
What is design? What is art?
An old dilemma read through a 
Nelson Goodman text

O que é design ? O que é arte ? Um antigo
dilema lido por um texto de Nelson Goodman

Eduardo Côrte-Real
Ph.D. in Visual Communication in Architecture
IADE, Creative University
eduardo.corte-real@iade.pt



Laboratório de Orientação da Gênese Organizacional - UFSCATe-Revista LOGO v.7,n.3 - ISSN 2238-2542http://doi.org/10.26771/e-Revista.LOGO/2018.3.09  



Laboratório de Orientação da Gênese Organizacional - UFSCATe-Revista LOGO v.7,n.3 - ISSN 2238-2542http://doi.org/10.26771/e-Revista.LOGO/2018.3.09  



Laboratório de Orientação da Gênese Organizacional - UFSCATe-Revista LOGO v.7,n.3 - ISSN 2238-2542http://doi.org/10.26771/e-Revista.LOGO/2018.3.09  



Laboratório de Orientação da Gênese Organizacional - UFSCATe-Revista LOGO v.7,n.3 - ISSN 2238-2542http://doi.org/10.26771/e-Revista.LOGO/2018.3.09  



La
b

o
ra

tó
ri

o
 d

e 
O

ri
en

ta
çã

o
 d

a 
G

ên
es

e 
O

rg
an

iz
ac

io
n

al
 - 

U
FS

C

6 e-Revista LOGO v.7,n.3 - ISSN 2238-2542
http://doi.org/10.26771/e-Revista.LOGO/2018.3.09  

ting and intriguing since they clearly assume secession between Design 
and Art but still share the same roof.

Since Design can be a verb the justiication for when is design would 
be easy: we can ask the question when is design because design occurs 
while designing. We cannot deny that Design is when we design. This 
would answer our question about the utility of rephrasing the question 
what is to when is.

One thing we can state before embracing such problem: when is de-
sign inishes precisely before the object. But most of the people, hun-
dreds of academics, every salesman, all cultural TV show anchors use 
the expression “Design Object” referring to objects, therefore doing it 
after the object. So when is design is problematic in terms of time se-
quences and we will get back to this further in this text. Nevertheless, we 
can agree on the fact that Goodman’s when is art is placed clearly after 
the object and we also agreed that when is design, as previously descri-
bed, place it before the object. So, maybe there are some characteristics 
of objects’ “beforeness” with the same validating role as Goodman’s con-
ditions for Art. 

I suggest that the three characteristics able to function as conditions 
for “when is design” are: presentation, impression, and authentication. 
These are conditions previous to the conditions for art but they are not 
conditions for art. Roughly, each one of the conditions for art is con-
nected with conditions identiiable before the object as we will see. But 
before we must remember what do the conditions for art mean knowing 
that the three are processes of allusion:

Representation is a very straightforward concept: something is as a 
replacement for another thing by the power of presenting it instead. No 
representation is possible without presentation. Something alludes to 
other thing by being instead of it.

Expression is a less straightforward concept. Our irst assertion 
about expression is that symbolizes things hard to if not impossible to 
be symbolized by representation. Categories such as feelings may be 
expressed and are  extremely diicult to represent. Crying dramatically 
the word “beauty” expresses rage although the word represents beauty. 
Later Goodman will call to expression “metaphorical exempliication”. 
In this case we would be reduced to two conditions: representation and 

3 When is before
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exempliication (that could be literal or metaphorical). Again, in this text, 
we will stay with the irst triad.

Exempliication, according to Goodman occurs when an object is 
functioning as a sample for another object. On this process we must, at 
least, have two objects with a certain amount of the same properties. 
A sample must possess intrinsic characteristics of what exempliies but 
do not possesses all the characteristics. Between Thing and its Sample 
(exempliier) a hierarchy is identiiable as if the thing was more impor-
tant than the sample.

So, let’s move forward to the correspondent previous symbolization 
processes steps:

Presentation is to make something present. Making something pre-
sent means that, when we are before it, it is not representing anything. 
Functioning as itself is the characteristic of presenting.

This apparently idle distinction between presentation and represen-
tation is crucial because presentation indicates the irst stage of our con-
tact with anything or anyone. When we are dealing with the production 
of “new” objects, presentation is inevitable. Making present is the mo-
ment in which we expect that the presented thing is being itself.

In fact, this is what you expect when a vacuum cleaner is presented to 
you: a vacuum cleaner itself. This characteristic seems to be very diicult 
in art. If we agree with Goodman, the object starts to represent, express 
or exemplify immediately before us, or, otherwise looses its art quality. If 
the object made, selected or found to be art when presented as such do-
esn’t represent, express or exemplify goes into a horrifying limbo of not 
functioning symbolically or starts functioning as a utilitarian object. Ima-
gine Warhol’s Brillo boxes carrying Brillos or a Damien Hirst’s sliced cow 
being used for lectures in a veterinarian school… The authority keeps the 
objects from falling into that obvious use. In Goodman’s framework, in 
Art, the author and the owner/percipient share the responsibility for art 
quality, since representation, expression and exempliication need the 
percipient’s symbolization process. Presentation can be, consequently, 
a characteristic of almost when is art and, when previous to the objects, 
a characteristic of when is Design. We must, accordingly, admit the exis-
tence of pre-objects, mainly characterized by the presentation of objects 
as ideas of objects. Clive Ashwin (1989, p. 201) had noted this characte-

4 Pre-Objects and Presentation
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ristic of Design drawings due to its iconic dimension. Centuries of ob-
ject’s production seem to corroborate the existence of such pre-objects 
used for presentation. Centuries of careful or sloppy planning of object-
s-to-come corroborate the existence of such pre-objects. Centuries of 
unbuilt buildings, of uncarved sculptures, of unpainted paintings, unpro-
duced chairs manifested through drawings, for instance, seem to corro-
borate the existence of such pre-objects. The correspondent objects of 
some preobjects start to represent, express or exemplify being art and 
others start to be utilitarian objects amongst which there are some we 
call Design objects. If there is such thing as pre-objects, they are never 
(as preobjects) Art, although they are seldom shown in art museums.

So, let’s inquire about the nature of pre-objects. The ontological value 
of such object would be determined by the purpose of anticipate the 
object to come. In that sense Design relied on drawings to depict objects 
to come for almost 5000 years. Being a pre-object is to be in function for 
another object. This means that a pre-object is instead of an object not 
representing it since the object does not yet exists but is committed to its 
existence. We all learned that drawings, especially those normalized by 
Euclidean Geometry under Monge and Cartesian frameworks are known 
to represent. But, in fact, when we are projecting an object-to-come, we 
are not representing anything since there is no real object. Therefore 
the drawing is instead of nothing. Some would argue that the drawing is 
representing an idea, but, if the drawing is representing the idea, what 
is presenting the idea? In fact, the drawing is making the idea present. If 
not a drawing, a similar device for presenting an idea would be used. If 
we were speaking of structural ideas, for instance, a mathematical for-
mulation could be used to present it. Usually, verbal descriptions are 
used to present ideas, also.

Some codes of presentation are equal to the codes of representation, 
mainly on formal features of objects, but this doesn’t makes presenta-
tion equal to representation.

At this point it must be stressed that what is commonly said to be 
representing ideas is in fact presenting ideas. We must stress also that 
the process of depiction makes the large majority of design ideas pre-
sentations. We are, here, speaking mostly of pictorial presentation. This 
pictorial presentation allows us to say that when the object is produced  
it is not totally presented when it irst appears before us because the 
pre-object presented its idea before us. Although evident in many forms, 
pre-objects are mainly presentations obtained by depiction ready to be 
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represented by objects. This is a crucial statement: objects may repre-
sent pre-objects.

In the same order of ideas, paintings such as Piero della Francesca cir-
cle’s Ideal Cities are representing nothing although “representational in 
character” as Goodman would point out. This nature is nothing more than 
their presentational nature. If such cities would be built, today, no one 
would argue that those buildings would be representing an idea presen-
ted ive centuries ago. So things, objects, may represent pre-objects.

Symbolization through expression connects objects or features of ob-
jects to categories such as feelings. Although we could say that anything 
could express anything, say: “an espresso machine expresses sadness”, in 
the sake of clarity we could say that, according to its features, an espresso 
machine would express qualities like smoothness or intensity. We will in-
quire if the espresso machine is expressing something while being Design, 
or, if the when is design of an espresso machine makes its expressive qua-
lities irrelevant/relevant.

When we discussed presentation and representation we have focused 
on the idea of pre-objects, being Design’s when before the object. There-
fore we should ask ourselves if a pre-object is capable of expressing. As 
we have deined it, pre-objects are committed to inal objects. Don’t for-
get that, as pre-objects, they are presenting an idea. Such idea may con-
tain the intention of express smoothness through the object. We all know 
that presentations may express or not express the same thing that the 
object will. As a pre-object roughly resembling the object, a sketch may 
express rage but corresponding to a inal smoothness-expressing object. 
The more the pre-object resembles the object; the more the pre-object’s 
expressing features resembles the features that will be present at the ob-
ject. Those speciic features don’t belong to the pre-object but to the ob-
ject. We are, therefore under the impression that they are expressing in 
the same way they will express in the object. Only the object’s expression 
is true if it happens and when it happens. We can only say for sure that 
that we experience the expression of something in the pre-object to be 
experienced in the object’s expression, when the object is before us. On  
the other hand the expression of something in the pre-object may not 
result in the object. In both cases we have the impression that the object 
would express something.

5 Impression
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Efects of light and temperature in architectural drawing made visible 
by “etching” shading with gradients produce the impression of dramatic 
expressive spaces. The use of perspective with correct dynamic distor-
tions creates the impression that a building will express velocity. Nowa-
days, digital rendering will give the impression of whatever an object will 
express. The impression of danger may come out from a storyboard cor-
responding to the expression of danger in a movie. Impression works like 
a bridge to expression.

Although this is a fact, the bridge is frail. Both concepts are vague and 
diicult to limit. Easy is to say that inal objects also determine impres-
sions. They might be impressive… Recovering Goodman’s terminology we 
could speak of Illusive Exempliication regarding Impression. But what we 
may state here is that every expressive feature in a pre-object is in fact the 
result of an impression because of the devotion of the pre-object to the 
inal object. Either the pre-object expresses something by its object nature 
ceasing to be a pre-object, or it will give the impression of a future expres-
sion in the inal object and thus being a pre-object.

Exempliication, as we have seen, is diferent from representation 
because, like in samples the exempliier and the exempliied must pos-
sess some intrinsic qualities and this means also that the exempliier 
does not possess all the qualities of the exempliied. A swatch of fabric 
exempliies texture, colour, pattern, etc but not size or shape, as Good-
man (1985, p. 70) describes. Not that a sample do not possess its own 
completeness but not when functioning as sample for something. Being 
sample and being thing exempliied promotes a hierarchy. The sample is 
subordinated to what it exempliies. In that sense, a sample is a smaller 
part of a larger piece of fabric. We can think of samples of almost any-
thing but exemplifying triggers secession between the object as “origi-
nal” and the other object a its sample.

Original is a trickery word since it means also a new “creation” or the 
one object from which we generate copies. Although a copy may be re-
lated to its original object it is not a sample for the object although it can  
be used as such.

The process of authentication is previous to the process of exempli-
ication since the sample must possess some authentic qualities of the 
original. So, before a sample, we must have an authentic item and the 

6 Authentication
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sample must be authentic as so. By choosing a fabric through a sample 
and not through a catalogue we can argue if the fabric we are buying is 
the authentic one or not. Only a drop of my blood is a sample of my blood.

Well now, why is authentication a characteristic of when is Design? As 
I have said for presentation/representation and impression/expression, 
a presented idea is represented by objects and may produce the expres-
sion of qualities made by impressions in pre-objects. In the same way an 
idea is authentic in itself. Design is, also, when we present an idea to be 
multiplied by its representatives, the objects. In the same order, objects 
can be samples of an idea. The question is what characteristics are both 
intrinsic to pre-objects (ideas) and samples (objects)? Although objects 
represent an idea mostly through its formal features, and express as 
result of impressions, as samples, objects exemplify through common 
intrinsic characteristics.

Use is the characteristic common to pre-objects and objects. As we 
have seen both presentation and impression conducts to representa-
tion and expression by a process of substitution in which intrinsic quali-
ties are irrelevant. A graphic code for a material may impress roughness. 
In these cases we are not speaking about intrinsic qualities, we are spe-
aking of qualities or characteristics that, by symbolization, are connec-
ted to other qualities or characteristics. The only intrinsic characteristic 
both present in pre-objects and objects is use or the potency for use, 
to be more precise. I can’t clean my drawing room with a drawing but, 
clearly, cleaning is theintrinsic quality common to a vacuum cleaner and 
a drawing of a vacuum cleaner. In that sense, also, we may speak of au-
thentication. The common intrinsic qualities are the authentic potency 
for use present in the pre-object as in the object.

Authentication previous to exempliication of use seems to be the 
most common characteristic of when is design. In this sense we can spe-
ak of perceiving design objects by using its use.

Therefore, it could be that Design is when we have an authentic idea 
of For this mater, Design is when the question of copies is not relevant. 
In fact the question of copies does not describe Design since the objects 
are copying nothing. If we speak of copies of a poster, for instance, is 
because it is simpler to do so. Each poster is copying nothing, there is 
no original, and its matrix is not an original is just another step in the 
design process. Each object of a series is a sample of a design object. In 
this sense we can also explain why unseated chairs in Design Museums 
are particularly Design: because they are exemplifying use and use to be 
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exempliied by authentic use of objects. In this sense we can also explain 
why unseated chairs in Design Museums are particularly Design: becau-
se they are exemplifying use and not being used they are concentrated 
in the role of exemplifying that use.

Unseated chairs in Art Museums are also design objects when they 
are one of a series, when they are intrinsically, in their nature, multiples. 
In that sense, they would be intruders, but they still keep going inside.

On a lateral room inside the contemporary section of the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art, recently there was a small exhibition of design chairs [3]. 
Whilst in a neighbouring room some Brillo boxes exhibited their unique-
ness, a Campana Bros “Vermelha” chair imposed their nature of exquisi-
te multiple. Neither of the two had ever been sat on…

Until this point I have been trying to limit when Design is to “before 
the object”. We know that design objects proliferate and are used as de-
sign objects after being objects. We have seen already that we may per-
ceive an object as design when it is not used. In fact, besides Museums, 
design stores rely on that perception. Advertising new objects relies on 
that perception.

After the object, design is when we can relexively track down charac-
teristics on the objects that can lead us to the three conditions: presen-
tation, impression and authentication.

While as pre-objects design objects are always design objects, objects 
may easily cease to be design objects and become just objects. After the 
object, Design is when the object can symbolically be connected to a 
preobject phase and the same object can be disconnected symbolically 
from that phase. Although using the Use as an example of an Idea of Use 
is unequivocally Design’s when, we can imagine uses or conditions of 
using detaching the object from that symbolic functioning.

As for conditions of use, can we ask if an object ‘works’ better than 
others or if it is more ugly or heavy? Those questions would lead us to 
argue about when is good design and not simply about when is design.

But, then again, what about functioning well? We all know that desig-
ner’s design does not always work well. Philipe Stark’s lemon squeezer 
drips outside the target. Aldo Rossi’s cofee machine has sudden bursts 
and tends to break the handle. But, yet they are designer’s design. In 

7. When is After and When is a Design Culture 
other than simply Culture (conclusion)?
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some cases, not functioning well seems to be a distinctive feature of de-
signer’s Design! … Some characteristics of such objects seem to compen-
sate the ill functioning anathema. They powerfully represent an idea and 
strongly express impressions. If the exempliication of use is diminished 
or enhanced by problems in use is a mater for another discussion. Func-
tion cannot be a criterion for deining Design with when instead of what. 
But can we inally underline Design inside the wholeness of Culture?

At this concluding point we must clearly state that a design object is 
a pre-object.

Under such framework design is when such pre-object is being 
worked to be presented and that’s what design is.

Nevertheless we can observe and perceive objects as design objects 
especially as part of our culture. Therefore, we would say that an object 
is design when the following conditions occur:

When the object is perceived as representing a presented idea.
When the object is perceived as expressing an impression.
When the object is perceived by exemplifying an idea of use as its 

authentic sample.

In Goodman’s sense we would say that the object alludes to the pre-object 

through these conditions. Yet, are these conditions enough to detach Design from 

the rest of Culture? And are these conditions enough to study a Design Culture 

AND Culture? Would this be the way to promote a “Designology”, science irstly 

proposed by Tufan Orel (1981, p.32)?

At least we found a way of detaching it from Art, greatly a part of 
Culture. If for an art object the relevance of its symbolization process 
lies on if it represents, expresses or exempliies, for Design the relevan-
ce is on the relexive process that take us “back” to the pre-object thus 
focusing on presentation, impression and mostly authentication. Also 
we detached Design from those objects impossible to be tracked back: 
meaningless utilitarian or accidental objects and probably other arte-
facts produced traditionally without an identiiable pre-object. But this 
will need further relection and certainly discussion. Design objects insi-
de of a culture require a Design culture in the sense that the process of 
designing (not its detailed methods but its existence) must be culturally 
acquired. Objects are both evidence and indices of the human process 
of designing things.
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By replacing what for when we found a way of Design working under 
a symbolic theory. Design inds a place on the general process of symbo-
lization of human thought both before objects and after objects. When is 
particularly important for Design since its roots lie on a time’s ailiation. 
I would say that what is design is always hollow if not placed as when is 
design. By “wheniicating” the question we manage to centre our inves-
tigations about design on meaning design. Cultural studies would keep 
focus on the way objects create, maintain and develop cultures whilst 
Design culture studies should focus on how a determined culture track 
‘back’ the design process through the objects. There is no point in stu-
dying a dog chewing an OXO kitchen utensil because he thinks that’s a 
toy but it makes sense to understand that people buy and use OXO be-
cause they “see” both the drawings as the “inclusive message” in the po-
tency for use all together as part of a cultural communicational process. 
Design is when I squeeze garlic with an OXO garlic masher using it as a 
Design object part of a culture that integrates design as a cultural value.

This is not idling arguing. When we are studying Design and Culture 
we should have in mind when Design is.

[1] “American Philosopher who has made major contributions to 
epistemology, metaphysics, and philosophy of science, as well as to aes-
thetics. In his youth he ran an art gallery, and throughout his life he has 
been an avid collector of art. He is Professor Emeritus of Philosophy at 
Harvard University.” (Elgin, 1992,p. 175)

Goodman was born in 1906, died in 1999. He was the author, among 
multiple texts, of:

Problems and Projects (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1972).
Languages of Art (Indianapolis: 1968); 2nd edn (Indianapolis. Hackett, 

1978).
Ways of Worldmaking (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1978).
Of Mind and Other Matters (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 

Press, 1984). 
“[2] “I have not relected on design for a very long time, just a few 

years. I have learned two things that I believe important to keep in mind 
when thinking about design. Firstly, anyone can deine design all he or 
she wants and desires, and there are many diferent expressions on de-
sign. Here are some examples (arranged by years):

8 Notes



La
b

o
ra

tó
ri

o
 d

e 
O

ri
en

ta
çã

o
 d

a 
G

ên
es

e 
O

rg
an

iz
ac

io
n

al
 - 

U
FS

C

15 e-Revista LOGO v.7,n.3 - ISSN 2238-2542
http://doi.org/10.26771/e-Revista.LOGO/2018.3.09  

• ‘Everyone designs who devises courses of action aimed at changing 
existing situations into preferred ones’ (Simon 1991: p.111).

• ‘… our new deinition of designing as the initiation of change in man 
made things’ (Jones 1992:p.6 italics in original).

• ‘Design is the human power of conceiving, planning and making pro-
ducts that serve human beings in the accomplishment of any individual 
or collective purpose’ (Buchanan 2001a).

• ‘Design is the ability to imagine, that-which-does-not-yet-exist, to 
make it concrete or concretized form as a new, purposeful addition to 
the real world’ (Nelson 2002).

• ‘Design is a noun referring to a speciication for making a particular 
artefact or for undertaking a particular activity. ‘Designing - non routi-
ne human internal activity leading to the production of a design’ (Love 
2002).

• ‘Design is a network of chunks of ideas and activity patterns in the 
interface region between the contextual and the artefactual’ (Jonas 
2004:p.222).”

(Chow , 2005, p.1)
Chow’s References:
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