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Entanglements of Designing Social Innovation in the Asia-Pacific

Rooted in the places, cultures, histories, and wisdom of the diverse Asia-Pacific region, this book gathers heterogeneous practices of designing social innovation that address various social, political, and environmental challenges.

In contrast to dominant notions of design from the Global North that evolved through industrialisation and modernist thinking, the examples in this book speak to designing that is embodied, relational, temporal, ontological, and entangled deeply with ecologies. This edited volume shares rich and detailed stories from Aotearoa New Zealand, Cambodia, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Samoa, Thailand, Vanuatu and a continent now called Australia, that offer honest and critical reflections from practitioners and scholars on designing social innovation. Contributors explore issues of ethics, politics, and positionality in their work. This book highlights the importance of respecting multiple knowledge streams, worldviews, and practices situated in a place. This then supports a plurality of designing social innovation. In all, this book offers ways to sharpen focus on entangled pluralities as a central condition for designing. It is a contribution of hope and inspiration that are becoming more urgently needed in the volatile uncertainties of this world.

This book will be of interest to scholars working in social innovation, service design, social design, participatory design, design anthropology, and Asian studies.

Yoko Akama is Associate Professor at RMIT University, School of Design, Australia.

Joyce Yee is Professor at Northumbria University, School of Design, United Kingdom.
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1 Introduction Inter-related worldviews of designing social innovation

Yoko Akama and Joyce Yee
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Starting with a rumination

The aluminium rooftops of Wat Sri Suphan วัดศรีสุพรรณ in Chiang Mai, Thailand, sparkle white against the intense blue sky and beckon us from far, as we navigate our way through congested dusty roads and the stifling afternoon heat. It is no surprise that this Wat is a special place that draws people in. Majestic Bodhi trees cast pools of cool shadows that beckon the visitors to linger a while. It is a lush oasis, and it feels welcoming to us by being accessible, peaceful, and intimate in fostering contemplation, refuge, comfort, and respite. Despite the heat and a mid-week working day, children, locals, and tourists mingle around carefully tended grounds with umbrellas or under the protection of trees. As we shuffle from shade to shade, incense, candles, money, and flowers offered by the worshippers abound, overwhelming the senses with vibrant colours, fragrances, shapes, movement, and textures. For Yoko and Joyce, our cultural familiarity of Buddhist worship prompts us to supplicate. Our palms are pressed together to lower our head and posture with other worshippers. We join in this age-old human ritual of gratitude, humility, and respect.

Another remarkable feature of this Wat is its exquisite silversmithing. Hexagonal patterns cover the entire roof like fish scales. The distinctive slopes of the eaves are lined by flame-like formations that dance along their edges. Serpentine whirls and feather-shaped designs repeat in the background of dragons, elephants, and mythical birds, making them powerful and animated. The silver lustre and profusion of craftwork surrounds us. It is a proud legacy of the mighty Lanna Kingdom in northern Thailand where Chiang Mai was established as a capital in 1296. It is mesmerising to come so closely to such artistry and creativity evident in the wood carvings, tapestry, and silversmithing. Several Buddhist temples like these in Wua Lai district embody Lanna culture in its distinctive architectural styles, and Wat Sri Suphan has been a significant focal point for the community. Supported by the local government, these places attract many people to their art events and craft markets. Markets or kard (กาด) in Lanna language are a vital lifeblood for creative districts to promote and sustain local craft practices. Khem, our friend and Thai design researcher colleague, explains how temples here have long been cherished as places to learn, practice, and pass on skills, preserving and passing on Lanna culture to future generations. Today, the temple is open to the public as a museum and study centre, offering short courses in silversmithing. These help to continue attracting locals and tourists, enabling Lanna culture to continue flourishing through practice. We wonder, can such places be called creative and social “living labs” in the Design and Social Innovation parlance?

Later that day, over a mouthwatering pad see ew (wok-tossed flat rice noodles) and kao ka moo (pork leg stew with rice), we ruminate about our encounter with Khem and Viola (Joyce’s PhD student). Our visit to Wat Sri Suphan was a compelling experience in participating in a living ecology of immense socio-cultural and economic value, sustaining knowledge, livelihood, community bonds, and spiritual nourishment, enabling Lanna cultures to be practised intergenerationally and be appreciated by those who are invited into its orbit. What can we learn from this for designing social innovation? What resonates and contrasts with what we often read about in “Design” and “Social Innovation”? Musing on such questions over meals with our colleagues (see Figure 1.1) is a common “method” for our research, including this fieldwork in Thailand (see Chapter 9 by Teerapong, Akama, Yee, and Petrella) as part of Designing Entangled Social Innovation in Asia-Pacific (DESIAP) research. DESIAP is an initiative we established to learn, share, build relationships, and work together with practitioners and researchers in this region to explore ways to understand and support designing social innovation.


[image: Four people sitting at a table having a meal in a restaurant in Bangkok.]
Figure 1.1 Sharing a meal in Bangkok, with close DESIAP collaborators, Sandy Shum and Greg Antos from PointB. Joyce at the back far right and Yoko in the front.



Entangling the personal, political, and the paradoxical

This edited book is an extension and outcome of many meals, visits, conversations, and collaboration with many friends, peers, students, and colleagues. It aims to bring together many designing social innovations that have been ongoing under other names, often unrecognised, as both distinct and everyday practices, rooted in places, cultures, histories, tensions, and wisdoms in the diverse Asia-Pacific region.1 These practices have sustained livelihoods, strengthened collective ties, managed shared resources, and worked through pressing challenges. This book gathers such practices under the term “designing social innovation” to recognise many names, forms, and articulations of designing (verb, lower case) that are often embodied, relational, temporal, ontological, and entangled deeply with ecologies. Foregrounding relational ties that pre-exist as entanglements is a respectful disposition for us and our worldview, which does not premise the separation of self–other, nature–culture, and allows us to account for intersectional positionalities and the tumultuous conditions of designing social innovation. We aim to bring these in dialogue with established understandings and approaches of Design (noun in upper case) and use grammar and typographic conventions as signals to amplify the politics when speaking to knowledge codified in academic, largely English-language materials that have globally circulated, and have come to define the discipline and canon of Design. Recognising how much we are already entangled, ontologically and epistemically, then obligates us to act with responsiveness and responsibility. This is what “entanglement” means for us.

Our focus on Asia-Pacific is personal, political, and paradoxical. We are senior academics in anglophone universities that uphold excellence and reputation in Design, while working inside these institutions to trouble what feels like a persistent centricity based on existing global hierarchies. We explain next why our personhood matters and in differing ways, how that then shapes our politics in how we do our work to question canons and the agendas that sit underneath them. We also examine the paradox of the “Asia-Pacific” and how our endeavours still fall short in addressing its plurality.

We start with the personal to explain why this matters. Our bodies and histories are rooted in this region, yet situated multi-locally. Yoko Akama was born in Japan, educated in the United Kingdom, and now lives on unceded Boon wurrung and Woi wurrung, Kulin Nation’s land called Australia. Joyce Yee is of Chinese descent, grew up in post-independence Malaysia, and lives in the historically contested borderlands of Newcastle in the United Kingdom. Our friendship developed over the years through our mutual respect for each other’s work and a shared passion for eating and scouring for fossils and rocks during our travels. While the “Asia-Pacific” region is a constructed geographical category, particular places mean much more to us than a location. We speak to this in our own voice, next (in italics).


Yoko: I was born north of Tokyo and grew up moving schools and cities with my family. Being “othered” was a constant experience in Japan and elsewhere, but thanks to my parents, they helped me be curious about dissimilarities while not forgetting our imperialist past. They also taught me not to lose language, nor my sense of belonging to my place of birth. The invitation to work alongside various members of First Nations has underscored the importance of honouring culture while working across differences. I renew care for my family, language and culture during my regular returns, which in turn, helps to re-educate myself on matters, like “knowledge” or “Design”, to expand the Western training I received in the UK, US and Australia, so I can pursue becoming a researcher and educator who is curious about divergence in the way my parents have hoped for me to be.

Joyce: I am a second generation Teochew-Cantonese Malaysian who grew up in Petaling Jaya, a suburb near the capital city of Kuala Lumpur. I had a very urban upbringing, surrounded by multi-racial communities predominantly from the Malay archipelago, southern Indian and southern Chinese ancestry. Having now spent more of my life living and working outside Malaysia, I am constantly thinking about where “home” is for me and what it represents. My experiences have been shaped by my background growing up in post-independence Malaysia, as an ethnic Chinese in a Muslim dominated country, and as an Asian woman living and working in a dominant group in the UK. In a way, I’m a member of a diaspora in Malaysia, and in the UK. Being exposed to different languages, dialects, cultures, histories as well as expectations has taught me that identities are never constant and singular. What does it mean to be living in many worlds, with fluid identities? As a western-trained designer, what does it mean to bring my multiple selves into my practice, and why does this matter to me and others?



The politics are entangled with the personal because we are constantly manoeuvring inside the complexities of teaching and researching within what we have experienced as the dominant framing of Design. This lineage of Design comes with ideologies and pragmatism for Design to shape and materialise our current and future worlds according to scripts for advancement, democracy, empowerment, market growth, or problem-solving (Angelon & van Amstel, 2021; Chin, 2019). For those who accord with such values, Design’s operating system is taken as a given, even celebrated. However, distresses regarding Design’s canon centred in Euro-American, privileged Global North has been simmering for decades (e.g. Bidwell, Standley, George & Steffensen, 2008; Prado, 2014; Willis, 2006; and members of ICDHS, n.d.), and renewed energy has helped to lance the boil around 2016 to bring wider attention in Design’s research communities (see Abdulla, Canli, Keshavarz, Prado de O. Martins & Oliveira, 2016; Akama & Yee, 2016; Bidwell, 2016; Escobar, 2016; Mazé, 2016). Postcolonial critiques from the 1980s have shown the danger of ossifying global hierarchies, yet after all this time, the dominant is still unable to question its own power, privilege, and penetration (Minh-Ha, 1989).

We join in with this disquiet for several reasons: where canons of Design are centred is historically, economically, and globally already powerful; by association, this also makes Design powerful. The Design Thinking epidemic is a case in point (Irani, 2018; Lee, 2021; Williams, 2019) that further amplifies Design’s power by following and serving market agendas. The critiques we hear in Social Design that embody benign, emancipatory ideologies into volatile conditions of disadvantages is another (Gregory 2018; öz & Timur, 2022; Willis & Elbana, 2016). Taken all together, if Design is shaping mindsets, influencing behaviours, imagining futures, then it is because of this power and hierarchy. Our worry is the incessant circularity of this Design that ossifies a particular way of seeing and doing, threatening to further subjugate divergent onto-epistemologies and worldviews. It threatens our stories, too.

Our questioning is acute and necessary when methods in Codesign like the Double Diamond; in Design Thinking such as the Five Stages for Human-Centered Design; or the Service Blueprint in Service Design are often used without troubling their colonial, neoliberal scripts (Amollo, 2020; Ansari, 2019). We often hear democracy, access, choice, freedom, transparency, and independence in Design discourses, as if they are “universal” principles to pursue and manifest as “social”. But we must always pause to question where such principles come from, why they are taken as significant, and what happens when designers and researchers insert them into the thinking, doing, and being of Design in places with yet other priorities, conditions, and worldviews. The practitioners who contribute to Section 3: Enabling Practices in this book demonstrate courage and vigilance to ask this. They interrogate their own positionalities and dig deeper into what they manifest in their own work as designing social innovation. While some researchers recognise the importance of reflexivity, to witness reflexivity-in-action in Design and Social Innovation literatures is still an anomaly. That said, it is present (see exemplars in Participatory Design like Kraff, 2018; Light, 2018; öz & Timur, 2022; Pihkala & Karasti, 2016). We are indebted to the work of critical, feminist, queer, decolonising and critical race scholars to be watchful of the power imbued in doing the “social” as designing.

The personal is political because we are Asian women in institutions and disciplines that are often dominated by whiteness and masculinity. In these institutions, neutrality, individuality, and skill-based rationality tend to be prioritised and conflated with rigour. This renders our differing ways of being in relationships to lands, peoples, and histories invisible (Ahmed, 2011; Goodchild, 2022). Over our careers as designers, teachers, and researchers, we have learnt how to code-switch to fit in and be taken as legitimate and just get along inside these institutions. To raise any quandary will likely sour “diversity” that celebrates harmonious “multiculturalism” (Velayutham & Somaiah, 2022). The harmful, invisible labour becomes acutely contentious in our senior positions as “role models” to others in championing “diversity and inclusion”, because to perform leadership is tied to individuals being articulate and “out there” in agitating for structural change. But what if we treasure gentleness over argumentation, respect rather than dissent, or mutter our frustrations over meals instead of being “out there” and vocal publicly? To be expected to perform role models via another form of code switching perpetuates unsustainable behaviours in leadership (Foster, 2021). This symptom is frighteningly common, heard from many other women in creative sectors in Asia (see Chapter 7 by Yee, Teerapong, and Akama). We owe so much to the mentors, peers, and beyond that we have encountered, who have shown and shared fortitudes that different ways of being are possible and needed.

Over the years, we have worked out how we could do things our way through many meals, visits, walks, and gatherings and building enduring relationships with those we encountered who resonated with our personal approaches. Doing things our way is political in extending our personal and professional ethics of care, respect, and obligation, to pursue cultural safety. This is particularly significant for us with ancestry or citizenship implicated in dominance in this region, politically, economically, and historically. The accumulation of intimate ways of relating enabled us to learn from the exceptional contributions by the authors in this book. Taken all together, this is where our work complements the ground-breaking volume, Designs for the Pluriverse,which champions the Zapatista politics and Latin American worldview for “a world where many worlds fit”, by a prominent anthropologist from Colombia, Arturo Escobar (2018). Our book is just as political in its aims, yet we have done our work through quiet activism and convivial rumination.

We are fully aware that by choosing amicable collaboration, we risk reinforcing the stereotype of Asian women as meek (and loving to eat and talk), yet we find that there is immense power in yawara gentleness (Mizoguchi, 2013). There are many reasons why our endeavours are paradoxical. For a start, we are using “Asia-Pacific”, a shorthand and a problematic simplification that clumps this region of archipelagos, volcanoes, megacities, and continents together under one geographic term. This region comes with contested baggage and has a turbulent relationship with the world. In the European gaze, “Asia” has historically been exoticised and defined by an intellectual class of Orientalism (Said, 1978) and alongside it, the “Pacific” has suffered successions of missionaries, explorers, and colonists that have denigrated and exploited its peoples and assets (Hau’ofa, 1994). “Asia” evokes economic superpowers like China, Japan, and India ranked among the top ten in the world, inserting another level of intra-hierarchy within this region (see OECD, 2023). Tourist and investment publicity for financial centres like Singapore, Seoul, Tokyo, Kuala Lumpur, and Hong Kong help to maintain another myth of “Asia” as a futuristic, techno-urban metropolis blended with “ancient” practices, like “karate/kungfu orientalism” (Goh, 2013, p. 46). In some of its nations, mega-beast corporations and dictatorial governments wield technology for control, exploiting questionable and non-existent human, child, and labour rights, further widening and entrenching social inequity. In addition, the Pacific is an enormous area of atmospheric, oceanic, and tectonic movements that cause frequent and severe natural disasters, where many communities in coastal zones are suffering climate-caused havoc (Kumar, Jayasinghe, Gopalakrishnan & Nunn, 2020). This exacerbates ecological degradation, made worse by intense tourism, agriculture, mining, and manufacturing on lands and waters that have complicated relationships with its native, Indigenous, and settler-migrant communities (see Chapter 2 by Muliaumaseali’i and Akama; Chapter 3 by Majid Cooke, Yee, and Akama; Chapter 10 by Tangarae and Hagen). Taken all together, our endeavour to understand designing social innovation in “Asia-Pacific”, while attempting to move beyond the myths and reductive categories, is still too limiting. We are caught up in the paradox that what we assembled here does not do justice to this unwieldy part of the world. Our endeavour is doomed to fail without making this paradox and power mechanisms explicit.



Short-circuiting dominant precepts

To write about designing social innovation in this Anglophonic, logocentric, academic publication, necessarily invokes its dominant understanding, thus making it impossible to step outside of well-worn patterns. In order to reach an international readership by choosing to invite contributions in English, which in some cases is not native to the authors, means we have privileged a particular way of conveying ideas over other forms of articulating. This is a painful collusion but we had to start somewhere, even poorly, in following others to continue calling out the uneven rules of engagement in the hope that we lessen the labour for others.

This tension, which we might even call an existential crisis, that accompanied our writing and editing, was prompted by five conundrums. Firstly, what and why do we identify particular circumstances as “design”, “designing”, or “social innovation”, especially in naming those that may not have an equivalence in English? Secondly, what other dimensions of being, beyond knowing, are we excluding by trying to describe the ineffable? Thirdly, what ethics and politics must we be watchful of when accounting phenomena as we bridge with or distance from established cannons and discourses? Fourth, what values and worldviews can be glimpsed when attending to expansive practices and understandings of designing social innovation?Lastly, what are the consequences and therefore social responsibility that we must take to mitigate cultural appropriation by noticing and sharing ideas, philosophies, and practices with others? An important sensitivity we aspired to in our own work as well as when guiding the authors, was to reflexively discuss these, time and time again. The purpose of this, of course, is not just the destination (i.e. an answer) but the commitment to keep asking questions to maintain critical vigilance. In fact, these very questions go to the heart of why we set out to assemble this publication with the invited contributors.

It is, therefore, deeply irksome to start with dominant precepts to begin any conversation about “Design/designing” or “social innovation”. Try searching for those keywords on the internet now and see what this shows up for you. It should be no surprise that the ones that algorithmically comes to the top are centred in the United States and Europe,2 and most often, Anglo-Saxon men and some women authors, and very rarely, if ever, list Indigenous First Nations or many People of Colour as experts associated with those terms. This underscores the stark reality of the global hierarchy. The chapters in this book also cite many world-renowned scholars in Europe and the United States, despite our citation politics (Ahmed, 2017). This means we are knowingly, yet regretfully participating in the same system that continues to elevate the same people and sources. This is the very “politics of documentation” that Ahmed (2007) raises because documents, like the chapters in this book, will also circulate, perform, and do things. As such, we have attempted to guide authors, whenever possible, to do “theorising” with ideas rooted in the cultures that have been discussed. This also meant providing assistance to find, access, and introduce those that were closer to the sites of accounting to give clearer visibility to studies and discourses in this region. At other times, proximal or “near-enough” concepts were drawn far from the sites in question, such as infrastructure and infrastructuring (Karasti, 2014; Star & Ruhleder, 1996), social learning (Reed et al., 2010), feminist notions of care (Haraway, 2007; Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017), and Asset-Based Community Development and Appreciative Inquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Mathie, Cameron & Gibson, 2017). In doing so, the chapters interlink theorising with Theory in valuable ways, while some call out the turbulence this creates (see Chapter 6 by Akama, Uchida, Ichikawa, and Tamura; Chapter 10 by Tangarae and Hagen).

By pausing to query where, why, and by whom “design/ing” and “social innovation” are determined, we have necessarily made them ambiguous and sprawling in this book. Yet the works maintain some links with canons in Design and Social Innovation in the way the “social” infers various issues and conditions that matter to people, where “designing” relates to expansive ways of being and doing in response to the “social”. This general framing can be seen elsewhere in emerging scholarship from non-Euro-American locations (Goi, Tan, Hara & Takao, 2018; Pan & Sarantou, 2019; Retna, 2016; Supornphan & Mingkwan, 2020; Yin, Fassi, Cheng, Han & He, 2017).

In being critical about where and why some knowledge and practices in Design and Social Innovation are concentrated, another aim is to move away from what we see as chronic symptoms of individualism, solutionisms, procedural, progress-led, and capitalist productions that underlie the most commonly cited discourses. For example, the top-most referenced work is Brown and Wyatt (2010) in the United States, who are senior figures in the global Design firm, IDEO. They model how corporations do “Social Innovation” via “Design Thinking” in the Global South while we see them maintaining an elitist, white saviour stance to deploy process-oriented production through market logics.3 The symptoms we see here echo critiques inside discourses variously called Social Design, Humanitarian Design, Design for International Development, Design for Social Change, and more, for maintaining colonial, neoliberal assumptions in helping “the poor” (Donahue, Gheerawo & Willis, 2011; Willis & Elbana, 2016). The meaning of poverty and unemployment is entirely different in cultures where valued social roles and contributions to the community are not centred on material wealth or wage earnings (Kirmayer, 2012). In these debates, “Social Entrepreneurship” and “Social Innovation” are defined by their “ability to achieve large-scale transformation that enables others to copy the idea and distribute it through a number of imitations and implementations” (Markussen, 2017, p. 165). We note how these are framed within financial and linear logics that wilfully ignore non-monetised practices like commoning, bartering, volunteering, and gift-giving (see Kimmerer, 2013; Sakata & Prideaux, 2013; Suwignyo, 2019).

Another, with over two thousand citations, is the work by Manzini4 (2015) that we see further underscoring symptoms of prioritising free, autonomous individuals and their capabilities to be able to “choose between ways of acting (and therefore between collaborative encounters) that entail various different kinds of commitment in terms of time, energy, attention, and ability” (p. 97). Perspectives based on a liberal, secular, privileged worldview can neglect to account kinship duties, religious protocols, gendered practices, and hierarchical obligations that determines access, behaviour, capacities, and what can and cannot be done (see Loh, Zaman & Hamid, 2022; Talhouk & Armouch, 2022). Cyclical referencing can then magnify generalised assumptions that advancements can be made by enabling individual choices, entrepreneurial freedoms, skills, and capabilities (Johnson, 2011). Recognising the interdependent nature of relationships entails acknowledging that the autonomy with which one has freedom, choice, and capability to enter into relationships or configure alternative ones, are not always present, expected, or desired. Design that embodies egalitarian ideologies is critiqued for flattening these out (Winschiers-Theophilus, Chivuno-Kuria, Kapuire, Bidwell & Blake, 2010).



Contribution

Arguments for consistent definitions are symptoms of a dominant episteme that tend to favour stability, transportability, and universality, and this knowledge paradigm has also created canons of Design. So when Design is used as a noun, it activates the same paradigm, which relies on meanings to be fixed to be able to move and be used, applied, and adopted in many contexts. The scalability, again, a desirable characteristic of Social Innovation, requires things to be duplicated and distributed for larger, societal impact, based on the carousel of sameness. This contrasts with Hindu, Buddhist, Taoist, and Koshinto worldviews that see cycles based on karma, transfiguration, fermentation, or rebirth where things are always multiplying and recombining, never disentangling nor staying the same (Fujihara, 2019; Muniapan & Raj, 2014).

To embrace plurality is a double-edged sword because it requires instability and inconsistency, to chance being perceived as confusing, weak, vague, or just not very helpful to scholars and practitioners. For the readers with an affinity with the canons of Design and Social Innovation, the contributions here may not look or feel particularly “designerly”, if that depends on familiar signposts like clients, projects, services, tools, techniques, products, industry, technology development, or users with sticky-notes. Even when these proxies were present, we encouraged the authors to trace around and behind them to foreground reflexivity and curiosity to wonder how ideas and actions are distributed and embedded, growing out of, and participating in particular ways. These feature as designing social innovation to address various initiatives catalysed by a variety of pressing challenges, like threats to livelihoods (see Chapter 6 by Akama, Uchida, Ichikawa, Tamura and Chapter 8 by Lyne and Rado) and river systems (Chapter 3 by Majid Cooke, Yee, and Akama and Chapter 4 by Mohamad). Other chapters attest that actions are not always taken in response to adversity but can be an extension of what folks have made and done together, always. Compelling examples are presented that respond to “absurd” situations (Chapter 5 by Gerrard and Malasan), to continue practising cultural obligations (Chapter 2 by Muliaumaseali’i and Akama; Chapter 10 by Tangarae and Hagen) and support ecosystems for creativity to flourish (Chapter 7 by Yee, Teerapong, and Akama; Chapter 9 by Teerapong, Akama, Yee, and Petrella). Some use familiar languages and frameworks of designing (Chapter 11 by Hardie and Barnett; Chapter 13 by Oberbauer and Scott-Kemmis; Chapter 15 by Ardesher) but these and many question established methods and mindsets critically (Chapter 12 by Santos; Chapter 14 by Green). The variety is reflective of actors in their stories who may not identify as designers, or have been professionally trained as one, which is true of some of our authors as well. What is called “design/ing” or “social innovation” by the practitioners and researchers mattered only insofar as we followed what they pointed out as such. In placing implicit trust and being guided by what the authors have done, noticed, were curious about and puzzled by, we de-coupled designing from professional and dominant norms of Design. This has resulted in a liberating uncertainty that offered many avenues for discovery and a welcome recognition that designing social innovation has been active in social worlds for a very, very long time. The contributions made in this book underscore that cultures everywhere have always been designing. Sheehan’s (2011) Respectful Design from one of the oldest continuous Aboriginal cultures is a compelling reminder that designing has always been ontological and inseparable from its specific ecologies in manifesting what matters in that relationality and ongoing coexistence. This is why we invited readers into this book starting with our visit to Wat Sri Suphan in Thailand, a way of remembering, situating, and honouring this.

Ideas have been exchanged globally for centuries through trade, conflict, migration, and, more violently, through colonialism, globalisation, and digital diffraction. Worlds were always plural and will continue to be so, and plurality necessitates embracing contradictions. This is where dominant Design must make room for yet-to-be recognised ways and to learn and engage with them actively. Being multitudinous and porous can be accommodating, but it can also be read as a reflection of “diversity” by “including” lesser-known examples from the Asia-Pacific. Like Amatullo, Boyer, May, and Shea’s (2021) book, readers might enjoy browsing the library of projects that catalogues who is doing what, where, and how. Yet, “diversity” cannot merely be a celebration of many colours, shapes, and sizes if all that amounts to is to be admired as a jar of colourful lollies. The allure of “diversity” is the way it categorises obvious and visible differences while smoothing over inequities, structural injustices, and oppressive struggles (Ahmed & Swan, 2006), especially when whiteness, masculinity, and privilege dominates in institutions and disciplines like Design (Constanza-Chock, 2020). This stresses the importance of reflexivity and how we have attempted to amplify the personal and the political in our work. We helped the authors do so too, thereby resisting symptoms that disregard race, gender, class, sexuality as intersectional dimensions in how power, knowledge, and relationalities are configured (Crenshaw, Harris, HoSang & Lipsitz, 2019). We note that such omission, ironically, magnifies and perpetuates the very “social” problems that Social Design and Social Innovation seek to address.

We are immensely grateful for the efforts by the contributors who are actively, sensitively, and with acute political incision, introducing us to their ideas, practices, and philosophies that are anchored in their particular localities. In doing so, we witness and welcome them, bravely charting new terrains, to expand vocabularies, ontologies, current, and future trajectories of what we can learn as designing social innovation. The following has been organised into three sections to amplify particular features that emerge from each chapter.



Section 1: Plural ontologies

The importance of respecting lands, peoples, and the reverence many cultures have towards Elders, Ancestors, and the more-than-human is vital if we, as practitioners and researchers, are invited or tasked to enter into spaces of pre-existing obligations. Multiple knowledge streams, worldviews, and practices stemming from communities with a long connection to these dimensions are foregrounded in this section. A common thread in attending to and learning from local practices contours designing social innovation in these chapters, offering us many reference points to strengthen plural discourses.

Chapter 2 Teu le vā: “Nurture the space in-between” when designing with communities by Muliaumaseali’i and Akama learns from the wisdoms of the Pasifika to explore designing as a way to respect and nurture relationships. Building on the work by Muliaumaseali’i, she introduces one Samoan way of life, teu le vā (“nurture the space in-between”), to encourage a humble, harmonious, and respectful co-designing with communities. Teu le vā brings forth the importance of nurturing and cherishing the space in-between relationships, and not just the relationships themselves. Seeing relationships as invisible threads that link us and the people we are with offers a different perspective as to how we then might co-design with others to notice these in-between spaces with more sensitivity. That said, the authors warn not to take teu le vā as a concept or method to “apply”, because Design has a tendency to take ideas and methods into different contexts, believing this is being “innovative”. Heeding their advice means to be inspired in reflecting on resonant approaches and practices that readers have access to from their own cultural, familial, and community backgrounds that may guide their care towards the spaces in-between.

Reawakening pre-entangled relationships with ecologies is a strong current that runs through several chapters in this book. Chapter 3, Intergenerational care of ecologies through social learning by Majid Cooke, Yee and Akama, shares learning from a study spanning 20 years documenting the sustained water monitoring by villagers in the Lower Kinanbatangan area in Sabah, East Malaysia. The villagers’ own participation in logging and expansion of oil palm planting has increased flooding risks, soil erosion, and agricultural runoffs, severely affecting the health of the Kinabatangan river. This is a pattern that repeats in many places under pressures of “progress” and “development”. The water monitoring initiatives catalysed care and responsibility in the villagers to rebuild their local ecological knowledge, which their predecessors had as custodians of these environments. This knowledge was augmented by mainstream science and social learning, forging further strength and renewed care that extended over generations and communities nearby. The chapter affirms how social learning can enable social innovation over time, helping us see that the entwining of multiple forms of knowledge, passing through different generations, and relations of trust, commitment, reflection, cooperation, and enthusiasm are needed for care for people and ecologies to sustain.

Echoing the ways in which connections and understanding of place can be reinforced by braiding local and scientific knowledge, Chapter 4 by Mohamad, Place-based citizen science as a Heartware approach to build shared values and capacity for watershed management wrestles with the politics of knowledge asymmetries in watershed management. Inspired by a Japanese “Heartware” framework, her research traverses differing cultural symbolisms, meaning, and connections people have with nature to iteratively explore a variety of ways to re-enchant participants to care for their waterways. In doing so, she also traverses differing knowledge systems to communicate scientific data to a multi-cultural society in Malaysia, using language and metaphors like patah hati (broken heartedness), menjentik hati (re-enchant the heart), and hati penuh (filling the heart) that visualises data indices of the health of a river system to evoke emotional responses. From this chapter, we learn about obstinate barriers in established disciplines to accommodate multiple ways of knowing, while affirming the significance of pursuing adaptive and transdisciplinary approaches to bring as many as possible along in caring about sustainability.

Chapter 5, Rescripting the absurd in Indonesia by Gerrard and Malasan, calls attention to the subtle ways in which local values, knowledges, and practices emerge as a form of resistance to imposed market forces and social ideals of progress. They frame the “absurd” as a way of rescripting the norms of conformity and efficiency to give examples of people repurposing everyday objects towards other functions. Drawing on everyday examples from Indonesia, the authors introduce three attributes of rescripting practice, such as assembling creative responses in reducing the spread of Covid-19; artisans in Selaawi who subvert technology as a resistance to automation; and cultures of customisation in tools, cars, and motorbikes. They invoke these examples to highlight that the rescripting of things is not always aimed at problem-solving but to enact aspirational and visionary futures. While these could be framed as a version of resourcefulness in response to adversity, often lauded in Design discourse, their chapter enables us to reframe dominant understandings of innovation from the Global North. This politics is key, to de-centre and increase attention to the marginal and celebrate the ingenuity, resistance, and resilience of everyday folks.

The authors in this section teach us many ways in which the interconnectedness of knowledge and practices, anchored in place, can be attended to with care and patient observation, to show how quiet resistance can redirect crushing forces from the modern tide.



Section 2: Entangled relationalities

The chapters assembled in this section celebrate the strength of bonds, whether they are among women, creative practitioners, or within communities that underpin how designing social innovation is sustained. Together, these authors challenge “novelty” that usually demands attention in Design and Social Innovation, to reframe instead the need to join in and strengthen what is already anchored in place.

In Chapter 6 Infrastructuring resilience for sustaining ecosystems: a story from Chikugo, Japan by Akama, Uchida, Ichikawa, and Tamura, we see them challenge modern agendas like scale and linear progress, so we can learn how regional resilience is sustained by local makers in the Chikugo manufacturing region (sanchi) in the south islands of Japan. Global competition has eroded regions where craftmaking once flourished, but their story illustrates how cultural assets like knowledge, technology, and materials that were long forgotten can be revived. The chapter builds on Theories of infrastructuring to highlight the socio-material assemblages in social innovations, while troubling such frameworks arising out of worldviews that may miss how, for those in Chikugo, assemblages are inseparable from kokoro (mind–heart–body–soul–spirit). An example of an incense maker or fireworks manufacturer highlights the poignant features of how people and seasons, histories and knowledge, native spirituality, and climate are all infrastructuring Chikugo. Contributing to the aims of the book, their narrative helps to register both the limitations and affordances of the conditions of place, including how some things cannot be made transparent to those outside of a relationship.

In Chapter 7 Calling on “aunties” and “nieces”: empowering women in creative sectors in Southeast Asia through designing mentorship, Yee, Teerapong, and Akama share explorations of designing a women’s cross-cultural mentoring programme with practitioners working in creative sectors in Cambodia, Malaysia, Myanmar, and Thailand. Their short pilot reveals, as well as underlines, the importance of prioritising relationships to support those experiencing gendered, structural barriers in career progression. Being sensitive to the participants’ experiences and backgrounds threw up contrasting concerns with the way mentoring and leadership can be framed in professional and business contexts, which tends to emphasise individuals as the main basis in acquiring knowledge and capabilities. Hierarchies are also seen as a barrier rather than a condition to work with. Pre-existing ties among the programme team were identified as critical in building and extending trust, care, generosity, openness, and curiosity. The young women who joined the mentoring programme were folded into these ties, which enabled new and thick relationships to grow in a relatively short space of time. The chapter helps us re-appreciate the undeniable impact of relationships in seeding, nurturing, and enabling women to flourish.

Chapter 8, Dynamics of power and participation: lessons from Cambodia and Thailand by Lyne and Rado, sharpens our awareness of hierarchies of knowledge, participation, and power and what can often be missed by researchers or practitioners entering in to support a community when problem and solution-provisions take priority. While the authors took a strength-based approach, like Asset-Based Community Development and Appreciative Inquiry that is sensitive to listen to local realities, their candid reflection on the two case studies teaches us a crucial lesson. In their work with undocumented Karen migrants in Kanchanaburi province, Thailand, their accounts reveal how the problem-focused nature of their questions and intentions missed vital needs and aspirations from the community. In another action research in two villages near Kampong Cham Town, Cambodia, explored the role of social enterprise in community development. What was initially viewed as an inefficient process of generating income was later revalued by the researcher to be a vital safety net for the community. This chapter is a fitting warning to those who assume democratic ideals in equality, choice, and individual rights for empowerment, so they do not inadvertently replace prevailing practices and disrupt the social and cultural fabric of a place.

The final chapter delves deeper into interdependency in designing social innovation practices by exploring kinship and family-like relationships that support a creative ecosystem in Thailand. Chapter 9, Relationships matter: the role of family-like bonds and interdependency in designing social innovation practices by Teerapong, Akama, Yee, and Petrella, investigates the renewal of bonds in a network of creatives in Sakon Nakhon. The strength of their ties comes from a confluence of kinship and family-like bonds surrounding indigo dyeing and textile weaving traditions. Thai concepts of Phi-Nong (brother-sister) and Kuakoon (exchange of help and support of each other with love and care) reveal culturally rooted constitutions that foster family-like atmospheres to promote reciprocal, generous exchanges between the members, so much so that these extend and draw in more from the community and creative practitioners beyond Sakon Nakhon. Their research also informs delicate yet dynamic ways in which hierarchies are embraced as a constant presence, for us to witness how members respectfully work with them through collaboration.

A key ethos of this book is to challenge the portability that can be conveyed in Design when processes and principles are abstracted and generalised for social change. The chapters in this section are a loud counterpoint, because they show us that social fabrics of a community or dynamic arrangements in reciprocities cannot be conveniently generated.



Section 3: Enabling practices

The chapters in this section are by practitioners, and they are honest, layered, and atypical reflections of undertaking designing social innovation. The authors contest expectations that are often placed upon them to give “aid”, provide “solutions”, or help communities “develop” when addressing various social complexities. In doing so, the chapters highlight the continual interconnectedness of our existence and bring into sharp focus the need to call out our own positionalities and worldviews in the sites we enter and practise designing social innovation.

We start with two community designers in Aotearoa New Zealand who have been working with whānau (families) and partners in South Auckland. In Chapter 10, Tikanga-led design: whānau-led innovation for systems transformation, Tangaere and Hagen share a Māori-led approach to transformative practice that seeks to restore, prioritise, and recognise the capacities and power of whānau (families) to lead their own responses to complex social issues. The authors champion tikanga-led (cultural principles) innovation that inflects aspects of analogous western co-design methodologies with te ao Māori (Māori world) ways of being, knowing, and doing, to both disrupt deficiency-views of service provisions and to empower the Māori community to pursue rangatiratanga (self-determination) and achieve equitable outcomes. Their persuasive work helps us see Tikanga-led design as a way of being in the work, grounded in ways of being in relationship with each other and their environment.

Then, Chapter 11 is in strong resonance in approach and argument with the one above. Design tools for the pluriverse: proposals for designing public services by Hardie and Barnett critiques the assumptions of design tools as neutral and universal to closely evaluate the methods they used in facilitating two public service co-design events on Meanjin, now called Brisbane, Australia. They navigate questions, tensions, and possibilities of bringing differing paradigms together through their designing – those that arise out of Indigenous Knowledge and another that reflects Euro–U.S. lineage that is commonplace in Design – to assist the participants in grappling with histories, futures, patterns, politics, and systems that condition public services. In so doing, the authors help us be reflexive in re-thinking what methods embody and how they perform, to underscore the plurality that is always at work.

Chapter 12, Examining design orientations through Indigenous Filipino strengths: a perspective by Santos, draws on Indigenous Filipino values and practices, such as Bayanihan and Kapwa, that explore human dignity, worth, and collective strength as a way to anchor their practice as a designer to champion inclusion in their work in Australia. In so doing, they throw up the stark edges with the way “human-centred design” can be oppressive and ignorant of intersectional positionalities. There is candour and courageous vulnerability in their revealing account that encourages us to be as self-reflexive.

The next set of chapters have much in common, where each practitioner reflexively interrogates their privilege and perspectives when invited in to work inside socio-cultural contexts that are not of their own. As “outsiders” to these communities, they question their own as well as the disciplinary assumptions attached to Design. Chapter 13, Reflections on the role of participants and practitioners in situating participatory design practices by Oberbauer and Scott-Kemmis, is a dialogical reflection between the two designers doing socially oriented work with mutual aims to create infrastructures that can facilitate learning, generate action, and sustain collaboration in Southeast Asia. Their frank self-reflection reveals particular worries around their roles, powers, and responsibilities as designers, and how they are striving to practice with many questions in the differing contexts in which they work. Similar agitations are raised and explored in Green’s Chapter 14, Uncovering tracks: towards conscious, embodied international development practice in the Pacific, which shares her ways of bringing self-awareness of personhood to the fore, which also enables designers to be more present when collaborating. As seen in the previous chapters, we witness profound commitment in cultivating thoughtful, deep sensitivity. For Green, this also means being silent or self-aware of her own expertise when working in international development in Vanuatu. In following the same vein of reflexivity, we arrive at Chapter 15, Learning to see oneself, in community: an inquiry into what makes collaborative design come alive within a community in Myanmar by Ardesher. We are drawn into the world of Point B Design & Training (PointB), a learning and social innovation lab based in Mawlamyine, Myanmar. There is solidity and smart sensibility in their stories, such as only going where they are needed and framing what they do within existing context and language that the community understands and values. We are often sold the trope that Design can better equip people to engage with uncertain futures, but for PointB, their key focus has always been about building the foundation for communities to realise self-empowerment through a recognition of their self-worth.

Questions catalysed by what it means to enter communities as a designer and an “expert” is a recurring dilemma across these chapters. There is correspondence between them that tackles anxieties around professional identities, expectations by communities, well-meaning intentionality, and inadvertent fall-outs. They show us a way to model critical and reflexive practice in navigating the entangled realties present in designing social innovation.



Closing with existential questions

In closing this Introduction, we revisit the five existential conundrums that have accompanied our research in designing social innovation. Again, we see the value of asking questions to avoid reactive “muscles” that can sometimes kick in, habituated from the training we may have received in Design and Social Innovation, to continue sharpening the politics of “knowledge/knowing”.

The first of these was, what and why do we identify particular circumstances as “design”, “designing”, or “social innovation”, especially in naming those that may not have an equivalence in English? The presence of Filipino, Indonesian, Japanese, Malaysian, Māori, Samoan, and Thai languages and concepts is a necessary, critical intervention with regard to Anglophonic writing. The chapters embrace the limitation of translation as an unavoidable hazard by scaffolding bridges and buttresses to enable phenomena to be presented and discussed. This is no easy task, and there are bound to be misconceptions. Yet we must celebrate the authors who show us courage to invite us into dialogue because these are rare portals to epistemologies, ontologies, and worldviews which are always particular and contrasting. Rather than locking things down through definitions, being present to the whys in this first question allows us to remain exposed to the ethical quandaries while pursuing ways to foster poly-dialogues.

Secondly, what other dimensions of being, beyond knowing, are we excluding by trying to describe the ineffable? The chapters underline that designing social innovation is ontological, affective, embodied, relational, tethered to places. They are spiritual too, like the story of visiting Wat Sri Suphan. Such designing is also shown and taught generously in ancestral and First Nations practices everywhere (e.g. Albarrán González, 2022; Gaur, 2020; Ngā Aho n.d.; Sheehan, Jones, Harrington & Creighton, 2022; Vera, 2021). This is why creative practices are vital modalities to scratch under the modern veneer to viscerally connect us with affective encounters, like the smell of indigo in a vat, or a memory of childhood summers, to powerfully call us to dimensions of being and becoming-with, without relying on words. We do not need to know or understand all the time, rather, to respect or be curious. The second question helps to pause the mind that tries to rationalise, and to activate the body–heart–spirit towards sensitising and respecting the ineffable.

Thirdly, what ethics and politics must we be vigilant of when accounting phenomena as we bridge with, or distance from, established cannons and discourses? This question sharpens focus on the obvious that there is always “theorising” (verb, in lowercase) in the doing and being of everyday practices, as we saw in the chapters, which are ideas, philosophies, and commitments that have guided communities, but may not have been recognised or documented as a “Theory” (noun, in uppercase). Recognised “Theory” can often appear as a “given, static and autonomous set of ideas, objects, or practices” compared with theorising “as an ongoing, movement-driven process that links the concrete and abstract, thinking and acting” (Holman-Jones, 2016, p. 229). Our binary signalling via Theory-theorising, Knowledge-knowing, and Design-designing is a clumsy attempt to awaken readers to the politics of hierarchies. In so doing, we focus our ethics towards being slower and sensitive when linking everyday theorising with accepted Theory, to avoid the contribution being “legitimised” by its degree of being able to “fit in”. Instead we see “inter-animating” when using “non-ordinary language” of Theory to enable “strange-making” (Holman-Jones, 2016, pp. 228–229) in the chapters. However, in assisting and observing the use and movement of thought, the third question helps us stay sharp towards the acts and consequences of linking and “strange-making”.

Fourthly, what values and worldviews can be glimpsed when attending to expansive practices and understandings of designing social innovation? We discussed our perturbance at the start for the Euro–U.S. centric premise in Design and Social Innovation, and how their ideas have spread and congealed by running on well-oiled rails of global hierarchies. This politics should never be mistaken as being against western influences or thought, rather a worry for the universalising power. Our own stories and the accounts shared by the authors, reveal how many of us have been born in, educated, or sculpted by the west. Again, the shorthand usage of the “west” is as problematic as “Asia-Pacific”, in collapsing plurality and dissonance. We must maintain reflexive accounting to acknowledge that we have all been, and always will be, participating in various global flows of ideas, goods, and power. Recognising our own poly-composite being can open up ways to locate, connect, reflect on, and ask different questions that concern many worldviews. The chapters are a viewfinder in the kaleidoscope of designing social innovation to provide footholds for kin-like ideas that can also be found elsewhere. These contain allegory and metaphors, which stories have conveyed as wisdoms passed down generations. The fourth question keeps us curious and motivated in digging deeper into the roots to see what conditions nourish designing social innovation.

Lastly, what are the consequences and therefore social responsibility must we take to mitigate cultural appropriation by noticing and sharing ideas, philosophies, and practices with others? Pragmatism in Design and Social Innovation can obsess over the HOW to instruct ways of achieving “alternatives”, and in so doing, promote replication or displacement. This is not what we see in the chapters. The last question can catch Design’s magpie-like tendency to cherry pick and scale what it prefers as Social Innovation. There is an “ethics of aligning with many worlds” when accounting situations where the researchers or practitioners may not have direct, reciprocal relations, which requires a

reflexive, ethical vigilance to provide a nuanced explanation, starting with questions of what knowledge is encountered, how it has been interpreted, what claims are made by this, where this knowledge is placed and in relation to what, and how this might circulate.

(Akama, Light, Kamihira, 2020, p. 25)



The way Design can seize upon and reify phenomena for “improvement” has the effect of cutting them out of their embedded, invisible entanglements. This shortfall has been repeatedly critiqued by anthropologists (e.g. Blomberg & Darrah, 2014; Gatt & Ingold, 2013; Suchman, 2002). Thus, we heed caution, voiced by Gutiérrez (2020), of a blinkered focus on what is presumed as “ingenuity”, when drawing inspirations from “designs with other names”, and revisit the previous four questions as another handbrake.

In all, these questions and this book pertain to the scholarship of designing social innovation. This might make it daunting to engage with for those looking for practical instruction, so please see the book as serving another role in asking critical questions and thinking-with, alongside what readers might learn as a “how” elsewhere. The five existential questions are intended for researchers and practitioners who are curious and in allyship with the ethics and politics of plurality we have called for. We see their importance, also, to ensure that designing social innovation is not taken inherently or automatically as a “beneficial” practice, even though the chapters attest how exemplary and inspiring they are. We hope this book becomes a useful contribution that weaves together a mindful sensitivity with courageous creativity that are becoming more urgent in the volatile and multifarious uncertainties of our worlds and futures.
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