
the population. Instead of manufacturing a
small number of expensive vehicles, Ford
took the risk to reduce his margins in favour
of an economy of scale and multiplying his
sales volumes. 

As Ford himself says in his Memoirs, the
taste of his clients was low-key, almost non-
existent. He concentrated his attention on
the technical characteristics of the automo-
bile: the materials were of great quality, the
workings simple, the car was absolutely reli-
able, easy to handle, light and cheap to run,
etc. There was nothing superfluous in this
vehicle, no decoration or aesthetic fitting,
nothing that could correspond to the singu-
larity of preference. To the senses, the
automobile is a common object. Each ele-
ment comes from a technical conception
that is dominated by ease of use. Ford was
careful not to promote the comfort or aes-
thetic qualities of the Ford T. The passion of
the consumers had to fall back on the func-
tional interest of the vehicle.

The economic equation that Ford set up
obliged him to disqualify the previous 
production model where the automobile
manufacturer spent most of his time trying
to satisfy the needs and even the whims of
the customer. So Henry Ford got rid of the
model that was favourable to satisfying 
people’s taste. Mass production imposed a
standardisation that went beyond the simple
fact of producing objects from the produc-
tion line. The producers were aiming at
producing the consumer: “We have
designed a car whose performance and
price satisfy the main needs of each person
on average. In the end, we standardised the
consumer”1. Mass-consumption relies either
on the pure and simple exclusion of per-
sonal taste, or the capability to produce an
average taste that can adapt itself to the
majority of personal tastes among con-
sumers.
Throughout his memoirs, Ford sketches the
idea that mass consumption contributes to
creating superior values within a society: “Its
cost (of the Ford T) will be so low that there
will be no man on a salary that can’t afford to

During its history, capitalism will have
known three ages of production, up until
the beginning of the 20th century, it was
organised around local markets where 
the products made were produced and 
distributed within a limited geographical
perimeter; the second corresponds to the
“massification” of the market with the uni-
fication of production and obviously
consumption; finally, the last age happened
in the twenties, and corresponded to the
segmentation of markets in order to answer,
and generate the demand of consumers.
Our question concerns the possible condi-
tions of the emergence of a new age not
founded on the integration of the demand
segmented into groups, in which case cus-
tomisation is but an avatar of the existing
segmentation of the market, but on multi-
tudes of scattered aspirations. Customisation
means either the hand-made transformation
of a mass-produced product by an individual
or the integration of individual aspirations in
the production process. The question here
is to highlight two points, both in solidarity
with one another: the first deals with the
historical conditions of the appearance of
customisation in fashion and other con-
sumer sectors; the second deals with the
social issues at stake and the limits of the
process. 

The massification of markets

Henry Ford was born in Michigan in 1863,
he worked first as a mechanic, becoming an
engineer in 1891, a time at which he began
to experiment with internal combustion
engines. In 1903 he established the Ford
Motor Company whose success relied on
the massive commercialisation of the Ford T
at a time when the automobile was expen-
sive and was the preserve of a tiny part of
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buy one –and to enjoy time with his family
in the vast nature that God has made for us”.
Remarkably, this declaration puts as much
emphasis on the utilitarian value of the vehi-
cle as on the faculty it has to satisfy the
desire for freedom common to all. Instead
of satisfying the disparity of personal tastes,
the automobile fulfilled the standard taste of
the nation with its cortege of moral, family
and social values. Here, while pretending to
consolidate the bedrock of democracy, con-
sumption becomes the growing unification
of taste. From this angle, mass taste, neces-
sarily average and without bitterness,
announced the success of a homogeneous
society, as opposed to an anarchical multi-
tude of taste and wishes. Ford contributed
to the definition of consumerism in the fact
of extending access to products to the entire
population. In his eyes, there is no doubt
that the economic motivations of the pro-
ducers, through consumption, are beneficial
to citizens and their happiness2. 

The segmentation of markets 

Ford eventually showed the limits of
absolute standardisation through his refusal
to follow the changes in the market that
were moving toward more adaptation to
consumer’s taste. From the twenties on,
after having produced the same car for two
decades, his monopoly collapsed. From
1923 onwards, the competition, General
Motors, started an annual renewal of the
range, unlike Ford, putting the emphasis on
the client’s aesthetic demands. While due to
the difficulties in terms of management and
production, most managers were opposed
to this system, the ones that were in favour
were aware of the new commercial opportu-
nities available. The new aesthetic became a
stimulant that led to a rise in the sale of new
cars. It not only enabled them to touch new
consumers, but also to extend consumption
to those who already possessed a car. By
addressing car owners, they evidently had to
overcome the obvious risk of market satura-
tion, especially as the longevity of the
automobile was part of Ford’s sales pitch.

The regeneration of products meant that
the markets moved into a timeframe where
novelty created cycles, by exhausting the
original taste for objects and generating
other tastes and desires, and on and on. In
the twenties, automobile manufacturers
thus tried to convince drivers that the cars
they had were obsolete, even though they
were working perfectly. The change was
decisive. From then on, the aim was not to
appeal to the needs of the consumer but to
their taste. So why not put the emphasis on
technical innovations in order to seduce 
the client? This is because technological
changes must be limited as much as possi-
ble to cost control. They had to conceive of
changes of another nature entirely, aesthetic
ones. As it was out of the question to threat-
en the economies of scale that mass-
production had enabled them to make,
Richard Grant, head of sales at Chevrolet,
tried to take the taste of consumers into
account by proposing interiors from a
range, itself defined by the producer, of dif-
ferent colours and options. This schema has
nothing to do with the made-to-measure
production model that existed before the
standardisation of production. In the first
case, the client dreamt up his car that was
then built by the producer. In the second
case, the client must make do with a limited
series of aesthetic or technical options.
Inside the company a skilled “style” depart-
ment, set up for this purpose, was in charge
of the aesthetic fittings for the cars. In his
autobiography, at the start of the 20th centu-
ry, one of the directors of General Motors
questions the effectiveness of aesthetic
design: “How far can we go to modify the
style of a model? This is a particularly deli-
cate problem. The changes offered must be
sufficiently innovative and attractive to cre-
ate the demand and even a feeling of
dissatisfaction in relation to the previous
model when compared to the new one”3. All
of the elements necessary to capturing the
taste of the consumer are in place. The aes-
thetic option is particularly advantageous: 
it enables the producer to limit costly invest-
ment in technology and, above all,



easy to integrate for individuals as they 
are rapidly detachable due to their very gen-
erality. Design is a medium term between
production and consumption. Under indus-
try’s guard, taste must answer three
conditions. First of all, it must be able to
detach itself from the producer and the pro-
duction, unlike the work of art, so that it can
then exist for the consumer. Then, the 
success of a piece of merchandise among
consumers depends on its strength of col-
lective adoption measured by market
studies charged with prediction, prescrip-
tion and satisfaction of taste. Finally, in order
that tastes renew themselves according to
fashion and above all to prevent market sat-
uration, the links with consumer goods
must be solid enough to justify a purchase,
but fragile and temporary enough to be left
aside in favour of other products down the
line. So merchandise must bring together
stylistic properties capable of crystallising
temporarily in people’s sensibilities. Design
is aimed at bringing the aesthetic sensibility
of consumers up to date with the level of
conception and production of objects. As
they are mass produced, the corollary of
manufactured goods is the emergence of an
industrial and necessarily average taste. This
is why design risks leading to the normalisa-
tion of taste that, predictable on a grand
scale, drag the consumer down to average
taste.

The limits of the segmentation of the demand

We should logically consider that the cur-
rent “demand” for customisation is evidence
of the failure of the market segmentation
model that, unlike hand made goods, is still
using a typically industrial production
process. In effect, industrial production is
confronted with a non personal industrial
form of consumption. In the same way as
the distinction between the industrial prod-
uct and the work of art is outlined, there is a
comparable difference between an aesthetic
experience still commanded by industrial
segmentation of demand and more open
experiences, meaning ones that are truly

guarantees growing control over the aver-
age taste of consumers, voluntarily
adaptable to the successive ranges of styles.
The producers knew that the taste for the
industrial range relied on the mobilisation of
emotions and affections. This mercantile set
up implied the growing integration of the
individual’s whim” in the equation of the car
business. The demand is taken into account
in the organisation of the production
process itself. The consumer is thus the cen-
tre of gravity of the design in as much as
they programme material production in
terms of an anticipation of consumer opin-
ion. We still need to cover what style means
here by referring to Georg Simmel’s analy-
sis. The industrial satisfaction of a taste
supposed the production of a style that is
the preserve of standard products, with
mass consumption in mind. Style is sup-
posed to bring “the content of the life and
activity of the person in a shared form with
the largest number and accessible to
them”4. Faced with a work of art, the style
interests us even less as it is there to express
the unique character of the producer and
his or her subjectivity. The work of art
addresses itself to what is most personal in
the viewer. It is a world in itself, it does not
need to fit into to other people’s worlds.
With the production of furniture, crockery,
cars and clothes, for the largest number pos-
sible, public taste took on a more general
form. So it is useless to search for the
unique expression of a soul in a style. All
that must come out is a feeling, a broader
historical and social climate, For the simple
reason that average taste is common, in the
way that it is shared by all, mass production
style is that which is the most general. While
maintaining the horizon where the illusion
of the individual as the essential framework
for aesthetic appreciation, style is what goes
beyond the unicity of people5. In this way,
mass consumption puts products on the
market that have been already evaluated in
terms of their chances for success. By
bestowing aesthetic qualities on utilitarian
products, the merchant sphere generates
styles, in the service of mass production, as



capable of projecting individuality. While the
work of art supposes originality and emo-
tion, the industrial products, even one
adapted to a limited category of consumers,
demands gestures that are formalised and
without emotion from its designers and pro-
ducers. The difference relies on the
opposition between the processes that
develop within a space of freedom, on an
erratic manner where the risk of losing ori-
entation is battled with an intention, a
design, an aim, a plan –let’s say an emotion-
al dynamic– (that we will call original
processes) and processes that are devel-
oped from beginning to end in a
deterministic universe following a causal
chain in which the intrusion of any emotion
is perturbing6. The precedence of the prod-
uct over the work of art relies on the
substitution of empirical thought by science,
personal action by rational organisation, cre-
ativity by determinism, the heuristic by the
algorithm, originality by banality, reflexive
activities by mechanical activities, expertise
by process etc. The rationalisation of the
demand of consumers has not only con-
quered the areas of conception, production
but also that of consumption. The way
works are received is subject to expectations
and desires. The axiomatisation of taste is
predetermined and surfaces in the rubbing
out of judgement margins and all anomalies.
But in every aesthetic experience there is a
dark, unpredictable side, in other words, the
“accident” that escapes even the conscience
of the individual. While in hand-made pro-
duction, functional forms can vary
considerably from one to the next, for the
same expected effect, when one starts  to
produce industrially, the variations disap-
pear. The existence of one right and rational
solution only is posed for the problem7. The
industrial production of consumption has
every interest in making these excessive
variations between tastes disappear; the
simplification of taste being the sine qua
non condition to satisfy the masses. The
production system is more apt to answer
their desires massively if they are clearly
defined rather than diffuse. It is a fact that

customisation criticises a production system
that is incapable of integrating a demand in
what it is most singular, most different to
groups of segments of consumers. During
its evolution, capitalism has always taken on
board the criticism of its adversaries that it
deals with this time as a demand for more
differentiated goods. Thus, all of the social
struggles, that before were occupied by
work and the worker, are shifting towards
consumerist demands. By answering, often
by anticipating, the critics that complain of
uniformity and standardisation of goods and
services, capitalism produces its own ver-
sion of social and aesthetic freedom backed
up by solutions from the very heart of 
capitalism. It sets itself up as a force for
incorporating these requests for freedom
that up until now had been removed from
the system of production and consumption.
The taste of the consumer becomes the
linchpin for future socio-economic muta-
tions. All of the arguments rely on the
reassuring substitution of uniform mass
consumption by life styles. Thus the objects
on sale would obey a classification that is in
constant renewal, that comes from culture
and notably from artistic culture. And it is
this stylisation that would make goods and
services desirable, while at the same time
enabling consumers to orient themselves
freely in the profusion of the range of prod-
ucts on offer. Does customisation consist of
enabling freedom of choice to exist in an
industrial palette enriched with options? If
so, then it just remains to articulate more
individual, even boundless demands, and
the conflicts that can be sorted out by the
market or appeased by a group of spe-
cialised mediators made up of advertising
and marketing experts. This social chemistry
would leave aside any demands judged to be
immature or disturbing. Does the segmenta-
tion of the growing markets really provide
satisfactory answers to the individuality of
taste? While the segmentation deigns to
answer dissatisfaction, it would be quickly
absorbed into ensembles that group togeth-
er more individual demands in the strict
measure of the rules of competitions and



economies of scale. The solution of prod-
ucts adapted to taste appears incomplete, 
as it is founded on an extra consumption
where the aesthetic singularity is again
brought back to the weight of an alternative
market. Does the market not respond to the
demand for individuality by the industrial
production of individuality? The success of
customisation rests on the following sine
qua non condition: we should be certain
that the customisation processes are not
just smoothed out by the market and
orchestrated by behaviour charts. In other
words, a new age of production, in terms of
customisation, will only be relevant if it
breaks with the logic of segmentation, how-
ever sophisticated it may be. This age of
customisation will work through the real
substitution of commercial conditioning by
aesthetic activity, by replacing individual seg-
ments with the affirmation of individuality,
by the figure of the amateur taking prece-
dence over that of the consumer. 
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