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Abstract 

What happens when research and researchers discern and foreground Latin American and 

Caribbean agency in design? Guided by this challenge, we sought to create over three years of 

collaborative project a new approach to the research and discourse on Latin American and 

Caribbean design history. Through the formation of a network of scholars working across the 

globe, the organization of dedicated themed panels in international conferences, and the 

culmination of these efforts in the present edited volume, we propose to decolonize and globalize 

the study of design history in and from that region. To this end, this Introduction situates the 

fluctuation of interest in Latin American and Caribbean Studies in Europe and the United States, 

and discusses how the development of Latin American and Caribbean design history need not 

follow some of the colonialist premises instigated by area studies’ scholars. Rather, through a 

critical review of historiographical trends found in both area studies and in design studies and 

history journal articles, this Introduction offers an interpretation of how and why design historical 

understanding has been produced in and from that region, and points to fruitful developments in 

this scholarship. In order to highlight design agency, we propose to focus on ‘design exchanges’, 

understood as meetings and encounters of cultural practices, peoples and objects. 
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A global and decolonial endeavour  

In Kharô indigenous knowledge, the white people have been the advent of Kharô’s own bad 

choices. ‘Aukê, rejected by his community for his powers of transformation, tried several 

times to please the community, to no avail. He wanted his people to possess the firearm, the 

plate, and all the material culture universe that nowadays is in the hands of the white people. 

Aukê’s grandfather, however, rejected the offer, choosing instead the arc and the gourd. 

Thus, the white people gained the possibility to create cities and possess technology and, 
this way, subjugate the indigenous people.’1  



 3 

A study into Latin America’s and the Caribbean’s past through material culture and design 

need not begin with white people shooting firearms, creating cities, and spreading Western 

modernity. The territory has comprised experiences, temporalities and spatialities other than 

those enforced by colonialists and their descendants since the sixteenth century.2 Latin 

America’s past is much longer and complex than its history. Kharôs, Incas, Moches or Mayas 

are among several hundred different peoples and cultures that preceded the European 

colonial project, developed sophisticated scientific knowledge and technological 
apparatuses, and whom to this date partake in the intellectual and cultural make-up of the 

region. It is thanks to the plurality of languages, cultures and lived experiences of these 

peoples, together with the influx of Spanish, Portuguese, Africans, British, Japanese, 

Chinese, Lebanese, among other migrants, that the region resists easy definitions. What 

then is ‘Latin America’ and ‘the Caribbean’ and why can they be useful constructs for the 

study of design and material culture?  

 

Territorially speaking, and following the parameters of traditional colonialist history, Latin 

America (and part of the Latin-speaking Caribbean region) has been defined since the 

nineteenth century as the land mass located below the United States, surrounded by the 

Atlantic and the Pacific oceans.3 ‘Latinidad’, to Argentinian literary theorist and decolonial 

thinker Walter Mignolo, is ‘a concept initially associated with the imperial epistemology […] 

resignified in France during the first decades of the nineteenth century so as to create a 

transcontinental sense of community among the “linguistic heirs” of the Western Roman 
Empire.’4 Local intellectuals ‘echoed the French idea and coined in Spanish the term 

América Latina in order to link the newly independent South American republics to the 

tradition of Modernity evolved in concert with the epistemology of Latin’.5 However, to employ 

‘Latin’ as a common denominator to homogenize this vast territory and its inhabitants was – 

and still is – a form of subjugation.6 Beyond the hundreds of languages spoken by 

indigenous peoples, one only has to consider the English- and Dutch-speaking Caribbean to 

be faced with the region’s diversity and cultural wealth. Yet, it is to those two adjectives – 

‘Latin American’ and ‘Caribbean’ – that we turn to name this Special Issue of the Journal of 

Design History, a decision less intended in ascribing definitions and homogeneity than in 

welcoming pluralism and criticism of these terms.  

 

To this end, our research and editorial projects foreground ‘exchanges’ as the guiding 

principle for a study into the material culture and design in and from the region. This Special 
Issue seeks to unearth these exchanges employing a global historical framework, locating 

connections and comparisons – the ‘signal methods of global history’7 –, among Latin 

American and Caribbean nations, and between the region and other geographies.8 

‘Exchange’ refers to meetings and encounters of cultural practices, peoples and objects. It is 
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a reciprocal process that implies transfer, transmission, importation, appropriation, adoption, 

adaptation, circulation and dissemination but one that can go further than that. This approach 

permits a more comprehensive picture of how culture and design are created, recreated and 

transformed in a continuous process of giving and taking that affects all parties.  

 

The challenges posed by this Special Issue when calling for contributions were twofold. 

Firstly, the emphasis on ‘global exchanges’ were intended to address a lacuna in the 
historiography of Latin American and Caribbean design history shaped mostly by a recurrent 

focus on national design histories, a trend to be further discussed below. The second 

challenge was to countervail the persistent colonialist thinking embedded in a historiography 

that tends to privilege discourses informed by modernization theory, a method of framing 

Latin American and Caribbean experiences and the production of its material culture as one-

directional influences received from so-called centres of production and understood as 

second-rate versions of an European or United States’ ideal.9 The ultimate raison d’être of 

this Special Issue is therefore to gauge what happens when research and researchers 

discern and foreground Latin American and Caribbean agency in design.10  

 

Why Latin America and the Caribbean, and why now? 

This Special Issue stems from our own research interests and outputs in this field, and from 

an on-going collaboration to promote the field of Latin America’s design history. For over four 

years we have been actively involved in developing a network of researchers working 
towards the development of design history studies in and about Latin America and the 

Caribbean. In 2014, to challenge the idea of Latin America as autonomous region defined in 

industrial development terms and framed under a centre-periphery model, we called scholars 

to form a panel at the 51st Society for Latin American Studies Conference, to be held at the 

University of Aberdeen the following year. A robust response to the open call for papers 

ensued, mostly from scholars based in Latin America, demonstrating a significant potential in 

the field and an unmet demand for a debate of this kind.11 In 2015, the network met in 

Scotland where we held the double panel ‘Making Autonomy: Design, Material and Visual 

culture in Latin America’. This initiative continued at the Design History Society's Annual 

Conference held in San Francisco, US, later in 2015. The panel 'The Utopia of Autonomy: 

disseminating modern design in Latin America 1950-1970' sought to explore mid-twentieth 

century design discourses on design and regional development from a transnational 

perspective. During this conference, the necessity and timeliness of a publication on Latin 
American and Caribbean design history was confirmed, and another open call for 

contributions attracted a wealth of diverse themes and approaches to face the challenges of 

agency and exchange.12 The formation of a network of scholars working on Latin American 

and Caribbean themes and located across the globe has supported the expansion of this 
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field of study, beyond the ideas disseminated in this issue, as they have gone on to 

contribute to other conferences, publications and research meetings promoted by the 

network.13 

 

Beyond design history, this research and editorial project also critically responds to the 

broader context of Latin American and Caribbean Studies, an interdisciplinary scholarly field 

that gained momentum in the United States (U.S.) and Europe during the Cold War, 
prompted also by the decolonization of Africa and Asia in the 1950s and 1960s.14 In a recent 

appraisal of the reasons why Latin American Studies in university departments and research 

centres proliferated in this period, the journal Latin American Perspectives proposes that the 

‘academic interest in Latin America during the early twentieth century was largely shaped by 

diplomatic history and US expansionism and imperialism’ that stems back to the US imposed 

Monroe Doctrine over the continent since 1823, and the nineteenth-century acquisition of 

territory through wars with Mexico and Spain.’15 The 1959 Cuban Revolution destabilized US 

control over the region, and prompted the rise of popular revolutionary movements 

throughout Latin America, which were met with further US interventionist measures.16 The 

overthrowing of the left-wing governments of João Goulart (Brazil) in 1964 and Salvador 

Allende (Chile) in 1973 by repressive military coups aided by the US’ Central Intelligence 

Agency (CIA) forced into exile hundreds of local intellectuals ‘who carried with them cultural 

and political influences that accompanied the establishment of centers of Latin American 

studies.’17  
 

In the United Kingdom, the ‘Parry Report’ written in 1965 by the University Grants Committee 

provided similar impetus for the establishment of institutes and research centres.18 Specialist 

centres of Latin American Studies were set up in Oxford, London, Cambridge, Glasgow and 

Liverpool19 ‘drawing largely on theoretical and methodological approaches in the social 

sciences, humanities and arts’.20 By the late 1990s, nations like Chile, Argentina, Peru, 

Mexico and Brazil attracted a greater number of researchers21, while the Latin American 

population in the United Kingdom (UK) has been increased significantly since the 1970s. 

Today, an estimated one million people of Latin American ancestry live in the UK, 

predominantly Brazilians, Colombians, Ecuadorians and Peruvians, constituting one of the 

fastest-growing immigrant communities.22 The migration is much bigger to the United States, 

where Hispanics population account for over 52 million.23  

 
While Latin American exiles in Europe ‘focused on problems of dependency and 

underdevelopment’24, Mignolo retraces how the establishment of Latin American studies in 

the US corroborated to further that nation’s colonial grip: ‘after World War II, Latin America 

would end up being incorporated in the United States Academia and Government as the 
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label for one of the branches of Area Studies, and the adjective would become a racial and 

racist noun that not only identifies the individuals of “Iberian-American” descent but also links 

us to a set of stereotyped elements that usually homogenize, eroticize and/or discriminate.’25  

 

Gathering knowledge on non-Western areas of the world would prove crucial to US and 

European national and international security. Two of the main donors for training, money, 

resources, scholarships and university posts in and about Latin America were the Ford and 
the Rockefeller foundations.26 This funding significantly impacted the type of research and 

themes considered worthwhile. Mignolo refers to an understanding of Latin American and the 

Caribbean that is laden with social class and racial bias, and replicates the entrenched class 

divisions existent in the continent. Cultural, economic and political local elites in their formal 

accounts of the region’s history tend to dismiss popular cultural manifestations, including 

design and material culture. The idea of Latin America and the Caribbean as a cohesive 

region results from a homogenizing process driven by a desire (of victors) to dismiss power 

struggles and inequality.  

 

After the fall of the Berlin wall and the end of the Cold War, Latin America lost part of its 

strategic importance when Area Studies were affected by funding cuts and a loss of interest 

in the region. ‘Development’ and ‘Modernization’ as main theoretical frameworks have 

gradually been replaced by global studies and by an interest in international (rather than 

national) research projects. After 2005, a renewed interest in Latin American and Caribbean 
studies emerged from a comparative perspective due to an increasing interest in studying 

trans-local, transregional, transnational and transcontinental phenomena.27 However, none 

of the disciplines traditionally taught at Latin American and Caribbean research centres or 

institutes have included design history, even though much of the knowledge produced is 

relevant to design history, as will be discussed below.  

 

Before we embark on a critical appreciation of the design history scholarship, a word of 

caution. The adoption of a global historical methodology underpinned by the lenses of 

exchanges does not confer an immediate restoration of symmetry in history making. Global 

historians Richard Drayton and David Motadel, citing Latin Americanist Jeremy Adelman, 

propose that ‘the high hopes for cosmopolitan narratives about “encounters” between 

Westerners and Resterners led to some pretty one-way exchanges about the shape of the 

global’.28 One reason for the imbalance, they say, lies with language skills: ‘in general, 
[global history] is dominated by Anglophone historians who seem unable or indisposed to 

read history written in other languages.’29 Likewise, Latin American scholars and writers have 

been hindered by language barriers and the prevalence of editorial protocols imposed 

globally by the Anglophone world.30 This is where English-speaking Caribbean scholars differ 
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from those in Latina America, as exemplified by the work of cultural theorist Stuart Hall and 

its centrality to the Latin American and Caribbean postcolonial discourses.31 Other barriers 

like travel costs, research grants, etc. have also been an issue for the global expansion of 

design history in Latin America. Yet, the potential for the development of a global vision and 

sensibility for global design history in Latin America and the Caribbean is promising. It would 

help emancipate a lingering colonial attitude towards one’s own culture and international 

positioning if, in Arturo Escobar’s proposition, ‘radical interdependence’ is realized as a 
global phenomenon rather than a local one.32 In a globalized context, the movement of 

goods, people and the ideas they bear form an ideal site for the study of cultural, economic 

and political exchanges and encounters.33  

 
If in this Special Issue we propose a focus on global exchanges as an alternative to 

colonialist thinking this approach has not characterised the design literature about the region. 

At times an uncritical employment of terms like copy, imitation, adoption, among others, omit 

local agency and dismiss complex global interdependent relations. To assess the design 

literature about Latin American and Caribbean, we have searched academic journals 

dedicated to design history and design studies for articles that contribute to an understanding 

of design, visual and material culture in or from the region.34 Also, we searched Anglophone 

journals pertaining to Latin American and Caribbean Studies for contributions that foreground 

design, material or visual culture.35 Working with a representative rather than an exhaustive 

sample of journals, two major themes emerged from our qualitative analysis. Firstly, the 
study of design history as one of modernization, and secondly, the study of modern design, 

its professionalization and education. 

 

Modernity, Modernization and Modernism: historiographical challenges 

As Javier Gimeno-Martínez remarks for the discipline in general, ‘national histories of design 

have been a common format to reflect on design history.’36 Confirming his statement, from a 

preliminary analysis of most articles in our sample for the period 1990 to 2018, we identified 

that until around 2010 there has been a significant national approach to studies in the region. 

In many instances this approach has required a nationalist methodology that in the case of 

Latin America is linked to modernization themes and theories.37 It is understandable that not 

only Latin American nations but the European ones also emerging in the nineteenth century 

would privilege national histories to assert their foundation, legitimacy and new identity. 

National narratives give coherence to a nation’s historical processes and provide nationals 
with a sense of belonging and identity. Furthermore, this historiographic tendency has been 

useful and productive in unearthing histories and stories relating to design that would 

otherwise be overlooked. Its major drawback though is that limiting the research’s scope to 
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individual countries has hindered having a larger perspective including the wider region and 

a rich web of interconnections. Taking into account Latin America’s diversity, a 

comprehensive study of the region needs to be more than the sum or juxtaposition of its 

parts. It is only by bringing together local and larger perspectives that an understanding of 

the impact of historical forces permeating the whole continent can be properly grasped.  

 

An example of the national approach to research in design history is The Journal of 

Decorative and Propaganda Arts (JDPA), an editorial project that over eighteen years sought 

to offer an interpretation for Latin American and Caribbean design, visual and material 

culture. Founded in 1986 by The Wolfsonian Museum (now published by The Wolfsonian-

Florida International University) it aimed to promote scholarship on the museum’s collection 

of design and propaganda arts. The Journal, mirroring the museum’s collection, focuses on 

the period 1870 to 1945 and, with the help of a large number of colour and black and white 

illustrations, aims ‘to convey to readers the power of design’ and ‘to tell the story of social, 

political and technological changes that have transformed the world’.38 Although most of the 

museum’s collection pertains to the United States and Europe, four of the Journal’s special 

themed issues were devoted to Latin American and Caribbean countries: Argentina (1992), 

Brazil (1995), Cuba (1996) and Mexico (2010). There are twelve to fourteen articles per issue 

all commissioned by the publishers; and its contributors include academics, art and 

architectural historians but also museum curators, artists, architects, designers and 

journalists. As a whole, and even if focusing on ‘decorative and propaganda arts’, these 
national issues are a significant contribution to design history literature, and deserve to be 

better-known for their scope, insights and wide range of themes covered: from individual 

artists, architects and designers; to art and design movements and case studies on 

urbanization and modernization. For instance, the most recent issue, on Mexico, reveals the 

extraordinary dynamism in Mexican Culture in the post-revolutionary period, from 1920 to 

1950. Behind the cultural explosion and vindication of the vernacular and the indigenous, the 

research reveals a quest for a deep sense of Mexicanness (Mexicanidad) by artists, 

designers, architects, writers and intellectuals but also by the state.  

 

In these issues, and as part of nation-building and modernizing efforts, the theme of 

dissemination and exchange is crucial. The articles examine, for instance, the impact of 

migration, including waves of European exiles during and after World Wars I and II, that 

brought designers, architects, artists and educators to the region, and take into account the 
many locals who travelled to Europe and the US to train professionally.39 Some articles 

examine the role of print media and particularly graphic design in shaping ideas and taste 

related to modern design.40 The issues address processes of urbanization considering the 

concentrated development that took place in capital and coastal cities.41 Several articles 
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discuss, for instance, how the transformation of European cities such as Paris and Barcelona 

became models for the modernization of Latin American cities, hitherto shaped under 

colonial parameters.42 Case studies include the transformation in urban layout and the 

emergence of new types of buildings, such as opera houses, hotels, train and metro stations 

and public gardens.43  

 

As an example of national design histories, it is significant that the focus of the JDPA is on 
the decorative and propaganda arts from 1870 to 1945. Regarding Latin America this is a 

period when design production acquired a political role to disseminate an ideological 

message on behalf of national leaders. Governments were eager to accept foreign 

investment, technology and imports as a way of achieving modernization; and art, 

architecture and design were co-opted for this purpose.44 The JDPA articles illustrate how 

design was harnessed by national building efforts, political parties and revolutionary 

movements. To a large extent arts and design in Latin America and the Caribbean in this 

period developed in response to the ambition to modernize. Thus, it is its propaganda role 

that makes modern design production Latin American.  

 

A limitation with the national approach to design history relates then to the narratives, 

theoretical frameworks and methodologies with which scholars have chosen to discuss the 

Latin American region: mainly as one undergoing a process of modernization in which the 

constitution of the nation-state and the fight for autonomy have been the driving force. 
Subordinating the region’s production of knowledge on design to the countries’ modernizing 

efforts has resulted in a pervasive understanding of design mostly as a product of modern, 

industrial societies. Referring to architecture, Felipe Hernández explains that Latin America 

and the Caribbean should be seen as a region of ‘multiple temporalities’, or ‘modernities’ 

coexisting within nations. He frames the idea of modernity as a ‘nation-building’ narrative; 

one that has served and serves political purposes but one that falls short of capturing Latin 

America’s complex reality. In his view, we need to go beyond the modernist legacy. 

Hernández reminds us that an immense number of spontaneous architectures have not been 

studied including the architecture and design of countries like Bolivia, Colombia and 

Guatemala, which are largely unknown internationally.45  

 

It is important to understand the difference between Latin America’s modernity and that of 

Europe or the United States. There has been a popular but distorted perception of Latin 
American and Caribbean modernity as one generated abroad and repeated locally. Central 

to the interpretation of the region’s design history has been the relationship between 

tradition, modernity, cultural modernism and socio-economic modernization. The 

anthropologist and cultural critic Néstor García Canclini has forged a well-known 
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interpretation of these historical and cultural processes. In his book Culturas Híbridas (Hybrid 

Cultures) he connects a revised theory of modernity with the transformations that have taken 

place in Latin America and the Caribbean since the 1980s.46 He describes how the region 

has engaged fully with cultural modernism but at the same time has never quite achieved 

complete socio-economic modernization, thus showing that one process does not 

necessarily follow the other. García Canclini proposes that Latin American culture should be 

seen instead, as the result of indigenous, European and African traditions interacting with 
modern political, social and media forces. In Latin America and the Caribbean, classist and 

racial miscegenation have produced hybrid formations permeating all social levels. The 

homes of many upper and middle-class families contain libraries with books and journals in 

different languages, indigenous arts and crafts, colonial and foreign antiquities, and all the 

latest in digital technology living easily side by side with traditional social, family and religious 

practices. Industrialization and modernization processes, even if incomplete and disrupted, 

have not replaced tradition but have generated deeply complex cultural forms and 

phenomena.47  

 

The problem with the categories and concepts that historians have used to apprehend 

historical processes is that they have been defined mostly by the European experience and 

thus fail to apprehend the Latin American and Caribbean reality. In this JDH special issue we 

propose different perspectives from those that have deemed the region as subaltern to 

Western ideals and, as said above, focus on global exchanges as an alternative to colonialist 
thinking. We favour concepts and notions such as ‘hybridization’ and ‘exchanges’, and 

welcome those proposed by our contributors to this issue, such as ‘cosmopolitan Cubanidad’ 

(Erica Morawski) and ‘creative appropriation’ (Adriana Massidda) to enrich the reading of 

design history processes and the interpretation and assessment of its historiography.  

 

 
A historiography predicated on modern design canons  

The history of the professionalization of modern design and the institutionalization of its 

education represents the second significant historiographical trend found in our analysis. 

Within this trend, certain areas of design practice, namely graphic and product design (also 

known locally as ‘industrial design’), have gained prominence and validity in the design 

literature. Other design and material practices like craft, for example, were relegated by 

tastemakers and design authors as non-designed artefacts.  

 
In a recent essay that surveys graphic design historiography in that country, Brazilian scholar 

Priscila Farias asks rhetorically: ‘When does the history of design in Brazil begin?’48 This 

question, picked up by Farias for the frequency with which it is uttered within this scholarship, 
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is usually accompanied by another: ‘When does design in Brazil begin?’ This line of enquiry, 

however, is spurious if one subscribes, as we do, to the idea that ‘design as a practice and 

product exists wherever there is human activity.’49 Design, understood here multifariously as 

a method of making and of knowledge production, as an organized profession, an 

institutionalized mode of education, a discourse and an academic discipline, is a term 

constantly redefined as practices evolve (say, from analogue to digital making) and as 

historical evidence surface and are interpreted differently (say, as thinking is decolonized). 
Moreover, intellectual projects interested in finding ‘origins’ and establishing definitive 

parameters for historical explanations could be likened to an un-designerly way of knowing.50 

Contention over origins means contention over narrative, and the owning of historical 

narratives is a form of power. 

 

Farias’ posing of that question has validity, though; in resorting to it, she introduces 

contentious positions held within traditional echelons of Brazilian and Latin American 

scholarship to whom establishing an origin for design practice and its institution as an 

academic-worthy discipline meant to proclaim that design and designers existed in the 

region.51 For some scholars, origins of design practice date back to the arrival of the first 

printing presses in the continent, for example, or to the post-independence period when the 

Hispanic Republics sought to reorganize the state apparatus.52 Other scholars vehemently 

locate the beginnings of design practice (and therefore of design history) in the post-World 

War II period when the educational and professionalized fields of design were more 
consistently and systematically organized in dedicated schools and professional bodies.53 At 

each end of this temporal spectrum lies a scholarly reliance on thinking design as a field of 

practice predicated on the employment of a certain kind of technology and the espousing of a 

certain modern worldview. It is therefore necessary to differentiate design as ‘human activity’ 

– as the Kharô people would do – from the phenomenon of ‘modern design’, a historically-

located event of human activity that nonetheless greatly impacted Latin American and 

Caribbean scholarship. 

 

The mid-twentieth century witnessed the growth of modern design practice and education 

across the globe. Hundreds of specialized design schools opened and new design 

pedagogies emerged. Professional associations like the International Council of Societies of 

Industrial Design (ICSID) founded in 1957 helped organize this nascent profession, promote 

and regulate its global reach, whereas local associations like the ABDI (Brazilian Association 
of Industrial Design), founded in 1963, acted locally.54 This global growth, however, evolved 

at different rates and encountered diverse dilemmas in different localities. While in Europe 

and the United States a booming industry and consumerist society fuelled modern design 

expansion, in India, for instance, the very condition of economic and social 
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underdevelopment ushered in modern design’s rationalist and industrialist ethos as tools for 

progress.55  

 

In the post-World War II period, ambitious national plans for infrastructural improvement, 

industrial development and import substitution were implemented to counter the region’s 

economic and technological dependency on industrialized nations. These national plans 

included the opening of more than thirty design schools across the region between the 1950s 
and 1980s, and the adoption of a modern graphic design language to communicate 

progress.56 This period marked the emergence of the self-acclaimed modern designers, and 

the establishment of their professional identity separately to that of architects or interior 

designers, who always had a firm presence in designing things.57  

 

Thus, a history of design predicated on celebrating the establishment of modern design may 

serve the modernizing project but it elides broader social and historical phenomena. Given its 

close proximity to political economic histories, this historiography tends to replicate 

interpretative models commonly found in theories of dependency that framed the region as 

‘Third World’ or peripheral to so-called centres of industrial production.58 Hence the 

perception of Latin American and Caribbean design and material culture as a derivative, a 

second-rate version of a European or United States’ ideal. 

 

Cuban design historian Lucila Fernández Uriarte points to an ‘uneasy alliance’ and an 
internal contradiction perpetuated by the design historiography that canonizes modern 

design.59 For Fernández, an ‘image’ of what design constituted was ‘exported to peripheral 

and non-industrialized countries’ whilst the crisis of the modern movement, and the modern 

world as we know it, erupted in Europe in the end of the 1960s.60 In her critique of this 

‘image’, Fernández singles out the work and writings of Gui Bonsiepe, a Hochschule für 

Gestaltung (HfG) Ulm graduate who moved to Chile in 1968, worked in Argentina in the 

1970s, and in Brazil a decade later.61 Bonsiepe’s writings and praxis as educator and 

designer in South America have been of undeniable importance in the region. In his own 

words, Bonsiepe characterized his ideas as those of a ‘pragmatic rational “ulmian”’, whose 

approach ‘made it possible to draw a profile of the industrial designer and to consolidate his 

education’ in the region.62 Bonsiepe’s call for the industrialization of Latin America proposed 

that ‘for the underdeveloped countries of the “Third World”, industrial design would become 

an indispensable factor in overcoming underdevelopment and dependence.’63 Fernández, 
however, criticizes Bonsiepe’s ideas as contradictory. They propose an acceptation of design 

as ‘strictly characterized by rationality and scientific foundations’ but to be employed as the 

tool for development in a ‘social context marked by the backwardness of industry’.64 This 

means, to Fernández, that ‘aspirations were not achieved as expected.’65 As a 
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counterstrategy, she calls for the investigation of the ‘history of material culture before 

industrialization’, drawing from the work of other historians, including those like Fernando 

Ortiz and Moreno Fraginal who studied colonial plantations of tobacco and sugar.66 

 

This ‘uneasy alliance’ between underdevelopment and industrialization was also found in the 

1980 constitutive act of the Asociación Latinoamericana de Diseño (Latin American Design 

Association, ALADI), discussed here by Tania Messel. According to Fernández, that 
document ‘defined industrial design as a necessary technological discipline whose most 

important objective [was] to support the rupture of economic, technological and cultural 

dependency to which underdeveloped countries find themselves tied.’67 The seemingly 

simple logic – to escape underdevelopment countries needed industrialization and industrial 

design – born contradictions not easily resolved at a local level. Industrial prowess, 

technological innovation, capital, investment, and skilled labour: where would they come 

from, and moreover, upon which model would they develop? For Fernández, Latin America 

and its Third World predicament tied in with an ideology of development through 

industrialization gave the European ‘modernists’ an opportunity to reclaim ‘the social content 

of design’.68 For Latin Americans, design practice framed as a rational, technical tool 

promised ‘escape from underdevelopment’ predicated on a model of modernization and 

modernity that had unfolded in the demise of modernism in Europe. Fernández astutely asks: 

‘Paradoxical, wouldn’t one say?’69 

 
The scholarly emphasis on histories of design education and the professionalization of 

practice, interpreted from nation-specific perspectives and celebrating the biographies of 

successful (usually white, usually male) designers (framed as ‘pioneers’) results from an 

initial lack of academic research in the field of design.70 According to Farias, ‘until the late 

1990s, it was very rare to find books about design by Brazilian authors.71 The history of 

Brazilian design (and more specifically of Brazilian graphic and product design) was often 

regarded as something unimportant or non-existent.’72 Since the 1990s, with the creation of 

the first postgraduate programmes in Design in Brazil and subsequent scholarly 

infrastructure, scientific conferences and academic journals, ‘original research’ became 

possible.73 As she points out, only more recently has a ‘major shift in thought’ promoted by 

emergent research work, and ‘an interest in artefacts produced before or outside the logics of 

modern design education, and an understanding of graphic design as part of local, visual, 

print and material culture’ started to reject the canons of former heroic, modernist 
narratives.74  

 

In this Issue 
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In the intervening years between our first call for papers (2014), the establishment of a new 

research agenda (2015) and the issuing of this editorial project (2018), much has changed in 

the political, economic, social and cultural lives of Latin Americans and Caribbeans. Current 

developments in Venezuela, Brazil and the Windrush scandal in the UK, to name a few, act 

as sobering reminders that optimistic predictions regarding the region need to be treated 

cautiously. Yet, the robust response entailed by the call, coupled with the complex debates 

proposed by contributors in this issue, vouch for the liveliness and urgency in assessing the 
region and contributing to a more nuanced and critical global account of Latin America and 

Caribbean’s design history.  

 

In the first article, Veronica Devalle discusses the fundamental role that artist, designer and 

theoretician Tomas Maldonado played in the emergence of design theory in Latin America 

and the Caribbean and his contribution to developing such theory as director of the 

Hochschule für Gestaltung (HfG) in Ulm in the 1950s. She argues that Maldonado’s work in 

disseminating the notion of modern design was fundamental to the conceptual foundations of 

design education in Argentina and globally. The article examines Maldonado as a leading 

figure in the Argentine avant-garde group Arte Concreto Invención in the 1940s, his fruitful 

networking relationship with Max Bill and his work as lecturer and director of the HfG. The 

argument focuses on nueva visión magazine (1951-1957), directed by Maldonado, and the 

Nueva Visión publishing house, founded in 1954 and directed by Jorge Grisetti, one of 

Maldonado’s disciples.  
 

Also pertaining to Argentina, Adriana Massidda gives a revealing example of design 

exchanges in urban planning and housing in Buenos Aires. Her article examines the Parque 

Almirante Brown housing programme (PAB) in the context of international debates about 

informal settlements. Her analysis shows how the PAB brought together elements from 

different design and planning traditions, local and international, including those by the 

Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM). Massidda frames the PAB 

programme as one of ‘creative appropriation’, understood as the selective adoption of 

modernist precepts by local authorities who used modernism ‘to portray themselves as the 

epitome of modernity, effectiveness and order’. This way, Massidda problematizes the notion 

of ‘local’ and ‘agency’ by referring to the political authority whose decisions were made at the 

expense of slum dwellers’ welfare.    

 
Moving to the Caribbean, Erica Morawski analyzes how the local and global can be 

articulated beyond simplistic one-way influence interpretations. She analyses the design and 

redesign of the iconic Cuban night club Tropicana by the architect Max Borges in the 1950s 

based on a range of primary sources: from a preserved and celebrated tropical vegetation to 
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the spatial design that enmeshed indoor and outdoor settings; from the material culture of 

performances to the graphic design of ephemera. Morawski’s conceptualization of the 

‘cosmopolitan Cubanidad’, ‘a Cuban identity shaped by a cosmopolitan view of itself within 

the larger world’, or simply put, ‘a globally situated local identity’, is her key contribution to the 

foregrounding agency and complexifying exchanges in the region. The author proposes this 

reading as a model and methodology to understand similar buildings and cultures in other 

Latin American and Caribbean countries.  
 

Changing the focus from interior design to graphic communication, Nicole Cristi & Javiera 

Manzi Araneda study in depth two of the most prolific and little-known graphic collectives 

during the dictatorship in Chile (1973-1989): the Agrupación de Plásticos Jóvenes (APJ) and 

the Tallersol Cultural Center. They examine the production of political posters as a practice 

that is political by definition, given the material conditions and social networks supporting it. 

What is brought to the fore are the technical and relational aspects of these collectives, who 

were successful in circumventing Pinochet’s dictatorial regime’s censorship. Cristi and Manzi 

make a crucial methodological contribution to the archival reconstruction of clandestine or 

silenced pasts, as they carefully catalogued extant posters, cross-referenced information with 

in-depth interviews and promoted workshops with the poster producers, ‘where they 

attempted to create a participatory methodology to investigate their experiences and 

collective memories’. 

 
Closing the Special Issue, Tania Messell, through a very close reading of the International 

Council of Societies of Industrial Design (ICSID) archives and a detailed reconstruction of 

events, offers a convincing critique of globalization and design institutionalisation as 

colonialist projects. Her study reveals how by the 1970s and in response to the UNIDO 

programme (United Nations Industrial Development Organisation), Latin America became a 

crucial region for ICSID. The discussion focuses on the congress held in Mexico City in 1979 

to reveal how a group of Latin American designers challenged ICSID’s development policies 

and created ALADI, the Latin American design organisation formed to promote local 

economic and cultural independence. ICSID, in Messell’s criticism, perpetrated an 

‘understanding of assistance’ whereby design knowledge that originated in industrialized 

nations was to be transferred to an expanding local Latin American industry. 
 
What happens when research and researchers discern and foreground Latin American and 

Caribbean agency in design? Guided by this challenge, the above scholars yielded, 

interestingly, original research covering a period already crowded in the literature. Why, then, 

is new research still interested on the well-trodden paths of design education, the 

institutionalization of the profession, modern architecture and design, modernity, 

modernization and modernism? One possible explanation lies in the pressing need to 
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intervene in current discourse with innovative methods, unprecedented sources, and critical 

research questions to brush history against the grain. In all contributions, the question of 

agency shifted according to the scale of analysis. Active dialogues, cultural creativity, and 

negotiations have been historicized and foregrounded without losing sight of political, 

economic and military dominance imposed by colonial and neo-colonial powers over the 

region. Routes are now open for similar inquiries to fill up gaping lacunae in current 

understanding.  
 

Although still an emerging area, the number of consumption studies in the region is 

growing.75 The nineteenth century is a fertile historical period to explore issues of Latin 

American and Caribbean modernity and global exchange that escape the grip of modernist 

canons.76 Likewise, photography, an activity invented in isolation in Brazil, has informed 

scholarship preoccupied with visualization, representation and cultural autonomy.77 One 

cannot understand Latin America’s and the Caribbean’s past without questioning the 

enslavement of local indigenous people and the forced diaspora of enslaved African 

population. Their contribution to the region’s design and material culture is as fundamental as 

unexplored.78 Popular culture and craft have been finding their way into Latin American 

cultural studies and design history, and a huge debt to Andean cultures is yet to be paid.79 

The historiographical emphasis on modernization and nation building has largely elided 

enquiries into censorship, exile, democracy and citizenry in the context of twentieth-century 

military dictatorships.80 Similarly, few works have explored communist and socialist Latin 
American and the Caribbean from a design historical viewpoint.81 

 

Guided by the decolonial principles discussed, we wish that further scholarship readdresses 

oppressive attitudes in design practice and discourse, and enables other worlds to co-exist in 

pluriversality. By foregrounding the Latin American and Caribbean experiences and 

proposing a re-writing of their design history we hope this might serve as a methodological 

orientation for further endeavours.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

1 Quoted in the exhibition ‘Dja Guata Porã’, Museum of Art of Rio (MAR), May 2017 to February 2018, 

curated by Sandra Benites, José Ribamar Bessa, Pablo Lafuente and Clarissa Diniz in collaboration with 

indigenous peoples. 
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