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Abstract

This paper examines the transformation of space and visual media in modern design from passive containers to active narrative
agents. By analyzing and comparing two seminal early 20th-century practices—the highly diagrammatic visual storytelling of the
Vienna Social and Economic Museum and the embodied spatial construction of the Berlin Building Workers’ Union Exhibition—
it reveals the powerful agency of design narratives in social enlightenment and political mobilization. The study finds that the Social
and Economic Museum sought to establish a rational cognitive framework through visual order, while the Building Workers’ Union
Exhibition triggered critical consciousness through sensory impact. However, both narrative paradigms faced crises of alienation
in historical evolution: the former was questioned for its “universality” due to cultural biases, while the latter was co-opted by
totalitarianism. Through historical reflection, this paper aims to remind contemporary design to carefully balance the power of media
with individual agency when pursuing narrative efficiency, ensuring that exhibition spaces remain catalysts for democratic dialogue.
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