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Talking about design activism at least implies one thing: we're talking politics. But not
politics in the strict sense of parliamentary or representational politics. We have to take into
account the debate on politics that has been articulated over the past 50 years. Crucial in this
debate is the distinction between politics and the political — Claude Lefort coined this in
French /a politique and le politique. Le politique or the political stands for the determining
influence of power structures on collective — and by implication on individual —
consciousness. Activism that wants to change collective behavior, focuses with its artistic
interventions on this collective consciousness. Over the last decades it has targeted the
discourse that legitimate the power relations and practices that have affirmed modern man's so
called deep intuitions on race, gender, identity, in short, on all the universal markers of
modern subjectivity that are deeply rooted in the hegemonic discourse of modernity. These
have been deconstructed one by one in the last decades of the 20™ century. Design activism
builds upon their successes. My analysis of our present situation also starts from these
deconstructions, but reaches beyond the resulting fragmentation that has been labelled rather
simplistic as postmodernism.

At the basis of this analysis lies the critical work of French philosophers of difference — some
still label them as post-structuralists — thinkers like Michel Foucault, Luce Irigaray, Gilles
Deleuze, Félix Guattari, Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Jacques Derrida and Jean-Luc Nancy. Their
main inspiration was Friedrich Nietzsche. The very same Nietzsche that revalued aesthetics at
the end of the 19™ century by introducing the tensional connection between Dionysian
vitalism and Apollonian formalism, between life force and a visual power regime. Nietzsche's
main target was the modern myth of the individual. In exposing western culture to its own
nihilistic tendencies, he proposed a revaluation of all values in order to revitalize culture. The
Overman, Will to power and the Eternal Recurrence are the conceptual triangle in which he
envisions this new culture. His revaluation, to my opinion, is still viable in present day design
activism.

Yet, Nietzsche did not write about design. But we should realize that in the very period of his
productive life — the 17 years between the 1872 publication of Birth of Tragedy and the 1889
published Dionvsos-Dithvrambs, atter which he enfered the darkness that surrounded him for
more than 10 years — in his productive years, design started to position itself internationally,
especially in England. By combining craftsmanship with artistic ereativity, dreaming of a new
world, William Morris' Arts & Crafts Movement set the tone for what was to come. From
then on design focused on three paradigmatic themes: the role of craft in design, design’s
ambiguous relationship to art - especially the avant-garde -, and the designer’s social and
ethical responsibility. And although it was only after Nietzsche’s death in 1900 that the
Vienna Workshop and the German Werkbund came into existence, Nietzsche's death is
forever linked to design history, due to the simple fact that the Nietzsche Archive in Weimar




was redesigned in 1902 by the Belgian Art Nouveau inspired architect and designer Henry
van de Velde. His expressive mindset also vibrates in organic patterns of Antoni Gaudi's
modernismo here in Barcelona. Gaudi too dreamt of a new culture that he envisioned in the
most unconventional organic forms. In the eminent tradition of the architects of cathedrals
more than anyone else Gaudi knew that realizing this takes time. For that matter, Van de
Velde was one of the most influential teachers of Bauhaus that was established in 1919 by
Van de Velde's successor Walter Gropius.

One of Bauhaus' basic concepts was developed during Nietzsche lifetime by one of his early
inspirators, the composer Richard Wagner. As it happens, Nietzsche, being the youngest
professor at the Suisse University of Bern, was highly influenced by Wagner. As a
controversial composer he introduced a cultural political concept in aesthetics that inspired
many architects, designers, painters, sculptors and composers after him. As a revolutionary
bandmaster during the 1849 revolts in Dresden - the aftermath of revolutionary year 1848 -
Wagner spent his days with socialists and anarchists like Bakunin. He inspired workers in
their fights on the barricades. After his escape to Paris he returned to Zurich and published a
series of essays,The Art Work of the Future,mtroducing the concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk,
the total work of art, a synthesis of all poetic, visual, musical and dramatic arts. In this text he
makes the following statement:

"In everything I do and feel I am only an artist. If I had to manifest myself in public
life, — as an artist I cannot get a grip on it — and act like a politician, God preserve me!
(...) Publicity I cannot strive for, my artistic salvation is only possible when publicity
strives for me. This publicity, for which I can only create, is just a small commumty of
individuals that form my audience."(265)

In Wagner's proto-avant-garde statement most keywords of design activism are given: artist,
politician, public, publicity, community. One hears the utopian intention, Wagner's urge to a
total work of arts, as Harald Szeemann once coined it. So next to politics. design activism
traditionally had tight bonds with avant-garde art.

Is there more to sav? Of course, but then we have to bridge almost 160 years, spanning the
modern design history after the abolishment of the guilds in 1798 at the offset of the industrial
revolution. In the next 40 minutes [ will perform this immense jump to counter the fatal salto
mortale of speculative capitalism. We have to bridge at least three paradigms to reach the year
0f 2009, the year of Darwin, the courageous critic of God's Intelligent Design. 2009 is also the
year that the Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess, the father of deep ecology, another Grand
Design, died. And without suggesting to much, it was the very same year that Alastair Fuad-
Luke published his book on design activism. Fuad-Luke proposes this preliminary definition:

“Design activism is 'design thinking, imagination and practice applied knowingly or

unknowingly to create a counter-narrative aimed at generating and balancing positive
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social. institutional environmental and/or economic change™ (27)

' A. Fuad-Luke, Design Activism. Beautiful Strangeness for a Sustainable World. Earth Scan, London 2009


































