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Since the year 2008, the city of Zu-
rich has been on track to becoming a
“2000-watt society,” and is seen as a
pioneer in this regard. (X This vision
of 2 2000-watt society 'S5/ means that
primary energy consumption will be
reduced to 2000 watts per person,
with CO, emissions totalling a maxi-
mum of one tonne per person per year.
The focus here is on the areas of con-
sumption, housing, buildings, energy
supply and mobility.

Yet what concrete living environ-
ments emerge behind this concept
and its abstract statistics? And what
might further necessary adjustments
to our everyday lives look like, if we
are to achieve this goal that we have set
ourselves? For most of us, it is difficult
to find answers to such questions, and
they only serve to raise yet more ques-
tions in turn.

One specific area in Zurich that
can offer us interim answers (as it
now meets the 2000-watt criteria) is
the “Zurich Freilager,” the former cus-
toms-free storage area in the city. 33
This area allows us to experience what
it might feel like to live in a 2000-watt
society, and seeks to present an exam-
ple that might show private persons
and private households how to con-
vert the vision into a reality. Since this
housing estate came into use, it has of-
fered regular guided tours for inter-
ested parties who want to experience
what life in a 2000-watt society might
feel like, and who want to be inspired
to make their own contribution.

Because they can be experienced
at first hand, areas such as the Zurich
Freilager, the Hunziker-Areal (b
in Ziirich-Oerlikon and the Kalkb-
reite 2% housing estate facilitate
an engagement with how we might
live in future (or might want to live),
and how society might want to or-
ganise itself. Yet these examples also

(See http://2000watt.ch, accessed
A separate “ecosystem” with a vil-
lage-like character has been built
on the former grounds of the cus-
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“The 2000-watt society is a vision of our
energy policy. It brings together the
national efficiency guidelines for the
Energy Strategy 2050 and the interna-
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demonstrate the complexity of such
individual lifeworlds and “partial eco-
systems,” and they illustrate just how
daunting it can be for us human be-
ings to realise this complexity in all
its minute detail.

The following questions arise, for
example: How can cyclists best cope
with the heavy traffic at the road axes
just outside the sites in question that
connect them to other parts of the
city, yet constitute not just junction
points, but barriers between them?
The local Spar supermarket branch
sells some organic food, but otherwise
has only its stock products on offer;
so does it really provide the hoped-for
“added value” of offering seasonal, re-
gional produce at the proverbial “cor-
ner shop”? And what is the impact on
the ecosystem of the hornbeam trees
planted close together on the open
spaces of the site, compared to that of
the single trees growing outside the
area with their spreading branches?
Do people furnish their apartments
more sustainably on the housing es-
tate, do they produce less waste, do
they engage more with their neigh-
bours, and do they shower for shorter
periods of time (and thus more sus-
tainably) than in other parts of the
city? The most crucial question is
this: To what extent does the design
of such a housing estate truly encour-
age a more sustainable lifestyle and a
better environmental footprint on the
part of its individual inhabitants?

In our Anthropocene Epoch, the
environment, our habitats and our
ecosystems are not merely a given, but
are also made by us humans. This ap-
plies especially to urban spaces. And
Nature was never an unalterable en-
tity, even before the advent of the An-
thropocene. The different ecosystems
are in fact fluid, constantly in motion
and in a state of exchange with each
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course that contemporary design
system; but this is not the real focus

of the current chapter.
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vices that themselves are part and

curricula have long since emancipated
parcel of the capitalist economic

the discipline from simply “designing
things,” going beyond designing
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has often been discussed-namely,

(Berlin:
Duden,

NIER
=X

n
i
X0

=
|
\J

{
=2

Suhrkamp

accessed

September 19, 2019, http://www.mehr-

alswohnen.ch.
Friedrich von Borries, Weltentwerfen: Eine

2,500 people in compact housing, built
politische Designtheorie (Bexlin:

to the highest construction stand-
ards and with a low energy footprint
(certified “Minergie Eco/P-Eco”),
attractive to all lifestyles and ages

with short supply routes and a layout
among its well-mixed population.
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other—such as the ecosystem of a spe-
cific housing estate within the ecosys-
tem of a city. Both are urban ecosys-
tems that are largely designed and
developed by humans.

What’s more, people’s perceptions
of their environment are constantly
developing. Over time, our view of our
planet has expanded from that of the
Flat Earth to a globe, to part of the So-
lar System, and so on; today, this pro-
cess is continued by our perspectives
in virtual spheres. We may assume
that our perception will continually
change in future too, and that today’s
parameters may well be regarded as
obsolete one day.

Verlag, 2016), 119 (translated from

German).
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If we consider design against this back-
ground, then it seems natural to sup-
pose that this discipline can play a
pivotal role in our ever-changing per-
ception of the environment and how
we use it. For example, in his book
Weltentwerfen, Friedrich von Borries
writes of the effective force of design,
in that “the world is both an object and
the result of design.” i

We shall now consider the role that
the design discipline could play in de-
signing future environments and eco-
systems, taking the above premises
into consideration. This issue is all
the more urgent given the increasingly
obvious impact of climate change and
our concerns about the future of the
world in which we live. Our society is
being confronted with challenges that
are social, economic and especially
ecological in nature. The impact of hu-
man beings in the Anthropocene is re-
sulting in issues such as global warm-
ing, the loss of biodiversity, scarcity
of resources and suchlike. A global hy-
per-collapse of assorted global ecosys-
tems seems unavoidable, and it is prob-
ably just a matter of time before we
experience a series of causal tipping
points. itZ

We are confronted with existential
questions that cannot be solved by
our usual patterns of behaviour and
by hitherto common approaches. It
seems that a comprehensive societal,
technological and cultural shift on the
part of humans is going to be essential
if we are to ensure the future of Planet
Earth. We human beings can expect to
engage with potential ecosystems of
the future in a multifarious, transdis-
ciplinary manner. The current, highly
intrusive role of human beings means
that we will probably also be con-
fronted with the necessity of design-
ing those ecosystems ourselves
to an increasingly active degree. 443
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At the outset, it is important to state
that we shall not be offering any solu-
tions to how design might intervene to
help “save the world.” Instead, we aim
to take the concepts “Anthropocene,”
“ecology,” “Nature” and “culture” and
use them to construct a series of ques-
tions that can be relevant to the de-
sign discipline in its approach to cur-
rent and future ecosystems. This may
in turn enable us to formulate princi-
ples for designing the world that are
especially promising in our current
context. Design, and the “concept of
design,” are not discussed here as pro-
viding solutions, but as “encouragers”
and “door-openers.” 97

The presence of humans has an in-
tense impact on the Planet Earth. The
Anthropocene Epoch, which was de-
clared several decades ago, describes
a new geochronological epoch suc-
ceeding the Holocene, the epoch de-
termined by the warmth of the sun.
The Anthropocene can be understood
as a process in which flows of material
and energy, steered by humans, inter-
act with each other in a manner that
is determined by both knowledge and
power. The key player in the Anthro-
pocene is the “anthropos,” the human
being. ®X Or, as Peter Sloterdijk has
put it: “Talking about the Anthropo-
cene means being aware of the respon-
sibility that we human beings have to-

» 7

wards our planet.” =<,

This responsibility is something
direct and immediate, because like all
other living creatures, humans too are
part of the spatially limited ecosystem
that is the Earth. In this regard, the et-
ymology of the word “ecology” is of
significance. It combines the concepts
of oikos (Ancient Greek for “house”)
and logos (reason). [\5| Ernst Haeckel
defined this scientific conceptin 1866
as “The whole science of an organ-
ism’s relationships to its outside envi-

Bruno Latour, “Modernisierung

oder Okologisierung,” ARCH+ 196/197

12.

(2010):

444

ronment, both organic and inorganic
2 -

in nature.” =X The “ecosystem Earth”
comprises an infinite multitude of dif-
ferent, smaller ecosystems, though it
is obviously not clear whether we hu-
mans personally perceive ourselves as
being outside our ecosystem, or part
of it. This is an issue that is the object
of intense discussion at present. Bruno
Latour even goes so far as to claim that
“ecology must be made the basis of all
politics and economics, founded on
the argument that everything is con-
nected, that Man and Nature are one
and the same, and that we can only [...]
avoid a moral, economic and ecologi-
cal disaster [...] if we manage to estab-
lish a single system comprising Nature
and society.” =l

The fact that humans do not al-
ways see themselves as part of an eco-
system or of individual, partial eco-
systems, may also derive from the fact
that humans have an ambivalent, of-
ten overly unreflective relationship
to the concept of “nature.” “Nature”
is generally understood as something
“untouched by humans,” as a guaran-
tor for the pristine and primordial.
We rarely ask whether anything like
this supposed “nature” in fact exists,
and if so, to what degree, nor whether
we can really denote anything as “nat-
ural” in this sense. In our Anthropo-
cene Epoch, however, it is increasingly
difficult to keep apart concepts such as
“nature,” “culture” and the “artificial.”

So-called “natural ecosystems” do
not exist apart from “artificial” living
environments (i.e. those designed by
humans). The connective link between
them, and the guarantor of their mu-
tual, high degree of interdependence,
is the boundary of the abovemen-
tioned “ecosystem Earth” to which
both those partial ecosystems belong.
There remains the provocative ques-
tion as to whether nature, inasmuch
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as it has ever existed, has not been
successively replaced by “concepts of
nature.” This in turn raises questions
about the influence that this has ex-
erted on how humans engage with
their “natural environment.” For hu-
mans, “nature” is not culturally neutral
terrain, but just as much a product or
a construct as any other cultural dy-
namic, or even the concept of “culture”
in and of itself.

The latter is understood to be “the
totality of intellectual, artistic, form-
ative achievements of a society that
expresses the higher development of
human beings.” |5! If we take our am-
bivalent concept of nature as our start-
ing point, then “nature” and “culture,”
situated on a sliding scale of defini-
tions, are perhaps less clearly separa-
ble than one might at first sight sus-
pect. We can thus define an ecological
crisis not just as a physical and a tech-
nological crisis, but also, above all, as
a cultural crisis—for example, by how
society deals with ecological fragility
and how it contextualises the differ-
ent aspects of it. We can offer a sim-
ple example: just because we regu-
larly check the daily weather forecast
does not mean that we derive any real
knowledge about the climate as a re-
sult. Creating such a connection is
more a matter of scalability and the
degree to which one’s own powers of
perception may be limited or not. Lo-
cal, short-term activities remain in our
mind. Yet to what extent are we human
beings even able to understand global
circumstances? Besides factors such as
knowledge and our degree of interest,
matters such as our cultural heritage,
cultural understanding and cultural
trends are of similarly immense rele-
vance to how we behave within our dif-
ferent partial ecosystems on the Earth.

Within the context of a discussion
about the relationship of nature and

Scherer and Renn, DasAnthropozdn, 184ff.
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culture, design can play a role that is
both meaningful and constructive in
the truest sense of the word, beyond
the scope of mere “product design,”
precisely because it inherently engages
with the everyday life of human beings
and with societal conventions.

Given the ecological upheaval
into which we have manoeuvred our-
selves, it can be instructive to con-
sider the role of design in helping to
shape or “design” our culture. This
link deserves greater attention, and
could inspire decisive developmen-
tal steps in society. For example, how
might cultural emancipation clarify
our (in-)ability to deal with ecologi-
cal fragilities, and how might it deal
with finite resources, thinking and
planning in broader contexts and/or
for the longer term? To rephrase the
question with specific reference to the
vision of a 2000-watt society and the
Freilager Areal mentioned here at the
outset: how might the field of design
help to shape everyday life in the par-
tial ecosystem of the Zurich Freilager?
How can it promote sustainable ways
of life beyond the basic infrastructure
and the overall concept, down to the
individual everyday culture of those
who inhabit the estate?

Jiirgen Renn of the Max Planck In-
stitute has written that when ecosys-
tems are made by humans, dualisms
such as nature/culture and subject/
object no longer function in the usual
way. We need to find a new way of ap-
proaching the world. What can we do?
How can we know what to do? And
how are these two aspects connected to
one another? SCI Design can insert it-
self at just such interfaces. The follow-
ing issues are relevant in this regard:

[The sustainability of knowledge:
What kind of action does de-
sign produce, and how is the 445
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necessary knowledge incorporated
init?

[The self-awareness of the disci-
pline: What can design do in order
to heighten our understanding of
the world instead of just produc-
ing it?

[ Awareness: How does design interact
with the status quo of planet Earth?

|§:aling: At what level of its sphere
of influence does design become en-
gaged, and what ecosystems are in-
corporated into the design process?

[Relation to reality: How does design
engage with different priorities
along an axis stretching from what
is rooted in everyday life to the
products of speculative desire and
artistic imagination?

Thanks to their specific abilities in
matters of communication, author-
ship, art and interpretation, designers
can function as visionary trailblazers
and have a determining impact on fu-
ture living environments for human
beings; they can transform them into
reality and thereby contribute to dis-
cussing and implementing more sus-
tainable ecological developments.
However, the role of designers here is
by no means that of some moral, soci-
etal authority that determines which
visions are “good” and which are “bad.”
Discussing and assessing such ap-
proaches and applications remains the
task of society as a whole. Yet designers
can take a stance on these things and
think ahead and provide prototypes.
For example, they can make ecologi-
cal knowledge, sustainable ways of life
and technologies visible and give them
concrete form; they can also pose criti-
cal questions and thereby influence the
everyday culture of human beings and
how they perceive their world.

We can indeed observe an increas-
ing sense of engagement with ecolog-

, Die Geschichte des nach-

haltigen Designs (Bamberg: Mediengruppe

See Victor Papanek, Design for the Real
Oberfranken, 2013).

World: Human Ecology and Social Change (New
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ical issues and environmental prob-
lems on the part of the arts and design.
There is a sense that processes in our
environment should be transformed
into direct, aesthetic, emotional and
cultural experiences that we can re-
flect upon, and by means of which we
may attain a new way of perceiving na-
ture and a new awareness of the en-
vironment itself. In artistic research,
environmental topics and projects for
alternative, artistically determined
ecosystems are increasingly becom-
ing a focus of attention. 7= This in-
terface between the design discipline
and ecological thinking already has a
long history. <3 Yet there remains a
great need for actual design solutions
and applications that go beyond prod-
uct-oriented design, and that foster an
ecological way of living and thinking
encompassing all aspects of every-
day life. This field of action has by no
means already been defined in full, but
can be described as, in many respects,
aterra incognita.

In arapidly changing environment,
it can be advantageous for designers to
analyse different, existing ecosystems
and to use this to develop visions of
possible, future ecosystems—whether
in order to define their own scope for
manoeuvre, to incorporate circular
processes in their own work, or to fo-
cus their perspective on conventional
scenarios in order to ask critical ques-
tions of them. In what follows below,
we shall present three rough spheres
of action for the design discipline that
may serve as initial points of orien-
tation for a further engagement with
this topic, and which might help us to
establish possible future roles for de-
signers:
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SPHERE I: DESIGN FOR

ECOLOGIES

In this sphere, designers adopt a
value-neutral stance. They take the
existing environment of the present,
past or foreseeable future as the start-
ing point for their work, and engage
with desires and living environments
that emerge out of immediate reality.
The focus here is on innovative ap-
proaches to problem-solving, in order
to better cope with the “status quo” or
with unavoidable circumstances such
as current ecological changes. As Paola
Antonelli aptly wrote for the exhibi-
tion “Broken Nature,” <> design in
this case can be defined as a “tool for
analysis and repair.” <37

SPHERE II: DESIGN FOR

POLITICAL ECOLOGIES

This sphere has a similar approach
to Sphere I, although here designers
see their profession as a form of activ-
ism and adopt a more or less political
stance. This is achieved through ques-
tioning and reflecting on conventional
patterns of behaviour. Design that ori-
ents itself towards this sphere may, for
example, engage with the identity pol-
itics of commodities or the desires and
behaviour of people from an objective
standpoint. Questions are asked here
about the moral duties of the disci-
pline, and thus also about how a dis-
cipline-specific art of action can be
developed in order to provide an aes-
thetically charged resistance against
the incongruities of reality.

SPHERE III: DESIGN FOR

FUTURE ECOLOGIES

Sphere III is no longer oriented
towards reality, but towards fiction,
and is engaged with designing possi-
ble new worlds. Here, designers do not
have real facts as their starting point,
but speculation and specific interests.

Elcograf,

, Broken Nature (Verona:

2019), 18.
understood here in the broader sense

The concept of “vocabulary” is to be
of the worxd.

Paola Antonelli and Ala Tannir,
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They negotiate between the cultural
sciences and the humanities, demon-
strating an interest in collective exper-
iments with (and within) possible eco-
systems that can constitute the world,
and they will orientate their design
clearly in line with possible futures.
They thus see their work as design-
ing the future—such as by developing
new needs, status symbols, life con-
cepts and narratives. Designers in this
sphere will adopt a visionary stance;
they will take joy in discovery and will
have a strong urge to develop alterna-
tive worlds, utopias and dystopias of
new ecological spaces of possibility,
and dream worlds.

Taking our initial premises as our start-
ing point, design has the potential to
become one of the leading disciplines
of the future. The results of design pro-
jects will belong either to the everyday
world or to the imagination, depending
on which of the three abovementioned
spheres designers take as their guide. In
general, discipline-specific abilities can
help to create a courageous, topical vo-
cabulary that will enable designers to
describe and discuss life in ecosystems
of the present and future. 35

In the Anthropocene, the absolute
presence of humans in the ecosystem
of Earth and its sub-ecosystems, along
with their concomitant interactions
with basic ecological principles, of-
fers designers a kind of gameplay that
requires them to engage with scien-
tific facts, and requires thorough ra-
tio analyses, prototypical implementa-
tions and interpretations. Only in this
manner will they be able to achieve a
reflective cultural debate, and be able
to situate and shape these interactions
with the world in general, and with
our concept of nature in particular.

If we apply these ideas to the
concrete example of the 2000- 447
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watt housing estate at the Zurich
Freilager, this means that design meth-
ods must be employed to make visible
both the current state of affairs and the
further development of a vision of a
sustainable society. In other words,
there would have to be an analysis of
the current status quo (conditions on
the spot, the needs of the inhabitants
and of their everyday lives on the es-
tate), then this status quo would have
to be compared to the goals of the
2000-watt society, and relevant prob-
lems and issues identified with a view
to determining in detail a more sus-
tainable way of life; finally, building
on this, a future vision would have to
be developed or questioned by means
of concrete, design project prototypes.

Asadiscipline, design should per-
ceive ecological challenges and as-
sociated scenarios in a way that is
particularly relevant; this is always in-
herent to this mode of working with
prototypes. For example, one might
choose for one’s own work a scenario
in which technology is the saviour, or
an apocalyptic scenario, a “yes-we-
can” scenario, or a scenario in which
salvation occurs by chance; yet how
would any of these scenarios play out
in the details of everyday life? If de-
signers are aware of which scenario
they are following in their work, it can
help them to focus and communicate
their design project.

To close, I shall paraphrase Bruno
Latour once more. He has observed
that design as a discipline can shape
the whole fabric of life, and bears
within it the intrinsic strength to be an
ersatz for revolution and modernisa-
tion. ' The potential of design is by
no means purely descriptive, but can
be interventionist to a high degree. It
isup to designers themselves to decide
where they wish to situate themselves,
and which ecological alternatives they

“Ein vorsichtiger
23.

Design im Zeit-

alter des Klimawandels,” ARCH+

Bruno Latour,
196/197 (2010):

Prometheus:
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wish to consider in order to be able to
act using the means of their profes-
sion—whether they wish to imagine
alternatives that open up new spaces
of possibility, and less in terms of re-
ductionist either-or decisions: because
designed visions can leave their mark
on how we perceive the world, and are
indispensable options for the ecosys-
tems of the future.
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