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For my independent inquiry proposal, I am going to be looking in to the 3 key words : freedom, flow and future and what they represent and mean in the world of product design. As a product designer, I am always going to need to be looking new ways to improve people’s lives, either on a small or large scale. I have chosen these words in particular as they are always in the back of every designer’s mind. These words are the gateway to a successful product that could revolutionise a certain field or change society as we know it. Either way, a successful product designer must always keep these words in mind. I am going to use the knowledge that I gather from these 3 words to construct a suitable question for my independent inquiry.

Freedom

The word freedom can be defined in many different ways. The Oxford learners dictionary defines freedom as ‘the power or right to do or say what you want without anyone stopping you’. In product design, the only way that we can progress and create is to do try things without restrictions laced on top of us. The famous philosopher Thucydides once wrote “ judging happiness to be the fruit of freedom and freedom of valour” (Thucydides, 1910). His texts were originally translated by Benjamin Jowett in 1881 and due to the archaic language of the translation, “valour” is often replaced with courage. The university of Bristol department of classics and ancient history have done extensive research on this passage and whittled it down to “happiness=freedom=courage” (University of Bristol). This suggests that our happiness relies on freedom, and that our freedom relies on courage. Product designers choose to take this passage another step further. It takes courage to be able to have freedom when we design a product, and our freedom with the design of our product can lead to the happiness of others. Immanuel Kant, a world-renowned philosopher, has a different take on freedom. One of Kant’s most popular takes was taken from his book ‘the metaphysic of ethics’ where he writes “Freedom is the alone unoriginated birth right of man, and belongs to him by force of his humanity”(Kant,1836). In a book written by Owen Ware in 2023 about Kant’s view on freedom, Ware states that freedom in Kant’s eyes is  “a power to initiate action from oneself, and the only way to exercise this power is through the law of one's own will, the moral law.”(Ware, 2023). Both of these quotes suggest that freedom is simply a side effect of a person’s own will power. The view point of Kant allies itself with Thucydides belief of what freedom is as in the world of design, it is the ones who have the strongest wills and the ones who are brave and courageous enough to make the hard decisions and try things that the average person would be to afraid to attempt. The idea that freedom is determined by how courageous a person is or how strong their will is to make something they want happen, is also backed by multiple other sources and philosophers. However, in contrast to Kant and Thucydides, there are some certain philosophers who have a more sinical outlook on freedom, such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s who is famous for the quote “MAN is born free; and everywhere he is in chains.”(J.J. Rousseau,1762). This quote from Rousseau suggests that when we are born, we have no commitments nor do we have anyone one or anything that rely on us, we are free from responsibility. However, as we get older we begin to have more responsibilities such as jobs, school, friendships, relationships and a multitude of other things that chain us down. Hence, according to Rousseau, we are “surrounded by chains”. In terms of product design, the quote holds a lot of truth. At the start of the design process you have complete control over what your product is going to be. You decide what it will look like, how it will function and are free to do whatever you want with the product. However, as you move along through the design process, you start having to adjust your original design to meet certain standards such as safety standards, environmental standards and many other hurdles which take away your freedom to choose what your product can be. This implies that as designers, we are never truly going to have the freedom to have one of our original ideas turned into a successful product. However, Kudret Keskin, a Turkish product designer, states “Modern designers can remain original and creative while conforming to digital platform standards”(Keskin, 2023). Keskin suggest that, whilst we may never be able to achieve ultimate freedom within our designs, we are capable of having the freedom to design our products in our own unique way whilst still meeting industry standards.

Flow

The word flow can be interpreted in many different ways. According to the Oxford learners dictionary, the word flow is defined as” the steady and continuous movement of something/somebody in one direction”. However, to many people, the word flow can have multiple different meanings. There some who interpret the flow in a more spiritual sense, and that flow is simply being more connected with one’s surroundings and environment. The Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi suggested that “happiness is nothing but wuwei (no contrived action) that is, using one’s natural abilities and intuition to flow with one’s environment.” (Zhuangzi,1968). Zhuangzi believed that as humans, we are to superficial and that we rely on our possessions to keep us happy. As a Daoist, Zhuangzi believed in the power of Dao, a mysterious power that is reflected in nature and can be found throughout the cosmos, is the key to a deeper meaning of happiness. He believed that the only way to access this power was to practice wuwei or ‘going with the flow’. As product designers, we are constantly in a state of wuwei. With new products and technologies coming out every day, we must always be prepared to leap at a new opportunity when it comes our way. Not only that, but when we are working on a project,  we are always going to have setbacks. Whether it is a delay for materials, or a certain part isn’t designed properly, or something in our personal lives comes along that requires our full attention. No matter what the reason is, we must always go with the flow in order for us to produce a successful product.  Although, for designers, flow could be interpreted in a different way. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, a world-renowned psychologist who was a leader on the concept of flow. In his book ‘flow- the psychology of optimal experience’, he describes flow as ”we are in control of our psychic energy and everything we do adds order to consciousness”(Csikszentmihalyi,1990). This quote from Csikszentmihalyi suggests that when we are in a flow state, we are in full control of what we choose to focus on, in other words, we become focused on one thing and one thing only. Csikszentmihalyi believed that the flow state leads to happiness due to the fact that being in a flow state allows for one to place their entire focus on to one singular thing. For example, if a person had a large project to complete, entering the flow state would allow them to complete a large portion of that project as all of their energy would be focused on it, so once they exit the flow state they will feel great satisfaction and happiness for completing such a large amount of work. He goes on to state “Flow leads to integration because thoughts, intentions, feelings and the senses are focused on the same goal” which further elaborates that when you are in a flow state, you are fully committed to the task at hand. Csikszentmihalyi goes on to talk about how we are able to enter this flow state and how entering the flow state can be achieved through many different methods such as the body, such as physical activities like sport or martial arts, and the mind, such as problem solving. As designers, we can help people achieve flow through designing products that can help people achieve flow through using the body or the mind by designing products that allow assist in allowing consumers to achieve flow in whatever they take part in and therefore, give the satisfaction from the products we design. Being able to access the flow state is also crucial as a designer. Placing your full and undivided attention onto a project that you may be working on is incredibly beneficial as it allows you to put all of your time and effort into creating the best product you can. However, in doing so you may begin to forget about other aspects in your life such personal hobbies or import time with friends and family which may result in a decline in mental health which will affect your work. It is crucial that you allow the flow state to keep you focused on your activity, but ensure that it doesn’t distract you from other important things in your life. In some respects, you could argue that flow is the complete opposite of freedom because when you have freedom you can do whatever you please. In contrast, when you ‘go with the flow’, you are following a path that has already been laid out for you. 
 


Future

 The Oxford learners dictionary defines the word future as’ the time that will come after the present or the events that will happen then’.  As designers, we are more interested in the future of technology. There are both optimistic and pessimistic views about technology in the future. Ray Kurzweil, a renowned futurist, made two predictions in his book ‘the singularity is coming’. The first of his predictions says that by 2029, “AI will surpass human intelligence and will master the Turing test”. Kurzweil was able to come to this conclusion due to his work as a computer scientist for google and the ever-expanding advance of Current Ai’s and computer power. Being able to have Ai’s that pass the Turing test would revolutionise many sectors of business including product design. With an AI this advanced, it would not be too far-fetched to suggest that AI would be capable of designing products for everyday use. AI would be much cheaper that hiring a product designer and may even be able to come up with designs quicker, thus destroying the industry. Thankfully, Kurzweil’s second prediction almost helps counteract the destruction of the design industry. He states that “by 2045, humans will merge with the AI they have created”(Kurzweil, 2005). He refers to the integration of AI with humanity “ The Singularity”. The integration of AI with humans would not only avoid the collapse of business sectors such as product design, but it would take the originality of humanity and fuse it with the intelligence complete acquired knowledge of AI, creating an advancement in human technology never seen before in history. The fusion of technology and humans is already being tested with Elon Musk’s neurolink, which has recently begun human trials. When asked about the brain chips at an X spaces event, Musk was quoted in saying “is able to control the mouse, move the mouse around the screen just by thinking” (Elon Musk, 2024). Other than AI, the future of materials is yet to be explored. Due to limited resources, the use of eco-friendly materials is the future and the perfect example of this is fungi furniture. There are many different examples of designers using fungi for furniture designs, such as the  fungi collection. The design department at Monash University was tasked with creating furniture form fungus to promote sustainable goods made in Australia. The furniture range went on to make the longlist for the 2023 dezeen awards for sustainable designs. Whilst investing in new sustainable materials is an incredible leap forward for design, humanity as a species is still heavily reliant on natural resources that are not reusable such as fossil fuels and rare earth minerals. According to research conducted by Dr Gioietta Kuo at Stanford University, there is only 70 years’ worth of fossil fuel left on earth, with oil running out in about 30 years; gas running out in roughly 40 years; and finally, coal running out in approximately 70 years. These figures only show the current reserves as of 2019, they do not consider an increased rate of consumption due to population growth or the increase of use of gas and coal once oil reserves run out. It is our mission as designers to ensure that people are prepared and have suitable alternatives for power generation once our natural reserves run out. We have already begun working on replacements for fossil fuels for everyday problems. With the introduction of electric and hydropower vehicles, people are switching out their old petrol-powered cars for a cheaper option in the long run and that helps save the environment in the process. Replacements for fossil power plants are starting to crop up such as wind farms and hydropower stations, as well as solar panels that can be placed in people’s homes help generate power. Not only that, but companies such as IC recovery and the Greene Lyon group, have started to recycle parts of computer chips that can be reused in new computer chips. According to the CEO of the Greene Lyon group “chips recovered from his company’s process have 97% fewer GHG (Green House Gas) emissions than newly fabricating chips”. This if anything shows that whilst we have much to overcome in the future, our role as designers is to overcome these challenges to improve humanity.

Conclusion 

To conclude, the 3 words I have researched I believe are what all designers need to keep in mind. All designers must be allowed to have freedom with their designs as this allows them to create incredible things that certain restrictions and rules won’t allow them to do. As designers we must always keep in mind the flow of our designs as well as the flow of our design process. Our designs must be compatible with its surroundings and must be able to match the flow of its environment, but we must also be able to access our flow state when we are designing products in order to achieve our best work. And we must always be thinking about the future. The future of technology and how we may be able to use future technologies to our advantage, but also the future of our products and how they may be used or improved upon in order to better our species. 
The words Freedom, flow and future are linked in the sense that when you are in a flow state,  you have the freedom to make your design exactly the way you would like it to be, and this intern will decide the future of your product. However, you could also argue that the words are stark contrasts of each other. In a philosophical sense, you cannot be truly free if you are ‘going with the flow’ as Zhuangzi puts it, as following a flow suggests that you are not in control of where you end up. So whilst both the words freedom and flow can be linked with the word future, a different view would suggest that they cannot be linked together. 
Researching these words has inspired me to start researching different future energy sources as the energy sector is already researching possible alternatives and the UK government has pledged to be net zero by 2050 (UK Parliament, 2021), meaning that cleaner energy plants are going to become more apparent, and by developing cleaner and cheaper energy sources, people will have the freedom to spend the money they save on bills elsewhere. 
My research has therefore led me to the question : how can future renewable  energy sources be implemented into current infrastructure in an affordable way ?
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