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Abstract 
Consumerism is a popular theory in the field of commercial design in the 20th century. 
In this article, the author explores and rethinks on the origin, current situation and 
future development of the consumeristic design; and put forward the solution based on 
Chinese Taoism theory, "Skills Carrying on Taoism", "Things Are Created for Use", 
"Focusing on the Inner rather than the Outer", etc.  At the same time, the author believes 
that we should face up to the social responsibility of design behavior, and realize that 
design is not a tool to satisfy the endless material desires of mankind, but a bridge is 
between the mind and the world, between man and nature. 
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1. Introduction 

The outbreak of Corona Virus Disease (COVID-19)  in 2020 has caused a significant impact on 
the global economy. On the one hand, the spread of the epidemic on a global scale has frustrated 
investors‘ confidence, which has caused turmoil in the financial and capital markets; On the 
other hand, in order to control the spread of the epidemic, countries have to restrict the 
movement of people and transportation strictly, it’s like pressing the pause button on the 
economy, which puts pressure on the economic operation from consumer and production. 
When the epidemic is gradually controlled, to recover the economy, stimulating consumption 
becomes one of the main means for governments to maintain GDP growth and increase 
employment rates. From the view of consumerism, the main task of industrial design is to 
stimulate people's various desires through product innovation, trigger consumption, and 
thereby promote economic development and social prosperity. When the entire society regards 
expanding consumption as a life-saving straw for economic recovery, we must review the 
history of consumerism and its drawbacks. Especially in the future economic construction, we 
must learn from history and fully realize the social responsibilities that industrial design should 
shoulder while creating economic value. 

2. Design Theories on Consumerism 

2.1. Consumerism 
Consumerism is a common social moral phenomenon. It guides and regulates people's actions 
and relationships in consumption,which includes principles, thoughts, desires, emotions, and 
corresponding practices. The fact is that most people like to pursue decent consumption, long 
for unrestrained material enjoyment and recreation, and treat these things as the purpose and 
value of life. 
From the perspective of cultural studies, consumerism is regarded as a form of activity that 
gains pleasure. The word consume can be traced back to the 14th century, which meant waste 
and squandering at that time; In the 16th century, it also had similar negative connotations. 
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However, by the mid-nineteenth century, the term "customer" that represents individuals was 
replaced by the term "consumer"; "consumer" has been transformed into a neutral term, it was 
used to refer to the abstract entity which is opposite of the term "producer". In the 20th century, 
this kind of abstract usage entered the realm of daily life and became a synonym for the masses, 
and it had a dominant connotation. 

2.2. Theories of Consumeristic Design 
The theories of consumeristic design appeared during the Great Depression in the United States 
in the 1930s, and its theoretical pillar was Consumer Engineering that proposed by the famous 
American advertiser, Earnest Elmo Calkins. In 1930, at a seminar on countermeasures to the 
Great Depression attended by many celebrities in business circles, Calkins gave a speech 
entitled "The New Consumption Engineer, and Artist". He believed that the public's 
consumption power is unlimited, and the problem is that the products provided by the 
manufacturers are not what consumers want. To balance production and consumption, 
companies must transform into consumer engineers, to find out what is hindering the flow of 
goods and remove the obstacles. Through market research and consumer behavior research, 
companies can deeply explore those consumer desires that have not yet been recognized, and 
design products that can satisfy people's various psychological desires. 
Calkins divided products into two categories, "Used" and "Used up." Consumer Engineering, as 
a new business science, aims to help us use up products that we are using at the moment. Its 
core principle is to create Voluntary Abandonment. The important thing is that this kind of 
abandonment is not brought about by technological progress, but caused by people's 
psychological desires which are based on the appearance of novelty. In his view, the basis of 
prosperity is consumption, not saving. Proponents of Consumer Engineering vividly called it 
"promoting waste and creating waste."[1]. 
 

 
Figure 1. The Poster of Planned Obsolescence [2] 

 
One of the successful practices of the consumeristic design was the Planned Obsolescence 
System in General Motors Company, and this system developed by GM's management and 
designers has continued to this day. The most fundamental requirement in this system is "When 
designing a new car, you must plan to consider the parts of the design that can be changed in 
the next few years. The model of the car must have a little change every two years and a big 
change every three to four years so that the original model will gradually age and be eliminated 
as planned."[3] On the surface, it seems that it is just a simple design update, but its essence is 
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the process of triggering consumer psychological desires through constant changes in the 
design style. 
The consumeristic design is based on the nature of capital to chase profits and the needs of 
enterprises to survive and compete. Its purpose is to satisfy the profits of enterprises and the 
desires of consumers. Social and environmental costs are not included in the calculation at all. 
Although the consumeristic design has played a positive role in getting rid of the economic crisis 
and promoting prosperity, its drawbacks have emerged with the environmental problems 
caused by excessive consumption and the alienation of human beings. 

3. Criticism of Consumeristic Design 

After World War II, the United States became a model of prosperity and progress in Western 
society. With the post-war reconstruction and capital expansion in the United States, the 
discourse of consumerism spread across the whole world. Mass production and mass 
consumption became the symbol of the free and wealthy democratic system. With the 
development of the environmental protection movement in the 1960s and the advent of the 
energy crisis in the 1970s, people began to question this model which over-reliance on 
consumption to promote economic growth. It is believed that the inefficient economy, excessive 
energy consumption, environmental pollution, and the inhuman working environment will 
bring about the alienation of people with excessive consumption. 

3.1. Environmental Movement 
The iconic starting point of the Environmental Movement was "Silent Spring" written by Rachel 
Carson, a famous American scholar, and a pioneer of environmental protection in 1962. 
Through the investigation of the pesticide insecticide DDT, the book made people realize that 
although modern technology can greatly promote productivity, it also poses serious damage to 
the human living environment and public health. What Carson questioned was not only the 
abuse of pesticides but also the irresponsible attitude of the industrialized and technological 
society towards nature. She profoundly refuted the claim that destroying nature is the 
inevitable price of development, and believed that mankind must choose a new path for 
development. As a result, people began to rethink the prosperity of consumerism that relies on 
the unrestrained grabbing of natural resources and environmental pollution. [4]. 

3.2. Ornament and Crime 
Long before the environmental movement, some visionary designers had criticized the design 
activities based on consumerism. In 1908, Adolf Loos, an Austrian architect had criticized this 
consumeristic value in his article "Ornament and Crime". He said: "The proponents of 
ornamentation said that they like a consumer who buys a set of new furniture and will be bored 
with them after ten years and doesn't like a consumer who never replaces furniture unless it is 
unusable. Millions of people will get jobs due to rapid product changes. In the event of a fire, we 
can often hear some people say, thank God, now someone can find a job. If so, I would have a 
good idea, set a fire in the city, and set a fire in the country, then everyone will swim in the 
wealth and prosperity."[5] On the surface, Loos was opposed to ornamentation, but indeed he 
was criticizing consumerism and reflecting the design morality and ethics. 

3.3. Design for the Real World 
The most systematic criticism of consumeristic design is undoubtedly the American design 
theorist Victor Papanek. In his book "Designing for the Real World", published in 1971, he not 
only criticized and rethought the disadvantages of consumer design, but also defined the social 
responsibility that design should bear, and believes that ethical issues are the most important. 
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Papanek pointed the finger directly at consumeristic design, which is designed for "Wants". He 
thought that the Planned Obsolescence System had developed the habit of throwing it away 
when it is used up and would make people mistake this habit as the mainstream value of 
mankind. He emphasized design is for people's "Needs", not for people's "Wants" or desires, 
and this was the only meaningful direction for design. 
As for the designer's responsibility, Papanek thought that designers must consider the real 
needs of people, and the relationship between design and society, the environment and users. 
The designer must be aware of his social and moral responsibilities and must foresee the 
consequences of his actions on the future as well as the past. Papanek also gave his opinions on 
the specific design method. He absorbed the idea of "Participant Observation" in the field survey 
of anthropology, and put forward the principle of "Design Participation". On the one hand, it 
emphasized that a design team must be composed of multi-disciplinary personnel; on the other 
hand, it emphasized the importance of users participating in the design process. Because design 
is ultimately for users, if designers do not understand the real needs of users, the product will 
become a designer-centric, subjective and blind product. [6]. 
In the wave of criticism on consumeristic design, design ethics became the most important 
concern for the public, for the public. The concept of design liberated from the traditional and 
single concept of Decorative Art, and it also shifted people's attention from the Effect of design 
to the Consequence of design.  At the same time, promoting the harmony between man and 
nature became the main task of design. 

4. Consumeristic Design Solutions 

From the perspective of the dominant Western traditional thinking, design is nothing but a tool 
for man to conquer nature and satisfy their utilitarian needs. Although the current design 
theories such as Green Design, Sustainable Design and Ecological Design are working hard to 
eradicate the drawbacks of Consumeristic Design, if consumer values cannot be changed, 
design ethics can only be an impossible dream. When searching the entire human civilization, 
we gradually discovered that Chinese Taoism theory is the best medicine for treating the severe 
illness of consumeristic design, and it provides a possible way to establish design ethics. 
 

 
Figure 2. Yin Yang Tai Chi and the Eight Diagrams of Taoism 

(The Diagram of Substance Circulation System) 
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4.1. Skills Carrying on Taoism 
What is "Tao"? What are "Skills"? What is the relationship between "Skills" and "Tao"? Zhuangzi, 
a representative of Daoism had a philosophical explanation: The laws of change in heaven and 
earth, we call them "Teh"; Those rules on which everything’s move depend on, we call them 
"Tao"; Those objects used in life and behaviors in social production activities, we call them 
"Things"; Those talents of creativeness, we call them "Skills"; Skills and Things, Things and Tao, 
Tao and Teh, every two of them are a unified harmony.[7]. 
If we set Zhuangzi’s thoughts on the field of design, then "Skills" and "Things" will refer to the 
means and methods of design; "Tao" and "Teh" are the affairs and social ethics for design to 
follow, and "Skills" is a way of "Tao". "Tao" and "Teh" are the spirit that design must conform to 
and carry on. In other words, the design behavior and the artifacts created must ultimately 
conform to the constraints of human ethics and natural laws, and the path that design must take 
is to promote the harmonious development of mankind and the world. This can be said to be a 
general summary of modern design thoughts such as green design, sustainable design, and 
ecological design. [8]. 

4.2. Things are Created for Use 
Ancient Chinese people paid attention to the idea of creating and using things and elevated 
them to the height of a saint.  " We create things for people to use. If you can create things that 
everyone has to use, you are a saint." is the text recorded in the "I-Ching" in the 1100s BC. [9] 
Wang Fu, a thinker of the Eastern Han Dynasty, further explained the relationship between 
function and form in “Qianfulun”: "All skills are based on application, while the clever 
decoration is the last thing". 
The reason why ancient Chinese valued function more than form was that function satisfies all 
kinds of "Needs" of people, while form satisfies all kinds of "Wants" of people. This kind of " 
Things are created for use" thought has lasted for thousands of years in China, has had a 
profound impact on Chinese traditional design, and has gradually developed into an ethical 
standard that people generally follow. This thought has been not only the goal pursued by 
modern design since the industrial revolution, but also a weapon against consumerism. 

4.3. Focusing on the Inner Rather Than the Outer 
Xunzi, a thinker in the Warring States Period of China once said: " When a person is calm and 
happy, ordinary colors he sees can also please his eyes; ordinary sounds he hears can also 
please his ears; untasty tea and rice can satisfy his palate; coarse clothes made of twine can also 
make him feel comfortable to wear; a small room with a dilapidated bed and a chair made of 
reed straw also allows him to sleep soundly. This is focusing on the inner rather than the 
outer."[10]. 
Xunzi’s words are quoted to indicate that people should not be dominated by objects and all 
kinds of desires arising from objects. Besides, it’s enough for objects to only satisfy people's 
"Needs". As the dominator of things, humans should use things instead of being driven by them. 
As we can see, Xunzi's thinking is the same as the design ethics advocated by modern design, 
which emphasizes "Needs" over "Wants". 
Although traditional Chinese thinking only put forward the human survival rules and lifestyles 
at the macro-philosophical level and did not provide any specific operation methods in the 
micro-design method, its profound ideological connotation has pointed out the development 
direction of modern design. Especially in today's post-industrial society, if a contemporary 
design can take this traditional wisdom as the supreme guiding ideology of design, the 
disadvantages brought by consumeristic design will not be difficult to overcome. 
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5. Conclusion 

The purpose of design is more than function and form, there is more important meaning lies in 
the social effects of design behavior itself. In today's society, there is an obvious and universal 
fact that people pay more attention to the economic effect of design than to its social effect. 
Actually, in an economic recession, when we stimulate consumption and pay attention to the 
economic value of design, we must not forget the serious consequences brought to mankind by 
extreme consumeristic design. No one can deny the economic value created by design, but we 
should conduct a comprehensive assessment of its consequences so that people's current 
interests and human long-term interests can be unified. After all, we only borrowed this planet 
from our children and grandchildren temporarily, and we are responsible for preserving a 
natural environment suitable for human survival for those who come later. 
Today, the intervention and influence of design on social life have reached an unprecedented 
level. If we cannot face up to the social responsibilities of design and designers, design activities 
will inevitably degenerate into the complicity of commercial capital, become a grave-digging 
tool of human beings, and lose itself at last. We must be soberly aware that design is not a tool 
to satisfy the endless material desires of mankind, but a bridge is between the mind and the 
world, between man and nature. It is the creative wisdom given to mankind by heaven and 
earth. Perhaps this is the solution for future design. 
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