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An Upside-down Essay 

In this essay, I will set upon determining a question for study in preparation for my dissertation essay. My three key words I’ve chosen to touch upon are ‘Religion’, ‘Happiness’ and ‘Brand Culture’. A running theme of interest through my key words is to look at the effect they have on society, myself and in the design world in whatever capacity my research overlaps or I find interesting. Matching the order of my key words, my thinkers/artists relating to each one are as follows: William Paley (a Christian philosopher), Stefan Segmeister (Austrian graphic designer) and lastly, Wally Olins (British consultant and practitioner of corporate identity and branding). Even though my key words have strong individual topics and seem very separate from one another, I feel like there will be room for them to overlap and I’ll be able to make strong connections by the end of my research.

1. Religion 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines religion as ‘the belief in and worship of God or gods’ or ‘a particular system of faith and worship’ (Waite, 2012, p. 611). For me, these definitions don’t seem in line with what the modern worlds relationship with religion is now and frankly, feels uninviting and harsh whilst excluding people who follow extended spiritual paths in life. Modern views deserve fresh perspectives, and The Chambers Dictionary supplies what I would considered a better and inclusive interpretation.

‘Religion – belief in, recognition of or an awakened sense of a higher unseen controlling power or powers, with the emotion and morality connected with such; rites or worship; any system of such belief or worship; devoted fidelity; monastic life; a monastic order; Protestantism.’

(The Chambers Dictionary, 2012, p. 1291)

	To break down religion, I would describe it as a way of life that follows a higher power. This force, power or being is out of the realm of normal human ability and can only be gained or achieved by abiding and following sets of rules or principles that are asked of you. By following these steps that are set out for you in order to reach your goal, it builds you up as a person and helps to shape your traits, beliefs and opinions as a person for the life you are living.
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Figure 1: Michelangelo, The Creation of Adam, 1512.

‘There is no simple definition of the concept of religion…this phenomenon is however, ubiquitous, appearing in every culture… as evidenced in the cave paintings and elaborate burial customs’ (The religions book, 2013) Here we see a prime statement of religion being ingrained into the building blocks of all societies. Much like art and design, religion is a constant reminder that we as a race are creators and will always look for a purpose. A large part of how we identify religion is through its images, depictions and designs. For me, I see religion and design hand in hand with each other. Above I’ve selected ‘The Creation of Adam’ part of the fresco painted on the Sistine Chapel. The painter, Michelangelo, was a devoted Christian. I have chosen to include this image to show that religion is much more than just going to a place of worship or sitting in church on Sundays. Without religion, I am unsure how stable the human race would be (not that all forms of religion have a positive affect) but, religion brings a form of release to people. In this instance, Michelangelo and his works were all of religious nature. Now imagine if Christianity didn’t exist, where would all of the renaissance art be? Without religion, popular cultural celebrations and modern day technological advances my never have existed. I understand that religion may have hindered and halted the worlds development for a time and that is does have negative and harsh realities that come with it like war, classism and genocide, however I feel that these negative aspects have more to do with the emotional development of humanity.
Religion has been argued many time over making it one of the leading factors of ethical and philosophical questions. But I feel the biggest reason for the creation of religion was to ask the questions that may never be answered, like a cover up for our existence that will never be known. In the past, religion was what seemed rational and was the answer to these questions, what is our purpose?, is there a meaning of life?, why do I exist? and who created us? This is called the teleological argument and also more commonly called the design argument, associated with William Paley. ‘The argument for the existence of God based on the assumption that order in the universe implies an order and cannot be a natural feature of the universe.’ (Dictionary.com, n.d), this is the base idea of the design argument. It claims that the universe in which we reside cannot be simply a creation of nature as the concept of nature must have been created by God or a higher supernatural power. But as we know, all theories and ideas are to be challenged and the design argument is no exception. What if I told you there was a religion solely based on uprooting this idea of purposeful design, made to express its distaste at the comparison that religion has anything to do with the cold, hard facts of evolution that science brings, all the while worshiping and having belief in a flying spaghetti monster? ‘We really don't know how we got here, he surmises, how do you know we were not the product of a carbohydrate?’ Travis (2006) reiterates the words of Bobby Henderson, the founder of the Pastarian religion. Personally, this topic is one of my greatest conflicts, where I want to believe in the facts that science holds but at the same time I find it hard to just accept that we our all here by accident. I understand the reasons behind thinking that there must be a creator as you can see through human biology that everything is designed with purpose, and strangely all works too well to be left up to chance.

2. Happiness

Out of my three key words, happiness is probably the most complex. What is happiness? Such a simple question, but the more you ponder it the harder it becomes to answer. After looking at standard dictionary definitions, I decided that the best definition of happiness was, ‘Happiness is like peeing in your pants. Everyone can see it but only you can feel the warmth.’ (UrbanDictionary, 2005) I know it sounds disgusting and it makes you uncomfortable, but deep down some small part of you knows it’s true.
If I delve deeper and dissect it, to me happiness is the rawest emotion to have and possibly the purest, more so than even love. When I feel happiness, I am at the highest peak of my emotional capacity. Sometimes it’s hard to differentiate between your feelings and can be easy to mistake what you feel if you don’t truly know what that feeling is to you. ‘The specific emotion of happiness is often included as one of a small number of basic emotions that cannot be broken down into more fundamental emotions’ (Britannia, 2023). Happiness is its own feeling with its own reactions, not to get it confused with love, appreciation or excitement. What makes you happy is personal. That means the event that sparks your happiness doesn’t have to be shared by others and the action possibly isn’t even the most acceptable, but none of that matters because it’s your happiness. 
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Figure 2: Stefan Segmeister, The Happy Show, 2012.

	Determining what makes you happy should be simple as you’re feeling this emotion. However, happiness is subjective, and even when you do the things that should be making you happy, sometimes they don’t. Stefan Sagmeister spent over half a decade documenting his journey on what happiness is and what makes him happy after his break up from his long-term girlfriend. The finished products were a documentary film called The Happy Film (2016) and The Happy Show (2012) a travelling exhibition which encouraged people to interact with showpieces. In his journey, we see him try three different remedies recommended to him by Jonathan Haidt a social psychologist, the first - meditation, the second - therapy and the last - drugs. At the end of each experiment he rates how happy he felt on a scale of one to ten, and the results spoke volumes. However, it’s also important to mention that with each experiment, Sagmeister fell in love with a different woman. Once we have come full circle with his experiments, Sagmeister re-visits’ Haidt and the two evaluate what has occurred. It’s of Hadit’s opinion that Sagmeister’s happiness wasn’t changed by the independent variables but rather his connection and relationships that he built with the people around him during the course of the experiment. Yes, Sagmeister did other tasks and hobbies throughout the proses of the experiment that made him happy, but these were only short lived in changing his emotional state. It was concluded that even though there were other things that made him happy like travelling, working and purchasing products, the main cause of his emotional state was controlled by the relationships in his life.
	However, this leads onto asking can happiness be more than one thing? If now we’re under the impression that the way in which you become happy is through social interaction, where does that leave all the other objects and experience that can evoke happiness?  ‘Joy was a feeling, ephemeral and elusive. It wasn’t something we could see or touch. How, then, could such simple objects – a cup, a lamp, a stool – elicit joy?’ (Lee, 2018, p. 3) Here we see Lee contemplating how her creations bring the feeling of joy to her invigilators. Through the proses of making these objects – the cup, lamp and stool – the feeling of joy and happiness has been experienced many times over. Here, I bring into question, can material objects bring happiness? Personally, yes, I think that they can. From my own experience, I can say that buying clothes or seeing relic items from histories past have brought me lots of happiness. I know this is true because I’ve felt it first-hand. I also know, for me, some of these items, like family heirlooms and important items will bring me happiness for as long as I have them and if they happen to not survive as long as me, I will feel sadness in response.


3. Brand Culture

For my last key word, I chose to look at something more closely connected to the subject of design, brand culture. I want to start by defining this combination word as individuals. As a noun, brand ‘2 a brand name. 3 a mark burned on livestock’ (Waite, 2012, p.80) and as a verb, brand ‘2 give a brand name to a product. 3 mark with a branding iron. - ORAGIN Old English, ‘burning’.’ (Waite, 2012, p.80) From a design perspective, brand is the term given to naming a company or collection (of items), however I’m more interested in the second connotation, where it defines brand as the action of physically placing an identifying mark onto livestock. Making the connection between the Old English for brand to come from the word burning and the act of claiming and identifying livestock by branding them with an iron, this original idea of giving an object a sense of ownership by marking it is quite old and goes deeper than simply calming that something belongs to you. Moving on, ‘culture - the arts and other instances of human intellectual achievement regarded as a whole’, (Waite, 2012, p.168) Simply put, culture is something made by groupings of people that are from a specific area usually including some sort of art form, tradition or idea. The idea of culture is something that brings people together to form communities and creates a feeling of a unified identity that can be shared and celebrated and is often seen as something with deep history and unique beauty.
 When defining brand culture as a single unit, the singular definitions begin to blur, ‘Brand Culture is the system of beliefs, values, experiences, and material traits of a company, shared between employees and society.’ (Hansen, n.d) This new definition is more similar to the original one for culture, however feels more like a version of corporate religion. What I mean by this is that rather than having a cultural style background where the community is celebrating what connects them, it has a monotheistic religious underpinning trait. To me, I see the term ‘brand culture’ as a company’s way for them to build up status with an audience and once it becomes popular enough, by simply placing a logo on a product or attaching their name onto items that will be in the public eye they’ll become part of the elite, making them desired by the masses and will have a large following that will be loyal and stay with them no matter how absurd the product may be.
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Figure 3: IKEA and Acne, How to Identify an Original IKEA FRAKTA Bag, 2017

	In response to Balenciaga launching the Arena Tote in 2017, IKEA launched an advertisement showing the public how to identify what a real Frakta bag looked like in order for us not to get confused with its £1365 twin. As we can dissect from the advert, the IKEA bag makes more sound, is multipurpose and water proof, doesn’t need any special care and most importantly, costs less than a dollar. You may be thinking that only one of these brands are profiting from this advert, but I don’t think that’s necessarily true. Because of the bag produced by Balenciaga, IKEA was given a great opportunity to capitalise off of the suspicious resemblance and promote a classic product that may not have been possible, while poking fun at the famous fashion brand. Yet at the same time, Balenciaga could now use this as free advertising and publicity for their product as it was a story picked up my multiple media outlets. In this instance, the branding culture surrounding these companies have not fallen, but have actually made them more likeable, for Balenciaga, the brand feel somehow more in reach for an ordinary person and IKEA still maintain its well-to-do, family friendly appearance and also showed its audience that it has lots of personality.
	However, in order for these brands to get big, they had to start off small and build their way up. In the book ‘Wally Olins on brand’ written by the late Wally Olins, he details how companies fall into one of three types of ‘brand’; technical, financial and seducers. I like how he outlines the ways they differ as it gives a good guide on how to judge them depending on what they aim to gain from the customers. Technical brands are here to produce quality for their customers and take pride in their consumer products whereas financial brands create their goods with the idea of making as much money off them without having to fork out much to produce them. For seducer brands ‘branding is everything’ (Olins, 2003, p. 7), this is how they grab their audience. What they look like, how you perceive them, what feeling you get when you’re in possession of something form their brand, that’s what they care about. Ultimately, aesthetic is everything, and in a day and age where fast fashion is the norm and micro trends come and go within a month, seducer brands are doing extremely well.
	To conclude, I feel my research has fallen into quite defined groups within the key words. My first word religion, I closely made connections with how design and creation has strong connections with religion and how much of art history stems from a religious backing with theories like the theological argument. My research for happiness centres around the ideas of what provokes this feeling and if material items can provide as much as personal relationships, seen by Sagmeister’s prolonged documentary. As for brand culture, my research led me to deducing that in the modern world, appearances are now everything that will help brands to succeed in part thanks to Olins’ development in brand territories. From my research, one key word cropped up more than I had imagined. Religion seems to connect between my words quite a lot and is probably because religion is so old it’s had a part in shaping the modern world. Within religion, people search for happiness and use it as a coping mechanism, yet at the same time modern brands are using the same structures to create their companies. 
	Between my key words, I feel that the topic of brand loyalty and marketing may be a good topic to look at. For my research question, ‘how are brands becoming cults and how are they manipulating our emotions?’. 
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HOW HAPPY ARE

ON A SCALE FROM 1-102 TAKE ONE GUMBALL FROM THE CORRESPONDING MACHINE (ONE PER PERSON, PLEASE!)
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How to identify an original
IKEA FRAKTA bag.

1) SHAKE IT If it rustles, it’s the real deal. 2) MULTIFUNCTIONAL.
It can carry hockey gear, bricks and even water. 3) THROW IT IN
THE DIRT. A true FRAKTA is simply rinsed off with a garden hose
when dirty. 4) PRICE TAG Only $0.99
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