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Globalizing Design History and 
Global Design History

D. J. Huppatz

For at least a decade, design historians have been arguing that a global perspective 
on the discipline is essential. However, despite some initial efforts, the project of 
a global design history remains in its infancy. In response to the growing interest 
in globalization, this article considers the potential possibilities and problems in 
globalizing design history, albeit from a limited, Anglophone perspective. It begins 
in the first half by reviewing recent debates in historiography over world and global 
histories, so that we might more confidently position global approaches to design 
history. The second half of the article assembles initial attempts to globalize design 
history as well as themes and methods for further research, plotting potential themes 
and methods for globalizing design history, drawing upon existing scholarship and 
knowledge. Following historian Jerry H. Bentley, I am proposing design historians 
both ‘globalize history and historicize globalization’, in order to ensure the ongoing 
relevance of the discipline and engage with contemporary developments in other 
disciplines.
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A decade ago, in a special issue of this journal devoted to ‘the global future of design 
history’, Christopher Bailey argued that ‘the need to develop a genuinely global field 
of enquiry has moved beyond being a challenge to becoming a duty’.1 In The Design 
History Reader, Grace Lees-Maffei declared that ‘the globalization of design history 
remains a priority for all interested in the present and future validity of the discipline’.2 
Evidently, some design historians agree that a global perspective is vital, but the issue of 
what a global design history might look like remains only partially addressed. Following 
historian Jerry H. Bentley, I am proposing design historians both ‘globalize history and 
historicize globalization’.3 By engaging with such mainstream historical challenges, 
design history might also begin to overcome what Victor Margolin characterized as the 
field’s marginal status.4

A brief note on globalization
Political scientists, sociologists and economists first used the term globalization in the 
1980s to describe recent international political, economic and social transformations.5 
In various fields of inquiry, globalization emerged as the preferred term to describe a 
multiplicity of trans-national forces—political, economic, cultural, ecological and tech-
nological—that have increased in velocity and intensity over the past five or six decades. 
Globalization can be understood as the ‘increasing liquidity and growing multi-direc-
tional flows’ of these intra-planetary processes, ‘as well as the structures they encounter 
and create’.6 The literature on globalization over the past twenty-five years—a trickle of 
material in the 1980s that became a flood in the 1990s and 2000s—now seems over-
whelming.7 For better or worse, globalization is an unavoidable keyword of our age.8 
However, the critique of ‘metanarratives’, totalizing stories claiming to encompass the 
whole of humanity, perhaps most famously expressed in Jean-François Lyotard’s The 
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Postmodern Condition, deserves serious consideration by scholars wishing to develop 
a global perspective.9 Postmodern and post-colonial theorists illuminated numerous 
issues—from the exclusion or marginalization of women and indigenous people to the 
repression of colonial violence—that render problematic claims to universal experience 
and a singular, totalizing narrative. Thus, both caution and precision are required to 
proceed with the globalization of design history.

To make my position clear, I  understand globalization as a dynamic and multi-direc-
tional series of flows—of people, material goods and information across geopolitical 
borders—rather than as a single, deterministic process in which the inevitable outcome 
is a homogenized world modelled on Europe or the United States of America. There is 
a legitimate fear in the latter understanding of globalization, but, as I shall argue below, 
the term is more absorptive than some early commentators proposed.10 Since the 1960s, 
the growing awareness of a global consciousness—that is, of inhabiting an increasingly 
interconnected and interdependent planet—is a shared experience that seems undeni-
able on various levels. However, this is not to say that globalization is historically inevi-
table, nor prophetic of a future state (which may entail as much ‘de-globalization’ as 
further globalization). It is hardly controversial to acknowledge globalization as a set of 
quantitative changes brought about by digital communications technologies, interna-
tional financial markets or increased carbon emissions, but to argue that these consti-
tute qualitative changes is. From a historical perspective, some processes attributed to 
recent globalization may be merely a continuation of processes that have been active 
and trans-planetary for a long time (in forms such as the telegraph, inter-regional trade 
and pollution, for example). It is necessary to understand the major positions in historical 
thinking about such large-scale social, political, economic and technological processes 
before addressing the potentials for repositioning design history.

World history: civilizations, structures, systems
It is only today that it has become possible for the first time even to imagine 
a whole world consisting of peoples who have in the fullest sense entered into 
history and become the concern, no longer of the colonial administrator or the 
anthropologist, but of the historian.

E. H. Carr, 196111

In the 1960s, English historian E. H. Carr was not alone in imagining a history capable of 
encompassing the ‘whole world’. Although constructing a ‘world history’ was not a new 
ambition,12 it acquired new methods and approaches in the 1960s and 1970s. It is worth 
noting the parallel between Marshall McLuhan’s contemporaneous concept of a ‘global vil-
lage’ connected by new communication technologies and world historians’ similar compres-
sion of time and space into coherent ‘village stories’.13 Thus, the historiographic account that 
follows is not arbitrary, but begins at the start of the ‘global era’ with a new understanding 
of the world and its people. I will focus on the three best-known historians of large-scale 
developments across broad geographical expanses—William H. McNeill, Fernand Braudel 
and Immanuel Wallerstein, scholars who laid the foundations for later global historians.

William H. McNeill’s The Rise of the West: A History of the Human Community (1963) 
was perhaps the most successful attempt to paint a comprehensive world-picture of 
human history. McNeill’s narrative set the standard for world history, and presented new 
possibilities for understanding the interactions between, and the integration of, pre-
modern civilizations. The four major civilizations that dominate McNeill’s story—Europe, 
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China, India and the Middle East—finally converged in the 1850s as a new era dawned. 
‘Instead of four (or with Japan, five), autonomous though interconnected civilizations,’ 
argued McNeill, ‘a yeasty, half-formless, but genuinely global cosmopolitanism began 
to emerge as the dominant reality of the human community.’14 However, this is not 
‘global cosmopolitanism’ as we might understand it in the twenty-first century, but 
specifically the triumph of ‘Western civilization’.

McNeill’s more accessible book, A World History (1967), reiterated a decisive shift in 
the mid-nineteenth century. The culmination of the democratic and industrial revolu-
tions, he argued, had global repercussions and ‘the result was to raise the power and 
wealth of the Western style of life so far above those familiar to other civilizations as 
to make resistance to Western encroachment no longer possible’.15 As for the fate of 
non-Western people, McNeill writes:

From about the mid-nineteenth century, the age-old retreat of barbarian and sav-
age societies acquired a new velocity with the development of mechanical means 
of transport and communication. As a result, within scarcely more than a sin-
gle century almost all the regions of the earth which in 1850 were still occupied 
by such simple societies have been either pre-empted by civilized settlers or else 
brought under civilized types of administration.16

In McNeill’s world history, barbarian and primitive cultures, whether beaten back by 
a pre-emptive settler strike or a slower subjugation by colonial bureaucracy, retreat 
before the inevitable rise of Western civilization.17

The ‘rise of the West’ proved a particularly popular historical narrative in post-war 
American education in the second half of the twentieth century. In their comprehensive 
historiographic survey of the American tradition, Benedikt Stuchtey and Eckhardt Fuchs 
argue that during the Cold War, ‘Western Civilization’, an ‘obligatory introductory 
course for history students at American universities, was actually world history with 
the ideological and political mission of putting the USA at the top of historical develop-
ment’.18 The primitive-to-present ‘rise of the West’ narrative found similar expression 
in Kenneth Clark’s popular UK television series, Civilization (1969) and accompanying 
book, and lives on in American art and design history textbooks such as H. W. Janson’s 
A History of Art, Phillip Meggs’ A History of Graphic Design and John Pile’s A History of 
Interior Design.19 Most recently, Niall Ferguson’s populist history Civilization: The West 
and the Rest, titled apparently without a hint of irony, continued the triumphant ‘rise 
of the West’ narrative.20

An alternative stream in world history, developed in France prior to the Second World 
War, is associated with the so-called ‘Annales school’.21 The Annales approach focused 
on ‘the longue durée’ of history in which cultures, identities and mentalities persist, 
despite short-term political or social changes. Fernand Braudel’s 1949 study of ‘the 
Mediterranean world’ in the age of Philip II, for example, encompassed a large geo-
graphical region containing various cultures, religions and states, with the nation-
state and its institutions no longer providing the key narrative thread.22 In A History of 
Civilizations (1963), in contrast to McNeill, Braudel was ultimately interested in ‘struc-
tures’ rather than ‘civilizations’: ‘these structures, are generally ancient and long-lived, 
and always distinctive and original. They it is that give civilizations their essential outline 
and characteristic quality.’23 Shifting the emphasis from episodic or event-dominated 
histories, Annales histories typically focused on founding structures and Braudel in par-
ticular stressed integrated research across the social sciences.24 Annales historians con-
centrated on the pre-modern world, and Georg Iggers argues that their approach was 
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‘remarkably free of confidence in the superior qualities of a Western civilization built on 
scientific and technological skills, and free of the concepts of modernization so central 
to much social science theory’.25 Given Braudel’s interest in social history and material 
culture, his work has had some impact on design historians.26

Expanding Braudel’s spatial and temporal scope, Immanuel Wallerstein’s The Modern World-
System (1974), begins in sixteenth-century Europe and traces the development and spread of 
capitalism. His work characterizes ‘the modern world-system’ from the sixteenth century at 
‘a certain level of abstraction, that of the evolution of structures of the whole system’.27 For 
Wallerstein, the modern world is characterized by a system unbound by political, linguistic 
or cultural borders but inherently based on an unequal relationship between the developed 
core and the underdeveloped periphery. However, Wallerstein’s analysis focuses on charting 
the development of political and economic changes in the core, primarily Europe and the 
United States. Although he followed Braudel in arguing for an interdisciplinary inquiry across 
the social sciences, Wallerstein has shown little interest in material culture or the minutia of 
everyday experience, and has had little direct impact on design historians.

McNeill, Braudel and Wallerstein set the agenda for later historians interested in glo-
balization, by constructing historical frameworks for understanding large-scale processes 
unbound by the nation-state.28 Other historians, also referred to as transnational his-
torians, have proposed alternative long-term and broad geographic histories.29 Janet 
Abu-Lughod, for example, in an analysis of trade and communication networks linking 
Western Europe, the Middle East, China, India and Southeast Asia, stretched Wallerstein’s 
‘world-system’ back to the thirteenth century.30 Philip Curtin’s ‘comparative world his-
tory’, Cross-Cultural Trade in World History, similarly examined pre-modern trade net-
works in an attempt ‘to avoid a Western ethnocentric outlook’.31 While Wallerstein’s 
world-system stretches back 500 years, Andre Gunder Frank and Barry Gills argued for 
a ‘world system’ stretching back at least 5,000 years, without a decisive break around 
1500.32 Indeed, it is possible to trace trade networks, migration, cultural exchange and 
communication between geographical regions back to the prehistoric era. Consequently, 
recent globalization can be understood as an intensification and expansion of already 
existing processes, interactions and flows rather than as a radical break. Precisely when 
the division between a world comprised of primarily local or regional experiences and a 
globally interconnected one occurred is still a topical debate among historians.33

Dilemmas: Eurocentrism, modernization and the people 
without history

[. . .] and indeed it can be argued that the major component in European culture is 
precisely what made that culture hegemonic both in and outside Europe: the idea 
of European identity as a superior one in comparison with all the non-European 
peoples and cultures.

Edward Said, 197834

Regardless of temporal divisions, from the 1980s onwards, several dilemmas haunting 
the world historical project came to the foreground. As well as postmodern critics of 
the ‘metanarrative’, Indian scholars associated with the Subaltern Studies group and 
influenced by Edward Said’s Orientalism offered alternative historical perspectives.35 
Additionally, critiques of modernization and progress, coupled with an increasing rec-
ognition of what anthropologist Eric Wolf referred to as ‘the people without history’, 
further dismantled many assumptions of world historians.36 There is an inevitable 
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overlap between these critical perspectives, and, rather than aim to provide a compre-
hensive overview of postmodern or post-colonial theory, my intention is to summarize 
the major dilemmas faced by contemporary global historians.

An initial critique of world history, particularly the ‘rise of the West’ narrative, was that 
it is inherently Eurocentric. Historians Michael Geyer and Charles Bright, for example, 
argued that world history ‘[. . .] has remained intimately linked to totalizing Western 
world images and stereotypes. The very act of mapping and thinking the world impli-
cated historians from around the world into a nexus of histories of imperial power from 
which their “other” worlds and histories were either excluded entirely—subaltern to 
the point of non-existence—or rendered subordinate.’37

In Provincializing Europe, Dipesh Chakrabarty exposed what he termed European his-
toricism, a mode of thinking that ‘posited historical time as a measure of the cultural 
distance (at least in institutional development) that was assumed to exist between 
the West and the non-West. In the colonies, it legitimated the idea of civilization.’38 
The underlying structural unity of mainstream historical processes, he argued, posited 
the non-West in a perpetual catch-up game with the civilized West. Following post-
structural theorists such as Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, post-colonial theorists 
such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Homi K. Bhabha questioned Western concep-
tual systems derived from the European Enlightenment, including history.39 The price 
paid by ‘the rest’ for the rise of the West was not only in colonial plunder, violence and 
occupation, but also in colonial structures of knowledge and conceptual categories.40 
World history of the 1960s and 1970s, as outlined above, was thus understood to be 
inescapably Eurocentric, not only in its content but in its narrative structure and con-
ceptual categories.

As history was professionalized in nineteenth-century Europe, the non-West was rel-
egated to the realm of anthropology, archaeology, African or Oriental studies. Historian 
Patrick O’Brien argues that it was during the nineteenth century that representations of 
European civilization as culturally advanced became the norm: ‘Hegelian presumptions 
that Europe maturing into the West represented a model for modernity and progress 
became present in the writings of most historians, who implicitly, and often explic-
itly, derived that assumption from a succession of canonical social scientists, including 
Malthus, Hegel, Tocqueville, Saint Simon, Comte, Mill, Spencer, Marx and Weber.’41

Meanwhile, non-Western people were understood to be ‘without history’. African 
historian Steven Feierman writes that any examination of African history reveals that 
the organizing concepts and methods of history are never neutral but ‘the categories 
that are ostensibly universal are in fact particular, and they refer to the experience of 
modern Europe’.42 He concludes: ‘[i]f what is European is defined as normal, then the 
non-European appears to be disordered, abnormal, primitive.’43 As written, taught and 
popularly understood in Europe from the nineteenth century, history emerged within 
a West/non-West dichotomy with its associated preconceptions of civilized/primitive 
people.

In Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in 19th-Century Europe, Hayden White char-
acterized historical consciousness as inherently Western, ‘a prejudice by which the pre-
sumed superiority of modern industrial society can be retroactively substantiated’.44 
This suggests that, like Eurocentrism, modernization was similarly embedded within 
European historical thinking. Geographer James Blaut described European history as 
‘the colonizer’s model of the world’, in which Europe was characterized as the dynamic 
core of historical development and technological change, and the rest of the world as a 
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stagnant periphery.45 Samir Amin argued that Wallerstein’s ‘world-systems’ continued 
this Eurocentric narrative in its ‘mythic construct’ of a centre/periphery relationship 
established as a binary opposition between Europe and the Rest.46 Earlier ideas about 
historical civilization and progress morphed into economic theory’s modernization in 
which ‘progress means developing along a particular path towards a particular socio-
political and economic state of organization—Western modernity’.47 Modernization 
theories privilege Western technological and cultural progress that diffuses to the rest 
of the world. In history, this narrative sequence can be distilled as ‘first the West, then 
the Rest’.

The twin dilemmas of Eurocentrism and modernization have proved difficult to 
overcome for historians, with Arlif Dirlik, for example, arguing that ‘confronting 
Eurocentrism requires ultimately a confrontation of history and the project of moder-
nity as a whole’.48 From this position, any narratives purporting to be universal and all 
claims to ‘world history’ are inevitably Eurocentric and infused with the idea of mod-
ernization as a teleological process. However, Chakrabarty argued that post-colonial 
historians, rather than abandon history, have actively engaged in a ‘politics of transla-
tion’ between Western and other modes of thinking. His aim in ‘provincializing Europe’ 
is to ‘write narratives and analyses that produce [. . .] translucence—and not transpar-
ency—in the relation between non-Western histories and European thought and its 
analytical categories [.  . .]’49 How might historians proceed with the construction of 
such ‘translucent’ global histories?

Globalizing history and the new global history
A new generation of historians has begun to rethink large-scale histories across a broad 
geographical expanse. A promising position is the new global history (as differenti-
ated from world history) that aims to mature beyond ‘the scientific and technological 
triumphalism of the West’.50 In contrast to world history, global history refers to a 
revised notion of large-scale temporal and geographical narratives, explicitly inclusive 
of the ‘multiplicity of “globalizations”‘.51 This project aims to avoid Eurocentrism, reject 
the dichotomy of modern and traditional cultures, avoid technological determinism, 
and remain open to other approaches and disciplines (from post-colonial and feminist 
theory to anthropology and sociology, for example). The new global history also pro-
poses to acknowledge the heterogeneity of globalizing processes, the interaction of 
the local and the global, and to incorporate existing local, regional and national histo-
ries.52 An accessible introduction is the Monash/Warwick Global History Collaboration, 
founded in 2011, an online resource containing bibliographies, teaching and research 
resources.53

Importantly, the erasure of non-Western structures of knowledge and conceptual cat-
egories—so often implied in critiques of Eurocentrism—was never complete. A global 
comparative historiography dedicated to comparing how various cultural traditions 
viewed historical change has been underway for almost a decade. Historical texts, 
methods and traditions of the non-West, long suppressed or ignored, have been col-
lected into accessible anthologies and overviews.54 This integration and interaction of 
different historical traditions is an ongoing project, but it is yet to make an impact on 
large-scale historical narratives. Translating between Western and non-Western knowl-
edge and conceptual categories may be one path towards the ‘translucent’ histories 
advocated by Chakrabarty. Ultimately, this approach requires rethinking the assumption 
of a linear, progressive transition from ‘traditional’ to ‘modern’ cultures or practices; 
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that is, thinking beyond the modernization paradigm that posits the traditional as pre-
industrial, feudal, rural, undemocratic and religious, and the modern as industrial, capi-
talist, urban, democratic, secular and scientific. These categories—embedded within 
the Eurocentric historical project—uphold the metanarrative of ‘progress’.

A related project that Bruce Mazish refers to as the ‘New Global History’ is ‘dedi-
cated to the study of the new globalization that has emerged some time in the period 
after WWII’.55 This is perhaps more straightforward as a characterization of historical 
accounts of the ‘global era’ beginning in the 1950s or 1960s (though Mazish opts for 
the 1970s as the significant turning point). Historians engaged in analysing recent glo-
balization aim to avoid the economic perspective of globalization as the most advanced 
stage of development, the linear narrative of technological progress, the political narra-
tive of the nation-state’s inevitable decline, the geographical narrative of spatial shrink-
age and the cultural perspective of ever-increasing homogenization. Instead, the New 
Global History aims to explore these issues as tensions between convergence and frag-
mentation, as well as the impact of such global forces on local people, communities 
and cultures.56 New topics that arise from this era include new ‘actors’ such as multi-
national corporations, Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) and global activists, as 
well as new themes as diverse as global communications, politics, economics, environ-
mentalism and human rights, ideally analysed from a multi-disciplinary perspective.

Towards a global design history
The most crucial problem for globalizing design history is a definition of design. If we 
define design as the conception and creation of artefacts for mechanized mass pro-
duction—‘industrial design’ in its purist sense—then the British Industrial Revolution 
of the eighteenth century seems a logical origin.57 However, if we define design as 
the conception and creation of useful artefacts in general, then the scope of inquiry 
expands to include ‘pre-industrial’ objects.58 Many popular and enduring design his-
torical surveys have adopted the former approach, with the exception of popular 
American textbooks, as noted above, which follow the more comprehensive ‘world 
history’ approach.59 Other options for constructing general design historical narra-
tives are to trace the development of ‘modern design’ or to begin in the twentieth 
century. Implicitly—if not explicitly—these are founded on assumptions about British 
industrialization and European exceptionalism.60 Regardless of approach, the Western 
‘grand narrative’ that extends from ‘Lascaux to Brooklyn’ (as Paul Rand put it) or, less 
ambitiously, from the Industrial Revolution to the present, prevails as the dominant 
framework for most design historical teaching and scholarship. If design historians are 
serious about establishing a global perspective, the dilemmas of world history outlined 
above need addressing.

A significant hurdle in conceptualizing a global design history is the discipline’s preoc-
cupation with modernism and a particular canon of modernist designers and design 
icons.61 Narratives of modernist design—typically following Pevsner’s initial blueprint in 
Pioneers of the Modern Movement—are based on a ‘diffusionist model’ whereby mod-
ernism begins in Western Europe and diffuses outwards. The fixation on modernism is 
aligned to an often-unstated narrative in which the vanguard of design culture natu-
rally follows technological progress and socio-economic development. Design histori-
ans typically adhere to the ‘first the West, then the Rest’ dictum. Denise Whitehouse 
characterizes this as a geographical ‘power play’ grounded in ‘design history’s agreed 
definition of design as the product of industrialization, technological innovation, and 
mass manufacture, which excludes countries that lack mass manufacturing and its 
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technologies but that nevertheless shape sophisticated design cultures’.62 To restate 
the initial problem, if our definition of design is limited to artefacts conceived by profes-
sional designers and produced by mechanized mass production, then is design history 
inherently Eurocentric (or more specifically, inherently Anglocentric)?

This question has provoked some design historians—in both Europe and beyond—to 
start building alternative narratives. Beginning in Barcelona in 1999, progress towards 
a more inclusive global design history has occurred at the biannual International 
Conference on Design History and Design Studies (ICDHDS).63 Papers and discussions at 
these conferences have uncovered a wealth of local and regional design histories—par-
ticularly from Spanish-speaking countries—that challenge the long-accepted European 
canon as well as modernist ideas as they were transferred, adopted and adapted in 
non-Western contexts.64 Convenor of the first conference, Anna Calvera, suggested 
two approaches for globalizing design history:

a common, large narrative of the World History of Design, open-minded enough 
to be shared by different regions or nations. It permits a research approach that 
works from the general to the particular. The second research direction aims at 
finding points and aspects to be compared between different local, or rather 
national, identities notable for their differences. This approach works from the 
particular to the general and, through sharing particularities, it should introduce 
new interpretative models (might we also call these larger narratives?) that are 
adapted to local realities.65

Victor Margolin has adopted the first approach, the ‘common, large narrative’, for 
his three-volume World History of Design (forthcoming, 2015). Margolin has meticu-
lously documented design from the prehistoric era to the present, including regions of 
the world absent from earlier design histories. However, while admirable in expand-
ing existing knowledge, the World History of Design—particularly the first volume’s 
coverage of prehistorical to modern design—is modelled on a narrative framework 
derived from McNeill and Braudel.66 In an earlier theoretical overview, Margolin advo-
cates ‘a narrative that emphasizes social actors and the forces with which they interact’ 
rather than a chronology of styles or nation-based histories.67 These social actors, he 
argues, include not only individual designers but also governments and institutions. 
Thus a world history of design, argues Margolin, functions ‘as a history of how empires, 
nations and other political entities have used it [design] to advance their political and 
economic agendas, while also showing how designed objects and images have contrib-
uted to the formation of national and global sensibilities’.68

Another holistic project exemplifying the ‘common, large narrative’ is Pat Kirkham and 
Susan Weber’s 2013 edited volume History of Design: Decorative Arts and Material 
Culture, 1400–2000.69 Allocating equal weight to major geographical entities—East 
Asia, India, The Islamic World, Africa, Europe and the Americas—the volume’s scope 
is comprehensive and earlier Eurocentric models have been displaced by a more even 
geographical spread. However, given each geographical entry is a discrete overview of 
the material culture of a particular time, place and culture, there is little sense of the 
global production and consumption of objects. A  further limitation for this type of 
design history survey is its museological focus on material objects, a focus which tends 
to exclude Margolin’s broader inclusion of various social actors, including governments 
and institutions.

The second, a comparative approach suggested by Calvera, follows Braudel’s possibil-
ity of a network model rather than a one-way flow from centre to periphery.70 Calvera 
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also acknowledges that peripheral histories tend to be characterized by chronological 
delay and dependence on models from the centre.71 However, self-conscious margin-
alization is potentially problematic. Tony Fry argued in an essay on Australian design 
that design in a marginal locale is dependent on distant centres, with the local designer 
operating ‘as one of the key mediators gatekeeping the induction of the elsewhere’.72 
Similarly, Gui Bonsiepe has long advocated design in what he refers to as the ‘periph-
ery’. His history of the ‘Ulm Model’, for example, addresses the development of indus-
trial design pedagogy and practice in Latin America.73 The fundamental problem with 
this approach is that terms marginal and periphery immediately situate design activi-
ties—whether Australian or Latin American—always already in a subordinate relation 
to a (real or perceived) centre. Ultimately, design histories that adopt a centre/mar-
gins or centre/periphery model adhere to the ‘first the West, then the Rest’ sequence. 
However, self-consciously using this model may well be a useful strategy in certain 
circumstances, such, for example, as analysing colonial relationships in design history.

In contrast, the short essays in Global Design History (2011) illustrate alternative 
approaches. Editors Glenn Adamson, Giorgio Riello and Sarah Teasley aimed to correct 
what they claimed was ‘the dominant, lopsided representation of the history of design as 
occurring primarily in Western Europe and the United States’.74 The essays follow either 
a comparative or a ‘connections’ approach based on analysing global flows of objects, 
people and ideas. From the ‘global Renaissance’ to pre-modern Japanese, Chinese and 
Indian examples (design here is clearly not defined by industrialization), to reimaginings 
of twentieth-century design and contemporary globalization, the collection represents a 
series of promising beginnings. In another article, Adamson and Riello discussed the pos-
sibilities of an object-based approach in order to ‘show how the object itself can produce 
its own global history or can be used as a way to challenge, revise, or relativize estab-
lished narratives’.75 These examples consciously resist the totalizing ideals of a ‘world his-
tory’ or an overarching narrative. How such ‘microhistories’ might be incorporated into 
larger historical narratives (or even whether this is a desirable aim), remains to be seen.

Beyond these beginnings, there are alternate options for globalizing design history. 
Existing research on peripheral design cultures, typically framed in national or local 
terms, could be repositioned within a global context. However, the aim of this strategy 
should be to remap earlier periods while acknowledging different understandings of 
design, its processes, production and consumption within different cultural contexts. 
Rather than understand the periphery as an imitation of Europe, there needs to be 
an understanding of the multi-directional nature of global flows—this may require 
developing both new terms and new structures for analysis. One strategy is to build 
upon existing scholarship on European or American design and to ‘provincialize’ or 
‘globalize’ it. Rather than begin afresh, this entails adopting a global lens to existing 
design historical knowledge. As examples of the latter approach, I will consider two 
significant design historical moments: mid-nineteenth century Britain and inter-war 
Germany. Rather than a comprehensive coverage, I offer these as illustrations of global 
lenses applied to already existing design historical knowledge.

Globalizing design reform
[. . .] the designers in this country are just as likely to be called upon to frame a 
design which will suit the taste or the want of it, of the African savage on the coast 
of Mozambique, as that which may be necessary to meet the requirements of the 
inhabitants of Mayfair.

Henry Cole, 185176
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Design reform in mid-nineteenth century England—encompassing the Great Exhibition of 
1851, the Journal of Design, the establishment of design education and national design 
policy, as well as characters such as Henry Cole, Owen Jones and Gottfried Semper—
constitutes an important topic for design historical scholarship and teaching. While 
typically framed within an English context, what Arindam Dutta has termed the ‘South 
Kensington system’—comprising a pedagogical model, a legal framework for design pat-
ents, an exhibition culture and the rhetoric of design reform—was also (to some extent) a 
global phenomenon.77 The dissemination of both the system and its colonial imagination 
(an image of the world centred on England) had a significant effect on design education, 
exhibitions, publications and policy in various parts of the British Empire and beyond in 
the nineteenth century.78 The particular discourse of design reform was initially bound 
to British colonial trade and tracing its diffusion, adoption and adaption ‘from Mayfair 
to Mozambique’ could provide alternative narratives to the common Anglocentric one.

The 1851 Great Exhibition, for example, has been the subject of a revised, global perspec-
tive in recent years.79 The first international event dedicated to display the material pro-
gress of industrialization, the Great Exhibition also represented a potential new world order 
of ‘free trade’ beyond national boundaries. Not surprisingly, the Exhibition and the ‘South 
Kensington system’ align neatly with McNeill’s periodization of the 1850s as the era of the 
great ‘convergence’ into a global cosmopolitanism. The Exhibition encapsulated a hierarchi-
cal ordering and compression of global cultures, but a very particular one: a British impe-
rial world-picture based on the logic of centre and periphery. McNeill’s civilization/savagery 
dichotomy was made concrete via displays of (British) industrial objects and (colonial) primi-
tive crafts.80 The broader discourse of design reform and policy located the professional 
designer and industrial manufacturing in Britain while the colonies provided raw materials 
and an export market.81 Finally, as systemized approach to design education, the South 
Kensington model was replicated in some British colonies, particularly Canada and Australia, 
but was also adopted in other countries, such as the United States, Brazil and Japan.82

Rather than seeing late nineteenth century design culture in England as contained within 
a nationalist context, a global perspective might offer new insights. The design reform 
discourse, extending through the Arts and Crafts movement, could also be framed glob-
ally, with the spread of information via The Studio and the exports of Morris & Co. to 
the colonies, for example.83 In this case, the diffusionist historical model needs adjust-
ing to acknowledge the adoption and adaptation of Arts and Crafts ideas in their new 
contexts. In England meanwhile, Morris’ (and others’) self-conscious turn to vernacular 
sources might be as much a reaction to the increasingly global trade of commodities, 
ideas and people, as it was to mechanization.84 Acknowledging the imperial context 
of mid-nineteenth century British design might also be a first step in shifting the narra-
tives of triumphant technological progress and British exceptionalism that haunt design 
history. A comparative method could entail juxtaposing British industrial products with 
those of China or India, not as products of an inferior civilization without machines or a 
‘purer’ culture closer to nature but as mass-produced objects exported and consumed 
globally (although in many cases informed by British interests or by markets established 
by Colonial powers). Just as Cole envisaged British-designed objects produced for global 
export, mid-nineteenth century Chinese and Indian mass-produced objects were equally 
produced for global export.85 Beyond production, a further research angle would be 
to analyse how these were objects promoted and consumed in their final destinations.

Globalizing international Modernism
The Bauhaus remains an important institution for design historians. It is difficult to 
imagine a general survey of the field that does not feature at least some of its iconic 
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objects, designers, publications or its pedagogical model. While a great deal of scholar-
ship exists on the Bauhaus in its German context, it could also be understood as global. 
Importantly, the Bauhaus was unusually cosmopolitan in its student body and interna-
tional in its aims from the beginning.86 Like the dissemination of the ‘South Kensington 
system’, we might also consider a ‘Bauhaus system’ disseminated around the world 
by designers who taught or were educated there. The Bauhaus diaspora in the United 
States is well known and documented, but for the rest of the world the scholarship 
is patchy. After the Second World War, for example, the Bauhaus diaspora spread to 
the USSR and Eastern bloc countries in Europe, as well as to Israel, Japan and Africa.87 
Recent publications on the global impact of Bauhaus pedagogy, Japanese designers at 
the Bauhaus and the visit of Rabindranath Tagore to the Weimar Bauhaus add to the 
image of a global Bauhaus.88 However, studies of the Bauhaus system’s diffusion need 
to avoid a concentric model whereby peripheral cultures are characterized as merely 
imitating the German original.89

In Bauhaus Dream-House: Modernity and Globalization, Katarina Rüedi Ray argued 
that the dissemination of Bauhaus ideas occurred through both the ‘threads of com-
munication and influence’ of personal relationships, as well as through ‘new commu-
nication technologies—expanding exponentially in the inter-war period’. These, she 
argued, ‘connected the Bauhaus with far-flung individuals, organizations, and audi-
ences’.90 Following this idea, the role of communications technologies in the inter-war 
period—from cheap illustrated printing, advertising and newspapers to radio, cinema 
and the telephone—in moulding an international community of modernist designers 
and institutions has not been fully recognized by design historians. This recognition 
could acknowledge modernist design as a parallel project of designers and consumers 
around the world responding to various economic, political, technological and social 
changes rather than simply a diffusion of ideas from Germany. However, the uneven 
distribution of this project and the limitations of the international flows of information 
and people would also need to be taken into account.

Beyond the Bauhaus, the inter-war period in Europe was notable for the development 
of various modernist design ideals, including a self-conscious international ambition. 
The development of ISOTYPE by Otto Neurath and his collaborators in Vienna, for 
example, often portrayed as ‘industrializing’ or ‘rationalizing’ visual communication, 
was founded upon a universal ideal. His 1936 book, International Picture Language: 
The First Rules of ISOTYPE, for example, outlined a consistent, logical ‘pictorial informa-
tion’ system that could potentially subordinate ‘individual and national interests to the 
needs of an international community’.91 Beyond its characterization as a rationalization 
of visual language based on standardization, simplicity and efficiency, scholars have 
begun to analyse how this particularly European system spread around the world in the 
post-war era.92 However, it was not simply copied by non-Europeans, but was adapted 
to local conditions, existing symbolic systems and cultural expectations.93

Many modernist designers operated in a trans-European, trans-Atlantic or international 
context over the course of their careers and self-consciously pursued the twin ideals 
of internationalism and universalism.94 Ironically, this trans-national practice is usually 
framed within national histories that tend to downplay the global aspects of individual 
designers’ careers, the travels of designed artefacts or their transnational production. 
The national framework remains strong for various practical reasons—the prevalence 
of national archives, funding bodies and institutional constraints, for example, can 
work against framing scholarship across national boundaries. However, interconnected 
histories have emerged of design’s role in national states’ international ambitions and 
policy development, particularly American and Soviet design cultures during the Cold 
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War.95 Networks of practitioners, the impact of improved communications technology 
and travel in the modernist era were also significant—and a means by which designers 
and consumers could envisage themselves as part of a modern global consciousness.

Multiple modernities
Another strategy is to abandon design history’s myopic focus on modernist design and 
instead highlight more populist versions of modern design. Often downplayed, the vari-
eties of modern styling lumped together as Art Deco spread rapidly around the world 
via films, journals, newspapers, graphic communications and consumer objects. Art 
Deco or ‘moderne’ commercial, retail and apartment buildings and their interiors, for 
example, transformed cities from Shanghai to Sydney and from Asmara to Bombay.96 
The ‘impure’ forms of Art Deco’s variegated styling in the 1920s and 1930s repre-
sented an urban, cosmopolitan style—an ‘international style’—that was adopted and 
adapted (rather than copied) by designers around the world. A telling comparison in 
the representation of Art Deco versus Modernism as ‘international’ styles was the two 
Victoria and Albert Museum exhibitions: in 2003, ‘Art Deco: 1910–1939’, and in 2006, 
‘Modernism: Designing a New World’. These two exhibitions (and accompanying cata-
logues), covering roughly the same period, confirmed that Modernism was an exclu-
sively Euro-American phenomenon, while Art Deco was global. While the Modernism 
exhibition focused on Europe, the Art Deco exhibition’s final part, ‘The Deco World’ 
featured examples of ‘moderne’ objects and architecture from Japan, China, India, 
Australia, Latin America and South Africa.97 However, the emphasis on Paris as the ori-
gin and original Art Deco confirmed a ‘first the West, then the Rest’ sequence.

Despite these possible global perspectives on existing scholarship, the diffusionist prob-
lem remains. Diffusion, historian Raymond Grew argues, has possibilities if we shift 
‘the focus to the process of diffusion’ and ‘[t]hen the object of study becomes the 
process of adoption, resistance, assimilation, adaptation, and transformation, and the 
analysis uses comparison more than sequence’.98 Studies of the spread of what Guy 
Julier terms ‘design culture’—comprising institutions, publications, education, exhibi-
tions and the self-conscious professionalization of design activities—outside of Europe 
and the United States has begun.99 For example, recent survey articles in this journal 
documented the development of modern design cultures in Japan, Greater China and 
Korea.100 This scholarship could potentially be integrated into broader historical nar-
ratives in which it appears on equal footing with the development of modern design 
cultures in European countries. A network model, as suggested by Calvera, could also 
explore flows of information, designers and objects between ‘peripheral’ places. No 
doubt there is a great deal of material documenting design in various places written in 
languages other than English that is yet to be translated. Indeed, this issue highlights 
the English language as a dominant factor that has shaped design history and limited 
our understanding of design in a global context.101

A further challenge for globalizing design history is how to integrate indigenous or tra-
ditional material culture into design history—or whether to include the ‘people without 
design’ at all. Interestingly, The Design History Reader begins with an excerpt by Laurel 
Thatcher Ulrich, ‘An Indian Basket, Providence, Rhode Island, 1676’. The basket was 
clearly hand-made in a ‘traditional’ manner, yet in its materials, and in its context of crea-
tion and reception, it is also a modern artefact.102 If a global design history is to proceed 
along a material culture line, then it must acknowledge the plural notions of what might 
constitute design in various cultures. Here, for example, an anthropological approach to 
indigenous culture such as Nigel Barley’s analysis of everyday objects in Southern Nigeria 
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is a useful model.103 But this need not be limited to traditional or vernacular artefacts 
and practices, but should also include modern urban cultures that might mix imported, 
modern and traditional artefacts and ideas. David Stairs’ brief survey on Ugandan design, 
for example, rather than dwelling on imported objects and ideas, analyses vernacular 
signage, traditional seating and objects such as sandals made from recycled tires. Stairs 
recognized that ‘the influence of Western design often is diluted, absorbed, and made 
Ugandan’.104 It is important not to assume indigenous or traditional design necessarily 
equates to pre-industrial or primitive.105 Lastly, incorporating an indigenous perspective 
might involve, as Stairs has, shifting emphasis from the production of designed artefacts 
to local consumption and adaptations of industrial mass produced artefacts.

Design history in an era of globalization
The final but no less difficult task is mapping design practice in the global era. There 
seems little controversy in characterizing design of the past fifty years or so as increas-
ingly bound up with global processes. Analyses of more recent globalization in design 
already exist, but have a tendency towards mapping contemporary design rather than 
historicizing it. In The Design Dimension, for example, Christopher Lorenz examined 
the design industry’s globalization in the 1980s, largely in response to the international 
success of Japanese cars and consumer electronics. Although early promoters of glo-
balization such as Theodore Levitt argued that the world’s consumer tastes and needs 
were becoming increasingly homogenized through standardized products, Lorenz pre-
sented the counter-view that ‘new life styles were emerging and new, differentiated 
markets were opening up’.106 The 1980s globalization ‘hype’, Lorenz concluded, was 
materialized by large corporations in their production and marketing of standardized 
products throughout the world.107 Lorenz highlighted the era’s ‘awkward paradox’ in 
relation to global products and brands by contrasting attempts at a singular global 
design language with national variations.

Additional research on contemporary aspects of design and globalization are no doubt 
valuable, but a design history of the last five or six decades might proceed across various 
fronts.108 This could include, for example, new approaches to existing themes such as 
analyses of the global production and consumerism of designed objects, global corpora-
tions founded on particular design ideals such as Apple or IKEA, new global design consul-
tancies such as Frog, GK Design or IDEO, or the careers of individual designers who work 
in a global context.109 Following the biographies of objects, companies, consultancies or 
designers could contain global design histories within manageable case studies that help 
illuminate a broader picture of design’s global movement over the past fifty years or so.

Related fields, particularly anthropology and material culture studies have much to offer 
design historians interested in globalization, particularly for their analyses of how designed 
objects are consumed in various contexts. Seminal texts, including Igor Kopytoff’s ‘The 
Cultural Biography of Things’, first published in Arjun Appadurai’s The Social Life of 
Things, and John Brewer and Roy Porter’s edited collection, Consumption and the World 
of Goods, signalled not only anthropology’s turn to material culture but also its global 
turn.110 From the 1990s, a range of scholarship has emerged from anthropologists and 
sociologists that analyses the shifting contexts, mediation of and meanings attributed to 
material culture on a global scale.111 However, much of this work remains centred on the 
‘lives’ of commodities as they circulate around the globe, while their conception, design 
and production remains little analysed. For design historians, the latter themes of concep-
tion, design and production have great potential for additions to work already done on 
tracing the global trajectory of objects or future inter-disciplinary collaborations.
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Beyond such smaller scale studies, larger themes await the attention of design historians. 
Design and development, for example, were global issues for designers, particularly in the 
1960s and 1970s. As a theme extending from the Eames’ 1958 India Report to the 1979 
Ahmedabad Declaration, design’s role in development has once again become a popular 
idea among designers and critics.112 Another possibility, suggested by Jonathan Woodham, 
is analysing the role of design organizations such as the International Council of the Societies 
of Industrial Design (ICSID, founded in 1957), the International Council of Graphic Design 
Associations (ICOGRADA, founded in 1963)  and the International Federation of Interior 
Architects/Designers (IFI, founded in 1963).113 Such global bodies confirmed the idea that 
design was international and potentially poised to solve global problems. Finally, sustainabil-
ity is clearly a contemporary global issue but also one with which professional designers have 
been concerned since at least the 1960s: no-one has comprehensively mapped its history to 
date.114 Obviously, this brief list is not comprehensive, but it would seem to me that design 
historians contemplating design’s history since the 1960s cannot avoid a global perspective.

Conclusion
Establishing a global framework for design history is important, but, as I have demon-
strated above, it is not necessarily a singular project or one that requires comprehensive 
geographic coverage. Furthermore, a global design history need not negate local, regional 
or national histories, nor reject existing methods, but might more usefully build upon 
existing knowledge and methods. Historian Raymond Grew argued that global history 
could become ‘another way of regrouping interdisciplinary and cross-cultural research—a 
continuing project and not the expression of a single theory’, and global design history 
could be characterized in the same way.115 As a first step, it seems to me that the crucial 
issue is reframing existing knowledge so as to avoid European exceptionalism by which 
‘design’ originated in Europe and then flowed out to the rest of the world. The next step 
would involve a better understanding of the multi-directional nature of flows, particu-
larly flows of designed objects (of which much work has already been done in related 
fields, as noted above), the movement of designers, interactions between design-related 
institutions (from consultancies and design-led corporations to educational institutes and 
professional associations) and the circulation of information related to design production, 
processes and thinking. Critically, a global design history begins with an acknowledge-
ment of design cultures in the rest of the world as equal to those of the West and an 
understanding of the global as a dynamic set of processes and interrelations.
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