Design as an Instrument for Change

Ricardo Bullrich

(Previously, audiovisuals)

In the beginning, when I talked to Doctor Muñoz Soler, we both agreed I was going to talk about “design”1, but later, according to current characteristics of this Course, and thinking this might be a very specific subject, I felt significant, previous to talk about “design”, to offer a whole frame; so today, my subject is going to be “physical habitat of man”, “human environment”. Rather than certain “staging”, it shall be a “setting”, in order to get a reference point, and these audiovisuals have intended to offer an image of what I am going to tell now.

When I refer to “human environment”, first of all I mean it is an overly good idea, because if from his beginning, man formed his own “habitat”, perhaps a consciousness about this human environment is too much recent. When I talk about “human environment” I refer not only to “physical habitat” of man, but also to the whole system of relations in which his life develops. And here something very particular happens in the “human system” because man has demonstrated, among living beings, that so far he is the only being that can use and misuse his relations with other sub-systems. Also other sub-systems can disturb the general ecological balance, but such an intense action of man on the whole system has produced changes that today, in my opinion, can be defined as irreversible; these substantial changes somehow involve the balance of other sub-systems. In all these things it is important to keep the idea of “system”, –an idea of philosophy of science, in which, somehow, the whole existence entails the idea of system; more rightly, in relation to the idea of system, we should say it is an “order” in which all parts support each other, and this implies that no disturbance in the system is a sectorial disturbance, but in one or another way disturbs the whole system and even the sub-system that produced the initial disturbance. And here we should wonder, what is human environment?

After a first analysis, “human environment” seems to be the result of a blind process with no purpose, an arbitrary and discontinuous sequence of isolated events; or may be an uncontrolled and uncontrollable phenomenon? We may disagree about the entire irrationality of the system, but we should bear in mind that this system is a product of the factual will of man; we make directly or indirectly objects around us; and we give form to this “habitat”, whether by action or omission, but somehow it expresses what the whole society is. Here I’d like to repeat a little sentence of Tomás Maldonado.

Tomás Maldonado is an Argentine designer who lives in Europe –basically, an industrial designer– and author of a very interesting booklet entitled “Ambiente humano e ideología” (“Human Environment and Ideology). He says as follows:


“Human environment and human condition are the result of one and the same dialectical process, of one and the same mutual formation and conditioning”.

He means that, thanks to this process of mutual interaction and conditioning, there would be this element by which ourselves, this society, this part of the system, may become an active and creative part in the formation of the factual reality. Here I feel we may say “making” and “designing” take part in the same creative discourse of man, in the form that the man acts upon the world; that is to say, to certain extent, making and designing take each other for granted. In extreme terms, there is a form of making not designing (the most specific case is a “game”, in which making is a spontaneous activity); on the other hand, there is designing not making (in this extreme term, you would find the “utopia”, that is to say, design with no achievement here and now). A significant element making a difference between game and utopia is this: utopia is based on hope (it takes the world as an imperfect, but perfectible reality); in this sense, “utopian models” have ever had –although in some chimerical form– a revolutionary form; they have ever been motors of future changes. A North-American architect belongs to this utopian tradition, Buckminster Fuller (well-known by his geodesic domes); he would imagine a revolution, a change, promoted by design.

I feel proper to explain what is “proyectación” (design). It is a word not included in Spanish language, a neologism; but we have not word with the force of “proyectación”; Britons use the word “design”, defined by them as “mental planning” with a force that is absent in the Spanish “diseño” (the latter refers rather to a formal resolution than to the whole force contained in the word). So we use “proyectación”, overly sensibly used for planning, that is to say, a word comprising the whole idea. Well, Buckminster Fuller would imagine a revolution led by design; of course, this is the other end of utopia, but he would imagine that “design” was going to be able to change the use and distribution of natural resources because he said present conflicts are rather a consequence of scarcity of resources than that of lack “design”.

You may understand better the sense I wanted to give to these audiovisuals. The slides that you watched somehow reflect how deteriorated is the human environment (of course, it is a partial and intentioned cut of the reality, but this does not mean it is not a concrete part of the reality –they all are real photos). Some of these photos offer an almost surrealistic vision, mainly in the beginning, when the image of the city of Buenos Aires appears from what generally and ironically is called “ecological reserve”, which is entirely a dump area in Costanera Sur; so it is a vision of Buenos Aires that, generally speaking, we have not (we have a vision of Buenos Aires from the river, but this vision appearing on La Pampa is a very weird vision). And all images tended to show critical situations that nowadays are almost like dangerous “time-bombs” for conditions of future life; these “time-bombs” are actually so in case of population explosion –when I talk about populations I mean homologous elements as a whole, persons as a whole, objects, resources, infrastructures, equipment, messages, processes as a whole. And at this moment, a fact is actually worrying: the growth rate in these populations –some researchers say a sort of “explosive congestion” is being created– that is to say, at certain moment the physical space will be in crisis by an uncontrolled increase of persons, cars, washing-machines...

This seems to us something quite remote, but there are specific actions and places in the world that are in crisis. That is to say, this situation is not mere rhetoric, but a real, concrete, ascertainable situation, and we should wonder what way has led us to this critical situation of uncontrolled growth of situations. I feel this has partially to do with events of the two last centuries, when somehow man has awfully plundered nature and its resources; and basically we can analyse two populations extremely compromised: one population is of waste, garbage, scum; and the other is a population of pollutants and artificial erosion factors. 

Growth of these two critical populations has to do with mechanics of consumerist society; that is to say, a consumerist society subjects objects to  accelerated death (here is the logic of consumerist society); in certain Baudrillard’s booklet, “The System of Objects”, he analyses the whole background of all this accelerated consumerism and the whole logic of the system of objects. Of course, it is far easier to produce an object that to make it disappear. An object comes to life, and later it should be killed. First, man tries to kill it from a mechanical point of view, he takes it to pieces or apart, but a sub-system of waste remains; he may even transform and move it from mechanic world to chemical world, that is to say, this object moves from a population of garbage and waste to a world of pollutants.  Theoretically there are two positions to face this situation, and the two are fatalistic. One position talks about an “unhappy ending”, adopted by “dissenters” who talk about the theory of collapse of capitalism (which at certain point shall produce a substantial change for an entirely new situation –upon this basis, they say tant pis, tant mieux). 

This view of an “unhappy ending”, from the viewpoint of “design”, poses an “abstained design”, according to which, this cannot be faced as a design, and one has to expect a situation in which everything blasts. 

And on the other hand, the view of a “happy ending”, that is to say, the theory of the system, the theory of a consent, according to which neither an active participation in design, nor a passive abstention in design are ultimately able to influence the course of events; and at the last moment, always on the edge of the abyss, when everything is seemingly lost, needful solutions shall come up, –man has ever given solutions to get out of a crisis.

In regard to these theories, at this moment, in such a critical situation and with so novel new events, those who talk about a “happy ending” do not even realise that, with whatever system, destruction is going to be total (I do not refer only to an eventual destruction, for instance, by an atomic blast, but also to a gradual added destruction that is deteriorating the chain of living).

Obviously there are three basic factors in the biological system, namely, air, earth and water. And there are specific places of the world in which irreversible changes occur –basically, in big urban and industrial conglomerates “mistreated” by the above-mentioned three factors.  Of course, in Buenos Aires, some years ago incinerators have been prohibited, and air became more breathable to certain extent, but, for instance, the water situation in all rivers flowing in the River Plate is, let us say, frightening, and in all this there is a point that does not admit any return to the original situation. Also there are those who (overly pessimistically) say in this critical situation ultimately “some ending” shall take place (whether after10 centuries or 200 years, this does not make much difference for us). But anyway I feel we have to take a position, and in front a this “destructive pessimism”, we should take a “constructive pessimism” and, from the point of view of designers, to try a reversion, to try a dismantlement of these “time-bombs” as much as possible, on a possible scale. We should oppose a “responsible control” to an “irresponsible growth”, by replacing “congestion” with “management”. On the one hand, the way is irresponsible growth, destructive pessimism, and congestion.

And the other way is that of “design”, planning, that is to say, “constructive pessimism”, “responsible control”, and “management”.

At this moment, this society cannot refuse to design its future habitat and, somehow, if now we do refuse to design a future habitat, in the same proportion we are admitting our capitulation from right now. Coming back to Tomás Maldonado, he says:

“Scandal in society culminates today as scandal in nature”.

And I feel here is a subject that may be not so clear in Buenos Aires because, for instance, we were not near Chernobyl, but we are near an expedition that in the Antarctica is studying the “ozone hole”, and in my opinion the way to revert this situation is not by a super-structure but by the public opinion. Here we run the risk of a super-structure transforming a whole tentative critical ecological consciousness into something like a “vogue”; so this “vogue” transforms it into something transient, and degrades and weakens it. So I feel that society, and over and above, again we have to assume, as designers, a basically critical consciousness, –not only critical in relation to the whole system, but also in regard to what Tomás Maldonado calls “scandal in society” because somehow it is this situation that causes deterioration.

I’d like to read a short article, published by “La Razón” newspaper and written by an English psychiatrist, Ronald Laing, perhaps the author of a book entitled “Things of Life”; in short, it reads,

“man became the only species known by its ability in self-destruction and self-extermination”;

and apparently he is very scared, and thinks this can be changed, but as there is indifference and no consciousness about this impending danger, certain areas in the world will surely be uninhabitable by the second half of the twenty-first century. Here another problem may arise and it is this: to wonder if man has to design an entirely artificial habitat. Laing says it is important to go back this way in order to reach what he calls “anxiety of the species”; this anxiety of the species is derived from this impending danger, and he says this anxiety has to reach a “critical mass” so as to revert actually the situation (in his view, this situation cannot be reverted if one does not reach a critical mass with sufficient weight).

From the viewpoint of design, after reading this article, I thought there were two scales in regard to this subject; one scale may be called individual daily scale; and the other, scale of the planet, planetary scale. As “human animals” (that is to say, as many animals that sense their territory threatened) we perceive and sense this danger; and also we have an intimate territory (in an elevator we realise the relative influence of nearness); and in relation to this subject of danger on a planetary scale, somehow it is very difficult to internalise this danger (you can do so by an intellectual way), but it is very difficult to perceive it as a direct threat against me. In my view, on this side, the subject may consist –this is a merely fleeting hypothesis, with no scientific foundation– in expanding this territory around us, what we sense as our own territory; and not only in expanding and becoming conscious of this territory around us, but also of the totality. In the conclusion of this article, Laing says:

“I feel the first signals responding to an evolutionary biological survival in front of the possible self-destruction of the species, and of a concomitant destruction of the biosphere are a state of alarm and alertness extended throughout the human species as a whole for the sake of the species; you may call this state of alarm and alertness, ‘anxiety of the species’..”.

 I feel here is an extremely healthy response to a holistic situation because, as a species, we have put jeopardy in ourselves. The more extended is this idea among us –and as rapidly as possibly, the term expired yesterday– more possibilities  are for preventing from our own self-destruction, and more probabilities there are for this occurrence. 

This “anxiety of the species” is quite different from the majority of personal fears; it is neither neurotic, nor psychopathic, nor functional, nor misfit; any bigger malfunction or worse adjustment to the coming of this entirely new situation, or even a pseudo-adjustment to it, is a negation; no person in his right mind can deny this at all, but it is possible that we may seemingly admit it and, at the same time, pretend not to know about it in one way or another. Today the highest danger in the world is a sort of soft understanding-resistance, –so that now we became able to destroy ourselves as a species.

Well, this perspective has been overly black... perhaps I was a little dramatic, so I’d like to conclude with this Roberto Juarros’ poem that, in my view, is a little more optimistic:


           “A question rolls as a stone

                        by the side of man,

                        and instead of falling down on the void.

                        it finds a valley that sustains it.

                        Now the point is not whether men or gods,

                        this is beyond any answer,

                        even the echo became a valley.

                        Perhaps the salvation of man

                        consists in rolling by his own slope,

                        embracing the stone of his loftiest question”.













1 “Lo proyectual”, in Spanish. (T. N.)
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