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To Design in and 		
�	� Through  
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by  
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1.
�Incidental graphics tend not to be 
designed. They materialize through 
existing formal conventions to house 
information that needs to be stored  
or communicated. They inhabit these 
conventions so completely as to become, 
with their world-making originality, 
undetectable. When removed from their 
contexts of immediate use (in which 
they function perfectly and without  
notice), incidental graphics appear 
merely as documents.1

2.
�(This can be very mundane, or very 
magical, or both. When I was five or six 
and first learning how to write, I added 
“pop-tarts” to a grocery list stuck to 
our fridge while neither parent was 
watching. To my astonishment, and even 
though my past requests for Pop-Tarts 
had always been rejected, they arrived 
amid the groceries my father brought 
home. He thought my mother had writ-
ten them. This mischief was a source  
of much amusement for us, and was per-
haps a formative experience.)

3.
Incidental graphics capitalize on the 
trust built up in form that follows func-
tion, in the expected relation between 
form and content that accrues in a 
genre over time. If graphic design han-
dles form in relation to given content, 
incidental graphics handle content in 
relation to a given form.
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4.
Graphics can manifest four possible 
combinations of form and content with 
respect to expectation: 

A.	 �Expected form and expected 
content (unremarkable everyday 
graphics);

B.	 �Unexpected form and expected 
content (the celebrated graphics of 
the canonized genius designer);

C.	 �Unexpected form and unexpected 
content (unassimilable, alien 
graphics; the graphics of unfamiliar 
cultures); and

D.	� Expected form and unexpected 
content (incidental graphics).

5.
�Incidental graphics will succeed, un- 
noticed as assertions of an as-yet- 
unrealized state of affairs, so long as 
their content is not so unusual as to  
attract attention.2 On a practical level, 
this matters only when someone is 
trying to deploy incidental graphics 
deliberately, as in forgery, legislation  
or enactments of other kinds.

6.
To consciously attempt the creation of 
an incidental graphic risks exposing 
not only one’s intentions, but also one’s 
duplicity. The Japanese ambassador 
Chiune Sugihara defied his superiors 
to produce some 6,000 transit visas 
for Jewish refugees fleeing German-
occupied Poland in 1940, and lost his 
job for doing so.3 Yet his documents 
worked. His handwriting, signature and 
stamp could not be regulated by the  
diplomatic protocol that intended to 
govern them; their graphic materiality 
afforded his civil disobedience. His 
visas can as easily be read as valid or 
invalid, forged or not forged, depending 
on one’s point of view.

7.
Nineteenth-century British treaty arti- 
facts signed by Indigenous leaders pro-
vide the legal foundation for much of 
Canadian territorial sovereignty even 
though the land surrenders consistently 
recorded within them are known fabri- 
cations.4 The document, and not the 
treaty itself, produces the truth required 
for Canadian claims to jurisdiction over 
land.5 This truth production occurs 
through a series of graphic gestures, 
yet the resulting graphics are so banal 
that they are scarcely understood as 
graphics at all. The same holds true for 
royal charters, preemptions, deeds  
and other documents of colonial land 
appropriation; design histories of 
Canadian land ownership would reveal 
persuasive graphics amidst the roots of 
settler law.

Blue bar design proposal, Apple, 2017
image © ryan jones / twitter



c magazine 141� 37

8.
Affordances—the characteristics of 
an object that determine how it can 
be used—are the secret of incidental 
graphics. Affordances set the terms of 
an object’s use not only by its nominal 
end user (the treaty signatory, the ref-
ugee, the grocery shopper), but also 
by the entity that supplies it. An inci-
dental graphic can be an underline, an 
omission, a folder structure, a calendar 
invite, an outlined shape, a colour—or 
any number of other things in the right 
combination of circumstances.

9.
�Most digital interfaces are incidental 
graphics by virtue of the software 
that performs behind them. Edward 
Snowden’s 2013 disclosures might be 
used to mark the transition of graphic 
design’s main economic function from 
producing information to providing  
a surface for quietly recording as much 
human activity as possible. Graphical 
user interfaces hide the action of soft-
ware by their very grain;6 they provide 
the necessarily limited sets of repre-
sentations and interactions that allow 

people to use machines made of code. 
Google, Facebook and many other  
organizations use this concealing char-
acteristic of the medium with remark-
able success to imperceptibly absorb 
and sell the details of our lives. While 
digital graphics continue to perform the 
visible communications that we expect 
of them—inherited from our expecta-
tions of paper and the printed page—
they make their greatest contribution to 
the present as a central affordance of 
surveillance.

10.
�To “keep the user informed about what 
is going on” is a declared aim of the 
design disciplines,7 yet in practice this 
refers almost exclusively to superficial, 
user-initiated interactions of minimal 
political consequence. Apple once 
planned to introduce an update to the 
iPhone that would have displayed a 
blue bar across the top of the screen 
any time an app was collecting location 
data, which would have made undeclar- 
ed surveillance on iPhones far more 
visible and disconcerting.8 That this 
feature was shelved suggests how much 

must be hidden from public audiences 
so public-facing software remains com-
mercially viable and, at the same time, 
underscores the considerable potential 
for simple graphic interventions to 
modify social relations mediated by vis-
ibility. Snowden’s disclosures surfaced 
a National Security Agency PowerPoint 
presentation that became an object 
of playful design critique online. The 
unfathomable scope of the spying de-
scribed in the document seemed at odds 
with its apparently hasty, unconsidered 
appearance. Its publication seemed 
to demand better style, and made the 
slides a case study for designers to com-
ment on and redesign to illustrate the 
value of professional design expertise. 
Though ironic, this response maintain- 
ed a normative investment in graphic 
design as an end unto itself, in every 
context, without regard for the meaning 
of locally resonant visual codes or the 
contingent relation of clarity to the de-
sired outcome at hand. It is possible that 
the appearance of the presentation was 
well crafted for its intended audience, 
just as it is possible that a clear presenta- 
tion was not the goal.9

Graph produced by National Security Agency on dates when PRISM 
collection began for each provider
image © wikimedia commons
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11.
Design history engages only the artifacts 
and authors available for public circula- 
tion, and leaves absent work whose func-
tion hinges on continued non-disclosure. 
Such graphics are disqualified from 
the public discourse of graphic design, 
and their absence haunts it. In this way, 
graphic design discourse is shaped by 
that to which it cannot refer: its apparent 
preoccupation with corporate image 
and visual identity reflects the presence 
of only those subsets of graphics most 
amenable to public reference. Perhaps 
contrary to popular understanding, 
graphic design production—unlike art, 
from which it derives its ideas of author-
ship and canon—does not produce 
artifacts for a public audience as a gen-
eral rule. That it seems to do so reflects 
a sample bias that has been amplified 
and reinforced over time by the out-
wardly promotional strand of the field.

12.
�In light of this, an attempt to better 
understand graphic design might draw 
attention to the proprietary and unknow- 
able majority of its corpus, perhaps by 
seeking out graphic histories whose need 
for secrecy has diminished through the 
passage of time.

13.
Histories of incidental graphics would 
unfold the graphic dimensions of other 
histories. They would do so with a pri-
mary interest in affordances and effects.

Tucker McLachlan is a designer 
in Toronto. 
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