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THE PERSIAN 
RIVERDANCE

A
s the lights dimmed and the music cued, a middle-eastern chant filled

the room, hauntingly dramatic. Midway through the musical score, a man

wearing a kilt, turban, tap shoes and football jersey, his face painted 

like a Maori warrior, bursts onto the stage. He engages in a series of 

wild, weird undulations—a Riverdance of sorts. It’s a cacophony 

of cultural icons. A collision of ideas.

He ends his dance center stage, with a kick of his heels, his hands in the

air. He pulls up a chair and hooks up his microphone. Jim Couch has the full 

attention of the audience. 

By Jim Couch, IDSA
Jim Couch is the founder of Substance Design Group. Previously he

worked at Fitch, serving as general manager and senior vice president
of product design and development. E-mail: jcouch2@columbus.rr.com.



So what’d you think?
Did you like it? You think I got something here?

Huh? Come on give it up! 
It was fun, wasn’t it!
It was fun.
I still have a few bugs to work out, but I’m close.

Aren’t I?

Did I offend anyone? Please tell me. Did I offend
you?

Yes? Good.
No? Too bad. I’m disappointed.
I always judge the success of my presentations and

my designs on my ability to offend at least one person.
If I don’t offend at least one person, then I haven’t
pushed the envelope far enough. If I didn’t offend some-
one, then it was kept too safe, too clean, too middle of
the road. We’re designers. We should never be content
staying on the road, let alone right down the middle. 

You know when roads are under construction, or
renovation, they frequently put out these warning signs
that read: “CAUTION! NO EDGE LINES AHEAD!”

You’ve seen these. An edge line is the line painted
on the side of the road that delineates the point of
demarcation between the road and the berm … the
point where the edge of the road “ends” and the
“unsafe” terrain begins. 

Well, these signs are very important for highway
safety, but they are detrimental to design. They stifle cul-
tural, spiritual and intellectual growth. They restrict and
limit our peripheral investigations.

They are worse than detrimental. They are paralyz-
ing. If we stay in the center, if we do not explore the
boundaries beyond the edge lines, then we are doing
ourselves and our companies a major disservice.
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When it comes to matters of conceptual thinking,
matters of creativity, matters of discovering something
new, we need to constantly be willing to drive off the
side of the road in search of new trails yet undiscov-
ered. Even at the risk of failure! 

We need to live and play on the edge where the
rest of the world finds it much too uncomfortable. We
constantly need to step beyond the boundaries that
bind us. The boundaries that define us. 

If you call yourself a designer, and you’re happy sit-
ting in the comfort zone defined by “edge lines,” then I
think it’s hypocritical. I really do.

I think it’s hypocritical if we do not remain open
to new ideas.

I think it’s hypocritical if we don’t constantly chal-
lenge conventions. 

Design is not about following conventions. Design is
about envisioning alternative realities. 

Define the box? Sit in the box? I say let’s blow up
the box! 

Anyway, the title of my presentation is “The Persian
Riverdance.” 

I’ve got to confess: I’m not sure where the idea
came from. It just kind of materialized. Kind of like a 
violent storm on a sunny spring day. It just appeared. 

Where do ideas come from? 
Honestly, where do ideas come from? I find it a mystery.

I remember hearing a few years back about some
reporter who during an interview with Bob Dylan asked
him where his musical ideas come from—where he gets
the ideas for his music, the lyrics, the score, the theme.
Dylan’s response was, “I don’t know!” Instead he used 
a fishing analogy to answer the question. He compared
himself to a fisherman “throwing his line into the water
and hoping to pull out a good catch.”
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I like that analogy. I love it. It’s appropriate in
describing all creative endeavors. Don’t be fooled by
the simplicity, the casualness of that analogy. It’s the
skill of an expert that produces those kinds of break-
through, innovative results—using the right bait, with the
right equipment, at the right stream, at the right time of
day, under the right conditions, etc. All of these elements
increase the likelihood for success. It isn’t blind luck.
It’s pattern recognition.

Design is similar. We’re always “fishing” for big
ideas. Always throwing our conceptual line in the water
hoping to pull out something great. Something that will
wow the crowds, impress management and catch the
eye of the media. 

I have come to believe that designers’ greatest con-
tribution to product development teams is their ability to
envision alternative futures. Period!

(Pause and let silence ring.)

No other profession is even remotely suited to do
this. No other profession possesses the balance of
social, cultural, market and technological perspectives
to better define alternative future scenarios. This is our
job. It is our mandate. We are the vanguards of the
future.

No other profession has the ability to conceptualize
and embody concepts as quickly or as comprehensive-
ly as designers. No other profession has the ability to
think big and execute to the detail. 

Design is a rare gift! Use it wisely. Use it 
responsibly.

We need to live and play
on the edge where the rest of the world 

finds it much too uncomfortable.
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In order to uphold this responsibility, we have to
constantly ask questions. Constantly seek knowledge.
Constantly challenge the present. Constantly ask: What
if? Why not? How come? Constantly be willing to drive
off the side of the road in search of new unexplored 
terrain. 

We are the sand in the oyster—an irritant. We must
refuse to be constricted by rules. We must refuse to fol-
low convention. 

We have a social responsibility to constantly tran-
scend the ordinary, push the envelope, cross over the
line, investigate, learn and cross-pollinate. 

We owe it to ourselves. We owe it to our employers. 
We need to give ourselves permission to explore

with wild abandonment. We must become perpetually
discontented with the present. Never leave well enough
alone. In one word: Experiment!

EXPERIMENT! This is the word for the day. It’s the
word for the year.

We will not change the world by following conven-
tion, by staying within lines that other people painted, 
by taking the road frequently traveled. 

Our Mission
Our mission is to create what’s next. Your mission is
to create the future. 

So how are we going to do that, you ask. How do
we create the future? Let’s explore that. 

The future is a dimension still yet to unfold.
Some people think they can’t influence the future.
I disagree.

Everyone says that to be effective, designers need
passion. Well, I’m tired of hearing about passion!
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A designer without passion is similar to a house
without a foundation. It will stand for a while, but eventu-
ally it will collapse. Passion is a prerequisite for design.
So let’s stop talking about the obvious and start talking
about a little more appropriate subject: devotion!

I’m talking about a total commitment. A vow. A 
total immersion. Giving ourselves up 100 percent to 
the design profession. 

I’m talking about unyielding devotion.A quest for
perfection. And in order to do that, we have to continu-
ously open ourselves up to new experiences. This will
create new dreams, new beliefs, new dreams and new
hopes.

And do you know where to start? 
COLLISIONS! Collisions are great ways to stimulate

and provoke radical, alternative thinking. 
We need to take a proactive reactionary stance

against current states of mind, status quo. We need 
to force existing paradigms to collide. 

Let’s...

Ram together technology.
Ram together cultures.
Ram together religions.
Ram together races.
Ram together sexes.
Ram together ideas.
Ram together values.
Ram together beliefs.

Please realize I’m not talking about physical 
collisions; I’m talking about the super-collision of ideas. 
Let’s take these intellectual perspectives and opposing
points of view, lock them in a super-collider, flip the
switch and stand back. 



You know what this revolutionary action is going 
to produce, don’t you?

Mutants.
Some scary, some ugly, some deviant and some

beautiful. 
This is what we seek. This is what we must advo-

cate. This is our mandate. We must promote reaction
against the norm.

You see, people get too scared of going down this
path. Well, get over it. You are a designer. This is your
charge. Accept that fact, or accept the fact that you will
never be able to contribute to any major breakthrough.
Period. 

Boosting Your Catch Percentage
So here it is: Two insights for increasing your “catch”
percentage. Two insights for increasing and boosting
your creativity.

First, collisions are a natural process. The world is
colliding. It has been since the beginning of time, and
there is nothing we can do about it. It is a way of life.
Stop trying to stop or control it. Accept it. Embrace it.
Contribute to it. Learn and benefit from it.

There have always been major and minor collisions
going on all around us throughout history. The introduc-
tion of the television, jet service, the transistor, the
Internet … the list goes on and on. The question we
need to ask is, what’s next? 

The point is this: It’s a small world, becoming 
smaller every day. We need to tear down the walls that
separate us. We need to seek compassion and under-
standing. Stop seeing differences as “differences.” 

See as subtle nuances to be understood. We’re all
washed by the same rain. We all breathe the same air.
We all walk the same planet. 

If we intend to continue to create meaningful,
enhanced and better lives for future generations, then
we have to give up our prejudices. We need to be
intrigued by the differences that separate us, not
repulsed. Embrace diversity. Sample it. Experiment 
with it, and integrate into your life. 

Second, whenever you find yourself in the midst of
a design assignment (which should be every breathing
minute because life is one big design project), take
inventory of the situation, assess the situation and take
one thing (just one thing) and do the complete opposite
of what you normally would do. I guarantee, this will
force an alternative point of view.

Instead of ordering fish, get a steak. Instead of a
glass of wine, have water.

Instead of driving, take the bus. Instead of square,
make it round. Instead of gray, make it a color. Instead
of plastic, metal, etc. Whatever it is, just do the com-
plete opposite. 

Simply refuse to fall into convention. Refuse to 
be predictable. Refuse to be constricted.

Refuse to be confined. Refuse to work within the
box. Refuse to be refused. 

You are not being paid to follow convention. Your
job is to push and transcend boundaries. Reject the
norm.

Remember the old saying, “The greatest risk is 
not taking one.” Don’t be found guilty of following the
masses. 
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Simply refuse to fall into convention. Refuse to be predictable.
Refuse to be constricted. Refuse to be confined.

Refuse to work within the box.
Refuse to be refused.


