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What is the role of the designer/maker in the 21st Century and how might this role change in the next 10 years?

Introduction
The role of the designer is pivotal to mass production, over consumption and waste. The environmental crisis is not a new conversation in the fashion industry. The report Sustainable Raw Materials will Drive Profitability for Fashion and Apparel Brands Report (Jensen et al, 2023) stresses the need to focus on climate impact. Currently there are no external pressures on designers to address this, so it needs to come from individual focus. Whilst people try and push this away, this needs addressing now as further damage will occur in 10 years. A seismic shift in thinking is required; moving from acknowledging the statistics and problems, combining Earth and design, and following the Earth Logic Fashion Action Research Plan (Fletcher et al, 2019). 

For decades philosophers have been sharing and emphasising the issues with design and action has only just begun. We see natural disasters; we see the label in our clothing. ‘We only see what we look at. To look is an act of choice’ (Berger, 2012, p8). This is not new philosophers have the numbers and have reasonable solutions and methods to help solve this crisis. In 10 years, much could be achieved if designers act now. ‘We do not need to be told that the world has problems. But what is to be done about them?’ (Smith, 2014, p.108). Designers know the waste and harm they are causing and how large their industry is. As the maker, they need to acknowledge and make the change. We have the resources to make those changes, the local communities to collect produce from and natural dyes. Designers are ideally placed to lead on this as they resource, purchase and market products. 

How designers market products feeds into the mindset we have on products, with Designers’ overproduction leading to society wanting more. Creating a cycle of consumerism exacerbated by cutting prices and lowering quality, so no choice but to rebuy. Rising emissions, waste both during production and after disposing, for single use products or products supposedly lasting for years. Huskins (2019, cited in Chapman, 2021, p2) holds designers accountable for this ‘Products like these are symptomatic of a design mind-set that fails to grasp the systemic complexity of earth’s dynamic, living systems.’ Being affordable, accessible, and main stream consumers do not see the consequences. Whereas the designer sees the waste in production, knows the transport and emissions, knows each thread of cloth and the chemicals used. Designers are at the top of the hierarchy; they have the most power to lead change and promote sustainability. The Five Capitals Model, see Figure 1, (Porritt, 2005) encourages the Designer to explore the impact they have on each of the capitals and how they can generate sustainable decision making. It comes down to accessibility for the Designer, just like the accessibility they give the consumer this relates to natural capital. Designers’ have more access to harmful chemicals and processes because that is what has been used for years. There are sustainable options available but not in quantities for mass production at a reasonable price, demonstrating the impact of financial capital on manufactured capital. The higher cost of a sustainable approach, could provide savings to social and human capital as designers would want to minimise waste during production, therefore providing a solution chemically and process wise and lowering waste into landfill. The Designers need to focus on what matters at a macro level, creating long-term business goals and a vision for the environment. 
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Figure 1: Five Capitals Framework (Porritt, 2005)



Our landfills are overflowing, improper and poor disposal results in items taking longer to biodegrade. Overconsumption exacerbates this; everything has a link and accumulates to a larger problem. ‘We tend to perceive a disposable world; a world of objects without depth that leaves no trace in our memories, but does leave a growing mountain of refuse’ (Manzini, 1992, p5). Designers focusing on fast production leads to no connection for them or the consumer. We need fulfilment after the product has been made and consumed to want to keep it and have product longevity. We ‘perceive a disposable world’ because the majority of our products are disposable, we cannot disconnect as that is our norm. To break this, we need to slow down and have a sense of touch and meaning to what we consume or produce; either between the maker and consumer or the product and design itself. That will break the cycle; the disregard of products and resources that are filling landfills, the common phrase and act of ‘out of sight, out of mind’. Through promoting a sense of connection, care and memory of a product it will bring a value and addition to our life. Resulting in slowing down production and consumerism as there is now intention behind the creation, the purchase, and there is value beyond the price and status. The designer can transform design for purpose, for humans instead of money, for our earth instead of ease and habit. For the designer to have that care, personalisation and touch, to transform our world to bring additional meaning. 

Waste has been normalised, anything that we do not want goes in the bin. Waste is rubbish, something that is not usable anymore and cannot be fixed, as a society we have forgotten that. ‘On average, almost 40 tonnes of waste are produced for each tonne of products made’ (Chapman, 2015, p11). Designers waste perfectly good material in production, any imperfection in production results in waste, with so much waste produced before it reaches retail. Consumers do not have as much control as the Designers. ‘The industry has the tools and frameworks it needs to start driving the transition’ (Textile Exchange Conference 2023, (2023)). Recognition of the whole products lifecycle from growth of a cotton plant until the product biodegrades, that is the standard we need to achieve to halt the damage. The knowledge to make these changes: locally sourced materials, compostable or biodegradable products, natural dyes, all exists; so why are we not using these methods when we have them available? We have found solutions and helpful tools, we need to use them and put them into practice to be able to see the results we need. For change to happen we need to change. Designers will need to think of a product’s whole lifecycle, the whole lifecycle is their responsibility. It cannot be passed on if the consumer does not have the correct tools to do so. 
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Figure 2: The Tao of sustainability (Ehrenfeld, 2009)


There is already a connection between Earth and design, we need a balance and harmony of them both. Fry (2009) emphasises the need to address unavoidable destruction through visualising this before any action, so that ethical decision making and socio-environmental accountability inform the extent of destruction. The intersection between the ethical, natural and human can be seen in Figure 2. Designers need to be aware of their actions and the impact they have on earth, the future, humans, nature and other living species. Pausing and starting afresh is needed, knowing destruction is inevitable but the amount of destruction is not; this can be limited and reduced. Without being realistic there is no change; there is the intention but nothing more, a long-term solution is required. Designers must try, as currently it is a standstill, with errors in all areas of the venn diagram for Tao of sustainability (see Figure 2). Designers finding this balance would have additional gains of nourished habitats, a cleaner earth and enhanced health and wellbeing. It is our planet, our home and we need to all be accountable for our actions and destruction, designers are at the forefront, they need to make the initial change as they produce what consumers consume. Designers produce the waste possible to consumers, consumers can only do what they are given. It is about awareness of impact and power for now and the future. Our Earth provides designers the ability to design but designers currently are not giving earth anything back in return, it is not balanced it is currently a loss to Earth.

Humans’ actions have caused this imbalance with Earth, destructing our minds and home. We are the issue; we are what needs changing. ‘[I]t becomes increasingly evident that neither famine, nor earthquakes, nor microbes, nor cancer, but man, is the greatest danger to man…’ (Jong, 2021, p61). Man has the power of thought and action, everything has an intention. This was not an accident; it was not forced upon us either; it was a choice and action which continued and worsened. Normalising the destruction to earth which led to the fog in our minds, not recognising our power and capability to cause this extent of destruction because we think of ourselves singularly, man not men, a single action of dispose, a single object, single production line. The designer could interrupt this thinking, by designing products that are sustainable, closing the loop for the consumer by taking back used items to recycle, deconstruct and reuse. Man is causing harm to man himself but also other man, we are our biggest danger without realising. Nobody can comprehend a significant number, 8.1 billion people on earth, 8.1 billion people producing waste daily. Designers currently feed into this, through ethical decision-making designers can shift to greater sustainability. We cannot comprehend the waste or harm we have caused because we only see and know what we do as a singular human, we cannot visualise that many people we cannot connect to that number so we cannot connect to the possible waste produced therefore do not feel the urgency or see the reality we live in; it undermines the waste a man produces daily. By Designers looking at the impact of their processes both from the natural and ethical perspectives they can impact the human perspective (see Figure 2). 
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The Earth Logic Manifesto (Fletcher et al, 2019) emphasises the need to align fashion with the limits of the earth (see Figure 3). Realising the limits our earth has and working within that instead of pushing unrealistic standards that cannot be maintained, it needs to be striped back to find that line that has been ignored; to now produce with purpose instead of for the sake of it. But with that it is about making sure fashion is not lost, we do not want to change fashion and the standard or quality, we want to change the rate of production and consumption. It will be an adjustment for both the consumer and designer as it is a new way of thinking, a new life for us all, a step leading to intention and purpose, a lean towards minimalism. This method and thinking would have the most efficient impact on multiple aspects of this environmental crisis. Without changing the resources used; just changing the amount produced, changes the intention. Designers can still design, products will still be produced and jobs will be kept. It is not a system change or process change it is a change in output; in landfill, carbon footprint, resources used. This is a small stepping stone which is big enough to cause a leap of a difference. ‘What is important now is to recover our senses. We must learn to see more, to hear more, to feel more.’ Sontag (no date, cited in Ehrenfeld, 2009, p58) We all have a capacity, we cannot consume everything emotionally, physically and mentally; what we have is sheer crowdedness a never-ending pile of objects and no sense or want to absorb any of it. It is about now slowing down and taking in what we have and what surrounds us, absorbing and to allow our senses to have access for use and appreciation instead of a disregard or lack of acknowledgment. A move to a slow and more considered consumerism. This will change our thinking towards products and designers, a deeper connection meaning more care for the products and our earth, therefore fitting fashion instead earth, giving earth the power and forefront. 

Consuming with intention, for you and the product but also the product and earth. Progressing to a place of care, where the focus has shifted from consumption of products to consideration of their impact. With fashion systems that can coexist and foster learning and understanding of biodiversity, climate and social justice. It is about thinking what you consume, how you consume and bringing morals into the equation. Designers have the power, they create with an intention, purpose and value so as a consumer we should be delving deeper than just taking the product at surface level. There are no external pressures on designers it is about their intention and willingness to create change. If consumers support those designers leading change, then it will force others to do the same to be able to keep designing and getting profit because otherwise their business will fail. If the individual succeeds then the rest will follow which will create the positive movement needed, it will cause great significance. Designers in the next 10 years could be regarded as innovators and leaders in this area if they embed change before it becomes a legal requirement in future years. It is about investing not only money into a designer or system, but also time and energy because every man matters and becomes a collective every man has a voice or cause to bring change. ‘Nature is struggling to cope with the rate of consumption of its resources and its capacity to absorb the outputs of the global, regional and local economies.’ (Fuad Luke, 2009, p63). Morally designers know the struggle earth is facing and how it is not able to be sustained long term. Designers produce because they like to provide and bring a need to consumers but they do not seem to care for the need and provide to our earth, they are creating a product to prevent a struggle for humans so they should want to provide help to earth, humans cry for help and this is earths way of crying, earth is showing to us all the need and want of help. Earth has invested and provided for us and our wants so we should invest our money, time and energy back into earth. Earth is essentially a designer but a good one until recently, earth provides what consumers want and need, it designs resources it brings an intention. Designers are ideally placed to lead on a new way of thinking designing within the Earths capabilities, as if in partnership rather than in competition with the Earth’s resources.

Conclusion
To lead to a better future in 10 years, a sustainable future it is about seeing an opportunity and the hope it brings. ‘They are not options, ‘this or that’ future, instead they overlap and support each other into a congruent whole’ (Fletcher, 2019, p42). The Five Capitals Model (Porritt, 2005) enables the Designer to have a framework to examine the impact of their design and which capitals they can address this in. It is about making a starting point and compromising, balancing our life to form a better life for ourselves and the future.  The Tao of Sustainability (see Figure 2) demonstrates the interconnectivity of sustainability between the ethical the human and the natural. Living sustainable is living in peace, you are together with earth. ‘I define sustainability as the possibility that humans and other life will flourish on the Earth forever’ (Ehrenfeld, 2009, p49). Sustainability provides hope for the future, a better home and balance. Just living morally better and living with intention and purpose, earth provides us with everything so we should do the same in return. Designers can lead on this change and be the innovators who change public overconsumption and foster a renewed appreciation and connection with the makers’ products.  
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7. Staying with the trouble. Embracing that Earth Logic is a holistic approach, where social, environmental and economic dimensions of sustainability
are all addressed. It also means addressing challenges that are connected to this, which include providing livelihood in world with less production and

consumption.
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1. Acting on science. Taking steps to address the climate crisis to create systemic change that takes mainstream consumerism logic

2. Accepting Earth Logic is for all of us. Placing health and survival as the primary goal of all fashion activities, where the industry is reshaped and

runs on genuine collaborations.

3. Embracing a new paradigm shift. Thinking differently about the problems we are faced with. It means embracing Earth Logic to see new patterns

and relationships for a healthy and regenerative fashion industry

4. Daring to take on difficult change. Taking on the challenge of embracing three key themes, which are less, local and plural.

1. Less: Bringing fashion within fashions limits
2. Local: Grounding action in the creativity and needs of local communities

3. Plural: Nurturing diversity and social justice to successful transform society and nature

5. Daring to learn, communicate and organize. Activating in the
fashion industry by three key themes, which are learning, languaging, and

governing
¢ Learning: Using every opportunity to expand and share knowledge
and to create innovations based on Earth Logic

¢ Languaging: Using words, stories and images to change the
mindsets of growth logic to one of Earth Logic

¢ Governing: Considering how we organize and regulate the fashion

industry to understand how to create change.

6. Moving from production and consumption to care. Maintaining,
using and caring for fashion systems that address the climate, foster
biodiversity and social justice. It also means bringing solutions that anyone, anywhere can take on, focusing on fashion practices versus products and

caring for people, relationships and other species to the forefront.
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