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DESIGN AND SOCIAL ENGINEERING 

Ou Ning - Writer-Curator-Activist, Beijing 

 
 After the Industrial Revolution, design was regarded as a 

specialisation serving clients. Its reliance on the capitalist 

system of development and the limitations of the employer-client 

relationship obscured its identity and independence. Design, unlike 

art, relies on the support of the social system, whereas the 

creative work of artists is spontaneous and its sale is something 

that takes place after the artists independently create it. Paul 

Rand’s design work for IBM was an influential milestone in design 

history, but he cannot be regarded as a freely creative artist, 

because he was limited by those who provided him with commercial 

commissions. The designer would seem to be a professional who always 

dances in shackles. 

 
 In other social systems, such as socialism, design was 

regarded as serving the even more powerful state and so it was 

downgraded, to serve as a medium for propaganda, and so its identity 

and independence were eclipsed to an even greater extent. In the 

Maoist period, the talents of designers in the Chinese publishing 

industry were frequently pressed into the service of the state. In 

the days before the invention of such design tools as Photoshop, 

graphic artists working for China Pictorial were invariably 

compelled to use the artistic talents in which they were proficient 

in to beautify portraits of the nation’s leaders or to use the most 

primitive techniques of collage to conform to the demands of the 

Party’s narrative of political history, and add or subtract elements 

from images of history. Visual political propaganda, produced for 

countless posters mobilising people politically in Nazi Germany and 

the former Soviet Union, was a sorry page in the history of design. 

 
 The status of the designer has invariably been manipulated and 

held in check under various social conditions, as can be seen from 

the life of Jin Meisheng, the man who pioneered the advertising 

calendar in old Shanghai. In the 1930s and 1940s, he was a 

commercial designer highly sought after for the advertising 

calendars he designed for a number of large cigarette companies and 

other businesses, and the many alluring pin-up girls he painted 

became the image of urban beauty. The seductive professional women 

and thoughtful young female students he depicted were representative 

images of fashionable taste in the commercial environment of 

Shanghai then. After 1949, he was called on to depict images of 

female peasants working in the fields, and their beaming expressions 
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and rosy cheeks reflected the robust beauty of those toiling in the 

cause of socialism. Under different ideologies, designers had no way 

of changing the natural techniques with which they were familiar, 

and in the transformation of aesthetics from the old period to the 

new, design seemed strained and incapable of responding. 

 
 In the realms of architectural or industrial design there is 

the inevitable commissioning "client" and, more crucially, design 

can never escape from functional demands. But the Bauhaus saw the 

sudden emergence from the storm of the modernist movement of design 

think tanks and teaching bodies; function, technology, and 

efficiency became the hallmarks of good design. And in its heyday, 

Bauhaus teachers and students undertook many experimental design 

projects to meet the challenges of large-scale modern industrial 

production and daily needs, in the course of which were formulated 

some of the most far-reaching principles for modern design. But the 

times constantly change, and the waves of production and consumption 

continued to advance. At the same time the negative effects of 

large-scale industry continued to accrue, resulting in destruction 

of the environment and damaging the health of the labour force in 

the developing areas within the global pattern. What, when all is 

said and done, is design? Is there any way that design can escape 

its destiny as the handmaiden of function? Can it be independent and 

be its own master in its client relationships? How can design 

achieve creative freedom? 

 
 With the upsurge of new social movements in the 1960s, design 

sought to play a more radical social role. In the age of Rock and 

Roll, people not only responded to a different beat but sought 

oblivion in psychedelic drugs, giving rise to a new visual aesthetic 

from the design world of San Francisco which combined the effects of 

drugs and music. The swirling words and images created by designers 

were an attempt to replicate the flowing effects and the sense of 

flight brought about by drugs. The designers active in that scene 

mixed with musicians, and like artists they freely created visuals 

for music and spontaneously realized their own position as active 

shakers and movers in that age of rebellion. They did not take 

direction from others, but were active participants in the rebellion 

of the day. 

  
 The London group Archigram set up an independent magazine and 

actively pursued their own utopias in various experimental 

architectural projects, opening up new paths outside the traditional 

client-based relationship in which architecture had been cast. They 

attempted to re-invent a post-Bauhaus language for architecture and 
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urban design, one that would be as influential as the Bauhaus had 

been in architectural history. In exploring the possibilities of 

portability, improvisation and scale, their research and designs 

showed the way for much of today’s architecture. While they flew 

high like artists, their work was a response, providing solutions to 

the social issues they uncovered through their research. The 

unfortunate thing is that their division of powers and democratic 

supervision ensured that most of their major structures went 

“unbuilt”. 

 
 Yet many fashion designers were out on the streets, drawing 

sustenance from subcultures and designing an array of bold thought-

provoking clothing. After Punk music and the accompanying clothing 

styles were transformed into fashion brands, London’s new wave youth 

began to dress in their own highly original styles and create life 

styles that belonged to them and their age. Captured by astute 

photographers in night clubs and dance venues and published in 

magazines, specialist designers were influenced by what they saw. 

Two English magazines of the 1980s, i-D and The Face, brought 

together this new street fashion, and responding to this wave, Terry 

Jones and Neville Brody created a new style of graphic design, their 

visual experiments at that time eventually becoming classics in 

magazine and design history. 

 
 Independent design transformed the traditional client-based 

relationship of the profession, tapping new creative energy. 

Designers like Hussein Chalayan strove to break the boundaries 

separating different areas of design and their creative work could 

no longer be classified using traditional categories. His Afterwords 

designs were wearable and portable architecture. In recent years, he 

has worked more with new materials and new media in creating design 

for the future. Simon Heijdens combines the use of sensors and 

projection to electronically create the illusion of the wind and 

falling leaves in his street designs, while the London-based design 

group Troika developed projectors and mobile phones that receive 

information and project it on streets and the walls of buildings, 

effectively transforming the mobile phone into a publicity platform 

for concerts and rallies. New technology is turning the dreams of 

designers into reality. 

 
 From this we can see that, while attempting to win identity 

and independence, design sought to make a break with its material 

limits and enter the lofty realm of social engineering. Its ultimate 

function drew on its multifaceted engagement with social movements 

through social operations, psychological structuring, systems 
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innovations, and the like, and it was not only responding to daily 

life’s trivial demands. Social engineering - what the renowned 

artist Beuys described as “social sculpture” - did not end with the 

hard material world, but was part of the “software” of societies, 

just like politics, economy, and culture. In 1972, Joseph Beuys 

presented his project 7000 Oaks at the Kassel Documenta, and this 

work impacted municipal governments and social activists. Ai 

Weiwei’s later work Fairytale was to a certain extent a conceptual 

homage to Beuys’ “social sculpture”. 

  
 In the work of American artist Gordon Matta-Clark, we can also 

see a development of Beuys’ concepts. His famous work Splitting 

comprised a building cut in two with a powered saw underscoring the 

wastage resulting from the shortage of funds for urban renewal in 

the USA in the late 1960s. This work provided a strong critique of 

the class divisions and social oppositions in American cities. He 

used a “destroyed” form to erect a memorial, while evoking the 

spirit of social justice. Another example is provided by the English 

artist Rachel Whiteread whose casts of the inside of a Victorian 

terrace house in London have transformed what was once a living 

space into a silent sculpture commemorating the lives of ordinary 

people that have been destroyed. 

 
 These two artists have creatively opened up discarded 

architecture, while the Moscow architecture group Iced Over 

Architects (Obledinenie Architectorov) created Outdoor Suspended Bed 

for Around-the-Clock Habitation on the outer wall of an apartment 

building as a domicile for the homeless, who could knock on the 

window at any time and get water to drink or wash. This work 

overturned the relationships that govern the provision of services 

in the modern city. In learning from artists, designers have broken 

with the habitual thinking that characterised the business tradition 

of their profession, confronting social issues and coming up with 

original solutions. In the complex contemporary context, design must 

provide solutions and answers for pressing social problems, and its 

excavation of lofty spiritual principles can ultimately succeed in 

finding designs with true identity and independence. 

 
 "The Solutions: The International Design Exhibition" I curated 

for the 2011 Chengdu Biennale was a major international design show 

reflecting and responding to rapidly changing social realities. More 

than fifty designers working in five major fields (product design, 

architecture, fashion, visual design and new media), as well as in 

areas that cannot be readily categorised, used their creative 

designs and approaches in experiments phrased in response to the 
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exhibition’s theme of “Design and Social Engineering”. At the same 

time, a number of discussion groups, bringing together well-known 

designers, critics and the heads of design organisations, alongside 

artists, architects and design teachers, and seminars presented by a 

series of artists and designers, addressed the issue of how design 

can actively engage in serving society. 

 
 In this exhibition, London artist Matt Hope presented his 

project utilising a battery of standard Chinese public exercise 

equipment coupled with electro-mechanical devices. Together, they 

were designed to capture the kinetic energy of the users’ bodies to 

create efficient street lighting that would satisfy the needs of 

urban exercise while helping with public safety by providing energy-

saving lighting. The Toronto artist and designer Adrian Blackwell 

made use of the ubiquitous three-wheel bicycle (in China) to create 

public spaces for siestas and teahouses, while providing shelter 

from the elements. Thai architect Kasama Yamtree’s work provided 

materials and tools to bring out the DIY design talents of a 

community, working within a set of guidelines. Hong Kong designer 

Stanley Wong’s contribution brought together a sofa, tea implements 

and coffin in an ensemble that can serve the living and the dead, 

giving new meaning to concepts of environmental protection. Shenzhen 

designer Hei Yiyang created a new currency combining fragments of 

coinage from various countries, providing wry satirical comment on 

the circulation of money in modern society. Chinese and foreign 

designers presented stylistically striking works based on their 

varying understandings of social themes. 

 
 At the same time, the Bishan Project, which I started in 2011, 

has mobilised an array of artists, designers, musicians, filmmakers, 

poets and writers, as well as those actively engaged in researching 

and constructing rural villages, to bring the results of their own 

research and studies to Bishan village in Yixian county, Anhui 

province. There they can work creatively with local farmers and 

artisans, while at the same time undertaking experimental projects 

while living and working together in the community. The project 

addresses urgent realities brought about by China’s excessive 

urbanisation, which has led to agricultural poverty, village 

impoverishment, farmers’ loss of rights, and imbalances in urban-

rural relations. Taking cues from Y. C. James Yen’s ideas on basic 

literacy training and Peter Kroptokin’s anarchist ideals, the 

project is an attempt to restore the social model of the self-

governing village, as well as to activate village political, 

economic, and cultural life, in an attempt to forge a new road that 

will bring about the renaissance of the village. The project is not 

only a break-out for the urban intellectual seeking a return to 
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village life, but an attempt to draw on the realities of rural 

village realities for urban denizens. 

 

 


