

What is the role of the designer in the 21st Century and how might this role change in the next 10 years? Discuss your ideas with reference to two of the practitioners or thinkers discussed in your lecture strand. 
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The role of a designer and the methods they use, have changed throughout the years. From early Nineteenth Century to the present date, different theories have influenced a variety of practitioners. This shown in many contrasting ways to create their artwork. In this essay, I will be focusing on how thinkers behind Cradle to Cradle (Braungart & McDonough, 2002), and design thinking around upcycling and mending, have influenced artists work like Tom of Holland (https://tomofholland.com). I will do this by analysing the progression of stitch and manufacturing from the Victorian era to the present date and what the future has in store for the role of a designer. 

The Nineteenth Century was a domestic era where women stayed at home and were expected to be devoted to their husband. A term used by Victorian poet Coventry Patmore, this was known as the ‘Angel in the House’ (1862:743-44). According to Parker sex and biology shape the roles played by people in society, "the behaviour expected and encouraged in women, though obviously related to the biological sex of the individual, is shaped by society." (1984:3). Thus, in order to change the roles society has to be changed. There was no feminist movement formed in Britain until the late 1800’s. With little rights, staying at home meant that a woman’s main priority that was expected was to provide comfort and care to her children and husband. Along with domestic duties such as, cleaning and mending clothes. It was assumed that a girl would marry, therefore there was no need for women to have an education. Those who were lucky enough to be educated were taught skills from a young age so that they would make the ‘perfect’ housewife, one skill being sewing. 

The demand for female labour expanded, particularly as technology began to grow, industrial machines were being developed, there was a higher demand of workers to run machinery in factories. Female workers were cheap, flexible and could adapt quick to factory/sweatshop conditions (Hudson, 2011). Factory towns like Birmingham, Leeds and Manchester, were overcrowded and dirty, but the development of these machines brought wealth to the country. Britain’s most popular and valuable export was cotton cloth. The textiles industry in Britain grew fast. Women could bring in skills they had developed back at home to work, it came with risks as well. With no health and safety regulations, conditions in Victorian Factories were poor. Many workers were severely injured or even killed by the machines they worked with, as there were no safety features. 

In present day, the textiles industry has developed and changed drastically, in comparison to what it once was over 150 years ago. The textiles industry employs around 140,000 people, but in recent years UK manufacturers have struggled to compete with oversea mass production (Carr & Westley, 2012). The cost of production in third world countries, is substantially cheaper than production within the UK, meaning that companies can create more final outcomes for a lower price. This saves them a large amount of money which enables them to spend on other things, an example being advertising. 
	 
‘The True Cost’ directed by Andrew Morgan (2015), is a documentary about clothing. Showing the environmental impacts of production of cheap clothes. Prices of clothing have sharply decreased, while environmental and human costs have grown dramatically. John Hilary, Executive Director from ‘War on Want’, gives a brief in this documentary of meaning of what globalised production in the fashion industry. 

‘Well, globalised production basically means, that all the making of goods have been out sourced to low cost economies, practically where wages are very low and kept low. And what that means is that those who are top of the value chain they get to choose where the product is being made and they get to switch if for example, one factory says we can’t make it that cheap anymore, the brand will say we’re not going to come to you anymore we’re going to switch to another place which is cheaper.’ (6:50 - 7:32, ‘The True Cost’ Morgan, A, 2015, online film). This is something that is used by many well-known brands across the high-street in the UK.

Topshop, H&M and Zara, are only some of the high-street favourites that abuse this mass production known as ‘Fast Fashion’ meaning the production of fashion on the high street at high speed and low cost (Collins Dictionary). Brands are more focused on the mass and cost of production. This is instead of thinking of the well-being of those behind the making of these cheap products. ‘Over 85% of these workers are women. And with a minimum wage of less than $3 a day, they are among the lowest paid garment workers in the world’. (21:18 – 21:36, ‘The True Cost’ Morgan, A, 2015, online film). 
	
 ‘Cradle to cradle design refocuses product development from a process aimed at limiting end-of-pipe liabilities to one geared to creating safe, healthful, high-quality products right from the start’ (Braungart & McDonough, 2002). 

Cradle to Cradle, which can also be known as C2C, is a life-cycle analysis created by Michael Braungart and William McDonough (2002). Braungart and McDonough suggest that the industry must protect and enrich natural sources that the Earth provides. This is because global warming is becoming more of a serious issue. Things that are considered when analysing an object’s lifecycle are: aesthetic, technical, industrial, cultural, conceptual, behavioural, economic and environmental. Cradle to Cradle describes a product or material that is recycled into something new at the end of its life, meaning that there is zero waste.

Rather than seeing materials as a waste management problem, Braungart & McDonough’s analysis, plays on the phrase ‘Cradle to Grave’, implying that the C2C model is sustainable and considerate of life and future generations. This is done by making us think that, by showing us industrial and commercial processes such as nutrients, which fall into two categories: Technical or Biological (13:17-16:29, ‘Cradle to Cradle Design’ TED Talk:  McDonough, W, 2005). Technical nutrient is limited to non-harmful/non-toxic synthetic materials, meaning they will not affect or damage the environment. By having no effect on the environment, this enables the cycle of technical nutrients, to be continuous without losing their identity or quality. This allows waste to be reduced dramatically. Biological nutrients are made up of organic materials resourced by the Earth, that can be disposed/decomposed back into the natural environment.

As a green-minded architect, William McDonough and the Chinese government are working together using Cradle to Cradle as templates, to create twelve new cities, housing over 400 million people within twelve years (16:24-16:43, ‘Cradle to Cradle Design’ TED Talk: McDonough, W, 2005). Hopefully by using Cradle to Cradle as a starting platform, it will help the Chinese government to create more eco-friendly cities that help the environment instead of working against. Otherwise, they would burn all their natural resources, leading to cities with no energy or food.

The textile industry and designers need to consider the impact their work has on the environment, by using Cradle to Cradle as template. This eliminates waste, meaning there’s less damage towards the planet, as well as saving money. One thing that could be considered is dyes. Instead of using harmful, toxic dyes to dye fabric and yarn, designers could research into using natural dyes. Natural dyes are made from natural sources, such as, Beetroot, Berries, Carrot etc. 

Forum for the Future is a team of people that help organisations across the globe to find ways to create a sustainable future.  Fashion Futures 2025, is a project that is looking at reducing the threats of climate change, resource shortage, population growth, vulnerable economic conditions and changing consumer behaviour. It also explores how these problems will shape the world of 2025 and the future of the textile industry (Forum for the Future, ‘Fashion Futures 2025’ 2010). They will do this by looking into every aspect from production to manufacturing to end of life. By exploring and investigating current issues, this challenges current strategies and opens up new opportunities, allowing them to eradicate todays problems in the future - making companies successful whilst being sustainable. Four scenarios have been created to tackle each issue mentioned earlier. These scenarios are: Slow is Beautiful, Community Couture, Techno-Chic and Patchwork Planet. 

Scenario Two: Community Couture (‘Community Couture’ Forum for the Future: Fashion Futures, 2010:27) looks at what might happen in 2025 if there was no climate agreement, making the world struggle to adapt to the new environment reality. This means prices of raw materials and energy sources like oil, have risen to the highest it’s ever been. Community Couture encourages people to be self-efficient, one example being creating clothes that can generate electricity (0:17 - 0:54, ‘Community Couture’ Forum for the Future, 2010). As the cost of materials escalates, it means workers have to work in worse conditions as more money is being spent on collecting materials such as cotton. With the cost of manufacturing increasing, the market price is also being effected. This means that no one will be able to afford clothes, leading to a shortage of factories creating fashion pieces. Therefore, a culture of make and mend is encouraged, bringing the community together. This is why thrift shops are on the rise, they recycle and sell on unwanted clothing to those who might be interested (1:30, ‘Community Couture’ Forum for the Future, 2010).

Tom of Holland is a self-taught practitioner based in the UK.  Working with mostly wool, he creates and repairs knitted objects using traditional techniques. Tom runs a programme called The Visible Mending, which is a workshop that he runs, providing skills and mending inspiration as well as teaching locals how to stitch and repair existing clothes. This reinforces the relationship between the wearer and the garment. By running these workshops, he hopes to encourage people that worn and tired clothes ‘deserve care and attention too, just like a precious hand-knit.’ (https://tomofholland.com/about/).
	
As the number of issues about today’s climate is continuously rising, practitioners in the twenty-first century need to consider the environment when designing. Over the next 10 years the role of a designer will have to change to be sustainable towards the surroundings we live in. A vital part of being a designer, is to bring the community together. By mending and recycling used and unwanted clothes through stitching it eliminates other techniques that are used in the fashion industry. And an example of this is toxic dyes which are harmful to the Earth. ‘Cradle to Cradle’ (Braungart & McDonough, 2002) is a great template that designers can use, to be successful as well as being sustainable. Other things that designers could consider when considering materials and resources is to take in mind of the four scenarios that Forum of the Future’s ‘Fashion Futures 2025’ (2010). This would make designers think of the impact that they could be having on the environment, which can encourage them to change the way they work. 
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