The Possibilities of Design as
a Transformative Practice

Klára Peloušková

The concept for this fifth Artalk Revue, co-edited by myself and Roman Novotný,
is a little different to previous editions: while the first four issues focused on specific
thematic areas, such as the unsustainable extraction of mineral resources, relationships
between technologies and bodies, points of contact between architecture and politics,
and coming to terms with historical and contemporary colonialism, this collection of
texts speaks to the possibilities and limits of an entire field: design. In a fine art context,
such an endeavour would seem overly ambitious, perhaps even pathetic or annoying,
as we have all experienced countless interminable and unconstructive discussions
about the sense and meaning of artistic production. But in design, the situation – as
far as the Czecho-Slovak environment is concerned, at least – is somewhat different.
The essence of design is also debated at universities, in the pages of magazines, in
academic studies, and in various collectives, but these conversations are seldom
focused and are even more rarely reflected in practice. For in design – unlike in art –
critical self-reflection is not a prerequisite for the discipline to function smoothly within
the confines of existing discourse and institutional context. At the same time, this
discussion is exceptionally important and topical if we want to strive to make design
more than a tool for the reproduction of the economic and power-structure status quo
that is the source of fast-developing environmental and social crises.
In Czech discourse, the word “design” is usually perceived positively: it is
understood as referring to beautiful, cultivated, comfortable objects that are user-friendly
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in all respects, and that make our lives easier. What we consider “design products” are
those that stand out and that not just anyone can afford.1 This understanding of design
as something essentially positive, which – through the elites – “cultivates society”
and helps it to realise global civilisational progress, is something we consider heavily
reductive and potentially damaging. In principle, it reflects the capitalist logic of wealth
“trickling down” from the top echelons of society to its lower ranks – an effect that
does not in fact take place, while aspirations for an increase in social status through
consumption are entirely real.2 We also want design practice to be positive, to become
one of the means of implementing a transition towards a socially and environmentally
sustainable manner of organising the life of people on Earth, but this will not be
possible without critically examining the darker aspects of the field and the destructive
impacts it often brings about as an agent of extractivism and the artificial creation of
value. If we describe design as formal beautification or functional optimisation, we are
marginalising its agency. It is only once we realise the “designed nature” of financial
markets or systems for the production and distribution of energy, which represent
a considerable threat to the future of human civilisation, that we can consider design in
all its gravity.
What we understand by “design” is, therefore, first and foremost a process, or
rather a network of relationships between the human and non-human agents who are
part of this process (both directly and indirectly). We consider particular products and
design interventions as partial agents, “symptoms”, or nodes within these systems.
A garden chair, an iPhone, a housing block, or an internet banking application are, of
course, part of design, but, primarily, they make various relationships tangible. These
are multiplied through these objects, which also create new relationships. While these
material and non-material objects are usually designed by professional designers,
mortgages and nuclear power plants are not – or, at the very least, this is not what
their creators call themselves, as they did not acquire their education at one of the
institutions specifically focusing on design. Although it is important for us to divert
design from its trajectory of direct servitude to industry and the global market and
consider it from a broader perspective, both of us work in the academic environment,
whose programmes of study co-create the form (however arbitrary) of professional
design work. We therefore always return to this context in order to find opportunities
for interventions by “trained” designers within the unlimited field of creative activity. We
focus on forms of design work that are not commonly reflected upon in the CzechoSlovak context, such as algorithm design, public administration design, urban design,
and game design and the simulation of alternative worlds. Our aim is to present these
parts of the field as potentially forming part of designing the future, in the sense of
a transformative, transdisciplinary practice.

1 See also Klára Peloušková,
“O designované slepotě” (“On Designed
Blindness”), Artalk.cz, February 25,
2019, https://artalk.cz/2019/02/25/odesignovane-slepote/, accessed
July 13, 2020.
2 In the words of economist Joseph
Stiglitz: “There is [...] a well-documented
lifestyle effect – people outside the top
1 per cent increasingly live beyond their
means. Trickle-down economics may be
a chimera, but trickle-down behaviorism
is very real.” Joseph Stiglitz, “Of the
1%, By the 1%, For the 1%,” Vanity
Fair - Hive, May 2011, https://www.
vanityfair.com/news/2011/05/top-onepercent-201105, accessed July 13, 2020.
Kate Raworth, citing Stiglitz, has also
written on the issue; see Kate Raworth,
Doughnut Economics: Seven Ways to
Think Like a 21st-Century Economist
(London: Random House Business
Books, 2017).
3 See especially Benjamin Bratton,
The Stack: On Software and Sovereignty
(Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2016).
4 See Herbert A. Simon, The Sciences
of the Artificial (Cambridge: The MIT
Press, 1969).

Design as an Intentional Activity
We call this edition of the Artalk Revue “Intention”. Although we subscribe
to the idea that non-human entities also partake in “designing”, and that many
new relationships and realities arise from the activity of dispersed computational
infrastructures,3 within this collection of texts we understand design primarily as an
intentional anthropogenic process that people can control to a certain extent. However,
we certainly do not consider design as a saviour, and we consider highly problematic
the conception of design as “problem-solving”, as defined by the economist and
political scientist Herbert Simon. Towards the end of the 1960s, Simon characterised
design as an activity focused on transforming existing conditions into preferred ones.4
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This interpretation is still relevant: it conceives of design as an open-ended process
whose essence is not necessarily the production of the new but an adaptation of
an existing reality. It also allows for flexible reactions to current conditions and for
the inclusion of new forms of design practice, whether this means system design,
speculative design, or permaculture design.

5 Ezio Manzini, Design, When Everybody
Designs: An Introduction to Design for
Social Innovation (Cambridge: The MIT
Press, 2015), 33–37.
6 Sasha Costanza-Chock, “Design
Values: Hard-Coding Liberation?” in
Sasha Costanza-Chock, Design Justice:
Community-Led Practices to Build the
Worlds We Need (Cambridge: The MIT
Press, 2020, ebook). See also “Design
Justice Network Principles,” Design
Justice, https://designjustice.org/readthe-principles, accessed July 26, 2020.

Nevertheless, the problem with this definition lies in its apparent neutrality
of value, or rather its blindness to the fact that political negotiation forms part of
every design process. It is of paramount importance to ask who demands this
“transformation of the existing into the preferred”, who profits from it, and who suffers.
What is preferred by one party might not apply to others. In his conception of designing
social innovations, Italian designer and theorist Ezio Manzini counts on this critical
reevaluation of Simon’s definition, but he continues working with it nevertheless,
complementing it with a conception of design as “sense making”: meaning, or sense,
is always culturally specific, and if it is consciously formulated and materialised as
part of the design process, it entails the necessity of political negotiation about values
and relationships within the given site and community.5 After all, as theorist Sasha
Costanza-Chock reminds us, the needs and interests of the community always take
precedence over the intention of the designer (or the management of the company),
who might claim to have praiseworthy objectives (or even actually have them), but
the methods used and results achieved might not correspond to these objectives.6
An emphasis on the aim is not motivated by a renunciation of responsibility for the
impacts of the design process (in the sense of “my intentions were good”) but rather
by a necessity of accepting this responsibility. We consider this responsibility to be
shared: it involves a whole spectrum of agents and is not restricted to the agency of
the individual designer.
The thinking of Bruno Latour is another important reference point for us,
particularly his ideas on design arising from a partial reconsideration of critical theory
and its possibilities. Latour has repeatedly challenged the capacity of science to
produce knowledge that is objective and unblemished by power struggles. In his
newer texts, he does not dismiss his previous findings and positions, but he does
warn us of the dangers of poststructural theory descending into mere intellectual
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sparring between pompous, turgid moralists.7 Latour’s long-standing endeavour to
deconstruct the methods of scientific knowledge represents an important theoretical
lineage for contesting the principle of straightforward “problem-solving”: if all “facts”
are to a certain extent construed, the identification of problems cannot be selfevident – much less so the formation of potential solutions. Nevertheless, in searching
for possible ways out of the vicious circle of critical theory, Latour – with reference
to Peter Sloterdijk – turns to design as a sphere of (human) activity that allows for
meaningful interventions in problems with high levels of complexity, whether these be
climate change, food production, or, say, animal cloning: a making-conscious of the
“designed-ness” (and also artificiality) and multilayered contradictoriness of all reality
need not lead to a dead end of paralysis or apathy. On the contrary, it can set in motion
a gradual process of diligent redesign.8

7 Bruno Latour, “Why Has Critique Run
out of Steam? From Matters of Fact to
Matters of Concern,” Critical Inquiry 30,
no. 2 (2004): 225–248.
8 Peter Sloterdijk, from whose
ideas Latour proceeds, writes about
the multilayered encapsulation of
human existence in the “envelopes” of
supporting systems, whether this means
the Earth’s atmosphere or social and
technological infrastructures. This line of
thinking implies the impossibility of telling
apart the natural and the artificial. See
Bruno Latour, “A Cautious Prometheus?
A Few Steps Toward a Philosophy of
Design (with Special Attention to Peter
Sloterdijk),” lecture at the Networks
of Design symposium, Design History
Society, Falmouth, Cornwall, September
2008, http://www.bruno-latour.fr/sites/
default/files/112-DESIGN-CORNWALLGB.pdf, accessed July 27, 2020.

In Latour’s conception too, then, design is considered as something potentially
positive, not in the sense of authoritatively directed progress or superficial
improvements, but rather of a conscious decision to assume responsibility and
take initiative in the context of inevitable design processes, even at the cost of
the unforeseen consequences that interventions in complex systems can have.
Latour’s “careful Prometheus” replaces the modernist revolutionary, (re)design
replaces “creation”, and deconstruction becomes part of the reconstruction of what
already exists. An important moment in Latour’s reflections is the reconnection of
critique and materiality, and materiality with sense making: as with Manzini, we arrive
at a conception of design as (self-)reflective practice anchored in the material world,
which arises from political negotiation and is conditioned by the acceptance of moral
decisions and positions.

The Question of Value as the Vanishing Point of the Design Process
Although Latour discusses design in partially metaphorical terms, and he is not
primarily interested in professional practice in the field, his ideas are nevertheless
useful in this context: they create a firm theoretical framework for a reflection on value
in the discipline, as well as providing a strong argument for involving critical thinking
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in the design process. The question of value is very important for contextual thinking
about design, as its specific conception in any given system of thought essentially
predetermines the form and meaning of design practice. This is why we have selected
texts for this Revue that deal explicitly with the question of value and that refer to
methods by which practice in the field reflects, strengthens, or disturbs existing
economic and political arrangements.
One of these is the essay by British design theorist Joanna Boehnert, titled
“Anthropocene Economics and Design: Heterodox Economics for Design Transitions”.
Boehnert considers professional design practice from a Marxist perspective,
demonstrating that, generally, it partakes in reproducing the economic status quo in
which (social) values are reduced to a single value – economic, or rather exchange
value. She goes on to introduce alternative (ecological and feminist) economic theories
into the context of design theory. These go hand in hand with alternative conceptions
of design, such as transition design. In 2015, this design movement breathed fresh air
into the debates on sustainability. While its founders – Terry Irwin, Gideon Kossoff, and
Cameron Tonkinwise – consider attempts to establish ecological principles in design
practice exceptionally important, they believe the level of complexity of the climate
crisis demands much more radical positions and a design methodology that will aim
for structural change. Transition design is openly anti-capitalist, rejecting patriarchal
political arrangements and industrial extractivism, and attempting to include postanthropocentric perspectives that would move humanity away from the centre of
attention to the benefit of non-human entities and the planet as such. Just as with
Manzini’s creation of social innovations, the “transition” design process should arise
from the context of everyday life in a specific place. However, localities are considered
partial components of branched-out systems whose mutual interconnectedness has to
be thoroughly reflected upon.9 Joanna Boehnert considers transition design the most
radical programme to date of design based on principles of economic sustainability
and social justice.10 In addition to the need for integrating critical thinking about
the creation and differentiation of value into the design process, she also refers to
the potential of design to map and make visible, through graphic representations,
various marginalised agents and relationships that allow for the operation of different
economic models. This is a skill possessed by designers that is also lauded in Bruno
Latour’s essay.

9 Terry Irwin, Gideon Kossoff, and
Cameron Tonkinwise, “Transition Design
Provocation,” Design Philosophy Papers
13, no. 1 (2015): 3–11.
10 See also her book, Design, Ecology,
Politics: Towards the Ecocene (London:
Bloomsbury, 2018).
11 Anne-Marie Willis, “Transition
Design: The Need to Refuse Discipline
and Transcend Instrumentalism,” Design
Philosophy Papers 13, no. 1 (2015):
69–74, http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1448713
6.2015.1085687.

A Right to Design Justice
If, for proponents of transition design, their conception represents a step away
from the demand that design act as a tool of technocratic problem-solving, some
believe it still adds to the stress of instrumentalism and fails to create sufficient space
for political antagonism.11 American activist and design theorist Sasha CostanzaChock, whose book Design Justice: Community-Led Practices to Build the Worlds
We Need was published earlier this year, approaches political negotiation even closer
in her conception of design justice. In a chapter titled “Design Values: Hard-Coding
Liberation?”, an abbreviated version of which you will find in this issue of the Revue,
delineates the principles of a design process that is able to resist the absorption of
stereotypical assumptions or prejudices, does not succumb to particular interests of
power, and protects the interests of marginalised groups. She focuses on the design of
socio-technical systems – whether that means software applications, digital interfaces,
or hardware – whose function is derived from values inserted into algorithms designed
by people. She demonstrates that these tools and products replicate the distribution of

5

Artalk Revue 5 – Autumn 2020

Klára Peloušková: The Possibilities of Design as a Transformative Practice

power, rights, and opportunities according to a model that she (following the example
set by African-American feminists) calls the “matrix of domination”, and that design
founded on values of social justice and community autonomy can gradually break away
these advantages and disadvantages based on race, gender, and class.
In her book, Costanza-Chock questions the idea of the universal user and the
now-classic conception of human-centred design, which still represents the hegemonic
methodology of professional design practice. The cognitive scientist, psychologist, and
designer Donald Norman is often considered the ideological father of this approach.
Although Norman managed to lead a number of designers to reflect more sensitively
on the needs and capacities of “real” people, Costanza-Chock notes that he devoted
virtually no attention to the fact that a number of design products remain unavailable or
unusable for a number of people and social groups.

12 For more on speculative and
critical design, see Klára Peloušková,
“Lesk a bída spekulativního designu”
(“High and Low of Speculative Design”),
Artalk.cz, April 27, 2020, https://artalk.
cz/2020/04/27/lesk-a-bida-spekulativnihodesignu/, accessed July 29, 2020.

In his text for this issue of the Revue, “Designing for Public Administration:
Between Human-Centred Design and Speculation”, Roman Novotný also aims for
a revision of this approach. He proposes that this set of tools, along with the principles
of design thinking, has gained a foothold primarily in the commercial field, where it
contributes to the competitiveness of products and services, and therefore increases
profit. He goes on to show that these methods cannot be applied as a matter of
course in the context of public institutions, as the expectations, needs, and demands
of citizens are diverse and often in conflict. In short, public services are not products
that people select on the basis of personal preferences, and “the public” can hardly be
reduced to clearly defined “target groups”: unlike consumer goods, public services are
not a matter of choice, but of rights. Novotný then discusses the limitations of these
approaches as far as searching for solutions to the complex crises of the present,
whether that means the climate or social inequality. He locates transformative potential
in the connections between these tools and the methods of speculative design and
strategic foresight, which he believes allow for critical reflection of the political status
quo and the creation of true alternatives to the current social arrangement.

The Rules of Post-Anthropocentric Design
Today, speculative (and critical) design represents a varied sphere of mutually
overlapping and sometimes contradictory approaches to designing for the future,
or rather to conceiving future worlds and partial interventions that will allow them
to materialise. Speculative thinking creates space for imagination unbound by the
demands and restrictions that arise from a neoliberal capitalist global regime, while
also inviting us to assume unusual perspectives that expand, call into question, or
contradict anthropocentric ways of looking at the world.12 This way of thinking is also
important for the collective of architects and sociologists, whose text (Careful Mapping.
Never-never Summer School in Košice) discusses the need to apply elements of
speculative thinking as soon as the mapping of the initial situation takes place – the
exploration of the terrain that is to be changed as part of the design process. If
designers’ interventions are to reflect and respect the interests of all participating
agents, it is appropriate to speculate not only as to what will be or could be, but
also about what is. As part of the mapping of a site – in this case, a brownfield in
the eastern-Slovakian city of Košice, near the Hornád River – this primarily means
accepting the principle that we cannot truly know material facts that lie outside of
ourselves, but we must care for them as they arise from the same soil as people and
represent a condition of their existence. For two weeks in 2019, the Never-never
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School in Košice became a platform for the transdisciplinary testing of non-standard
ways of mapping and formulating utopian visions for a given space. These were to
bring a sensitivity and ambition of a different kind than what we find in the traditionally
totalising projects of urban planning. In their text, the members of the collective
describe their ideas and research methods, as well as partial approaches or visions by
the summer school participants.

13 See Bratton, The Stack and also
Benjamin Bratton, The Terraforming
(Moscow: Strelka Press, 2019).

Their essay touches lightly on the question of the emergence of system
rules, meaning the idea that the organisation (of cities, society, and technological
infrastructure) cannot be planned down to the smallest detail: to a certain extent,
rules arise out of existing relationships and automated processes. This manner
of thought is also close to that of one of the most striking representatives of
contemporary speculative theory, Benjamin Bratton, who subordinates human
agency (and geopolitical arrangements too) to the agency of geotechnologies whose
ontological influence can never be completely understood or controlled from the
human perspective. Even so, Bratton calls for a universal plan directing anthropogenic
interventions into the future.13 The dynamic between a clear, complex intention and its
impossibility, between partial interventions and the necessity to give preference to the
global perspective, is typical of speculative approaches of this kind, creating a striking
counterpoint to theoretical conceptions that consider a narrowly delineated local
context as the primary focal point of the design process (such as transition design).

The relationship between individual parts and the whole is also one of the
fundamental ideas in Ondřej Trhoň’s text, A digital trip beyond the human world:
video games as a space for speculative design, which discusses the possibilities
for algorithmic representation and the experience of alternative realities in a virtual
environment. According to Trhoň, video games allow for the suggestive simulation of
other words, especially thanks to what is known as procedural rhetoric and immersive
interactivity: as part of the game reality, players experience and influence the rules
of the system while also having the opportunity to empathise with the experience of
non-human or even non-living entities. In his essay, Trhoň mentions the conception
of “medium design”, as developed by theorist Keller Easterling, which proposes
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flexible systems operating on principles of modularity and adaptability as an antidote
to all-encompassing and fixed master plans. Video games can thus be perceived
as prototypes of such arrangements, as products of medium design that allows for
interventions and adjustments from the player, or rather the designer and user in
one. The practice of game design as such then opens up a space for courageous
speculative visions of other (perhaps more viable or just) worlds based on different
values, norms, and rules. This is why it represents a form of design that is directed by
human intention but not entirely controlled, and we won’t be able to get by without it in
the future.
English translation: Ian Mikyska
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