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Packed with examples and illustrations, this book sets an agenda for how architecture and design can help us transition from a system that prioritizes consumerism and economic growth to a system that addresses real wellbeing. The first chapters explore how economic growth and consumerism shape and are shaped by the professions of architecture, product, and landscape design and describe four central challenges of consumerism that designers are already addressing. The book investigates metrics designers can use to measure wellbeing, instead of simply measuring economic growth. The second half of the book explores how design activism works and its connection to growth and consumerist issues. These chapters examine financing of activist practices, highlight five specific methods that designers use in calling for social change, and investigate the power of these methods. The book closes with a speculative chapter about what design’s role might be in a “post-growth” society.
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Preface


“IKEA ‘increasingly concerned’ about Iran's nuclear program”.



This headline gave me pause, until I realized that I had misread it. IAEA, the International Atomic Energy Agency is concerned, not IKEA.

Few people would disagree that we need massive political and economic changes to address challenges such as climate stability, inequality, or human health; but the incongruous IKEA headline conveys many of the real limitations of trying to solve these problems primarily in a business context. To what extent can any business, even if it were concerned, really bring about social or political change in the public interest?

Yet in terms of design, it feels as though we have been hesitant to explore the real political roots of activism and its context of social movements. Most designers are steeped in the marketplace. In addition, it's hard to link the systemic and sometimes abstract problems of consumerism and growth to daily activities. We're all so deep inside the system it's hard to see a way out. Meanwhile the rise of “social innovation” and “social enterprise” seems to offer designers the best of business and activism combined, without the hassle of politics. But there's no getting around the fact that confronting the economic system and engaging constructively in politics are central to design activism.

This book arises from a series of investigations over a number of years that started with sustainable design, progressed through design for sustainable consumption and arrived at the politics of design activism. My first book, The Designer's Atlas of Sustainability, includes a large section on the economic aspects of sustainable design, but it skirts overt politics. In an article for Design Issues, “Design's Role in Sustainable Consumption”, I charted the environmental, psychological and sociological issues of consumption in terms of design.

As more of my architecture students wanted to take on the topic of sustainable consumption, I realized there was little material that dealt with the topic in terms of architecture and design. A common problem I found with the available sources was that they were either over-focused on technological solutions or promoted a simplistic transformational role for design without providing any real understanding of the systemic barriers within the economic system. The argument was for architects and designers to simply take on transformational roles because they should.

This argument is typically supported by design briefs, case studies and competition entries that all seem to say, “Come on, just do it!” Yet outside of the one studio or class that investigates “sustainability,” students are often immersed in the business context for design. Students are groomed for conventional market expansion roles through standard portfolio development, final year shows and “design management” modules. Individual practitioners and researchers may meet at conferences to examine inspiring activist case studies and assemble systemic and necessary transdisciplinary approaches, only to return to institutions (private practice or universities) that reward siloed expertise, profitability and disciplinary purity.

The language of positive, easy opportunity (“10 simple ways to…”) and moral exhortations (“just do it”) are now sometimes concluded with the suggestion that, oh yes, architecture and design must also be “more political.” But there is rarely any investigation of what this means in terms of design skills, training and practice.

Alongside this disciplinary situation, over the years I have observed the cultural and infrastructural variations in consumerism first hand. Although I hail from the US (a native of the Pacific Northwest), I have spent the past decade living in Europe (England). I am also connected to Scandinavia through blood relations (Sweden) and marriage (Denmark). I lived in India for nearly a year during graduate school.

Two examples, from urban travel and laundry, begin to suggest the complexity of the consumerism problem. In my suburban London neighborhood, most people have their washing machines under the counter in the kitchen and few people own driers. Smaller houses here are without the “utility rooms” that are found in many US homes; drying racks are moved around inside (by the radiator) or outside as the weather permits. If a household has a dryer, it is often a combined unit that both washes and dries. Moreover, here the norm is for front-loading horizontal axis washers (remember, they are under the counter), which are more efficient than the top-loading, vertical axis washers that are common in the US.

People tend to drive much smaller cars here, including “smart cars,” than in the US, since fuel prices are very high and the roads and parking spaces are smaller. By contrast, my experience in the Pacific Northwest is that people try to travel more cleanly by driving a hybrid gasoline/electric car. According to hybridcars.com, the Seattle metropolitan area ranks ninth in the US for the highest hybrid sales, and on a vehicles/capita measure, neighboring Portland, Oregon ranks the highest in the nation for hybrid popularity.

In London, travel behavior is further influenced by policy “sticks and carrots.” Sticks include London's “congestion charge” for driving in the central city during the week, and carrots, such as its recent “hire-bike” scheme. Yet people are wary of bike riding in London because drivers aren't used to cyclists and perhaps there isn't a culture to cultivate or pass on cycling skills and smarts.

Meanwhile in Scandinavian countries like Denmark, that arguably have much worse weather but are of similar flatness to England, bike riding is much more prolific. According to the city of Copenhagen's “Bicycle Account 2008,” in Copenhagen 36 percent of commuters travel by bike compared to less than 5 percent of London commuters who cycle (the UK's Office of National Statistics, 2011). London has relatively little bicycle infrastructure, whereas Copenhagen has a great deal—parking, lanes, education, signals, and even special bicycles. Families ride together on one bike the way they might ride together on one bike in India.

If we look at these examples through the lens of architecture and design, we see clearly how the design of housing (spaces for laundry-related tasks), stations, streets, vehicles (bikes and cars), and services (hire schemes) influence patterns of consumption, and we could easily have added the design of clothing, bags and luggage (for commuter cycling) or the design of laundry machines and tools (such as drying racks).

Yet these examples also begin to suggest how politics, in the form of policy, and cultural patterns concerning everyday practices such as laundry and cycling, have an equally large influence on consumption. Transforming policies and cultural practices are political challenges, perhaps more so than technical ones. In certain ways we already have many of the technologies we need to transform our economy; we just don't have the political and social skills to apply them.

Sometime during my musings on consumerism and design, Tim Jackson and Peter Victor each published their accounts of a steady state economy. They argue that perpetual, consumerist economic growth is not the only basis for stability, and the economy doesn't have to either spiral upwards or downwards—it could exist in a constructive steady state. Some people describe this as a post-growth economy. After undertaking a large study of design activism, I started to see how these pieces were fitting together—design, activism, and the problems of consumerism and economic growth.

For some, social movement activism may connote the past, 1960s-era protest, but over the past decade activism has been on the rise in a whole range of areas such as alter globalization, peace, poverty and climate. During the course of writing this book an amazing string of events unfolded across the world, putting a brighter spotlight on social movement activism. For example, the “Arab Spring” saw collective action bring down governments in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya, with ongoing uprisings in Syria and other Middle Eastern countries.

Financial troubles prompted one of the world's wealthiest men, Warren Buffet, to start a campaign to increase the tax level on the super-rich. High unemployment, especially among young people and the few remaining workers with decent benefits (public sector employees), is causing waves of social unrest across the US and Europe as most people seem to be in a race to the bottom. Occupy Wall Street has appeared as a new kind of “movement” in the US. In London we had urban unrest in August 2011 dubbed the “because I'm worth it” riots, which many commentators tied to pervasive consumerist ideals that remain severely out of reach for an increasingly large segment of society.

Financial troubles and consumerism continue to blind us to real value, activism is alive and well, and designers are jumping into that fray. These are big topics that haven't often been discussed together before, making this book more like a draft than a polished argument. In that spirit it offers an initial draft of some tools for practice along with some possible agenda items for design activism in the context of consumerism and economic growth. I look forward to seeing how these either get polished further or redrafted, once they're out in the world.

Ann ThorpeLondon, November 2011
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Introduction

Much design activist work, whether implicitly or explicitly, confronts problems that result from consumerism and economic growth. This is an underlying premise for the book, which connects social change through design activism to the broad idea that we need to move away from consumerism and growth as a central organizing principle in society. Although growth and consumerism are not, perhaps, the root of every social or environmental problem, there is arguably no problem that they don't exacerbate.

Still, a number of architects and designers may not see a way for their work to perform as activism, or to confront consumerism. They may think of their social design work in ethical rather than activist terms, or they may downplay any activist connotations. The chapters ahead attempt to show that most social or public interest design work can usefully be understood in political activist terms, whether the politics are cultural, spatial or governmental. Similarly, design activists may not see clear or “actionable” connections between their specific issues and consumerism and growth. For this reason the book aims to provide a better understanding of how design activism works, and to articulate how it is connected to consumerism and growth.

Activism, consumerism and growth are not the only framework for considering how design can contribute to solving many of society's pressing problems. However, this book argues that this framework is a very useful and under-explored way that architects and designers can confront growth. The book sets out to explore and illustrate this usefulness, particularly through the context of social movements.

The history of social movements is one of developing methods for building power to bring about change in situations where those who seek change are poorly resourced and lack conventional forms of power. Further, political scientists and sociologists have suggested that social movement activity is an accepted and even significant means of influencing political process and change; in that sense many western democracies have become “movement societies.”1

[image: ]
The history of social movements African American civil rights marchers in 1963. Photo Warren K. Leffler, courtesy of the Library of Congress.

To make the argument that the activism/consumerism/design framework is useful, this book is located at the nexus of three strands of thought. The first is design, the second is social change, and the third is consumerism and economic growth. Each of these are large areas, necessarily making the book more akin to a sketch than a tightly specified technical drawing, more akin to Handvetica than Helvetica, more prototype than finished structure. As a prototype framework for the issues, it attempts to lay out some terms for debate, put some topics and questions on the agenda, and frame design activism in post-growth terms.

A key concern in the book is to answer the question for designers: “What can I do about consumerism and growth?” For so long design has been connected to consumerism as one of its key engines. The challenge now is to link the broad, often abstract ideas about economic growth and its problems (such as climate stability) to methods of change that are relevant to architecture and design. The book does this in eight chapters. This first chapter clarifies terms and situates the book within the areas of design, social change and economics. It explores some of the tensions inherent in design activism.

The argument of the book, its exploration and illustration of the usefulness of an activism/consumerism/design framework, then comprises several parts. Chapter 2 outlines the systemic issues of consumerism and growth, noting how these pressures both shape and are shaped by design. This chapter argues that we can understand the relatively abstract problems of consumerism and economic growth in terms of four specific challenges.

Chapter 3 uses the articulation of these challenges to link issues of consumerism and growth to project-level design activism. This chapter also reviews the problem of how we measure the results of activist work, particularly through social metrics. Currently there are no systematic ways of measuring social value, which informs the broader fact that there is as yet no print for a sustainable economy. Instead, the chapter argues, activists are engaged in a number of political struggles across disciplines that converge on the four challenges we have identified.

Chapter 4 picks up on some of the broader issues of a sustainable economy, reviewing efforts to normalize the inclusion of social values through market mechanisms. The chapter argues that, alongside the market, there is probably a need for other institutions of value creation and exchange that are recognized, supported and protected. The chapter closes with a review of how design activist practices are financing their work against the odds—how they fund work that appears to “soak up” income without increasing economic growth.

Chapter 5 presents the classic activist methods for seeking change and, using a range of design examples, argues that these methods also usefully describe design activism. The methods such as organizing, advocacy and mobilization shine a useful light on design activism.

Chapter 6 investigates the power dynamics underlying activist methods. The chapter then considers the capacities that activists, typically working on low budgets, have to build power. These capacities include disruption, framing and targeting. The chapter argues that these capacities also help us describe design activism's capacities to build power for change.

Chapter 7 jumps to a future point in time and speculates on a post-growth scenario. In this scenario new organizing principles of health, infrastructure and social capital replace the old organizing principles of consumerism and economic growth. Chapter 8 offers a brief conclusion.

The book is best read sequentially, since examples and concepts explained in earlier chapters are used to illustrate points in later chapters. Next we turn to the tasks of this chapter, including defining some terms, situating the book within the topic areas and examining some tensions inherent in design activism.



What is Activism?

Activism involves taking action that calls for change on behalf of a wronged, excluded or neglected group (or issue)—it is driven by the identification of a wrongdoing or problem that needs changing.2 Typically operating on low budgets, activism is also known for its unconventional political approaches, particularly collective action and loose coordination through social movements.

Sociologist Tim Jordan describes activism as a moral undertaking because it seeks to put forward a vision for a better society.3 This poses a question. Since most design seeks to improve the conditions of life for people, isn't most of design, in some senses, activism? The view that most design is activism is sometimes bolstered by the idea that architecture, in particular, has long been influenced by arts and intellectual movements, such as modernism, that contain ideas about a better society.

Although these movements had some broad proposals for how society should be organized, they were also closely bound to commerce and aesthetics.4 Consider the contrast between the idea of “modernism” and a particular instance of activism. Modernism's idea was that people could be made more equal and society made more fair through “truthful forms” in buildings and objects that united workers, designers and users. Contrast that with the bus boycott in 1950s America through which blacks demanded an end to segregated seating on buses.5 The former is an abstract ideology whereas the latter is targeted activism.

Although “good” design does typically work to bring about change, in its dominant forms, good design (usable, profitable, beautiful, meaningful) doesn't usually constitute activism on behalf of excluded or neglected groups. Rather, it constitutes general improvements to daily life that are most often gained through private consumption, accessed according to the consumer's ability to pay.



What should we Change?

It is useful to be more specific about the range of neglected or excluded groups and issues for which we undertake activism. Although activism can be regressive and champion issues such as white supremacy or religious fundamentalism, the focus of this book is on progressive activism that falls broadly within the framework of sustainable development. Pressing issues in this view include harmful degradation of the natural environment, gross and rising income inequality within and among countries, and vulnerability of many diverse cultures and a range of human rights to a commercial monoculture. (These issues are summarized in Figure 1.1). Most of the problems within these broad categories are linked in some way to constant pressure for economic growth driven by consumerism.


Figure 1.1 Pressing issues for activismSources: 1a Anthony B. Atkinson, Thomas Piketty, and Emmanuel Saez, “Top Incomes in the Long Run of History”, Journal of Economic Literature 2011, 49:1, 3–71. 1b Duncan Pollard (ed.) Living Planet Report 2010 (WWF in conjunction with Zoological Society of London and Global Footprint Network; Gland, Switzerland, 2010), 20. 1c Jack Hitt, “Say No More”, The New York Times, February 29, 2004.
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Currently our economy must either continue spiraling upward, with growth, or crash downward if growth fails. All the social and environmental problems of growth, in this view, are a necessary cost of necessary growth; but recently economists have made a startling suggestion: we could redesign our economy for a post-growth era. The economy wouldn't have to either spiral up or down; instead we could thrive in a steady state, a state that would allow us to improve real well-being by rebalancing spending and costs.

The past two decades have indicated that architects and designers want more social and environmental relevance in bringing about change. For example, architect Hashim Sarkis comments:


Calls for alternative practices in architecture have multiplied in the past few years, appearing to rise in unison from publications across academia and the profession. … Additionally, experimental and integrated practices, previously relegated to a marginal position, are appearing more frequently in lecture circles, professional workshops, and competition highlights.6



Designers have been asking if they are contributing enough to a wide range of important issues such as climate change, poverty, humanitarian aid, education or health, to name a few. But seen in the light of society's singular objective of economic growth, these issues are all cost and no profit. They don't contribute to economic growth. Sure, they may contribute to economic growth very indirectly and over the very long term, but this contribution is all too easily brushed aside in quarterly growth reports and short-term re-election campaigns.

Money and investment continue to flood into economic growth initiatives— most driven by consumerism—while only trickling into vital social and environmental agendas. In this context designers who seek to be change agents must work under conditions of dwindling resources (especially money) to build power to bring about change. It turns out that the tools to do this have long been around in the social movement arena.



Situating the Topic

This book takes an interdisciplinary view, looking at design, economics and the politics of social change. Recognizing that each of these is a large area in itself, we begin by situating the book within each of these topics.


Design

In situating the topic of design activism within the broader field of design, it is perhaps useful to consider two views. The first is a view from within design. This interior view includes the discussions designers have about their own profession, academic systems and practice. The second view is of design from outside itself.

The first point of order is to discuss the scope of design covered in this book. Design here is anchored primarily to physical, material and visual aspects of the built and manufactured environment. This is not an assertion that design's manifestation is or should be primarily through the production of stuff. Clearly there are a number of interesting approaches to design that focus on service and process design.7 But physicality and spatiality give the book a specific and useful niche, and allow for more explicit analysis of levers for change. Although the broad topics of communication and interaction design, what might formerly have been thought of as graphic design, are not entirely excluded, neither are they a focus.

The scope of the built and manufactured environment, which reasonably contains architecture, product and landscape design, may even seem too broad. But examination of many cases of design activism shows that there is fluidity across these disciplines.8 Architects take on product design; product designers create portable structures; landscape designers develop outdoor furniture. Broad spatial and material aspects of design activism provide a good starting point and help focus arguments and discussion.


Within design

In the first view, the largest practical context for design is commerce. For this reason, one prominent strand of design activism focuses on making the business case for social and environmental design. Many readers will be familiar with the efforts of companies, such as Interface, Patagonia, and even Walmart, to pursue a triple bottom line that includes social and environmental “returns” as well as economic ones.9 These companies have often pursued their objectives through the lens of design—through structures, products and design processes.

Alongside the business context, design activism also arises in nonprofit groups as well as public, or government, arenas. Architecture for Humanity, Design Corps or the Living Future Institute are examples of nonprofit organizations pursuing social and environmental work through architecture and design. In the government arena, cities and states have developed a range of “demonstration buildings”, such as Chicago city hall's green roof or the Lewis and Clark state offices, a LEED platinum building that houses the Missouri Department of Natural Resources.

The academic context is also important for design activism. Many university design-build studios pursue social design work. Some academic work is led by faculty, such as Politecnico Milan's establishment of the DESIS network (Design for Social Innovation and Sustainability), and some is led by students, such as the recent Treads project bringing shoe design to an inner Cincinnati school.10

As these examples suggest, the work of design activists cuts across a wide swathe of issues. The design activism timeline shown in Figure 1.2 gives an indication of the range of issues for design activism stretching back to the 1930s and 1940s, as well as the changing character of activity over the past few decades.
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Lewis and Clark State Office Building designed by BNIM Architects. Photo Scott Myers, courtesy of Missouri Department of Natural Resources.


Figure 1.2 Design activism timeline
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From “within” design there is also a tendency to view design activism through the lens of the major design movements of the past 100 years, such as arts and crafts, modernism, postmodernism, community design, and systems design. In the past decade or so we have seen terms emerging that perhaps suggest new design movements. The terms include social design, design for social impact, architectural agency, spatial agency, and public interest design.

The concept of public interest design seems to be emerging from within architecture; for example, architect Bryan Bell of Design Corps has formed the Public Interest Design Institute.11 Public interest design differs from community design, according to Bell, in that it is a professional track, not volunteer or academic.12

In the UK, there have also been recent discussions of architectural agency or spatial agency. Spatial agency, according to architect Tatjana Schneider, argues for an indeterminate approach to architecture, such that the processes and contexts through which space is developed are flexible—the possibilities of space are opened up to agency on the part of a wider range of concerns than might be typically present in architecture. It is a form of spatial engagement for which success is not necessarily measured in the traditional way, by a “built object.”13

The concept of “social design” seems more common in product design, perhaps stemming from investment by the Rockefeller Foundation in pioneering work by both IDEO and Winterhouse Design in improving product design relevance to the “social sector”, particularly in the context of developing countries.14



From outside design

If we look at design activism from outside design itself, a different picture emerges. In this picture the issues that design activism pursues are almost all part of larger social movements which concern issues such as environmentalism, health, disability, aging, poverty, education, transportation or justice, to name a few. Each movement is made up of a range of organizations and individuals engaged in struggles for change that cross a spectrum of issues under one banner. For example, some environmentalists are focused on reducing household waste in cities, whereas others are focused on protecting wilderness or restoring habitats. Social movements are full of complexities and even contradictions.

Different “actors” within movements form specific campaigns for change, through which they diagnose the problem, identify solutions, and then act towards making the changes necessary to reach the solutions. Sometimes designers and design organizations are central actors in movements. For example, architect Ed Mazria's organization Architecture 2030 has arguably sped up the pace of commitment to carbon-neutral building.

Although other, non-design actors in these movements may have some sense of how their struggles relate to materials and spaces, they may only rarely, if at all, be aware of the potential for material and spatial design to contribute to their struggles. Even in some movements that appear ostensibly based on spaces and materials, such as affordable housing, alternative energy or green building, there are many movement actors who view the issues through different lenses. Lawyers and public agencies may view the issue through regulation and taxation, seeing these as central. Sociologists and community groups may view the issue through a social behavior lens, pointing out that some super-green housing projects don't perform as well as expected owing to the behaviors of the tenants. In this view, if design is seen at all, it is a useful, perhaps necessary, element of change, but it is not sufficient on its own.




Social change

There are many ways to look at social change. For example, it is possible to view social change entirely through the lens of business and commerce. Here, efforts such as “corporate social responsibility” exist to facilitate businesses acknowledging the wider components of profit and loss. At the same time, consumer education aims to help consumers “demand” better social performance from business, for example, by introducing labeling schemes such as “energy star” for lighting or appliances.

It is also possible to view social change through the lens of information and communication. This lens focuses on the community and civic purposes of information and communication technology, among other things.15 Here, “transparency,” or making information accessible, is central, along with freedom of information, and useful analysis and interpretation of information. Communication (but not necessarily visual communication) is posed as the central aspect of any collective enterprise.

Depending on the issues, it is also possible to look at social change from the perspective of cultural identity and social behavior. For example, recent efforts to pioneer “social innovation” as a means to social change rely on altering the patterns in social relationships. These social innovations “simultaneously meet social needs and create new social relationships or collaborations.”16

These examples from business, sociology and information science (and we could pick many others) make the point that we can locate social change in many contexts. Indeed, Alastair Fuad Luke's book Design Activism looks at social change through the lens of design, and, parallel to the examples above, frames social change in design terms. By contrast, in this book we frame design in social movement activism terms.

Before exploring the social movement context further, it is also useful to consider how we can look at social change from the point of view of structure and agency. The examples above suggest structures, such as the marketplace, the level of information technology, or cultural norms, that guide how any individual or group can act. For example, if you are poor, it is harder for you to engage in consumer mechanisms for change.

[image: ]
Knitfiti The urban environment as a canvas, agency in response to structure.

In the view of agency, individuals and groups make many strategic choices when navigating structures such as the marketplace or an information technology. Groups or individuals, as agents, create “meaning” that can change structures. For example, a group of children might appropriate a park for skateboarding, uncovering potential that was never intended. Graffiti, even knitfiti (knitted graffiti), use urban structure as a canvas. Further, as agents we bring our own goals, motivations and emotions to any situation, which also guides the choices we make when faced with a structure to navigate. Neither structure nor agency can wholly explain any one outcome of change.


Relevance of movements to contemporary society

To some observers, social movement activism may seem old-fashioned, perhaps trapped in a narrow 1960s stereotype. Some people working on issues of social change have turned to more expansive, perhaps less politicized terms, such as “social innovation” or “alternative pathways,” to describe efforts for change (Figure 1.3). David Hess, preferring the term “alternative pathway,” comments:


Figure 1.3 Alternative pathways
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Some alternative pathways exhibit complex mixes of social-change goals with goals of profitability, faith-based charity, or even leisure-time hobbies such as gardening and home tinkering. Although some organizations may mix social-change goals with other goals, they may not view themselves as engaging in contentious politics, and they may not see themselves as belonging to a social movement. Furthermore, organizations that were originally dedicated to social change sometimes shift their goals.



But he does conclude: “However, because alternative pathways often take the form of social movements, theories of social movements provide a good starting point for the study of alternative pathways.”17

Hess's conclusion reinforces the point of this book as well—that social movement concepts and frameworks provide a good starting point for thinking about design activism in the context of consumerism and growth. In terms of architecture and design, arguably the political aspect of social movements is the very thing that makes them interesting.

Designers have been involved in various social movements, particularly those that Hess calls product-oriented movements.18 These are movements that involve struggles over the definition and configuration of alternative technologies and products, such as organically grown cotton or energy from renewables. An example is architects’ involvement in the environmental movement, particularly in terms of technology such as passive energy structures and energy conservation methods of the 1970s. More recently architects have been heavily involved in green building movements aimed at reducing the overall environmental footprint of buildings. Industrial designers have been involved in “universal design” movements aimed at making products and packaging accessible to people with different physical abilities, including children and the elderly. Other examples are found on the design activism timeline.

The continued relevance of social movements is signaled today by a number of factors. To the extent that social movements and activism hinge on “collective action” they are reinforced by the rise of “collaboration”; for example, in social networking, open source development platforms and collaborative consumption. In addition, people increasingly feel the limitations of individual action and the illusion of personal choice. Michael Maniates and John Meyer describe a common perception of our current catch-22. If individuals in the affluent countries won't sacrifice by consuming less, then we need either a catastrophe or an expert dictatorship to bring about change.19 But as we stop thinking in terms of individuals and instead work collectively, social movements and collective action provide a viable alternative to the catastrophe/dictator dilemma.

Social movements also maintain relevancy by evolving. Older movements were often defined in terms of a central class struggle (for example, the “working class” and labor union struggles).20 These movements sought to extend the coverage of citizens’ rights, such as voting, legal protections, and access to resources. Newer social movements, arising in “post-industrial” or “new economy” conditions, often form around cultural, moral and identity issues.21 Examples include environmentalism, alter globalization or peace/nuclear freeze movements.

Although evidence suggests that the new economy may lead to different types of movements, it has not overcome the need for movements. Geographer Edward Soja contends that the new economy has intensified spatial and social injustice. He ties the rise in inequality to:


deregulation, privatization, and promoting the intrinsic values of small government versus big government; the reorganization of the New Deal; the reassertion of trickle-down notions to rationalize growing tax breaks for the rich; the increasing acceptance if not encouragement of corporate greed; and the massive decline in industrial unionism.22



Perhaps the biggest challenge for social movements arises from the recognition of the systemic nature of many contemporary movement issues. The globalized economy creates a more complex range of contexts, from local to global, within which to act. There are many players whose position is shifting.

For example, some view national governments as weakening. National governments are increasingly tied to international governing and trade groups (such as the European Union or the World Trade Organization), at the same time they are under pressure to redirect national budgets and rule-making to the local level, a process of devolution giving regions and cities more power.23

Another aspect of the systemic nature of contemporary movements is the connection across issue areas. For example, the US labor movement has come to see a positive connection between the goals of environmentalism and jobs.24 Not only does forest clear-cutting or unmanaged fishing ultimately and permanently end jobs, but also, lax environmental laws in developing countries draw jobs away from developed countries such as the US.

Growing scientific evidence links issues across movements, making boundaries blurry at best. For example, suburban development patterns, blamed for increasing our automobile dependence and thus damaging the environment (through carbon emissions, loss of habitat, etc.), are now also empirically linked to a wide range of health issues such as obesity, depression and high blood pressure.25 Similarly, research increasingly shows links between climate change, food production and diet.26 Although in the past diet and food may have been seen as human health issues and suburban sprawl may have been seen as an environmental issue, these two areas now share a lot of common ground. They can each be seen as both environmental and human health issues.
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Climate change and food Energy- and land-intensive food production, dietary preferences, food transport.

When we think about the types of changes sought by social movements, we can see that older movements perhaps sought reform. They looked to change things by reforming the current systems and institutions; for example, by reforming gun control laws, or voting laws. Yet for tackling health, suburban development and climate issues together we have no specific basis for reform, since few, if any, policies or laws currently address these areas as linked.

In this context, sociologist Tim Jordan suggests that some activist campaigns are seeking to change things by transforming the current systems and institutions; for example, by inventing new alternatives and relationships.27 Transformative movements cut across old boundaries.




Economics/Sustainable Consumption

Our third concern is economic growth and consumerism. Here economic growth means growth in the productive outputs of an economy and in the financial transactions that surround production and consumption.

Although issues of globalization, migration and uneven development make it difficult to separate the geographies of over-consumption and under-consumption entirely, this book takes as its main geographical context the over-consuming countries, and primarily the two English-speaking countries in which the author is most situated, the US and the UK.
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