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


This essay will examine the role of the designer/maker and the impact they have had in the twenty-first century. I will be examining the work of designers such as Olafur Eliasson and Agnes Denes and the way their designs have adapted to changing environmental conditions and I will be exploring what the next 10 years may hold for the design process.  The changing face of design can be viewed across multiple platforms as product design within industry is facing new pressures also. Designers are increasingly having to adapt to the changing environments that are being faced with the ongoing issues of climate change. Increasing pressures on the use of sustainable materials, natural dyes and being environmentally friendly has meant that designers have had to change their ethos and re-evaluate how they create. Eliasson concentrates on the use of large sculptures to bring the focus back onto the environment; elemental materials such as light, water and air and natural resources are used to make a social commentary on the impact of climate change.  Agnes Denes is an environmental pioneer who creates large scale ecological projects. She uses several mediums, such as, poetry, architecture, science, philosophy and ecology. Their role as designer/makers is to repurpose materials and demonstrate how art can influence the public into being more conscious about the environment.
 
A designer is “a person who plans the look or workings of something prior to it being made, by preparing drawings or plans” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2020). In addition, the definition of a maker is “a person or thing that makes or produces something” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2020). The role of the designer/maker is to meet the needs of the everyday person while considering where they are in the world and how accessible it is. “Only through understanding social and cultural contexts can designers comprehend fully their own roles in society” (Grant and Fox, 1992, p.77). Creators need to understand the current state of their environment or society so that they can make products or construct ideas that are relevant and current for the situation. By doing so, they become better makers as they have understood their role. Without a comprehensive understanding of the society a designer is creating for, the design arguably can prove pointless and without purpose.

In recent years, climate change has become an increasing concern across the globe, with changes in temperature, sea levels rising and greenhouse gasses increasing. Makers across all fields are inventing new ideas on how to re-design already existing products to try and make them more environmentally conscious. Moves are being made towards increasingly sustainable design as the lifetime of the product is called into question and becomes of paramount importance. For example, incorporating recycled materials into clothes, appliances and many other everyday products. Not only are designers changing the materials of tools but also how they will affect the environment in the future. There has been an increase in the market of biodegradable objects, such as cutlery, phone cases and beauty products which contribute to the waste that ends up in landfill. For example, sanitary products make up a fifth of all waste that ends up in landfill (Turns, 2019).  Many makers have also found that instead of using fossil fuels for energy, moves should be made towards using natural energy, such as, solar, wind turbines, tidal and biomass energy. 

Olafur Eliasson is the founder of the company Little Sun, whose goal is to design and deliver clean and affordable energy solutions, to provide an education for children off the grid and inspiring people to take climate action. Little Sun is a social enterprise (see figure 1) that produces solar powered lamps and power banks that provide clean, affordable power to communities without access to electricity. They are sold in over ten African countries and sold across Europe, Canada, Australia, Japan and the United States. The purchase of these products in more developed countries goes towards the cost for countries that can't afford them. The company has made a huge impact; they have reduced 697,243 tonnes of CO2 and they have provided 36,485,160 hours of extra study hours for school children off the grid (Little sun, 2012). Olafur Eliasson is using his creative knowledge to help benefit people and the planet.
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Figure 1: Little Sun idea

Olafur Eliasson, is a Danish-Icelandic artist who is also well-known for creating exhibitions that not only highlight the impact of climate change but also the need to strive against it. The Weather Project (2003) was arguably “the most iconic installation” built for the Turbine Hall in the Tate Modern, London (Chiu, 2020). 
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Figure 2: The Weather Project.

This project entailed a semi-circle screen, a ceiling full of mirrors and artificial mist to mimic a sun (see figure 2). In preparation for this exhibition, Eliasson asked employees of the Tate Modern questions such as, “has a weather phenomenon changed the course of your life dramatically?” and “do you think tolerance to other individuals is proportional to the weather?” (Eliasson, 2020). In this way Eliasson was able to gain honest feedback regarding climate change and the use of art as a communicative tool. Another exhibition, Ice Watch (2014), shows climate change in a more direct way. Eliasson took twelve blocks of ice from Greenland and placed them in the middle of City Hall Square in Copenhagen (see figure 3). The public could then touch them and experience the melting in person. His work has a very strong emotional charge which elevates the public's awareness of climate change. Through the medium of art Eliasson is arguably using his role as a designer/ maker to make social/ political statements regarding the human impact on the world and the role we have within it. His role as an artist has evolved to become a platform of communication, sharing a message on climate change and its impact. 
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Figure 3: Ice watch.

Agnes Denes is a Hungarian- American artist who looks at the environmental impact of the relationship between humans and the natural world around us. Her works draws attention to the damage that the human population is causing, and she has made it her goal to demonstrate how humans can fix this problem. In her exhibition ‘Tree Mountain’ (1992-96) Denes planted fir trees on wasteland made from a nearby gravel pit (see figure 4). Created on the Finnish mountain, ‘Ylöjārvi’, her design was based on the golden ratio, which is a mathematical way to calculate a pleasing aesthetic through balance and harmony. The significance of this project is to help minimise the amount of CO2 that is pumped into the atmosphere and is protecting the eco system for future generations. Denes is using her role as a designer to combat climate change not only through natural means, but by challenging the social and governmental systems, urging it to be considered a priority that things should change.
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Figure 4: Tree mountain.

The impact that climate change is having on the natural world and increasingly into developed cities through natural disasters and unusual weather systems, highlights the changing role that humans and arguably designers must have to make a difference. The role of the designer has become shaped by the impact felt by changing environmental pressures and the need to not only become more sustainable but to also make a stand against it.

The consequences of unsustainability have to be continually exposed, questioned and learnt. This knowledge can inform the foundation of design as a 'redirective practice' -- a practice as much concerned with destruction as with creation (Fry, 2004).

Design is prevalent as a platform for communication and this has become especially important in the 21st century. Whereas news images and political stances can arguably become mundane, art and artists alike bring climate change to the forefront by, in Eliasson’s case, placing it in our shared public spaces where it cannot be ignored. ‘Ice Watch’ (see figure 3) exposes “the consequences of unsustainability” enabling questions to be asked and lessons to be learnt. The art installation brought the damage to the polar ice caps in Greenland to City Hall Square whereby it caused an emotional reaction, highlighting the need for change and sense of emergency the world is facing.
The association of design with ‘human feelings’ points towards a relationship to ethic; ‘social problems’ strongly implies politics - ‘thinging’ with ethical and political purposes (Fischer and Gamman, 2018, p.3). 
Design in this way has evolved to take on a new role and standing within contemporary society. Human emotions are responsible for making the strongest decisions. As designers, it is important to make an emotional connection in order to instigate change. “Our 'human nature' as creative creatures of destruction alienates us from the worlds within which we dwell” (Fry, 2004). People have arguably become removed from the damage that they are creating. Artists such as Eliasson and Denes are now making political statements about the destructive nature of humanity and how for social change to be effected the population’s behaviour and attitude towards sustainability needs to change for the better, in order to preserve nature and maintain balance.

Design across the globe is evolving in alliance with the changing demands of the environment and this can be seen within artwork as demonstrated above and the design process. It is arguable and to be predicted that the nature of design and the role of the designer will have to keep changing to keep up with social and environmental demand.  UN environmental goals have been introduced to ensure that the globe stays well below 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels (United Nations, 2019). Sustainable design is being filtered through product design within all industries as a result and increasingly products are evolving.
Utilizing a sustainable design philosophy encourages decisions at each phase of the 	design process that will reduce negative impacts on the environment and the health 	of the occupants, without compromising the bottom line (GSA, 2020).
Many companies across different industries are already changing their products to meet the global goal and sustainable design philosophy resulting in a reduced environmental impact. For example, Mcdonalds have stopped producing plastic straws and are now using paper straws. They have also been developing other changes to their packaging.
We’re moving away from non-recycled polystyrene plastic to a recyclable polyethylene lid which is made of 40% recycled content.
The paper and card we use is also
 certified by the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) or the Programme for Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC). That means it comes from sustainable sources. (McDonald’s, 2020)
The car manufacturing industry also has a goal to reach; by 2030 there will be no diesel and petrol cars and vans sold in the UK. The Prime Minister Boris Johnson has called it a ‘green industrial revolution’ (Haarabin, 2020). The changing political stance on the environment and climate change is therefore affecting product design across all industries. With artists such as Eliasson and Denes using their artwork to highlight environmental impact, statements are being universally acknowledged regarding the human toll on the world. Product design in turn is universally adapting to the changing demands of a new global world and it can be predicted that the role of the designer will continue to evolve and broaden as circumstances change and fluctuate throughout the twenty first century and the next ten years that follow. 

The role of the designer/maker is to meet the needs of the audience through creative design and panning of new or existing products. In recent events, the needs of the public have become less important as attention has switched to the needs of the environment and the world around us. Olafur Eliasson used his research on climate change and created a visual representation on how humanity is affecting the environment and how industries are increasing climate change. He creates a strong emotional bond with his work to demonstrate how the public have caused an increase in climate change but also how to decrease it. The ice watch demonstration is a key point to this, as it created a strong connection with the public and it made people more aware of global warming. His company ‘Little Sun’ is an example of how he's adapted his artwork into something that can help contribute to minimising climate change. Preservation of the environment is also a key aspect in how designers are trying to combat climate change. Agnes Denes focused her work on how it will affect the future instead of it being an immediate fix. The Tree Mountain project highlighted the importance of safeguarding future generations and indicated for other designers to do so as well. 

It is arguable that the role of the designer will be to re-design existing products, using the information we have now about the environment; to reduce carbon emissions, waste that goes to landfill and toxic chemicals that go into the sea and the air. Many companies have already taken action such as McDonalds and automotive engineers. It could be suggested that in the next 10 years, many companies will have taken action to reduce their impact on the environment. Theorists such as Fischer and Fry have highlighted that design is not only used for aesthetics but also ethics and social issues. They have underlined the consequences of human actions and how it has gone against ethical values. Fry mentioned that humanity has become less concerned with the knowledge of unsustainability instead of questioning how the practise can be changed from destruction to creation. It could be suggested that new measures will need to be put in place to consider the future of all products that are in production and how this will make an impact not only on climate change but also consumerism. It will need to make an emotional impact on the consumer to communicate the message of sustainability and foreshadowing of the future. 
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