, constantly evolving. In this context, psychology had to be empirically proven and theoretically supported, focusing on continuous mental adaptation as a response to humans’ changing habitats. Functional psychology proved to be pivotal for the establishment of a stronger theoretical framework for psychology by expanding the range of its experimental practice and its academic presence via the openings of various laboratories at prestigious American universities. That said, its biggest achievement was laying the foundation for behaviourism and applied psychology (Leahey, 1994).

Being the first American movement of scientising psychology, functional psychology became the vehicle to experiment with different models of testing the subject and discover many different applications for their new techniques. Close to the end of the 19th century, American researchers with the most prominent being James McKeen Cattell, founded their work on the measurement model developed by Francis Galton in the United Kingdom. Galton collected comparable data on human performance, based on innate characteristics and disconnected from social factors. The creation of norms based on measurable behaviours was achieved through statistics - a method to analyse and interpret vast amounts of data collected via quantifying individual performances. Behaviours were subsequently compared and grouped together, according to their scores. This greatly served corporate industrialism and scientific management that made apparent the need for a psychology able to provide evidence for administration and efficient decision making (Danziger, 1994).

Meanwhile, Wundt’s initial plan to remove metaphysics from the study of human consciousness was successfully executed in the beginning of the 20th century by John Watson, an American psychologist who introduced the ‘stimulus-response relationship’ or ‘association’ as the basis of human behaviour. Influenced by British empiricism and the idea of a posteriori knowledge, he brought psychology closer to science via the study of physiological functions. Perceiving behaviour as the outcome of humans’ interaction with their environment and learning as a form of adaptation brought the former at the forefront of psychological research. During the same period, Ivan Pavlov, a Russian physiologist, initiated its measurement via ‘conditioning’ - the experimental scheme, which employs repetition and reinforcement to predict a behaviour. Pavlov claimed that conditioning provided the scientific mechanism to capture the material nature of behaviour via associations and involuntary reflexes (Rescorla, 1967).

In the first few decades of the 20th century, early behaviourism brought psychology a step closer to the natural sciences and provided a basis to build a theory of behaviour. Continuing the American tradition of scientising psychology, Clark Hull added a mathematical dimension to the conditioning scheme and more variables in order to test the association between stimuli and behavioural reactions. In the 1940s, Burrhus Frederic Skinner created a positivist framework with the operant-conditioning chamber also known as the ‘Skinner box’, which expanded the use of classical conditioning almost twenty years after its conception. By measuring voluntary behaviour based on punishment and reinforcement, Skinner made a case for the unnecessity of non-observable mediators. His method took further Pavlov’s efforts on demonstrating that behaviour can be controlled (Guttman, 1977).

The belief that psychology should be examined in the form of isolated responses to external stimuli was challenged by Edward Tolman (1948), who was influenced by Gestalt psychology that appeared in Germany in the early 20th century. Tolman explored the idea that behaviour should be studied as a unit where a cognitive (mediative) variable should be added too, supporting his theory by ‘cognitive maps’. The latter were demonstrated through an empirical experiment that showed rats’ capability of finding an alternative route when their familiar one was not available. Tolman’s research was connected to Gestalt psychology as shaped by Franz Bertano, a contemporary of Wundt, who focused on the holistic documentation of subjective experiences described by individuals. Gestalt psychology responded to the limited view of experience, as promoted by structural psychology, through investigating how mental processes were organised.

Gestalt was introduced in America by three German emigrees, Max Wertheimer, Wolfgang Kohler, and Kurt Koffka who framed human experience as the outcome of the interplay between the environment and an intrinsic mental structure. Combined with Tolman’s cognitive empiricism, it brought forth cognitive psychology in the second half of the 20th century. This was the time when the perception of mental processes transitioned from being a mechanistic model imposed by empiricism to innate functions and systems connected to memory, language, and information processing. Instead of perception and sensations being explored by means of introspection, they were investigated with the implementation of conditioning. Even while behaviourism was at its peak, Frederic Bartlett in the United Kingdom presented the idea of cognitive schemata as flexible structures of adapting to new and existing information. It was not until the 1950s when the idea of AI came into place with the work of Herbert Simon in the United States that cognitive psychology became a field of serious investigation. Noam Chomsky’s linguistic theories further promoted it by making a case for the innate cognitive structures that allow for language to evolve without positive or negative reinforcement (Benjamin, 2007).

Despite other psychological schools of thought appearing over the past decades, experimental, behavioural, and cognitive psychology are still popular in academia and practice, supporting psychology’s aim to scientise and objectify human perception and experience. Psychological research still heavily relies on empirical methods of investigation, quantitative approaches, and statistical analysis. More than a hundred years of psychology being a discipline, it is still grounded in “an abstracted model of behavioural sequences and cognitive mechanisms in which each individual is assumed to operate as a miniature version of the operational forms that define positivist investigation” (Parker, 2015, p. 4).

The efforts of psychologists to turn their practice into a science have yet to invalidate the oxymoron of individuals providing expert knowledge on human psyche within a reality defined by positivism and objective reasoning. In this context, “psychological science is essentially a by-product of what is often called cultural modernism” (Gergen, 2001, p. 803); mental processes are diminished to entities of cause and effect, documented through measurement and experimentation, while interpreted and communicated through subjective uses of language.


Critiquing the Natural-Scientific Model and Modern Psychology

The epistemological direction chosen by psychology in order to become a discipline, defined its ontological commitments and its alliance to the natural sciences, despite the fact that there were alternate approaches developed in parallel with the natural-scientific model. The argument that the natural-scientific model reduced mental processes and schemata into objects of enquiry irrelevant to history and social life was stressed by philosophers and psychologists almost simultaneously with the emergence of the discipline.

In Germany, Wilhelm Dilthey endorsed the human-scientific approach or human studies (Geisteswissenschaften) at the same time the natural-scientific model was promoted (Dilthey & Jameson, 1972). Dilthey opposed psychology limited to the study of either the mind or spirit and emphasised understanding the overall experience of humans in order to capture human psyche through the use of hermeneutical approaches. With the latter, he endorsed all variations of psychology that did not involve measurement, testing or experimentation such as the study of the unconscious (psychoanalysis) and subjective experiences (phenomenological psychology) (Teo, 2006). On the premise that understanding should be pursued as a means to describe lived experience, Husserl (1970) too opposed its quantification according to the natural-scientific standards and defined psychology as the “universal science of the subjective” (p. 112). Outside the German context, Humanistic psychologists in America including Gordon Allport and Abraham Maslow found the natural-scientific model limiting in terms of actively involving the experiencing subject into the research process. In the same vein, Amedeo Giorgi critiqued the natural-scientific model for objectifying humans by evaluating them according to strict criteria and parameters. As an alternative, Giorgi (2000) promoted the need of a working epistemological framework able to support the study of humans from a human-science perspective.

The growing opposition against psychology being approached as a natural science led to the emergence of critical movements, which became more prominent in the 1960s. Foucault (1970; 1969/1972) underlined the construction of the human subject and its control by discourses, including science and methods being products of the interconnection between language and power. The subject was constructed in labs and institutional settings, via methods of measurement and classification, in order to serve the political and cultural needs of specific localities (Danziger, 1994). In the same spirit, the political agency of psychological language within a cultural setting and the normative nature of psychological categories played a significant role in constructing experience before it happens through self-perception, societal norms, and proper conduct (Danziger, 1997).

Postmodern psychology in Europe and the United States, roughly from the 1980s and onwards, connected the natural-scientific model to modern psychology and the failures that came along modernity. By stepping away from the quest for truth, it investigated the institutional, linguistic, cultural, and other structures that allowed for the perceived concepts of reality to take place along with the epistemological traditions and methods supporting these truths. The main argument put forward was related to the inability of psychologists to separate ‘objective’ research findings from social conditioning and values embedded in the intellectual space the research takes place (Gergen, 2001).

Likewise, critical psychology has been challenging the paradigm of conventional psychology involving the construction of life facts through certain epistemological schemata since the 1970s. One of its major contributions has been the acknowledgement of the psychologist/investigator’s subjectivity, influenced by social constructs and personal biases (Parker, 2015). Critical psychology has also created the space for an ethico-political critique of psychology’s ‘asocial’ and ‘ahistorical’ nature (Marxist psychology), hetero-patriarchal positioning (feminist psychology), and Eurocentric, monocultural, and colonialist dogmatism (postcolonial psychology) (Teo, 2006). More recently, critical psychology has been preoccupied with the climate change discourse, providing analyses that do not separate the subject from nature while stressing the dissociation4 between humans and nature brought by modernity (Woodbury, 2019; Albrecht, 2019).

Overall, psychology as a discipline has been developed in parallel with the predominant socioeconomic systems, built on, and simultaneously helping establish their value systems.

The history of psychology sketched here facilitates an understanding of its Eurocentric, patriarchal character as well as its eagerness to become a science in order to serve the needs of scientific management. Despite the discipline of psychology being clearly demarcated in order to be streamlined and employed to quantify the subject, its acceptance as a scientific field has been disputed by critical streams of psychology for the aforementioned reasons. Even though it is still being taught and practiced following the traditional disciplinary models, contemporary climatic and social emergencies have made more imminent the need for a radical shift to diverse psychological understandings.


Design as a Science

Moving on to design, its departure point toward becoming a science was different from that of psychology. While arts and crafts theoretical knowledge (episteme) and reflective character were acknowledged by Plato and Aristotle as inseparable from practical knowledge (technê), theory got detached from practice with the establishment of empiricism and science as the foundations of knowledge. The Enlightenment, and later on the Industrial Revolution, made prominent the necessity for all human actions to generate end products. This diminished non-Western abilities in arts and crafts as inferior, as a result of not meeting the Eurocentric classification of art as a means to mechanisation, interpreting indigenous practical knowledge (or lack thereof) as sloth and stupidity (Adas, 1994).

The pursue of design and art as a combination of creativity and crafts was put forward by Bauhaus. Walter Gropius envisioned it as bringing together the craftsperson and the artist and created a school in Weimar in 1919, with the purpose of making the outcomes of this union part of everyday life. The intention of Bauhaus was to reduce to method and objectify both creative intuition and subjective experiences. Despite its focus on the promotion of craft, it was also strongly directed toward the translation of design into mass production (Droste, 2002).

Notwithstanding Bauhaus being the bedrock of the modernist movement, during the same time, Theo van Doesburg in the Netherlands became the main representative of De Stijl. This movement was also an expression of denouncing the intuitive and subjective approaches of art in order to create a domain of ‘objective’ design but placed more emphasis on methodologising the aesthetic aspects of design (White, 2003). The foundations of design as a science laid by Bauhaus and De Stijl, created the need for its establishment as a discipline. This was addressed by the Design Methods Group and the Conference on Design Methods, which took place in 1962 in London. The conference made explicit the necessity for a design methodology grounded in the principles of the natural-scientific model (Cross, 2001), with university programs providing an alternative to the pre-existing vocational design education.
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