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Abstract
The concept of design ethics was first put forward by Victor Papanek in
1960s. It is a rethinking for the commercial design excessively valuing
consumption as well as ignoring the environment and users' experience,
which has influenced the western design theory deeply. This interview
discussed the core content of design ethics, and the relationship
between ethical thinking and design practice.
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What is the meaning of discussing “ethics” in design?

Bo ZHOU ( ZHOU hereafter): During my study of “design
ethics”, | am trying to answer a question: what is the relationship
between ethics and design? How has thinking of ethics promoted
the development of modern design? The concept of design ethics
was first put forward by Victor Papanek in 1960s in his book Design
for the Real World. The 1960s were an important watershed in
modern western culture design. At that time, it was believed that the
main task of designers was to serve their clients and to maximize
the selling profit. Today, while, designers still regard business
project as success, and take sales curve as the most beautiful curve,
they now also have a regard for design ethics, which emphasizes the
consequence of design behaviors and their social responsibilities.

In the past, the design industry in the United States had its own
ethical regulation, mainly underlining a contractual relationship
between designers and their clients. Design ethics make the
thinking of ethics extended to those terminal users, then to social,
environmental, political and democratic issues. The formation of
some design concepts at the end of the 20th century, which has
great impact on the modern world, such as eco-design, sustainable
design, and green design, is related to the thinking of ethics.

There is an important but difficult question in design ethics:
what is the relationship between one’s ethics as well as morality
and his professional skills? Can being “good” or “kind” make a
doctor, or a designer a better one? Does a wonderful design need to

be created by a moral person? All of these are difficult to answer.
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1. The cover of Design for the Real World, Chinese version. First published in Sweden in
1969, the book has been translated into over 20 languages and is one of the most popular
design masterpieces.

2. Victor Papanek and his wife Harlanne Papanek at their home in Copenhagen, 1973. The
decorations in the room implied his interest in anthropology. He has made researches
on Inuit people's life from the perspective of design and culture. His background in
anthropology added value of equality and broad cultural horizon into his design thinking.

3. Papanek objects the design narrative pattern of "function-form" dualism. This is the diagram
of function union in his book, Design for the Real World. He adopted the diagram of Taichi
from China, in which Yin and Yang present that every criteria is a union of soft-hard,
emotion-thinking and intuition-intelligence.

Amartya Sen’s welfare economics aimed at discussing how ethics
thinking influences economic behaviors through researching the
relationship between economics and ethics. Inspired by him, 1
studied how ethical thinking influenced the development of modern
design history in the 20th century.

It is very difficult to study design ethics as an independent
discipline. However, we can study how ethical thinking influences
our behaviors and choices. Ethics discusses the code of moral
norms and regulations; meanwhile, design ethics adds design into
a person-to-person relationship. It tends to not only process the
relationship between people, but also the relationship between
design and people. By now, it is not simply a relationship
concerning those three elements. The connection between them

will eventually influence the society, environment, and even
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Papanek insisted adopting local materials and local people's participation in designs for
the Third World, and opposed western designers to enforce their aesthetic value on people
in different cultures. Fig. 4-1 shows a radio made of littered tins for the poor in Indonesia
by Papanek in 1960s, at Indonesia's independence. It was considered clumsy by many
designers, but popular among local people. Fig. 4-2 shows the decoration on the radio
made by local people according to their own aesthetics.

Influenced by Papanek's design thinking, Swedish designers Maria Benktzon and Sven-
Eric Julin made a bread slicer in 1974, to reduce obstacles for disabled people, which was
a success in this kind of design work.
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culture. As a result, design ethics is actually concerning a very
complex relationship with multiple intersections. Design ethics are
eventually implemented in the designer’s choices. In light of an
ethical approach, you may choose those more responsible behaviors
to the society and environment, rather than simply doing something
just for money or so forth. How do we identify one piece of work as
more moral than another one? The works giving people happiness
and dignity must represent their respect to people. A work with

spiritual meaning must involve ethics.

Is design ethics equal to social agency of design?

ZHOU: At the very beginning, we should answer a question,
whom we are designing for? Design ethics is not speaking for
disadvantaged groups. Papanek has a very good viewpoint, “at any
point in time, you are vulnerable”. Even if you are in the summer
of your life, you may become handicapped due to an accident. At
that time, you will realize how difficult it is without a accessible
facilities. For disabled people, design should be not just for their
basic use, but for their psychological feelings. For example,
designing the knives and forks without discrimination to meet the
needs of both common and disabled people. It requires the designers
to respect equality. For designers cannot be all-knowing, it is very
important to get all stakeholders and experts involved to join in the
design process. A multi-disciplinary and multi-stakeholder model
for design can be helpful to avoid the ethical defects.

Designers often have an entrenched ideology, considering
themselves as God in creating things. Designers may insist on
telling you what your world should be like. Thinking of design
ethics is to remind the designer that, in the end the architecture you
designed is neither for you to live, nor is it a set of images to be
printed on the newspapers or magazines for you to show off; the
key point is to respect the demands and choices of the residents
and users. In 1960s and 1970s, the West aroused consumers’
consumption ethics by launching the movement of consumer rights
protection. People were willing to choose green, environmental-
friendly products, instead of environment-polluting products or
products created by sweatshops. Under the reign of free market, if
you do not respect the consumer ethics, you will be eliminated by

the market.

Although consumers’ preferences can influence design products,

designers should not simply meet the consumers’ favor. Should

designers be led by the consumers’ opinions?

ZHOU: We should not be hostile to the commercial design culture,
for there are so many interesting things in it. To sell the products,
we should consider the needs of users and produce things to meet
the psychological needs of consumers. Do not think everyone
should follow you just because you think you are right. But you still
need to possess professional knowledge and expertise. Thus, the
way of communication and participation is particularly important. |
do not think there is a dominant part to lead. Your clients, users and
you share one world, you have to trust your clients, users in that
they could understand and appreciate your design. If your design is
based on a very professional, scientific approach, even not driven
by a moral responsibility, you can also get a very good result.
Sometimes you thought that you offered moral help, but people
think nothing of you. In rural China, for instance, some architects
use local materials in their works, but the local people do not accept
this type of construction. In the end, buildings in the village are still

being constructed with concrete walls and iron doors.

Is design ethics a kind of impractical, idealist ideology?

ZHOU: Actually, design ethics is a critical thinking. It is a way

of rethinking for the commercial design excessively valuing of
consumption as well as neglecting the environment and users’
experience. To some extent, design ethics exceeds the reality

and is related to the vision of Utopia. We should not just focus

on problems in reality or on the specificity of every work. At the
beginning of the 20th century, the urban civilian residence problem
led pioneers of European architects to search for utopia, the fact that
those pioneers of landscape architects brought pastoral ideal to the
city is a utopia as well. The actions and changes are the results of
utopia. Today, we talk about the design ethics based on the premise
that the development of the society is on the way to civil society,
to a democratic, equal and liberal society. Design is an important

driver to build up a civil society. LAF
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