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The metamorphosis
of the designer
Ceyda Vatan

Abstract
The subject of this presentation is the development of the idea of sustainability and its role in the field of design,
along with the metamorphosis undergone by the ideas of “design concepts” and “designer”. The question of
what place sustainability, has in the field of design, relates to the designer, design and product themselves will be
discussed. In addition what kind of effects the metamorphosis of the designers will have on the general public
will be mentioned.
The designer is obliged to question both “what a designer is” and the “ethics” thereof by the concept of
sustainability. The reflections of the internal metamorphosis of the designers are seen in the planning of products.
Catalyzed by the changes in the designer, these reflections occur in the product, production methods and finally
even in the consumers themselves. The sustainability concepts within the designers become a piece of society.
There is a metamorphosis wind created by the sustainability concept in the design world.

The metamorphosis of the designer
The topic of this presentation is “the design concept” and the metamorphosis that “the designer himself” goes
through as a result of the development and emergence of the stability concept in the design world. We will
discuss the reflections of the question “What is the importance of sustainability concept in the design world?”
on design, designer and products. We will also talk about the effects of the designer’s metamorphosis on the
society.

1.WHAT IS SUSTAINABILITY CONCEPT?
We can explain the sustainability concept in this way: The concept of the sustainability indicates the sustainable
development or sustainable life. In the 1987 Brundlant Report of the United Nations a detailed description of
the sustainability concept is given. In the Brundlant Report “the Sustainable Development” was defined as “the
meeting of our current needs without jeopardizing meeting the needs of the next generations.” This definition
consists of two concepts:
The concept of needs, necessary needs of the poor, which should be given priority,
The idea of accepting the limits in meeting current and future needs of the technological and social organizations
with the capabilities of the environment (WCED, 1987).
In this framework economic and social development goals are defined for each country’s sustainability conditions.
The sustainable development in terms of commercial initiatives means to adopt concepts to protect, to maintain
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and to increase the human and environment resources for the future with the commercial strategy and actions
meeting the needs of these initiatives. The sustainable development forms a common philosophy in the global
economy, which consists of consumers and governments (IISD, 1992).
Economists define the sustainability concept as a tool for individual’s luxurious life. From another point of view,
according to the biologists, sustainability is a part of holy ecological system. Despite all these different points of
views, all the sustainability advocates have the same common goal, which is maintaining human life.
Sustainable Product Development Design (SPDD) consists of being economic, environment friendly, ethical and
social. Within this framework, meeting real needs, increasing the life standards, to decrease the level of poverty,
being democratized, being self-sufficient, fair distribution of resources, responsibility become more important.
Sustainable development concept clearly shows the need for humans to realize changes to live longer and to protect
the world. We have been trying to show these facts for decades. However, with the “Our Common Future” report,
which the United Nations Environment Commission prepared in 1987, these facts have become more important for
many people. Our Common Future is like a call for the new development way based on sustainable development
and it shows that current trends will bring more green areas, longer life and lower level of poverty (WCED, 1987).
‘Sustainable development is a development strategy, which in the long run manages
human resources and the natural resources for health and prosperity as much as financial
and physical values. Sustainable development does not accept applications and policies that
aim at exhausting existing life standards and the possibility and risk that future generations
will be poorer than us.’ (Repetto, 1986).

II. IS SUSTAINABILITY MYTH OR NOT?
In Mythologies Roland Barthes claims that semiology and ideology exist together (form+attributed meaning). Myth
is a “metalanguage” that has a special meaning. As a term while it consists of some kind of knowledge, past,
memories, comparison of facts, ideas and decisions, myth fills in all of these historical possibilities with deliberate
meaning. Thus, myth transforms the world of facts into the world of images by giving natural reason and historical
goals and by showing the unexpected as immortal. In a sense it reduces being historical to being natural. While
defining myth Barthes uses the car window example: When the dirty window surface (myth) comes out, profundity
disappears (Barthes, 1993). Isn’t design an area, in which myths are mostly consumed (produced)? Don’t we all
consume products that are presented us in some specifically defined patterns? Is the concept of sustainability one
of the myths like “Less is more,” or “Form follows function” that design world is trying to create? If we take this
into consideration, isn’t Sustainable product the one, which is constantly said to be nature friendly and having no
harmful effects for the environment? To put in a more straightforward way, producer has been emphasizing
Sustainability concept by saying “look I am sensitive about it, you should be sensitive about it too and choose
sustainable products” and in this way they succeed in acquitting themselves. What they try to make us forget is that
the reason for environmental pollution is a historical production-consumption relation and the real responsible for
this is the producer group. With the pretext of sustainability the producer has succeeded in acquitting himself and
somehow managed to get rid of the blame for what he did in the past. Moreover he is doing this by reproducing,
which brings new questions: “Sustainability concept, which has emerged from the idea of the future generations
continuing their lives, is based on production and consumption. Won’t these production methods continue to be
dangerous for the future generations?” “Is sustainability a new way of selling products.” or “Is sustainability a new
fashion trend in the design world?”. In short, sustainability that is presented to us seems to be another design myth.
However we shouldn’t forget that whether it is a myth or a real sustainable life study, with the concept of
sustainability many things have changed. These changes will be dealt with its relation to designer, product,
production methods and society.
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III. THE REASON BEHIND SUSTAINABLE DESIGN
The reasons behind environmental approaches are global warming, ozone layer and the destruction of tropical
forests. The balance of nature is quite delicate. Because of this, designers should have the sense of responsibility
in developing process for production. Producers should have the sense of responsibility in collecting, recycling or
exterminating the product after the sale.
The sustainable design requires questioning the “consumption society” and “design activity” which have started
after the Second World War and still exist. With the sustainable design approach instead of a market based on
the consumption of “commodities”, a market, in which products are recycled, is becoming a part of the design
approach.
We can find the traces of sustainability in Herakletios, who retired into seclusion and searched for the essence of
beings. According to him layman cares only about the physical appearance of things and lead a life with useless
beliefs. Herakleitos defines fire as the basic substance. However, he defines the basic substance as a continuously
flowing and changing process, not like a permanent and stable substance as the philosophers in Millet defined.
The whole universe constantly changes and there is nothing permanent. The things that are seen as permanent
and stationary are because of an illusion. The gist of his ideas can be seen in this statement: ‘Everything flows’
(Augustinius, 1951). Sustainability, which indicates the fluidity of the production activities and the continuity of
the products, is the result of the disturbance in the equilibrium of nature and of the search by designers, who
have retired in the seclusion like Herakleitos and tried to find new things in design and production activities. But
what are the reasons of the new search in design and production? The main reasons are the facts that production
objects are all around us and that the production process of these objects threatens our own lives. Herakleitos
says that people care only about the physical appearance and they lead a life with useless beliefs. Undoubtedly
this situation has become more serious after thousands of years later the period Herakleitos lived. We have been
searching for our own expression in the world of objects and this action continuous to renew itself. As Marx
points out, with the capitalist production style commodity fetishism determines the increasing importance of
exchange value and the comprehension of the commodity with its quantitative features. This means that within
the exchange value commodities can show their value or can have their value only in one form. (Marx, 1983). In
other words, in the capitalist production style concrete and qualitative features that define the value of objects
are put into parenthesis. Marx indicates that this reductive process occurs within itself. This means that the labor
of the production person is being objectified for the exchange value (Marx, 1967). Our being in a production
activity, which consumes as it produces and produces as it consumes, has started to pollute our world day by day
and to threaten our life.
By saying that “the individual is being objectified in the consumption process” Baudrillard refers to Derrida, who
relates the perception of reality to the relation between subject and object and who says that in the
‘consumption culture’ myth with the simulation concept, “the meaning of meaning is endless allusion.”
(Sancar, 2002). What Baudrillard concludes from the description of production culture is that in a period, where
the usage value of objects overlaps with the exchange value, the cultural processes that determine the exchange
value makes the individual an annex of the market and thus the individual loses his autonomy (Baudrillard, 1981).
If we put it in a more straightforward way, human behaviors, longings, attitudes and preferences are now
depending on “discourses” of objects. What defines human is now his relation with objects within the framework
of shopping. Because of this, individual becomes addicted to objects and thus emerges an endless productionconsumption dialect, which results in exhausting the existing resources.
IV. METAMORPHOSIS OF DESIGNER
The sustainability concept creates some kind of questioning for designer such as “Who is the designer?” and “the
ethic in design.” The reflection of internal metamorphosis that designer goes through clearly shows itself in
design planning. The reflections start with the leadership of the designer and reaches to the product, to
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production methods and finally to the user. With Papanek’s concept of “design for needs” which stirred up the
design world, and with questioning in a harsh way the design activities, changes took place in design. ‘Industrial
designers, industry and management should find out the answer for the question ‘how much do we
harm our society in terms of social and ecological life?’ Papanek in his book Design for The Real World
equates the environmental responsibility to industry and management (Papanek, 1984). Designer reaches to
sustainable design as a result of ethical and his internal questioning.
Every kind of information is within an ethos. Ethos encompasses ethic sphere, ethic field, and the birth of
knowledge, its usage, its process, its change and its abandonment. Epistemic Ethos is within this framework.
There might be art ethos, belief ethos and ethos of occupations. Epistemic Ethos is the fourth world, where
knowledge lives, a life with conscious and responsibility exist (?nam, 2001). Designer is within epistemic ethos
and since he has knowledge, he has responsibilities as well.
According to Locke there are two groups of experiments: internal experiment and external experiment. The
subjects of the external experiment are the objects that surround us; the subject of the internal experiment is
what is going on within our soul. In the external experiment with the use of organs in our body we get sensations
from the external world and these sensations are transferred to our brain and creates a sensation in our soul. The
internal experiment is becoming aware of and living the designs that are formed through the sensations formed
in our soul with the external experience. Finally, in the soul designs such as to perceive, to know and to doubt
are formed (Locke, 1999). According to Heidegger thing is the superiority of everything that has self-existence
and self-formation. The explanation of being can be through understanding the relation between scientific and
pre-scientific consciousness rather than the denial of scientific knowledge. Doubt is a human feeling that can
never be satisfied and it leads human to examine, to search, to learn and to what is scientific. Amazement is
knowledge to sense things that are specific to human and what they consist of and what they are used for.
According to Heidegger it is equal to miracle. Person comprehends what is around him by looking through the
window of doubt and amazement (Aydınlı, 2000).
With the responsibility of being within epistemic ethos and as a result of his internal experiment, designer looks
at the design product, the world of products and his own approach with Descartien ‘doubt’ (I think therefore I
exist). This doubt makes him realize that production activities will result in a world where it is not possible to live.
Designer’s goal is to make person to have a better life and realizing that products designed for this goal are
threatening the human life has required a change in designer and design activities.
Human should not be considered as a simple part of the world but it should be considered as a simple object of
biology, sociology and psychology. Human, first of all, is a being that sees the world with his eyes. In
Phenomenologie de la Perception Merleau Ponty says, “I am the absolute resource.” Human does not
structure himself with his environment but he is directed towards his environment. “Human is in the world and
he knows himself better in the world” (Timuçin, 1976). As Hiedeger points out “Human creates the objective
reality. Without human there is not objective reality,” world and objects exist as long as human exists and if there
is no human, then there is neither world nor objects (Hançerlio?lu, 1994). Designer is human as well and thus he
is the person who creates his environment.
Sustainability, which is a way that designer has gone through by questioning himself, is the result of the designer’s
effort to create a better world. This questioning has made the designer undergo a metamorphosis and changed
the way that he looks at the products. In this context metamorphosis is similar to the metamorphosis of the
scientist Goethe (Seaman and others, 1988). “A New Way of Seeing” is important for the metamorphosis of the
designer as much as it is important for the metamorphosis of scientist. This new sustainable point of view
completely changed designer’s evaluation and application criteria of design. The sustainability of products is now
included in the design method, which is based on design of products and consumption of products (life cycleprimary, secondary and tertiary). The designer, who is trying to create his own world, is now ready to revise all of
his production activities because he wants to take his own world under guarantee. For production method and
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techniques they have started to choose techniques that will not disturb natural equilibrium and they have
questioned the material production and started to use less material and apply recycling method techniques.
The natural reflections of this change that starts within the designer himself can be seen on society as well as on
products. Adorno talks about the culture industry and he says that culture production is similar to meta
production and he sees the culture industry as part of capitalist economy. He says that society culture is formed
through designs (Adorno, 1991). Designer is also has the responsibility to educate the society and in this sense
has been creating the environment awareness in the society through the products that he designs. Sustainability
is now a criterion of product evaluation that has been demanded and supported by the consumer. The best
example for this is the recycled paper bags, which replaced the plastic bags; in this example we can see the
sensitivity that society demonstrates in this issue.

V. WHAT ARE THE CHANGES THAT TOOK PLACE IN THE DESIGN PRODUCTION METHODS? WHAT HAS
BEEN HAPPENING IN THE APPLICATION?
The factors that form the sustainability concept and the changes that they bring to the perspective of design
world can be clearly seen in the products and the activities and applications of the producer.
Resource
Conservation
Pollution
Prevention

Sustainable
Ecosystem

Viable Economic
System

Environmental Equity
Figure 1. Life cycle and design goals relation

The needs for environment compatibility are defined in the life cycle analysis (LCA) and form a potential for
production and process. Life cycle and design goals relations are given above (figure 1). LCA consists of use of
material and energy, production management and process, distribution management and recycling preferences.
There are examples of solar energy usage, which is an alternative energy usage for chemical batteries (figure 2,
3 and 4).

Figure 2. Citizen watch works with photo-volcaic battery
Figure 3. Sanyo Digicam 400 Solarcam
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Figure 4. Ford Think car’s surfaces produced from recycled plastics and its energy
source is electricity

LCA is a scientific research to evaluate the environmental effects related to management, product and action. This
analysis occurs in four steps: starting, inventory analysis, commentary and development analysis. Governments
bring technical obligations and conditions regarding environmental compatibility. To this end standards have been
developed as well and within the framework of these standards management systems have been developed
(Brown and others, 1991). Recycling examples are given below (figure 5, 6 and 7).

Figure 5. Nike’s shoes don’t have any chemicals

Figure 6. This Sweater is produced from recycled PET bottles

in textile and shoes box is recycled material

Figure 7. Herman Miller Aeron Chair
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The application of sustainability includes a process. This process consists of system idea, analysis, the needs of
organization as a whole and management system. It encompasses organization process products and services,
which are ecologically related to each other and have been revised to see if they are nature friendly. The
application of sustainability concept is every kind of activity, which is based on cost, which includes world
resources and eco-system, and which limits the volume of business and resources. Sustainability concept should
include technological production methods and services, which is based on a wide spread research, planning and
application that has measurable results (Kinlaw, 1993).

VI. RESULTS OF SUSTAINABILITY CONCEPT
In the 20th century design world has comprehended the damage that production activities have been giving to
the natural resources and fatal results of this damage. For the designer, who is in the life and production dialect,
this tension has reached to a sustainability level that has a formation. In the design understanding of the designer
and in his point of view about the product, to maintain life and to maintain product have become important.
Sustainability concept has brought new horizons in design and caused design, designer, product and even user
to undergo metamorphosis. Let its name be “eco” or “sustainability,” the aim here is to form a dialect oriented
towards forming natural balances countering technology and production. “Design for needs,” “eco-design,”
“user oriented design” or “sustainable design” they all serve for the same goal: Everything is for a better life...
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