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Writing in 1944 the weaver Anni Albers observed, “Life today is very bewildering.

We have no picture of it which is all-inclusive”.! Part of the challenge, Albers
determined, lay in the fact that “we have to make a choice between concepts of great
diversity. And as a common ground is wanting, we are baffled by them.”> She went
on to link mental health with daily creative outlets® before establishing the crucial role
direct work with materials can provide:

Civilisation seems in general to estrange [wo]men from materials, from
materials in their original form. The process of shaping these is so
divided into separate steps that one person is rarely involved in the
whole course of manufacture, often knowing only the finished product.
But if we want to get from materials the sense of directness, the
adventure of being close to the stuff the world is made of, we have to
go back to the material itself, to its original state, and from there partake
in its stages of change.*

Albers’ text appeared during the devastation of the Second World War, the
culmination of a global crisis that had irrevocably changed the course of her own life.
While her call to return to “material itself” was written for different times, our current
lives undeniably face contemporary versions of Albers’ bewildering challenges.

It is our contemporary versions of Albers bewildering challenges that the contributors
to Design Materials and Making for Social Change tackle. In various ways,
contributors seek the lessons material knowledge can teach us in the face of ongoing
environmental damage and social fragmentation. Their breadth of responses confirm
that while the term circular design has, in recent years, moved beyond niche
vocabulary, circular design entails no one fixed vision. In fact, one of the distinctions
of circular design is an active disinterest in the false hopes raised by one-size-fits-all
solutions. As editors Rebecca Earley and Rosie Hornbuckle recognise, each of the
contributors is, in their own ways, “in search of alternative futures.”®

Alternatives require the tenacity to ask beyond the familiar, even set aside the

well regarded, to allow space for more uncomfortable and less heroic research. This
requires replacing what have arguably become a small stock of repetitive
sustainability references with research from contexts and perspectives that pose
different challenges answered through different alternatives. Newness, for example,
often over-sold as the sole definition of contribution to knowledge, is refreshingly not
a prerequisite here. As Sophie Tendai Christiaens recognises: “many designers on
the [African] continent, particularly in the fashion industry, have inherited, developed,
and deployed circular practices for years.” Their observation offers a sobering reality
that academic conventions are typically ill suited to celebrate.

Rather than research being formed by the conventions it is expected to operate
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within, Design Materials and Making for Social Change recognises that it is the
conventions themselves that need to change. Contributors ground themselves, as
Albers encouraged, in material itself. This stance is far from as simple as it may first
sound. Hornbuckle and Earley note the sustainability discourse has raised concern
over the volume of unneeded “stuff’ designed for the world, but “intentionally or not,
embedded a sense of shame and guilt amongst some designers and researchers for
whom materials and making is their passion, their literacy, their expertise and their
research currency.”” Welcoming material knowledge in the face of material excess,
and from perspectives beyond the tried and tested, also requires the considerable
effort and desire, undertaken by this publication’s editors, “to circumnavigate the
‘closed’ academic infrastructure” that contributes to “systemically exclude many
voices from design research discussions.”®

Holly McQuillan offers a caution against an oversimplified approach to material
prototyping when she insightfully warns “prototypes that are the result of a linear
way of thinking reinforce linear processes.” But it is only when we actually try to

set aside linear thinking that we learn of its dominance in many of the educational
systems that have formed us as researchers today. Participatory strategies offer one
way to break linear research traditions. But less conventional research methods often
remain subject to conventional measurement. As many of the contributors touch
upon, placing trust in alternative methods requires advocating for different forms of
“‘measurement” that value entirely different types of information.

A “responsive, relational place that gives value to the measurable and immeasurable
in equal form, the recognisable and the yet to be recognised”? is how Sandy Black
describes Helen Storey’s ongoing work with the Zaatari Refugee Camp in Jordan.
It is precisely this “yet to be recognised” that can be so extraordinarily difficult to
convey to others. Despite best intentions, understanding and recognition tend to
cluster around the familiar and close-to-familiar. Breaking deeply engrained habits
and behaviours, as Earley reflects, requires an acceptance not only of risk but the
accompanying emotions of confusion, uncertainty and potential misunderstanding.
But when emotional intelligence is allowed to move from the academic periphery
where it, at best, is begrudgingly allowed to exist today, to a more meaningful
position the presence of empathy, intuition and play — words recurring across this
book — move from being outliers to the very heart of things.

Albers may not have anticipated the full weight of research culture today, but

she certainly understood the importance of the real when offering the suggestion:
“‘we must come down to earth from the clouds where we live in vagueness and
experience the most real thing that there is: material.”'!* As an astute set of
responses to Albers’ prescient call, the timely contributions to this book have
exchanged clouds of vagueness for materials, real life scenarios and the insights of
knowledge long overlooked.
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