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INTRODUCTION

It’s 2019, and the world seems to be stuck in permanent crisis—ecolog-
ically, politically and socially. As we live with ever-present images of
burning rain forests, melting glaciers, suffocating oceans, raging wars
and people drowning in the Mediterranean, we are also confronted with
growing ethical complexities. Some of these issues we try to reflect in
our lifestyle choices. But mostly we carry on doing what we do, over-
whelmed by the general pandemonium of bad news, populist politics
and cynical consumerism. What else can we do? Right now, right here?
We tried to tackle this question in early 2016 when
many of our design students asked themselves how
they could take action in the face of the so-called
“refugee crisis,” (x\i with its increase in the numbers
of people arriving after having fled the war in Syria.
The urgency of the situation seemed to bring home
the dilemma of witnessing a crisis in the news and
feeling an urge to act to mitigate it. Many students,
lecturers and other staff began organising activities
to raise awareness, they gave donations or volun-
teered for relief organisations. Increasingly, this
posed the question: how can we activate not just
our energies as citizens in such an emergency, but
also our skills as designers? And should we do so in
an educational setting?

We wanted to recognise the students’ need to address this global prob-
lem that had become part of their reality. They wanted to do more
than just feel overwhelmed by it. The 2016 Design Symposium at the
Zurich University of the Arts (ZHdK) was dedicated to design activ-
ism, 'S5'so Antonio Scarponi and I—along with Martin Bélsterli, who
joined later—took the opportunity it offered to make a prototype of a
course to bring design students to Zurich Oerlikon, where 250 people
were living in a trade fair hall that had been converted into temporary
housing for refugees. We called this project “Hic et Nunc,” which is a
Latin motto meaning “here and now,” i.e. “occurring in the immediate
present.” It encapsulated the attitude of our educational format that
allowed us to confront bachelor design students with the topical crisis
of forced migration. From this initial prototype, and supported by the
ZHdK’s Arts for Change %< initiative, we developed a series of courses
and eventually a methodology for teaching social design practice in
the design curriculum, which we are still in the process of developing
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e é 2 . As this ongoing engagement and research has
28A5ES aligned with the recently renewed discourse about
£232% 8 design as a tool for social change, capable of “shap-
EPTEE go
coBLse ing not only objects, but also relationships,” (i
225352 this essay uses Hic et Nunc as a case study to reflect
Cgesg on the implications and outcomes of the proposed
§ é i Ei % methodology. Through close observation of the
o g; ‘é £ : collective legrnlng experience, [ came to reﬂegt
26986 ia on and question more deeply the concept of “atti-
FREE5RER tude.” The underlying question here was not what
7 design can do, but what design education can and
1 should do.

WHAT CAN DESIGN DO?
Many designers still believe in “design’s power to build a better world.”
=% In her recent book Design as an Attitude, ixi Alice Rawsthorn
reframes Laszlo Moholy-Nagy’s famous statement that “design is not
a profession but an attitude,” i*Zi and takes up “the idea that in which-
ever form it manifests, good design should be ethically conscious and
aspire to be a positive agent of change.” %7 Much in the tradition of
Victor Papanek’s understanding of designers’ moral responsibility for
the way we live together as a society, & Rawsthorn takes up the ar-
gument that “thanks to their digital tools today’s designers have been
liberated to work autonomously in the attitudinal spirit advocated by

Moholy-Nagy.” 2=
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The underlying—admittedly seductive—assump-
tion seems to be that the aspiration to “be a pos-
itive agent of change” is intrinsic to designers.
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While this might be true of some, it can certainly
not be expected as a general attitude from our de-
sign students, not least because the different de-
sign disciplines within the Department of Design
(DDE) at the ZHdK have specialised profiles, while
many students are driven by the legitimate desire
to simply become good enough at their chosen pro-
fession to be able to make a living in the creative
economy. -
If design is “not a profession but an attitude,” as refashioned by Alice
Rawsthorn, how is “attitude” relevant to today’s design education?
Papanek believed in “the role of education as a resource and the po-
tential locus for social change” =l and in Design for the Real World
passionately argued for “a more generalist education for designers |5}
and the need for engagement with community organisations, NGOs,
foundations, corporations, and governments, specialists in many other
disciplines, and participant designers.” SC Design schools have become
increasingly aware of the “limited power of products alone to address
complex humanitarian crises, and have begun to shift their attention to
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If we commit to an understanding of design as a dis-
cipline with social responsibilities and as a tool for
social innovation (as defined by Ezio Manzini, <>
for example), then this should have an impact on
design curricula on a practical level. So far, basic
design teaching at bachelor level still predomi-
264 nantly implies teaching students the skills specific
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to their chosen specialisation within the DDE. <z~
Many projects use briefs and case studies in coop-
eration with commercial or institutional partners
representing future clients. However, assignments
that are situated in the field of imminent, complex
social problems are few in number, or depend on
the choices made by the individual student.

PROTOTYPING
Hic et Nunc’s overall aim was to prototype an educational model that
recontextualises design disciplines and challenges not just the students’
expertise, but allows them to experience hands-on what it means to
maximise impact with a minimum of resources in a very “real” setting
that differs radically from the reality of commercially driven design. &%
The Hic et Nunc projects at Messehalle 9 started

“
o o . . .
P - out using a rather straightforward design strategy
S R . . . . .
2,228 g j of “operating with devices, a device being a small
et sq §= 8= intervention, designed to solve a small problem but
o ®© . . .
5 ; - §§ s capable of having an impact on a much wider area
§°a855E of influence. A device should have defined charac-
b £ . . .
Ed o a588 teristics: reduced in scale, doable at a small budget,
= o ST 8T o . . .
woo8bdy replicable in another context,” as Antonio Scarponi
38825358 has summarised the process. 22> Students from all
n X 0 o - — - o qe . . . . .
wez22820 seven specialisations within DDE tackled this brief
- . . ..
PR L during intensive workshops, working in predefined
ARG teams with a limited budget. &0 We identified our
O H < O A © O . . . . .
SE83LSEs primary goal as being an ensuing change of living

space, and referred to this as “space activation”
without any formal definition.

The concept of “activation” became central to the project, as we were
activating not just the space, but the social potential of everyone in-
volved. Participative method models were introduced and implement-
ed. In total, three projects took place at Messehalle 9 in Oerlikon dur-
ing the academic years 2016 and 2017. Between 2018 and 2019, three
more courses were held at FOGO (1 in Zurich Altstetten, where the
city of Zurich was building a new temporary space consisting of differ-
ent types of containers that combined housing space for refugees with
rental workspaces, == subsidised housing for students, and a socially
ethical catering concept. The city recognised that “neighborhoods con-
sciously designed to be social can play an important role in facilitating

LA
” 1N i

a connected, active community.” i>’%
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FIG.1 Messehalle 9, Zurich Oerlikon, March 2016 (Photo: Karin Seiler).

FIG.2 Prototyping a veranda space at Messehalle 9, Hic et Nunc, 2018
(Photo: Antonio Scarponi).
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FIG.3 Fogo housing area in Zurich Altstetten, 20619 (Photo: Karin Seiler).

FIG.4 View of the Bundesasylzentrum from the roof terrace of the ZHdK Campus
building, 2019 (Photo: Karin Seiler).
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From the outset, we worked in close collabora-
tion with AOZ, the organisation responsible for
refugees in the city of Zurich. == Over time, we
established trust between the institutions as well
as between the individual stakeholders who were
working together. 2 With the new location in Alt-
stetten, a new series of courses focused on the very
different question of how designers can initiate the
social activation of an emerging neighbourhood in
which very different stakeholders come together,
refugees among them.
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Most design students are well aware of the challenges of a world that is
growing ever more complex, and that “there is design in the organi-
sation of emotional experiences, in family life, in labour relations, in
city planning, in working together as civilized human beings and ulti-
mately all problems of design merge into one great problem: ‘design for
life.”” 1”8 They can articulate and point out desired “courses of action to
change existing situations into preferred ones” ¥ within a specified
brief, and are especially aware of the importance of ecological sustain-
ability, coming up with creative, clever concepts. Moreover, Social De-
sign %€ and its current revitalised discourse is well established among
DDE’s faculty thanks to recent projects including the 2018 “Social De-
sign” exhibition and catalogue. &%
However, although social design appears as a the-
oretical concept in a variety of teaching approach-
268 es,  would contend that its implications for design
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practice remain somewhat elusive for many stu-
dents. Social design activity is linked to a “special
projects” framework that is not implemented in the
compulsory curriculum, and that involves traveling
abroad to find suitable causes. Hic et Nunc strives to
broaden the understanding of what design can do
in a local and thus more immediate way, and per-
haps ease the students’ first steps out of the com-
paratively comfortable zone of their usual, mostly
client-driven tasks and settings.

In design teaching, we also implicitly or explicitly teach students how
to think like a designer: to recognise problems and to solve them—both
major and minor—Dby analysing patterns and behaviours “linking the
concept of design to that of the solution of problems and seeing design
as a problem solver, an agent for solving problems at all levels, from
those in everyday life to those on a global scale.” A Design thinking has
evolved as a methodology that is widely and successfully implemented,
and is deemed able to solve problems in all kinds of areas. Sometimes it
seems as if design could save the world—if only everyone were a design
thinker. 23 And sometimes it seems that thinking without acting is
preferable to acting without having thought everything through on a
plethora of charts. From an educational point of view, HeN’s activist
approach can be seen as an alternative to treating “all kinds of problems
as resulting from a lack of creativity and innovation — rather than any
sort of, say, underlying social structures,” as it confronts uncomfortable
realities as a social and physical experience. 53

Herbert A. Simon, Die Wissen-
95.

schaften vom Kiinstlichen,
trans. Oskar Wiener (Berlin

Kammerer & Unverzagt,

1990),

>
2

g v .2 BUILDING ATTITUDE 269

9 T, ) o

2. ncn 358  Reflecting on the courses and on the feedback of
@ — g =] .

3 §E.83.8 i the students, we continuously explored the com-
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$°%5272°¢ ;%" plexities of the project’s goals. There were obvious
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8e7 8882  conundrumsimplicitin the concept: very few of us
. S0 ) pad . .

ge558” £ 25 had had any kind of contact with refugees before
- < c O - Y . .

0" E88cesh (including myself). How were we supposed to face

28°9fziz2g 5 people who had endured journeys about which we

o c g E c o = .

Ersged” o = ¥ knew only from the media? How should we work

- = @ o Q . . . . .

caF8tit i 2y inaplace where people live without intruding on

IS S . . . .
i 5 e ¢35t their privacy? How should we communicate with-
S2822£ 85T 8 outacommon language? How might we ensure le-

W gitimacy in what we did? Were we perhaps using
P the refugees to feel better about ourselves? Might
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Design, When Everybody Designs, 34.

“Design thinkers are a diverse group

eds.,
of high-achieving students who see their

Museum fiir Gestaltung Zirich and Angeli
Social Design.
career as an opportunity to positively

Sachs,
Manzini,

>"<

Kos [ ]r\

impact the world. Design thinkers cited

helping others,
and invent,

PROCESSES

being able to create

and making use of their tal-

ents and abilities as more important

to their career satisfaction.

They are

it not have been better to stay in our studios, read-
ing up on post-colonialism before venturing to act?
Aren’t social workers better qualified to work in a
sensitive environment such as temporary housing
for refugees? These are but a few of the questions
we raised.
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Apart from establishing ground rules and working closely with AOZ
to adapt our processes in line with our increasing expertise, we also
tried to reassure our students by emphasising their design abilities and
by actually bringing things into existence that hadn’t existed before—
such as a library, a charging device that doubled as a bench, or a spatial
dictionary. This helped to give the term “contribution” a tangible form
and a personal connection. Once they became immersed in their tasks,
the degree of assurance among the students proportionally increased as
the value of what they did became tangible—both in what they created
and in their presence in the space.

270

Their growing relationship with the space and its
inhabitants resulted in a change not just in the reali-
ty of that physical, social space, but also in their per-
sonal stance. To execute a design task expertly while
maintaining an acute awareness of one’s position in
the physical and social space around one necessarily
entails engaging in a dialogue between one’s actions
and one’s critical, internal reflection on it. The stu-
dents asked many questions at the end of their mod-
ule that we were unable to answer; but they were
all discussed in depth, and they demonstrated how
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fear had been replaced by a willingness to confront
the complex ethical issues within the context of an
activist attitude towards design. I would argue that
it was precisely their insecurities and dilemmas that
constituted one of the most positive aspects for the
students, as it either initiated or deepened a person-
al position on their part that I shall call “attitude.”
Manzini suggests that the social level of design is linked to (creating)
meaning, while the objects themselves belong to the physical realm.
When designers act as what he refers to as “place makers,” the “two di-
mensions of problem-solving and sense-making converge.” == I should
like to explore the idea that when designers focus on their physical task
while at the same time remaining actively attentive to their social space,
this offers an additional dimension to facilitating social interactions.
If interaction occurs casually while (useful) things are being designed,
then they will be very different from interaction that occurs for the sake
of interaction. Engaging with the physical matter becomes the means by
which social interaction is facilitated, without actively trying to engage
people in an activity designed for that purpose. This means that the
ubiquitous paternalistic patterns can to some extent be minimised. [:2
After one of the courses on FOGO, one student
remarked that he believed a teacher’s personal
attitude should not be part of their teaching. The
remark bothered me, as it seemed the very antith-
esis of what we had tried to achieve. So later,  met
up with him. We had a vigorous discussion that
veered increasingly towards personal issues of
insecurity, and the general fear of rejection or a lack
of approval that students feel when they expose
their opinions and perspectives with candour. This
in turn strengthened my conviction that it is our
responsibility to offer students the opportunity
to shape their personal attitude by gently guiding
them through the process of creating something
of social value. This can promote their independ-
ence from any need for our approval, enhance
their self-assurance, and help them develop the
ability to take a stand for what is important to
them as citizens and as designers in the here and
now—ultimately “to be bold enough to identify the

9 N

causes they wish to embrace.” &1 This is not about

in which

we were able to augment our methodology through collabora-
ting with students from Theatre Education and Art Education.

We worked on this hypothesis during the last course,
Rawsthoxn, Design asan Attitude, 22 .

Manzini, Design, When Everybody Designs, 46 .
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designers saving the world. It is about empowering
future designers to speak with authority about the
values and processes with which they will contrib-
ute to the shape of the world. “Attitude” is thus not
the intrinsic engine driving the designer towards
noble goals, but rather an ability to define our posi-
tion and perspective in our profession. Attitude
requires courage and self-confidence, but these can
be acquired over time. Both should be part of what
we call the “occupational qualification” of our stu-
dents, always keeping in mind the ultimate goal of
speaking with authority.

The new federal asylum centre (Bundes-
was built opposite the

asylzentrum) with accommodation for

350 people,
Zurich University of the Arts in

Zurich in 2019.

.
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Currently, there are three refugee housing projects within a radius of . 4

less than two kilometres from the campus of the ZHdK, one of them
right across from the ZHdK building. %z The people who live there,
whether for a shorter or a longer period of time, are indisputably our
neighbours, and we are theirs. &5 We share not just a city, but a space.
Our actions as neighbours reflect and express our attitude and our vi-
sion as designers: of how to live together, of the authentic role of de-
sign, and of future designers’ potential for dealing with the multitude
of practical and ethical dilemmas that await us.

ceremony. No mention was made of
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The ZHdK welcomed the employees of the federal

asylum centre as their neighbours with a

small drinks’
the inhabitants.
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