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Introduction


Thou O Spirit, that dost prefer

Before all Temples th’ upright heart and pure,

Instruct me, for Thou know’st

John Milton



The study in which I write is a small upper room in the east wing of a large Georgian building that once served as the county lunatic asylum. The now tranquil grounds continue beyond the nearby road where they transform into an extensive graveyard arrayed with damp, stone-shrouded Victorian ornament, plain military headstones, marble and flowers. And everywhere yew trees – those age-old symbols of renewal and immortality. Time pervades this place. One cannot help but be reminded of the fleeting nature of existence – and this heightened sense of transience gives the present a vital beauty tinged with a melancholy hue.

Close behind the town rises the high moorland hill of Clougha Pike. If the early residents of the asylum ever made this climb and looked to the southeast they would have seen on the distant plain before them the smoke-billowing mills and factories of the Industrial Revolution. Here was industry writ large – rationalized production, commerce, unimagined wealth, exploitation and urban squalor. Here was the world of James Brindley, who reshaped goods transportation through the canal system, and Richard Arkwright and Samuel Crompton, who pioneered large-scale cotton manufacturing. Here was technology, instrumental reason and progress.

If those same early residents had turned around and looked to the northwest, a very different scene would have met them. In the distance, across the sands of the broad bay, rise the spectacular fells of the English Lake District – the home of British Romanticism. This was a world of art, poetry and literature, of human imagination and aesthetic experience and was, in many ways, a reaction to the rise of industry and trade to the south. Here Wordsworth and Coleridge roamed and wrote of daffodils and the up-springing lark, and Turner and Constable captured the soul of nature.

While the great poets and painters of Cumbria are long dead and the ‘dark satanic mills’1 of Lancashire are now but silent sentinels of a triumphant past, the sensibilities they each brought into sharpened focus remain. In this place, reason, objectivity, advancement and pragmatism rubbed shoulders with aesthetic sensitivity, intuition and imaginative experiences that lie beyond the realm of intellectual understanding. If there can ever be a geographic spot that epitomizes the spirit of design, it is surely the top of this windswept hill where these two vistas meet.


Design as a form of inquiry

A particularly prominent feature of today’s society is the emphasis placed on monetary concerns. Even in our universities cost-effectiveness, competitive funding and ‘real world’ economic benefits have become dominating themes. This has grown to such an extent that the very notion of exploring ideas for their own sake is regarded by some as almost quixotic.

Despite the current of the times and the short-term agendas of government and market, it remains crucial to explore areas of interest, irrespective of their immediate usefulness or prospects of turning a profit. This is the nature of academic inquiry. However, in my own experience, having lectured and given conference talks all over the world, the questions I have been asked time and time again centre on how my propositional designs might be produced and sold, whether they are feasible as commercial products, and whether I collaborate with companies to put them into production. Such concerns have no place in this type of creative investigation.

After a century or more of product design for mass-production, we have developed the means for making a plethora of ever-changing goods readily accessible to many. We are well aware that, in doing so, we have also contributed to unprecedented environmental devastation and unconscionable social exploitation and inequity. Ironically, however, there is little evidence to suggest that all these developments in design, production and acquisition have made us any happier. On the contrary, the unremitting messages of product advertising combine to create a pervading sense of discontent.

It becomes important, therefore, to reflect upon the implications of product design and how its undesirable effects are embedded in the very nature of how we conceive of and produce functional objects. And we must explore alternative forms that manifest quite different sensibilities and values. Eventually, some of these explorations might be developed into a material culture that is not only in closer accord with environmental and social responsibilities but also with more meaningful understandings of human happiness. Such aims tend to be ignored or severely distorted within our present system. International fanfare surrounding minor ‘improvements’ to small electronic gadgets, product launches that promote endless variations on a theme, and the media spotlight placed firmly on the putative benefits rather than the devastating costs are merely some of the indications that product design, as well as the system of which it is a part, is ripe for fundamental change.



A new direction

If change is needed, we require at least some indication of a new direction. This is where design can make a contribution – by imagining and visualizing new forms of functional objects that are not only less damaging to the natural environment but also are in accord with more meaningful understandings of human well-being.

Such forms are explored here through a series of discussions and propositional objects. Environmental considerations are part of this, but the main focus is on the development of functional objects that are consistent with substantive values and profound notions of human meaning. It is surely self-evident that the former cannot be pursued without due account of the latter.

The following chapters combine reasoned argument and the development of theory with speculative design explorations. These tangible propositions both inform and embody the theoretical concepts. Taken together, the discussions and objects constitute a form of creative academic design practice.

A particular challenge today is the design of functional objects that rely on rapidly advancing, and therefore highly transient, digital technologies. Current approaches favour product replacement when technologies become outmoded, which results in a destructive legacy of electronic waste. However, digital technologies enable functionality via software applications and, as such, the physical form of the object becomes far less relevant to the achievement of everyday tasks than was the case with mechanical devices. Effectively, this liberates much product design from the constrictions of function, allowing it to explore areas of significance that lie outside the virtual realm and giving it a new, much needed stimulus to reconsider its purpose and contribution.

The propositional objects presented here include explorations of design and place, electronic artefacts that incorporate unmodified or ‘raw’ natural materials, and product concepts that encourage considered use. In addition, hybrid objects combine technologies with archetypal forms to reach beyond prosaic functionality and allude to deeper, enduring notions of human meaning and spiritual understanding.

Together these explorations yield a robust basis for a fresh approach to product design. The early 20th century’s influential principle of ‘form follows function’ is superseded not by the black boxes of late 20th century product design, the whimsical forms of postmodern experimentation or fashionable variations whose justification is merely change for its own sake, but by a rationale for form beyond function anchored in enduring understandings of human realization. Such a direction, which we might summarize as ‘form follows meaning’, takes design beyond the instrumental logic of production efficiencies, in which the product too often becomes simply a means to economic growth and shareholder profit. Here, design embraces not only substantive values but also matters of ultimate concern; those facets of our humanity that encompass but transcend reason. These, at least, are the aims – the fact that they are never fully achievable, makes their pursuit no less worthy.

The results of such practice can serve as a catalyst for discussion and the advancement and maturation of product design as a discipline. The work draws on a heritage of human values and understandings of meaning to take design beyond the often superficial and damaging characteristics it has developed over past decades; characteristics that successfully stimulate consumerism but with insufficient regard for consequences.
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Sambo’s Stones

sustainability and meaningful objects


it is impossible for you to take up the most insignificant pebble at your feet, without being able to read, if you like, this curious lesson in it. You look upon it first as if it were earth only. Nay, it answers, ‘I am not earth – I am earth and air in one; part of that blue heaven which you love, and long for, is already in me; it is all my life – without it I should be nothing, and able for nothing; I could not minister to you, nor nourish you – I should be a cruel and helpless thing; but, because there is, according to my need and place in creation, a kind of soul in me, I have become capable of good, and helpful in the circles of vitality.

John Ruskin



On the northwest coast of England, a narrow, poorly maintained road leads out across marshy tidal flats. The withdrawing tide sucks at the mud, scouring deep channels. At high water, the way becomes impassable, cutting off the old, weather-beaten houses huddled on the higher ground at the far end of the spit. It is a wild, wind-blown place – a constantly shifting landscape of tidal pools, quicksands and coarse salt-grasses – home to lapwings and curlews and rotting hulks that are slowly being claimed by the sea (Figure 2.1). Cows, their haunches and bellies caked black, wade through the sodden earth at the edge of the track, seeking clumps of moist, green growth.



[image: Image]

Figure 2.1  Low tide at Sunderland Point, Lancashire



At the end of the surfaced road, a footpath leads up to the houses. Some are inscribed with dates – bearing witness that in the 18th century this remote, cloud-laden place was once a thriving seaport that sent ships to Virginia and the Indies. Among the houses, a narrow lane leads to the windward side of the point and here, in unconsecrated ground at the edge of a blustery field, lies a solitary little grave (Figure 2.2). It is a poignant reminder of a shameful history. The name inscribed on the brass plaque of the gravestone is Samboo, itself an offensive slur – not so much a name as a label. It marks the last resting place of a young black boy buried here in a period when England profited well from exploiting other human beings.1,2

Sambo, which is the name more commonly used, arrived at this spot in 1736. It is thought that he was the servant boy of a ship’s captain; and he most likely died from cold and fever.3





[image: Image]

Figure 2.2  Sambo’s Grave, Sunderland Point




Memorial stones

Visiting Sambo’s Grave today, one usually finds painted pebbles placed around the simple wooden cross (Figure 2.3). These are the work of children; school-trip gifts to a long-dead fellow innocent. The local poet, Edward Calais, in his poem ‘Samboo’s Grave’, calls these decorated stones ‘mawkish’4 – perhaps they are, but this seems a harsh judgement. These stones can tell us much about the nature of objects and how we find, express and ascribe meaning. They can also contribute to our understandings of sustainability, and the environmental and social responsibilities this term invokes.

These painted stones are the result of a teacher’s class about history, with simplified stories about events that today we regard as reprehensible and dishonourable. Children express their own interpretations of regret and sadness in these sentimental pebbles; but the process is not complete until the trek is made to the gravesite, which is especially moving because of its bleak isolation.
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Figure 2.3  Memorial stones created by children



The meaning and significance of these stones can be interpreted from several angles. Firstly, there is the relationship of these artefacts to our own history and sense of identity – a history of empire and expansionism, trade and the economic development of the Americas, together with the inhumanity of the slave trade, which wrought such devastating and enduring effects. So these stones, an outcome of children learning something of this history, are linked to our own cultural identity. Reflecting on this history and identity, these memorial stones inevitably raise thoughts about morality – that ever-changing system of ideas by which a society judges good and virtuous conduct. In hindsight, we judge our predecessors who took part in or were supportive of the slave trade, as having a lower or inadequate sense of morality. Yet, at the time, people whom society judged to be upright citizens were open supporters and politicians spoke out in the Houses of Parliament, decrying any attempts to abolish it.5 Are these simply the actions of a less enlightened age? Or are we, today, also pursuing activities that will leave lasting scars and which future generations will also judge immoral and reprehensible?

Secondly, there is the intention behind their creation. Far more poignant than generalities about empire and slavery, these stones are created for one particular person. Each is a commemorative act from one child to another; a gift that connects across time and demonstrates a fundamental notion of empathy between two human beings. In effect, the intention behind the act of gift making imaginatively ascribes to the object feelings present in oneself and, through the act of gift giving, whereby the stones are placed on the grave, passes these feelings on to the dead child. It matters not that the recipient is deceased and therefore unable to appreciate this act of fellowship. The virtue lies in the empathetic connection – manifested through a creative act and through giving.



[image: Image]

Figure 2.4  Discarded memorial stones



Thirdly, there is the relationship of these simply-painted objects to the individual act of creativity itself and personal artistic expression. The act of making gives the child a sense of creative accomplishment. And the resulting object may have qualities that others judge to be aesthetically pleasing.

These objects have no practical use and no economic value. Indeed, to create such artefacts for monetary gain would diminish the intent and injure the unaffected personal expression of the outcome. Furthermore, these objects are not lasting; they reside only for a short period on the gravesite. Eventually, to make way for fresh contributions, they are returned to the shoreline, where they are scrubbed clean by the waves and where remnants of older artefacts can be found among the flotsam and muddy grasses (Figure 2.4).

The meaning of these stones lies in their symbolic value – they can be understood as symbols of history, cultural identity and human empathy. There is also meaning in their artistic value – to the child, through the creative act, and in any aesthetic attributes they may possess. An important aspect of their meaning is related to the stories that can be told about them. It is through such stories that we can find, express and recognize meanings, and it is one way of endowing inanimate things with significance and value.



Plumb line

In contrast to the memorial stones, the simple plumb line shown in Figure 2.5 is intended for practical use rather than creative expression. It is made from locally available materials and could last indefinitely by occasionally replacing the worn-out cord. While it is of little or no commercial value, unlike the memorial stones, it could, conceivably, be produced and sold without diminishing its meaning in any way. Hence, despite being essentially the same as one of the memorial stones, the meaning and significance of this rudimentary tool are very different. It has no symbolic meaning and it has no story. If such an object is unable to be practically useful, it ceases to have value and meaning. (I shall return to this artefact in Chapter 7, where I discuss mass- and locally-produced artefacts.)



[image: Image]

Figure 2.5  Plumb line hemp cord and a pebble



These simple objects, the memorial stones and the plumb line, illustrate important aspects of how we ascribe meaning to our material culture. We see that non-utilitarian, expressive objects, which may only last a short time, can relate to profound issues such as ethics, empathy, history and cultural identity.

On the other hand, long-lasting utilitarian objects may only retain their meaning and significance as long as they continue to function according to their intended purpose.

This notion of meaning and significance resting in an object’s utility is, of course, typical of many contemporary products, especially many of today’s electronic consumer goods. When their functionality is deemed no longer satisfactory, such products are easily discarded and replaced – because of how they are produced and because they lack additional forms of meaning.

So let us now consider an example of a contemporary electronic device where an attempt has been made to combine the various cultural notions of meaning we saw in the memorial stones with utilitarian meaning, as illustrated by the plumb line.



Les clés USB Provençales

A local designer in Provence has created a USB memory stick (Figure 2.6) that incorporates cultural elements from this region of southern France.6,7 Each USB circuit board is encased in locally grown olive wood, which is engraved with symbols of the area. In the example shown, the wooden casing is decorated with the Cross of the Camargue – a symbol that integrates a Christian cross embellished with the three-pronged trident of the Camargue Gardians or cowboys and indicative of faith; an anchor, reflecting the seafaring traditions of the region and symbolizing hope; and a heart, calling people to live with charity. In addition, the olive wood is infused with the scent of lavender; lavender-based perfume being an important facet of the local rural economy. And finally, each stick is preloaded with several traditional Provençal songs.
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Figure 2.6  Provençal USB stick by Thiery Aymes



We see that this object brings together many elements that are relevant to the traditions of the region and we might be tempted to conclude that this helps create a more meaningful and culturally significant artefact. However, the relationship of these elements to a USB flash drive is completely arbitrary. They are incongruent additions to its essential utility – additions that exist quite separately, even though they are physically bonded to the electronics. The additional encasing elements are purely decorative, they have no connection to the idea of a computer memory stick. And while the songs make use of the drive as a data storage device, they could just as easily be stored on a tape, CD or MP3 player. So here, too, there is no culturally relevant relationship between the songs and type of storage device used, it is simply a utilitarian relationship. As a physical thing, the various elements are not integrated into a unified whole and a dissonance is created because of this lack of aesthetic coherence. Nevertheless, even though such products may be characterized as kitsch, there is no doubt that they have a certain appeal as an alternative that reflects something of one’s region or as a souvenir of a visit. These shortcomings raise important issues about our current approaches to the design and production of contemporary electronic goods. For example, if a fault developed in the USB’s electronics or if technological advancement meant that its functionality had become superseded the product would be rendered useless and without value. As it cannot be repaired or upgraded, it would be discarded and replaced. In the process the olive wood embellishments, despite their cultural significance, would be discarded along with the circuitry. While the relinquishment of these cultural elements might be considered regrettable, there would be little point in retaining the product once its essential functionality had broken down or become outmoded.
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Figure 2.7  Leather walking shoes – more than 40 years of service



The fate of this USB stick is representative of the enormous amounts of electronic waste that are discarded each year around the world – estimated at 20 to 50 million tonnes annually.8 The addition of decorative casings and other culturally relevant extras will do little to staunch this squandering of resources or to reduce the devastating social and environmental impacts associated with our irresponsibly wasteful system of production and consumption.

A final example suggests a potential direction for integrating personal, social and cultural meanings with utilitarian meanings in a manner that is not forced or a superficial ‘extra’, but fully part of, and inseparable from, the object as a whole.



Old shoes

If the leather is regularly fed with polish to retain suppleness and prevent cracking, a well made pair of shoes can last for decades. The leather walking shoes shown in Figure 2.7 are over 40 years old. They have been worn regularly, have been passed on from one generation to another, and they are still perfectly serviceable. These shoes are of an eminently practical design. They exhibit minimal decorative qualities, which are restricted to the slightly stippled finish of the leather and the stitch work, and yet their associations with craftsmanship, and with people and places, imbue them with a host of meanings. Moreover, their continued usefulness is not because their durability is invulnerable and static. Rather, it is related to a system of production and consumption that is fundamentally different from that which is prevalent today.



[image: Image]

Figure 2.8  Shoe sole with layers of maintenance and repair



These particular shoes, which date from the mid-1960s, were made in England. They were purchased by their original owner at a local retail outlet in the English Midlands in 1966, in preparation for a walking tour of Snowdonia. The first owner passed them on to another family member and since then they have had four owners within the same extended family. Many parts of the shoes are relatively new. The heels have been repaired many times, with new rubber replacements. The insoles, inner leather lining and outsoles have all been replaced a number of times, together with the laces and much of the shoes’ stitching. The leather uppers and the midsoles are original. Thus, a significant proportion of the materials has been changed over time, which has allowed the functionality of the shoes to be maintained, together with their enduring presence and usefulness (Figure 2.8).

To attain this level of durability in a product a number of factors are needed. Firstly, the product needs to be well-made and worth repairing. Secondly, the design needs to be such that it can endure over time in terms of its aesthetic attributes and be relatively unaffected by the vagaries of fashion, this implies a relatively subdued design devoid of the extravagance associated with short-lived trends. Thirdly, it has to be designed and constructed in a manner that lends itself to repair or improvement. Fourthly, although the location of manufacture could be virtually anywhere, to retain its usefulness a local maintenance infrastructure is needed and product repair or refurbishment has to be economically attractive. Furthermore, and importantly, in the case of leather shoes, the manufacturer and the purchaser must be cognisant of the availability of this product maintenance infrastructure when respectively creating and purchasing these relatively expensive products. Finally, such a product requires regular attention by the owner – what Borgmann refers to as ‘engagement’.9 To prevent the leather from cracking, the shoes have to be regularly polished, and to maintain their shape when not in use, they need to be fitted with shoe trees.



An ‘endure and evolve’ scenario

These various artefacts, some of which are extremely basic, tell us much about the meanings that can be attached to objects and how these meanings are related to design, manufacture, use and maintenance. They include symbolic meanings, with their connections to culture, identity and history, as discussed in the example of the memorial stones at Sambo’s Grave. They also include utilitarian meanings, as in the plumb line, the disconnected relationship of cultural meanings and utility found in the Provençal USB stick, and the seamless integration of aesthetics with utility, and production with maintenance and product care, as illustrated by the leather shoes.

From these examples, we can draw a number of conclusions that can inform our approaches to the production, use and disposal of contemporary products – the aim being to develop a version of material culture that is not only less destructive but also more meaningful. In addition, and as I have already mentioned, electronic devices are a particular concern because of their extraordinarily brief useful lives and the significant harm caused by their high rates of production and disposal.

From the foregoing, it seems that a fruitful way forward would be one in which products are designed to endure and evolve. This relatively simple notion could lead to a more mature and more accountable manufacturing and economic system that would be radically different from most current practices. The critical business imperative would no longer be to make the cheapest possible product, then sell and forget it. Instead, the aim would be to develop a high quality product that, as in the example of the leather shoes, may well have a relatively high initial retail price. However, for such a product to be viable, it would have to last much longer than cheaper equivalents; be capable of being maintained and repaired; be flexible enough to be incrementally improved, changed and upgraded over time; be supported by more expansive notions of corporate social responsibility than are presently evident; be part of a more responsible production/use/post-use cycle; and be supported by government policy through appropriate incentives.

Achieving these requirements has a number of implications for designers and producers, as well as many potential social, environmental and economic benefits:


	•   Design for maintenance and repair: In terms of their design, products would have to be conceptually very different from those of today. They would need to be constructed from higher quality components and designed in a manner that facilitates economic and environmentally responsible maintenance and repair. Designers would also have to develop products that are adaptable and capable of accommodating incremental changes and component upgrading over time. Significantly, products would have to be designed in ways that allow new, more advanced technological elements to be integrated, even though the precise form of such elements cannot necessarily be anticipated.

	•   A product maintenance infrastructure: Currently, national and international manufacturers are dependent on an established infrastructure of regional distributors and local retailers. In an ‘endure and evolve’ scenario, they would also be dependent on an effective product maintenance infrastructure of regional and local enterprises that offer a range of post-retail services for product recovery, repair, incremental change and upgrading. In such a scenario, large international manufacturers could maintain long-term economic interest in their products through the supply of parts and upgrade components and, potentially, through developing local product-service outlets.

	•   Local employment and economy: Local economies, which are so critical to the idea of sustainability, would benefit through the development of many diverse, and thereby potentially more robust, product-service enterprises and job opportunities.

	•   Environmental benefits: Products that are retained for longer periods, and serviced and upgraded locally, would help reduce the throughput of virgin materials and energy resources associated with product replacement, along with their distribution and packaging. Moreover, when products eventually do need to be discarded and replaced, perhaps when a substantial technological advance causes them to be no longer upgradable, there would already be a developed service infrastructure in place that would provide an effective means for recovering parts and materials for recycling. In addition, products designed to be easily repaired and upgraded would also be capable of being readily disassembled for parts recovery and recycling.

	•   Valuing our material culture: A higher initial retail price for a good quality, long-lasting, maintainable product is commensurate with the notion of valuing and caring for our possessions and with reducing overall product disposal/replacement levels.



Thus, an endure and evolve scenario would reduce product disposal and enable companies to comply with post-use legislation and extended producer responsibilities, such as the European Union’s Waste Electrical and Electronic Equipment (WEEE) legislation,10 which are only likely to increase as environmental and disposal problems become more acute. As we shall see in Chapter 8, such a scenario, developed from a design perspective, is also in accord with economic propositions for a more sustainable society.



Enduring and evolving meanings

Creating products that, physically, are capable of enduring and evolving will allow a significantly different relationship to develop between people and their material culture – particularly with respect to electronic goods. Many of these products are for personal use, such as laptop computers, portable music players and mobile phones. However, because of how they are currently conceived and understood, the meaning and value of these products lie primarily in their utility and their newness, and rapid rates of technological advancement quickly render them obsolete. Consequently, their short useful life prevents them accruing a host of other potential meanings – through stories, accumulated history and personal memories and associations. In contrast, high quality, long-lasting electronic products would have the potential to become precious and meaningful personal items. Such products could be maintained and cared for, and develop with us as our needs change and as new technologies become available. If imaginatively designed, and like a comfortable pair of old leather shoes, such products could improve with age rather than being out of date and out of fashion almost before they are taken out of the box. Conceptually, this is far from current versions of what are essentially disposable electronic consumer goods.

The potential benefits of an endure and evolve approach to design and production go much further than the pragmatic, instrumental reasoning that underpins product take-back laws. Within such a scenario, personal electronic products would offer permanence and change – a sense of stability and continuity along with transition. In this way, our everyday things, which comprise our more intimate sense of material culture, would be allowed to accumulate additional facets of significance and value and attain symbolic and personally relevant connotations that link to ideas, memories, stories and emotions. In addition to, but certainly concomitant with, any environmental or broader social benefits, a more enduring and evolving version of contemporary products would enable us to develop far more personally meaningful relationships with our material culture together with attitudes that are consistent with product retention and care.

In subsequent chapters, I explore aspects of design and meaning through the development of conceptual artefacts. These explorations include locally achievable functional objects that make use of local materials in combination with mass-produced components, and they examine different facets of design – such as enduring values, technological change and form – in relation to substantive notions of human meaning.



No regrets?

I began this discussion with a description of a child’s grave in a lonely field on the northwest coast of England – a grave that marks a period in our history that is forever tarnished by the inhumanity of the slave trade. In the opening decade of the 21st century, commemorations of the 200th anniversary of the abolition of the slave trade in Britain were marked by public regret and apologies for the injustices committed by our forefathers.11, 13 We regard this period as a shameful aspect of our heritage, one that created untold damage and misery. And we tend to see these violations as reflecting an inadequate or distorted sense of morality – as the actions of a less enlightened age.

Today, there is massive environmental damage being wrought by our activities, many of which are directly or indirectly related to manufacturing and consumption. The impacts on ecosystems and the social effects are enormous and many will be long-term. As we have looked back at the disgraceful activities of our predecessors, we must ask ourselves if future generations will look back at our age and judge our actions as immoral and reprehensible. Will we have created lasting harm and will our activities be regarded with shame – as the actions of a less enlightened age?





3

Following Will-o’-the-Wisps and Chasing Ghosts

re-directing design through practice-based research


‘I must go to the Botanical Gardens.’

‘Why?’

‘To see the ivy.’

It seemed a good enough reason

and I went with him.

Evelyn Waugh



Since its earliest days, designing for industry has been inseparably linked to the economic viability of products and the financial requirements of mass production. The discipline of industrial design emerged during the early years of the 20th century to address the then new idea of designing consumer goods for high-volume, mechanized manufacture. It quickly became employed to distinguish one product from another, to create market appeal and to spur consumerism.1 In those early days, the subsequent environmental and social side effects of mass production and mass consumption, on a global level, were not widely foreseen.

Just as in the first decades of the 20th century there was a need to redefine material culture for the new context of mass production, so we have to redefine material culture for the context of today. To do this, we must set aside, at least temporarily, some of our traditional notions of product design and its ties to industry and economics. Without this detachment, conceptualization will be restricted and the advancement of new ideas will be hampered. The creativity of designers can be employed in many ways to develop directions that responsibly address vital environmental and socio-cultural issues. As new insights emerge, and some are already emerging, there may well be hitherto unforeseen possibilities for wealth creation and opportunities for industry.


Designing for a new context

It is perhaps not uncommon to consider the time in which one lives to be especially fraught with problems and challenges, so we must be wary of disproportionately privileging the present in our critique of conventional approaches. While acknowledging this danger, it does seem to many that our time is one of particularly significant philosophical and existential flux.2, 4 We live in a period of uncertain transition as we move further and further away from the ‘modern’ perception, which became embedded over a period of several centuries, and towards whatever our current, rapidly changing understandings of the world may eventually yield. This period is referred to by some as late modern, by others as postmodern – both are vague, provisional terms that disclose a lack of definition and assuredness about the present. More than anything, they represent a shifting from the assumptions of the past, spurred by a growing realization that those assumptions no longer work for us. They indicate that something is ending or has recently ended and that new directions are emerging; directions that are often confusing and undeveloped. We no longer have the certainties of modernity, but neither do we have a consolidated and well-understood set of alternatives.

Such periods are particularly significant for the arts, including the applied arts. It is artists and designers who are called upon to consider the nature of this change and to respond in creative ways. They have an obligation to explore alternatives, to embrace the uncertainty and investigate ways of reconciling emerging and evolving understandings with the expressions and artefacts of art and design.

To be both creative and relevant to the new environment, such explorations must be unencumbered by many of the assumptions and conventions of the past. In industrial design, which might be more broadly and more fruitfully conceived as simply the design of functional objects, the conventional assumptions of the discipline have to be challenged. Priorities such as technological innovation, ergonomics, mass production of uniform products for wide distribution to international markets, and even economic viability can, indeed must, be at least temporarily set aside so as to more freely develop design possibilities that embrace and are expressive of new sensibilities – not least of which are the harmful consequences of our current approaches. As Fuad-Luke has observed, design must decouple itself from the existing drivers of the discipline if it is to provide a new paradigm for design.5



Contesting conventions

In contemplating the nature of change and the magnitude of the challenge, the kind of work that needs to be done has to be experimental and exploratory. There is a requirement for trial and error, and probing of ideas that are founded on well-considered but continuously evolving arguments. Time is required for reflection and deliberation. Necessarily, the results of such work will be provisional, conceptual and contingent upon changes happening elsewhere. In the first instance at least, results will be more indicative than concrete, alluding to new possibilities but, in and of themselves, inadequate. The focus is on setting the seeds of change in directions that are considered appropriate for a new and emerging context – a context that is ill-understood from our current standpoint. This is not the type of design work that is robust enough to warrant the high capital expenditure necessary for its production or widespread distribution; indeed, such assumptions within a new design milieu may be inappropriate.

In today’s mass-production context, design has to be low risk and acceptable to many because it has to be profitable. Moreover, we are now all too familiar with the various arguments and indicators that link current modes of production, distribution and marketing to environmental damage and socio-economic disparities.6,7 It is not difficult to see that design conventions tied to this type of production are also tied to these exploitative practices. The fundamental character of many contemporary products – embodied in their design, their aesthetics, their relatively low cost and their rapid rates of disposal and replacement – is inextricably wedded to inadequate labour and environmental laws, consumerism, energy use, waste and pollution.8

To confront these challenges, it is implicit that our material culture – in how it is devised, produced, delivered and used, and what happens to it once it is no longer needed – will have to undergo major change. Whether such change is the result of incremental adjustments, more substantial systemic shifts or a combination of both, it will have to bring forth conceptions of material culture that are very different from the norms of today – norms that in reality are rather recent and evidently precarious. Our present globalized production system is perilously dependent on the availability of inexpensive energy, especially oil, both for its acquisition of raw materials and for the international distribution of its products. An economy that is so heavily reliant on a single commodity tends to be inherently unstable and fragile. For example, in 19th century Britain, the national economy was tightly coupled to the fortunes of its cotton industry. During the latter part of the 1800s, when the rate of growth in the cotton sector slumped, the whole of British industry sank with it.9

Today, an increasingly important factor, which is inseparably linked to the availability and use of inexpensive forms of energy, is that of ‘externalities’.
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