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Flat Venus Society: Design and Dis-Information

   The job of the designer is to act as an intermediary between an audience, hypothetical or real, and the source of information that requires communication to occur. The definitions of the identity, role and methods of the designer cover wide fields of activity from marketing personnel to political activist. There are areas of design, particularly within the ‘hyper-commercial’ sector in which the designer is expected to present information in a way that obscures or omits certain data whilst exaggerating others. These practices are often termed “disinformation”
 whilst in marketing circles this role of the designer is perhaps cynically called “good marketing practice” or a necessary exercise in “Public Relations”.   To judge whether this type of design can be termed useful would depend on examination of divergent view points of the role of western capitalist society, taking into account the question of whether such a society is environmentally or ideologically sustainable as a proposed global structure. Designers generally work within this system to propagate visual and text-based information constrained by a tight brief provided by the corporate entities of which this system is comprised.  In contrast, Information Graphics can be seen as a manifestation of the same objective truths which modern science pertains to portray. In this field of graphics the designer is supplied with data that can be represented as a measurable quantity, or, in the case of the production of Isotypes or universal signage, supplied with a seemingly tangible object or idea which needs to be communicated, in the audience’s interest, concisely and with the minimum of ‘noise’. In the field of information graphics the importance of clear communication is amplified for potentially, the message can be of vital importance. For example: controlling the physical or intellectual flow of citizens within an urban environment or presenting technical information which may mean life or death depending on the selective narrowing of data to avoid ambiguities or misinterpretation 
. However, the situation is not as simple as it first seems and the field of Information Graphics can also be deliberately or unintentionally misleading.

    The London Underground Map, which was designed by Harry Beck in 1933, (image 01) can be seen as an important milestone in the effective presentation of information Graphics.
 The information contained in the map of the underground railway system has been limited so that the data representing distances between stations is not accurately show. This allows clear presentation of the connections between the stops, which was the primary requirement of the map. Harry Beck, who was not actually a graphic designer but an electrical engineer, has incorporated the readability of electrical circuit diagrams into a transport map, which for the first time presented connections rather than distances. The effects that the distorted information has had on the occupants of that metropolis is difficult to gauge, perhaps the dis-information concerning distances has ‘incidentally’ worked in favour of the railway company, with travellers taking short and unnecessary journeys between stations that appear, on the map, to be distant. In one case the inner city zone of Hackney, which contained no underground stations, found that it’s economic viability diminished due to the fact that it was ‘not on the map’. However, the benefits in useability that the map has created by displaying a clear presentation of the complex system or circuit, which the railways represent, was adopted by transport map makers around the world. 

    The deliberate and controlled emphasis of certain aspects of information, be it visual or statistical data, is an important principle of design. In the case of Dr John Snow,
 another non-designer who helped to develop the appreciation of the importance of Information Graphics, the graphical plotting of Cholera victims data onto a street map (image 02) provided the information which lead to the discovery of the cause of Cholera propagation in the mid 1800’s. Dr Snow collected information on the location and living quarters of each of the several hundred Cholera victims that were located around the broad street area of central London during September 1854. He presented the information visually on a street map by adding a tally mark at the location of each death. The map showed graphically that the epidemic appeared to be centred around the only available public water supply for several streets. There were also highly populated areas that the epidemic had bypassed almost completely. Under further investigation Dr Snow discovered that these areas of relative health had their own private water supplies which further substantiated the claim that Cholera was spread through the Broad Street water supply. The ending of the Cholera epidemic depended on several factors: the collection of raw data, the presentation of the information based on geographical location and the selective way in which the information was interpreted. 

    In the book How to lie with Maps 
 by Mark Monmonier the author shows several alternative graphical interpretations of Snow’s raw information which could have given a very different result. Firstly Monmonier divides the map into 5 large areas (or constituents) each of which converge on the actual centre of the epidemic, the broad street pump.(image 03) The information shows that the average deaths in each of the constituencies are only slightly higher than those of the surrounding areas, in effect the information has been successfully ‘swept under the carpet’. In a second map the same raw information is divided into five more carefully constructed constituents. This time the map shows that the highest rates of death are located away from the Broad Street pump. Given the malleability of information; a hypothetical designer, acting on a specific brief, for example from a private water company operating the Broad Street pump, could be responsible for many untold human lives through the selective display of information. This is a poignant example of the importance of designers, in the formation of culture and civilisation, working with statistical information that can be “Data Mined” to give a wide variety of ‘authenticated truths’.

    The techniques of dis-information are complex and varied. They have been compared to the tricks of illusionists; so-called ‘magical tricks’
 (image 04) in which, for example, a grand gesture or highly visual activity conceals or distracts from the seemingly insignificant, yet vitally important, gesture that creates the illusion. An example of this can be found in the government health warnings displayed on packets of cigarettes 
 (image 05)  in which a Sans-serif font has been surrounded by a thick black border to emphasis the negative spaces created by the letters, therefore creating a strong visual rhythm and sufficient ‘noise’ to negate clear communication of the warning. The use of noise can be easily incorporated into a design under the disguise of decoration or embellishment, to create a ‘collage of chaos and confusion’
 which masks undesirable information. In the case of the Magellan space probe launched by NASA in 1992 the need for more ‘sensational’ media-worthy images resulted in a significant distortion of information which by definition of its source, i.e. the official space agency NASA, was considered to be objective and scientific. The space probe had entered the atmosphere of Venus and recorded video footage of the landscape which was then presented as ‘a roller coaster tour of steep canyons and soaring mountains’ 
. The information which was omitted in the graphical presentation was the fact that the vertical scale of the video had been exaggerated by 22.5 times, creating ‘sensational’ mountains (from molehills). (image 06) As a result of such blatant dis-information, David Morrison 
 suggested the formation of the ‘Flat Venus Society’ in ironic echo of the obviously misleading claims of the contemporary ‘Flat Earth Society’. Distortions of information, especially from scientific organisations, show that the role of the designer to disseminate dis-information does not lie entirely in the realm of the hyper-commercial. The usefulness of such design, within the supposed target audience of the scientific community, is extremely questionable, and reveals an underlying commercial concern that permeates all areas of design.  

   In the case of the London underground map the distances between stations was generally considered to be of lesser importance than the connections between stations. In a hypothetical set of maps of the Helter Skelter and Northern railways designed by Mark Monmonier 
 the same method is used to convince potential investors of the viability of the train route. The first map shown is the engineer’s map that accurately displays distances and directions of the numerous towns on the convoluted route before arriving at West Skelter, 5 Km from the proposed destination. This map also shows the rival company’s existing train track which cuts an almost straight path between the towns Helter and Skelter before heading north. (image 07) The work of the designer, when employed within a specific brief, can be seen in the second map which has used the same methods as the London underground map to shown connection at the expense of distance and direction. (image 08) Now the proposed route is represented as a straight line between Helter and Skelter (central) with the rival train company route shown as an exaggerated curve servicing very few stations on the way. As a defence against claims of dis-information, the cartographer can claim that the map shows an accurate representation, with reference to transport maps the world over. 

    The usefulness of design in general could be considered in relation to the function which it serves in connection to the cultural wealth of a society, in this case the ‘Global society’ within which the advance of technology claims we belong. One seemingly useful aspect of design is the development of complex visual languages. Building upon the earlier linguistic examinations of Ferdinand De Saussure
 (image 09) the creation of visual Isotypes was first developed by Otto Neurath in Vienna in the 1920’s and 30’s to create a ‘world language without words’
.  Later aided by scientist and mathematician Marie Reidemeister, the concept of Isotypes spread globally to become a basis for the development of a ‘universal visual-language system’ through which information could be communicated clearly via easily recognisable symbols. (image 10) Although primarily utilised in the rationalisation of population dense areas
 and the control of intellectual traffic in information graphics, the effectiveness of visual language through the use of Isotypes soon spread to the commercial sectors. The influence of Isotypes can be seen in the development of ‘Logotypes’, (image 11) commercial ‘Trademarks’ and the consequential global ‘Corporate Branding’ of the decades following the 1950’s.
 The great benefit in the development of a visual language is the negation of incompatibilities between spoken languages, however there is a degree of cultural expectation, imposed upon the diverse readers of the signs, which has created a superficially unified and hegemonic culture that is slowly spreading across the globe. This can be seen in the main street of almost any city in the world as a cultural-commercial ‘carpet bombing’
, simultaneously presenting a universal language of commerce whilst creating an homogenised cultural vacuity based on consumption. In this way, the work of the designer can be seen to have impoverished the cultural diversity which existed before the advent of a global, ‘universal’ visual systems.

     In the age of computers, particularly  the effect the internet has on the breaking down of geographical and cultural boundaries, citizens of the world are beginning to identify with a more global viewpoint. At the same time the growth of the multinational corporation has defined a globalisation based on uniformity of cultural expression. The designer, who can be seen as a link between culture and commerce, information and dis-information exists continually at an important juncture in the history of civilisation. “Exist continually” 
relates to the apparently cyclic nature of history in which new technology has again expanded the definition of culture and society causing simular outbreaks of ‘dis-information’ as the development of the printing press had on the information society of its time. The identity of the designer is increasingly  linked to the propagation of exaggerated claims and mistruths, perhaps history will again cycle around to provide a more balanced role for the designer, devoid of misleading dis-information and mountains on Venus.
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