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Abstract | This paper reflects on the interpretation of design
histories for use in contemporary design practice. After the
introduction and advocacy of STS approaches in design history by
Fallan in 2010, I started to become interested in using these
approaches for understanding contemporary design challenges. This
interest resulted in the development of historically informed design
methods in the context of the Practical Turn. The Practical Turn is
a term that is coined by Eggink and Dorrestijn for the collaboration
between Philosophy of Technology and Design Research. Some results
of this collaboration are Utopian Technology, the Product Impact
Tool, and Open Script Design. In this paper I will explain the use
of Utopian Technology for designing responsibly, based on the
experiences with a one-week Industrial Design Workshop at the
University of Antwerp. Here, students executed a conceptual design
project for the improvement of public space. Apart from having
interesting design results, the project shows how the students used
the historic precedents in their design explorations and how their
design solutions in turn helped shaping their understanding of
design history.

Keywords: Design Practice, Utopian Technology, Responsible Design,
Practical Turn, Science and Technology Studies

268

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/deed.en


1. Introduction

This paper reflects on the interpretation of design histories for use in
contemporary design practice. After the introduction and advocacy of STS approaches
in design history by Fallan (2008, 2010), I started to become interested in using
these approaches for understanding contemporary design challenges (Eggink, 2016).
This interest resulted in the development of several historically informed design
approaches (Eggink, 2017; Eggink & Snippert, 2017) and also provided some
theoretical background in hindsight for earlier work, in which I connected
meaningful design to the history of unruly design practice (Eggink, 2011). This
approach to design history as a resource for future exploration is recently
thoroughly investigated by Göransdotter (2020), who describes how multiple
perspectives on the past can inform the deeper understanding of possible futures.

2. The Practical Turn

The Practical Turn is a term that is coined by Eggink and Dorrestijn (2018c) for
the collaboration between Philosophy of Technology and Design Research. Following
the ‘empirical turn’ before, the practical turn in philosophy of technology aims to
study concrete technologies and contexts. This study has produced a substantive
amount of theories and reflections about the impacts of technology and innovations
on our daily lives and social behaviours. Design Research can use the frameworks of
philosophers to theorize the findings from practice, to make sense of the past, and
for ethical reflection on the impacts of design and the moral responsibilities of
designers. Or, still more practical, philosophical insights in the relationships
between humans and technology can contribute to design for usability and design for
behaviour change (Eggink & Dorrestijn, 2018a). Design practice, with its capability
of actually changing things, offers in its turn a powerful approach to developing
critical future-making practices. This implies that philosophy of technology moves
beyond thinking and discussing concepts and starts to engage more closely with
practical probing. The Practical Turn is then a collective effort in further
developing this approach, with a change from ‘study and description’ towards
‘interventions by design’ leading eventually to the actual redesign of technologies
and correlated ways of doing (Eggink & Dorrestijn, 2018b).

Some results of this effort are Utopian Technology (Dorrestijn & Verbeek, 2013),
the Product Impact Tool (Dorrestijn, 2012; Dorrestijn & Eggink, 2014; Belle,
Dorrestijn & Eggink, 2018), and Open Script Design (Stam & Eggink, 2014; Stam,
2015). This paper specifically centres around the concept of Utopian Technology.

3. Utopian Technology

Utopian Technology is a design approach, based on the notion that in design
history, several periods and accompanying movements are discernible that envisioned
to radically change society through design. To the trained historian this is not
new, however in this context it is valuable for showing how knowledge of design
history can make better designers for the future. In the approach we restrict
ourselves to four distinct and well-known design movements; Arts & Crafts,
Modernism, Late modernism, and Postmodernism (figure 1). The designs, ideas,
values, approaches and underlying world views of these movements are then used as
possible guiding principles in the design process.
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Figure 1. representation of the four Utopian Design movements in Architecture, used
in the workshop instructions (Eggink & Dorrestijn, 2020).

The four mentioned periods then respectively lead to a ‘restorative’, a
‘socially-functionalistic’, a ‘technology-at-a-human-scale’, and a
‘diversity-of-lifestyles’ utopian vision on design (Dorrestijn & Verbeek, 2013).
The first three of these terms were coined by Selle (1973) in the 1970ies.
Dorrestijn and Verbeek added the Postmodernist ideal of the individual
self-actualisation, devoid of boundaries as a ‘diversity-of-lifestyles utopia’.

4. Workshop

I will explain the use of Utopian Technology for designing responsibly, based on
the experiences with a one-week Industrial Design Workshop at the University of
Antwerp. Here, 18 students executed a conceptual design project for the improvement
of public space. During the process they applied the idea of Utopian Technology in
both the analysis of the problem and in the synthesis phase of their designs.

After a thorough explanation of the Utopian Technology concepts in the first day of
the workshop, the students were sent out to find examples of designs and situations
that could reflect these different visions on design in public space. Figure 2 and
3 show a selection of the images that the students presented as results of this
exercise.

Figure 2. Examples of Utopian Design that were collected outside the classroom by the
students: technology-at-human-scale, socially-functionalistic, and diversity of
lifestyles.

The pictures, taken on the streets in the surroundings of the design faculty of the
University of Antwerp show two things. First, that the students were able to
identify the differences between the typical appearances of the four design
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movements. Secondly, that the ideals of the four respective Utopian design
movements are still incorporated in our surroundings everywhere. The two images on
the left show technological adaptations of the environment on a human scale, to
improve accessibility for the disabled. A typical ideal of the late modernist
movement, targeted at equality. The towering buildings in the picture in the middle
are representations of the efficiency and uniformity that stems from the modernist
movement. From which the more principled participants were convinced that efficient
and uniform design of products, architecture and environment also would lead to
efficient and uniform -desired- behaviour of users and inhabitants. Paraphrasing Le
Corbusier(2008); “the city as a machine for living in”. In contrast, the coloured
café tables at the right are firmly grounded in the postmodernist ideal of
individual choice, based on individual preferences and the associated possibility
of an individual truth (Jameson, 1991).

Figure 3. More examples of Utopian Design that were collected by the students:
restorative, technology-at-human-scale, and socially-functionalistic.

The café-table with raw planks in the left picture of figure 3 is a typical example
of a restorative utopia where the connection with nature stands for honesty in
material use and craftsmanship, resulting in what is supposed to be an improved
experience of ‘being human’ (Zaczek, 1999). The public bike sharing system on the
right is another fine example of the socially-functionalistic perspective on
society; all the bikes are the same and the user has to obey to the system -taking
out and putting back the bike in a pre-defined place- to make it work. Efficiency,
uniformity and desired use are firmly build into the system itself. The electric
scooters in the middle are part of a sharing system without docking stations. The
latter is improving the user experience on an individual human scale, because
checking in and checking out is far more flexible. However, the students also
recognised that the individual behaviour of users was a cause of collective
nuisance, because of discarded or abandoned scooters scattering around the streets.
This led the student group to rethink and redesign the system in the second part of
the workshop.

5. Design results

The results of the workshop ranged from an open electric scooter-sharing system to
a bus-stop that fosters ethical discussion (Eggink, 2021). The interesting thing is
that specifically in the ideation phase of the design process, the inherent
world-views of the four Utopian Design movements are clearly visible. This,
although the student groups did not deliberately used the perspectives in their
ideation. However, by connecting the conceptual design proposals with the
respective design movements, the possible positive and negative effects of the
solution could be easily identified, envisioned, and discussed. The design history
knowledge in this respect served as a specific lens towards the possible future
(mis)use scenarios of the proposed designs. Especially with the electric
scooter-sharing system, the project showed how in a very early stage of development
the possible behaviour changing effects of the design could work-out in the end,
and relevant side-effects and associated ethical concerns could easily be revealed.
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Figure 4. Visuals of ideation for solutions on the problem of nuisance by an electric
scooter sharing system (by Kobe Baudewijns, Emile Cognie, Pieter De Beucker & 1 other
student).

Some examples of the ideas presented by the student group working at the electric
scooter sharing system are shown in figure 4. One might say that due to the priming
exercises with utopian design, the presented solutions differed heavily from each
other. The first solution, depicted on the right as an adjusted city map is based
on the principle that the scooter system itself will not allow to discard them at
unwanted places. These are envisioned by the red areas on the map and could be for
instance shopping streets with limited space, crowded sidewalks, or sites of
historical relevance. This solution can be seen as a correction on the
technology-at-a-human-scale solution that the existing scooter sharing system
represents. With this correction, the desired responsible behaviour is build-in in
the technology itself. The students recognised that this is then actually also a
movement in the direction of the socially-functionalistic utopia, because the user
has to obey to the rules of the system again. Moreover, problems may arise when the
system is not absolutely clear in communicating the ‘forbidden’ areas. In that
sense it is ethically inferior to the design of the bike-sharing system with
docking stations as provided by the municipality. The latter is a so-called
coercive design, where one has to obey to the rules of the system in according to
have it ’work’ for the user. However, the presence of the docking stations in real
life is clear and in that sense transparent to the user. This transparency is an
important characteristic in ethical discussions about the use of technology. If the
system of docking stations is replaced by an invisible, virtual ‘docking area
system’ the user has to obey to a system that can be characterized as an ‘invisible
enemy’.

The second solution, sketched in the middle was geared towards cooperation. The
scooters in this concept could only be discarded by connecting them to another
scooter, thus resulting naturally in the socially-functionalistic ideal of ‘neat’
rows of scooters. This would also prevent them from falling over, which was seen as
a problem. The students noticed in their analysis that scooters lying down were
unwantedly associated with rubbish. Although this solution is also coercive and
restricting, the transparency of the system is preserved and the freedom of use
remains. Not on an individual basis anymore, but on a cooperative basis as the user
can always start a new row of scooters at a desired place together with at least
one other user.

The last solution depicted here was based on stimulating preferable behaviour by
offering incentives. The ‘good’ user would be rewarded with specific merchandise.
This is very much related to the diversity-of-lifestyles utopia, where the user
remains totally free to choose their behaviour. The idea was also that the users
behaving properly would become natural ambassadors for the scooter system. This led
eventually to a new discussion whether this was desirable. By being connected to
the brand, the ambassadors could also become held accountable for the misuse of the
system by others.

This paper leaves no room to show all the results of the student groups, however I
hope that I have given the reader a sneak peak in how the Utopian Technology
inspired exercises informed the design investigation of the students in a natural
and practical way. In my opinion, this is by showing them the dilemmas connected to
design, coming directly from their own results in practice. Historical precedents
are then helpful in envisioning the possible consequences - especially the
(sometimes unpredictable) behaviour of people. By doing so, I also hope to
stimulate their intrinsic interest in design history knowledge as a relevant part
of their designer skill set. In analogy with the concept of cultural capital, I
call this knowledge their ‘design capital’.
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6. Discussion

This project shows in a nutshell how design can make tangible the inherent dilemmas
and conflicts in designing for public space, where collective responsibilities and
individual concerns often collide. Supported by knowledge and examples from design
history from the Utopian Technology approach, this led to both a high amount and a
high quality of ethical discussions during the workshop week. In my opinion it did
not so much lead to better designs in the sense that they would be readily
applicable, however the students were in the end very profound in explaining the
dilemmas around their designs and in defending their decisions accordingly. In
doing so, I permit myself to say that the students elaborated implicitly on the
model of transitional design histories by Göransdottir (2020, 290). By repetitively
analysing, designing and reflecting, the students were able to use the historical
perspectives not only to reveal a possible, plausible or probable future, but also
to envision a more desirable future (Figure 5).

Figure 5. Visualisation of the use of Utopian Design for informing designs of the
future. The multiple perspectives on designs of the past help in envisioning a -not
only probable, but also- desirable future. Adapted from (Göransdotter, 2020, p.290).

In interpreting the positive results of the workshop one should however take into
account a possible bias in the group of students as they all applied voluntarily
for a workshop about responsible design. So one might expect that they were also
more than averagely interested in ethical dilemmas in design. However, there was no
mentioning of ethics in the first place. It is that with the practicing of
responsible design, the ethical discussion comes naturally to the fore.

In the end, the experiences were more interesting than the results, although in my
opinion the experiences could not have been so interesting without the intermediate
design results. This is what we call the reciprocal effect of the combination of
design with philosophy of technology: the conceptual designs are informed by the
reflective analyses from in this case Utopian Technology. While in turn, the
ethical reflections are informed by the practical examples of the concrete design
proposals (Eggink & Dorrestijn, 2020).

7. Conclusion

Apart from having interesting design results, the project shows how the students
used the historic precedents in their design explorations. On the other hand, the
design solutions in turn helped shaping their understanding of design history. This
reciprocal effect is what I mean with re-engaging with Design History through the
Practical Turn.
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