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Abstract

This article contrasts two radically different approaches to valuation —
neoliberal and pragmatic —using each frame to consider value in design.
Neoliberalism is outcomes-focused, maximizing value through different but
commensurable forms, which are aggregated and ranked using a common
denominator for the purposes of competition. Pragmatism is process-focused,
with a variety of values negotiated and configured through valuation inqui-
ries in context-specific ways. This article argues that, in line with pragmatism
and in contrast to neoliberalism, design practice is based on diverse value
orientations through a material and temporal process shaped in accordance
with different purposes. The argument suggests that the way valuation is
performed in design is an alternative to the reductive but dominant neo-
liberal approach. This prompts consideration of the “performative agency”
concept —that design practice can transform how valuation is carried out,
presenting and sustaining an alternative model.
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Introduction

Design has a complex and complicated relationship with neoliberalism.’
Some commentators emphasize the complicity of the design profession in
the neoliberal agenda; others stress the transformative or even subversive
power of design practices with respect to the neoliberal status quo. A large
body of literature covers the role of design in sustaining the “inequality and
poverty of the 60 percent of the population”;? the difficulties designers face
navigating the logics of neoliberalism;?* and racial oppression in regard to
“the co-constitutive nature of neoliberalism, design, and racism.”* Never-
theless, design practices have potential to critique, transform, or subvert
neoliberalism. In this context—as apparent, for example in She Ji—design
makes visible the politics of participation in co-design that neoliberalism
obscures.® Design is said to play a role in “ecologically-engaged” and “re-
generative economies.”® And some claim that design can bring about a
“post-growth politics.”” In a wider context, socially-responsible and socially-
responsive design, design for good, design activism, and design for social
innovation are all schools of design that implicitly criticize neoliberalism.®

It is impossible to resolve the relation between neoliberalism and design
when working with the vast body of design research literature. This article
proposes an external point of reference, one which looks at the connection
between neoliberalism and design as mediated through the notion of value.
Value is simply what is recognized as significant, irrespective of qualitative
or quantitative terms.® Value is a product of valuation.' And valuation is un-
derstood as “any social practice where the value or values of something are
established, assessed, negotiated, provoked, maintained, constructed and/
or contested.”" Accordingly, different social practices of valuation produce
different value models.

This article argues that neoliberalism operates a reductive model of value
anchored in the idea of competition. The neoliberal value model requires a
common denominator and a means of comparison between different value
dimensions." Values are commensurate, with commensuration defined as
“the valuation or measuring of different objects with a common metric.”®
This allows people to compare proverbial apples and oranges, measuring size
while ignoring quality and purpose. As the neoliberal value model becomes
entrenched, its impact becomes visible in a social world that maximizes
profit to the detriment of other value orientations.

In contrast, the pragmatic value model starts with valuation as an activity
and a verb, rather than starting with value as a noun. Valuation is a process
set in the social context. It is shaped by cultural norms in which people seek
to realize their purposes. Pragmatists speak of an inquiry. They look for the
best feasible resolutions that realize their objectives by working through the
constraints of specific situations.' In contrast to the neoliberal model, the
pragmatic approach embraces a variety of value orientations. The pragmatic
approach recognizes the role of those who attribute value—valuers—as
they realize their purposes through a material and sequential process.

This article then applies the analytical frames of each value model to
design. Design is defined as a purpose-led, situation-specific, and materi-
alizing practice involving various agents, including design professionals or
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people trained in design techniques.'® This article shows that making sense of
value in practices of design calls for the pragmatic approach. The neoliberal
approach is woefully partial and it distorts how value is realized in design.
Design practices can be characterized by the material situatedness of valu-
ation. They have a specific context. Value orientations are explicit and they
point to the role of agents in value realization. The purposes of those agents
collectively shape the design process. This article argues that design should
draw attention to what gets valued and how it gets valued. The neoliberal
model ignores these aspects with its preoccupation on how much. The prag-
matic conception of valuation is embedded in and realized through design
practice. This concept challenges the orthodoxy of neoliberal valuation.

Being alert to how value is realized in design practices makes clear the
limitations of the neoliberal model to suggest an alternate way. The subver-
sive potential of design practice does not stem from the opposing stance of
various design research schools' nor from designers’ critical intentions."®
Rather, design practices can be seen to undermine the central assumption at
the heart of neoliberalism by realizing valuation in a pragmatic way.

To explain how this is possible, this article appeals to the notion of per-
formativity or performative agency. Judith Butler describes “performative
agency” as “a set of processes that produce ontological effects, that is, that
work to bring into being certain kinds of realities or ... that lead to certain
kinds of socially binding consequences.”"® I offer an original answer to the
question “what specific roles has design, in its many forms, played in the
development and global expressions of neoliberalism?”2° This goes against
concerns that design—and designers—sell out as agents of neoliberalism.
(That is the position of some of literature on this issue.) Instead, this article
shows that design practice has the potential to undermine neoliberalist
processes through an alternative approach to valuation. Design practice can
subvert the dominant regime of valuation by performing valuation differently
to show that different ways of being and acting are possible. This is urgent
and cogent in a world that so often undermines and eradicates alternative
approaches to neoliberalism.

What Is Neoliberalism?

It is difficult to explain the meaning of neoliberalism with precision. Most
commentators agree that neoliberalism is “a word with a contested defini-
tion.”?" Some claim that “the term is too often used as a catch-all category
or as a category that catches selectively whatever a particular author
chooses and disapproves.”?? This effectively curtails any explanatory power.
Recent archival research on neoliberalism?? reveals a more detailed—and
complex— historical understanding. It shows that neoliberalism is not a
thing with one essential property or characteristic. Rather, it is a palimpsest
of movements and moments in history that only share some features.
Historical and archival analysis shows that long before Ronald Reagan
and Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s—and even before the emergence of
the Chicago School in the 1960s and 1970s2* —neoliberalism flourished
concurrently in several Europe centers.?® Current scholarship emphasizes
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distinguishing distinctive traditions. The neoliberalism of the Freiburg school,
also referred to as Ordo-liberalism, focused on the role of the nationalistic
state in controlling the markets.?¢ In contrast, the Geneva School stressed the
transnational and international aspects of neoliberalism.?” Within this compli-
cated picture, scholars point to the lack of unity within the individual strands
and traditions.?® In addition, the recent forms of populism, libertarianism,
and the alternative right share neoliberal language while they reject a narrow
“technocratic, neoliberal agenda.”?® This makes it difficult to achieve a clear
definition of neoliberalism.

In the past, it was possible to characterize neoliberalism from a Marxist
perspective. This defined neoliberalism as a form of governance that elevates
the mechanisms of market exchange to “an ethic in itself, capable of acting
as a guide to all human action, and substituting for all previously held ethical
beliefs.”*® What emerges from recent archival research is a much more com-
plex and complicated understanding of the “political movement that dared
not speak its own name.”*' David Harvey sees neoliberalism as a form of free
market orthodoxy associated with Thatcher and Reagan®?—a perspective
challenged by Mirowski’s “network view.”** So what thread, if any, runs
through and binds these diverse strands? What provides continuity, making it
possible to speak of neoliberalism in different historical manifestations?

Neoliberal Value: The Quest for a Common
Denominator

Neoliberalism represents a reductive approach to value. This approach
demands that multi-dimensional value considerations be compared on one
scale. It assumes values to be commensurate, defining commensuration

as “the comparison of different entities according to a common metric.”**
Across all its different forms, neoliberalism relies on competition for
decision-making.?*> Competition rests on benchmarking, rating, and ranking.
It presupposes comparing different elements using a common denominator
or a common currency of comparison.

This can take the form of pricing. In the market, everything has a price.
This price makes it possible to compare anything with anything else. Com-
mensuration through pricing is made possible by eliminating qualitative
differences while replacing judgment with calculation. Value is expressed in
monetary terms while the market serves as the “apparatus” for value calcu-
lation. But competition extends far beyond the market. The rise of populism,
libertarianism, and the alternative right underscores the need to see competi-
tion as a social and cultural process of sifting winners and losers according to
scale.® New forms of neoliberalism are marked by expanded ambitions. These
shift from governing by the markets®’ to subjects governing themselves, not
merely from the outside but also from within. Foucault’s notion of governmen-
tality explains how competition can coordinate relationships between individ-
uals and shape their internal experiences.?® The “happiness industry,”*® the
“quantified self,”° and the importance of social media statistics to self-per-
ception and self-esteem, all exemplify how subjects can be set up to compete
against themselves.*'
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This gives rise to the “conventions of equivalence”*?—ways of creating

a common denominator using systems other than prices and market mecha-
nisms. Under the neoliberal spell, it becomes possible to use affects, moods,
and sentiments as ranking devices. The emergence of very large data sets

aids the process.** A good example is Sara Ahmed’s account of “affective
economies” where feelings and emotions are no longer treated as properties
of subjects but as a currency—a way to assign value to external constructs.**
Similarly, Adam Arvidsson’s “general sentiment” —which identifies reputation
and peer-group esteem as new currencies*® —illustrates how to achieve an
alternative valuation equivalent to pricing.

This approach to value shows how neoliberal forms of governance can be
implemented across different domains and systems with the simple formula
of competition. Nevertheless, these forms of competition have adverse conse-
quences. Despite historical and geographical differences, the effects of neo-
liberalism are socially damaging. They lead to inequalities between regions
and individuals, and these inequalities grow over time.*® These consequences
speak to the importance of alternate ways of coordinating society and benefit
of alternates model of value.

The Pragmatic Alternative to Neoliberal Value?

The neoliberal approach to decision-making through competition requires
commensurability. In this approach, value is one-dimensional, and this model
overlooks or eliminates any sources of qualitative difference. The value in the
neoliberal model can express magnitudes but not purposes— how much, how
much less or how much more, but not to what end and not with what goal in
mind. This leads to valuation pathology. In the words of David Graeber, this
“has effectively vanished the analysis of ends— of values, of why people want
the things they do— entirely from its purview.”4”

The neoliberal model has a notable omission: its reductive approach to the
agents shaping the valuation process. Under neoliberalism, consumers pay
prices and calculate their gains rather than acting collectively to realize their,
sometimes conflicting, purposes.*® Neoliberal valuation fails to recognize
cultural, social, technological, and material circumstances that shape valuation
and ignores value as a product of interactions that are necessarily plural and sit-
uated. The word “interaction” is crucial. Valuation is an activity that recognizes,
assesses and negotiates significance. Valuation is necessarily interactional, not
just transactional. Interaction is central to the pragmatic model of value.

At the core of pragmatism is a concern with human agency and the conse-
quences of actions.*? Rather than being preoccupied with representing reality,
the early pragmatists— Charles Sanders Peirce and William James, and later
John Dewey and Jane Addams—were concerned with the formation of be-
liefs that work.5° This involves bridging thought and action to form beliefs in
experiential and empirical context, i.e., doing things in the world. Against this
backdrop, valuation is understood as a form of socio-cultural practice. It is
therefore set in the context of much broader structures, including social and
cultural relations. It is practical activity, too. It cannot be figured out in the
head alone. Rather, it requires determining how to act in real situations.>!
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Valuation is an important theme in John Dewey’s work. Rather than an
abstract unit of measurement, Dewey believes value is a product of human ac-
tivity. Valuation involves judging both goals and means. Dewey sees valuation
as an ongoing means-ends adjustment. The goal of realizing certain purposes
must be continuously reassessed according to current constraints. Valuation
brings about desired states through available means.>?

For Dewey, situation and inquiry are important terms that co-define each
other. “Inquiry is the controlled or directed transformation of an indetermi-
nate situation into one that is so determinate in its constituent distinctions
and relations as to convert the elements of the original situation into a unified
whole.”® Situation marks the boundaries of what is relevant to a specific
inquiry—what is and is not relevant. Inquiry is a process of situational trans-
formation. The situation itself is constructed through the process of inquiry.

The upshot is a context-sensitive account of valuation. Its premise is the
act of valuation in situ by active participants who have different value ori-
entations or purposes. Valuation is a materially situated, iterative process.

It is a matter of empirical inquiry into how different value orientations— or
purposes—might be collectively realized. As the editors of Moments of Valu-
ation put it, “value is a quality that has to be performed”** —empirically and
situationally actualized.

This article does more than argue that valuation is performed. Valuation
can also be performative, altering, adjusting, or transforming valuation prac-
tices. I make the dual claim—that value is performed in the pragmatic way
with performative effects—with respect to design practice.

A Pragmatic Perspective on Design and
“Performative Agency”

Donald Schén called for new forms of scholarship closer to practice that “pro-
ceed through a design inquiry, in the Deweyan sense.”*® Richard Buchanan
evoked Dewey in relation to the “integrations of knowledge that will combine
theory with practice for new productive purposes.”®® And in recent years
there has been a renaissance of pragmatism in design research with several
authors using Dewey as an interpretative lens.*’

Deweyan inquiry explains how knowledge is acquired and produced
through design. Melles suggests that inquiry could be understood as “design’s
natural epistemology.”*® Peter Dalsgaard looks at inquiry as part of “a concep-
tual scaffold for design thinking,”*® and Brian Dixon is motivated by wanting
to understand “knowledge as contingent and ontologically transformative.”®°
All touch upon the notion of performativity.

Performativity goes back to John Langshaw Austin’s philosophy of lan-
guage. Some utterances (e.g., “with this ring, I thee wed”) produce the
phenomenon they name (wedding or being married).®' But as Judith Butler
points out, “it is not simply that a subject performs a speech act; rather, a
set of relations and practices are constantly renewed, and agency traverses
human and non-human domains.”®? (For instance, the exchange of rings is
only binding when performed in a certain institutional context, e.g., not in
a playground.) The notion of performativity used in sociology and science
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and technology studies is indebted to Butler’s conceptualization of the “per-
formative agency.” Michel Callon’s claim that economic theories and models
are performative does not assume that economic models become real merely
by being articulated.®® Expressing ideas in a form that can be repeated is
only a first step.* As Cris Shore and Susan Wright observe, the changing
function of auditing in British higher education is a simple example.® The
word “audit” began to be used in new contexts in higher education and in
new semantic clusters. This new usage, Shore and Wright claim, led to policy
and management changes at universities— “these semantic clusters form the
epistemological foundation for the rise of new institutions and the discourses
that sustain them and legitimize their activities.”®¢ Echoing this, I argue that
declaring design to be performative is to say that design practices involve en-
acting and re-enacting a certain process of valuation. This—with reiteration
and repetition —may affect how human beings and human groups approach
valuation in other domains.

Value in Design

The way that value is actualized in design practices can be transformative
with respect to the neoliberal status quo. This claim may surprise some
people. Many see design through the lens of neoliberal value modelling.
From an impact assessment point of view —a well-established “equiva-
lencing” approach under neoliberalism®” — design can be a victim of its own
success. Measures such as International Design Scoreboard or the McKinsey
Design Index capture the contributions of design to business and society in
financial terms.®® Yet there are growing reservations about these approaches.
When organizations capture value added through design in relation to
products, branding, or management, it can be unclear what they measure
or exactly how they quantify impact.®® A more cogent issue is the perceived
mismatch between outcome measurements considered in impact assessment
and the process-based understanding of how value is realized in design
practice.”®

Just as many strands of neoliberalism can be linked through their reduc-
tive approach to value, a single characterization can span multiple design
practices. Richard Buchanan attempts such a generalization, claiming that
“design is the human power of conceiving, planning, and making products
that serve human beings in the accomplishment of their individual and
collective purposes.””* Building on this—and building on the last 20 years of
design research with an emphasis on non-human, material agency, and the
participatory character of design — this article takes design practice to be a
purpose-led, multi-agency, situated, materializing practice involving a design
professional or someone trained in design techniques. Design projects typi-
cally involve multiple stakeholders (e.g., clients, communities, and individ-
uals affected by the proposed changes) whose agendas and interests must be
aligned or negotiated. Project objectives are often iterated, with the means of
delivery adjusted in the face of encountered constraints. It involves working
with experts who facilitate the process and know different techniques to
support the delivery.”? This can lead to material outputs (e.g., new things


https://shs.hal.science/halshs-00091596/document
https://shs.hal.science/halshs-00091596/document
https://doi.org/10.1080/10427710500509722
https://doi.org/10.1080/10427710500509722
https://doi.org/10.1093/cje/ben058
https://doi.org/10.1093/cje/ben058
https://doi.org/10.2307/2661148
https://doi.org/10.2307/2661148
https://doi.org/10.1787/5js7p6lj6zq6-en
https://www.academia.edu/2813064/
https://archive.nordes.org/index.php/n13/article/view/572
https://archive.nordes.org/index.php/n13/article/view/572
https://archive.nordes.org/index.php/n13/article/view/572
https://doi.org/10.1162/07479360152681056
https://doi.org/10.1162/07479360152681056
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781803927718.00020
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781803927718.00020

73

74
75

76

28

Arjo Klamer, preface to Doing the Right
Thing: A Value Based Economy (London:
Ubiquity Press, 2017), xv.

Klamer, Doing the Right Thing, 217-31.
Mona Sloane, “On the Need for Mapping
Design Inequalities,” Design Issues 35, no.
4 (2019): 3-11, https://doi.org/10.1162/
desi_a_00559.

Butler, “Performative Agency."

she ji The Journal of Design, Economics, and Innovation Vol. 9, No. 1, Spring 2023

built, new plans made, workshop materials, and more). However, how the
process unfolds cannot be reduced to these outputs. There are material and
socio-cultural outcomes that go beyond project deliverables. On the basis
of this outline of a generic design project, we can trace what happens with
value in design practices.

Design practices involve multiple value orientations with different pur-
poses and objectives negotiated in the process. It is possible to go further by
suggesting that design practices make the collective valuation agency manifest
as extended in time and situated in space. Because of constant means-ends
adjustments—reassessing objectives in the light of new constraints— those
involved become active value co-creators who shape the process. Valuation
through design practice brings about desired states through available means.
It is a materially situated, iterative process. It is a matter of empirical inquiry
into how different value orientations— or purposes —might be collectively re-
alized. This process, introduced in this article through the lens of pragmatism,
is further illuminated through the idea of Aristotelian phronesis, elaborated by
cultural economist Arjo Klamer:

“In order to work with and on the basis of values, we need to work sensibly,
using phronesis, as the Greeks call it. We need to weigh options, delib-
erate, experiment and evaluate, all in striving to do the right thing. This is
quite different from the supposedly rational choices we make in standard
economics.””®

While this account of phronesis does not refer explicitly to material situated-
ness, it reflects the collectively negotiated type of valuation at issue in design
practice. It usefully draws attention to the performative potential of such an
alternative model. Indeed, Klamer argues that phronesis may well provide a
foundation for a new economic system.”*

Concluding Reflections and Looking Ahead

Looking at the central claim of this article, I argue that the practice of design
represents a model of value that challenges the foundations of neoliberalism.
Specifically, I emphasize the active role of multiple agents in a purpose-led
activity that involves means-ends adjustments when working in specific
socio-cultural material situations. Through this process, people strive for
what they consider to be significant in their lives. It solidifies an alternative
approach to valuation. In this approach, design practice is credited with the
potential to “act on the social””® and to shape new forms of valuation that
are constructed through social interactions and take place within social
structures.

The performative agency concept, as I describe it here, does not claim
that valuation can be single-handedly transformed by design. It means that
the valuation process cemented through design vindicates certain forms of
agency —acting and being in the world — that can have ripple effects into
other systems.”®

Neoliberal valuation reproduces domination in contemporary society.
Under neoliberalism, the need to serve and service competition means that,
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there is little recognition for the fact that people have different value orien-
tations and do things for different purposes. As a result, the field of social
action is reduced to ranking winners and losers on a one-dimensional domi-
nant scale: wealth and income, or other forms of pecking orders.”” This way
of regulating society has tangible effects on real people in the real world.

As Richard Sennet shows, neoliberalism — or “late capitalism,” as he calls
it— operates by fueling inequalities and undermining existing social struc-
tures. This produces a form of coercion that corrodes the individual’s ability
to form communities with fellow citizens.”®

Claims have been made that in the aftermath of the 2008 financial break-
down neoliberalism entered a “late,””® “zombie,”®® “mutant”®' state. Many
hoped that the Covid-19 pandemic would be the final nail in the coffin. Yet
neoliberalism arguably persists and remains entrenched in contemporary
societies.®? The need for alternative approaches is urgent.

But these alternative approaches are not likely to come from within
economic and social structures colonized by the neoliberal model of value.
In this article, I suggest that design practice has the potential to transform or
even to subvert neoliberalism by virtue of performing an alternative ap-
proach to valuation.
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