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introduction (part 1)

   We know full well that Homo sapiens is also faber: he 
who knows is also he who does. Temples and altars, tools, 
houses, objects, artifacts, gadgets, architecture. A whole 
universe of material culture to refer to whenever (since the 
dawn of times) we want to speak about human beings.

   Since we are not only faber but designers, a good idea 
could be to reflect on what we design and “how” we 
design.

   It is not our intention (and we wouldn’t be able to) to do 
a history of objects. Others have focused on the physical 
“thing” and produced wonderful stories of architecture 
and crafts by listing, classifying and organizing objects and 
artifacts.

   The history of objects is scattered across numerous 
disciplines, from art history to the economy through 
historiography.

   A possible exercise to be done is to take any object, the 
first we find: the keys in our pockets, for example, and to 
develop its story. How come those keys are in that specific 
pocket today? Where do those keys come from? Once we 
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are done with the specific object (if such a task could be 
accomplished), you move to the family of objects. And it 
turns out to be that every item is a node from which you 
can reach any other node: the discovery itself is not too 
interesting, but the search path from the set of keys to the 
pyramid of Teotihuacan definitely reserves some general 
discoveries and some reflection of personal nature.

   The more traditional student can instead focus on: 
Steven Lubar, W. David Kingery, “History from Things: 
Essays on Material Culture” Smithsonian, 2007. Another 
recommended reading is: Bethann Patrick, John Thomp-
son, “An Uncommon History of Commong Things” 
National Geographic, 2009.

   From the latter we recommended in particular the 
introduction by Henry Petroski.

   Back to our class, our effort is not to invent new clas-
sifications related to “what”, but rather to focus on “how” 
and on “who”. To think about “how” things are done is an 
important step in transmitting knowledge within humand 
kind. Generally it is based on manuals (starting from 
Vitruvius‘ “De Architectura”, through the Encyclopedie of 
Diderot and d’Alembert, all the way to the broad category 
of “how-to” and “dummies” book, nowaday very popular 
in the contemporary Anglo-Saxon world.

   While there is a vast amount of instruction manuals to 
enable us to make all kind of things, there aren’t many 
classifications on “how” things are done in social terms. 
We think that the operation of the classification has a 
value; to define and organize a series of terms and rela-
tions could help us in refining our thinking.



9

Vitruvius’ De Architectura, Book X. Medieval Copy Carolin-
gian Anonymous (750-987)

   We would love to be pupils of John Wilkins (and his 
work on analytic language): a language where every noun 
carries its own classification. The speaker makes always 
explicit how specific he wants to be. As we like to imagine 
ourselves as inhabitants of the worlds of Jorge Luis Borges, 
the reference where to start could be:

“These ambiguities, redundancies, and deficiencies recall 
those attributed by Dr. Franz Kuhn to a certain Chinese 
encyclopedia called the Heavenly Emporium of Benevolent 
Knowledge. In its distant pages it is written that animals are 
divided into (a) those that belong to the emperor; (b) em-
balmed ones; (c) those that are trained; (d) suckling pigs; (e) 
mermaids; (f) fabulous ones; (g) stray dogs; (h) those that 
are included in this classification; (i) those that tremble as if 
they were mad; (j) innumerable ones; (k) those drawn with 
a very fine camel’s-hair brush; (l) etcetera; (m) those that 
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have just broken the flower vase; (n) those that at a distance 
resemble flies“.
(Jorge Luis Borges: “John Wilkins’ Analytical Language”, 
included in: “Selected nonfictions: Jorge Luis Borges”, 
Penguin Books, 1999).

Detail of Erik Desmazieres’ illustration of Borges’ Library of 
Babel

   Our proposition is simple: as of now, it is much more in-
teresting and meaningful to classify the “how” rather than 
the “what” and, as a side activity, to explain the reasons 
and the latent meanings behind our choices.

   From the point of view of “what”, a software system such 
as Linux or Emacs is incredibly remote from a bazaar 
or a cathedral. But if we focus as Eric Raymond did, on 
“how” things are made (in his book: “The cathedral and 
the bazaar“), we are astonished by the similarities. In both 
cases we have a community of people, organized in vari-
ous ways in order to delivered and achieve a final result 
where the complexity and beauty is much higher than its 
single parts.
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   Should have this course had a subtitle, this could have 
been: “How (and why) people are organized to work 
together in the second decade of the second millennium.” 
Now it is time to enter “en ese laberinto delicado” (in this 
delicate labyrinth, Borges again) in the best possible way.

   Before to move on, if  you are a fan of classification sys-
tems, the other great reference of Western culture is surely 
the Marquee Donatien Alphonse Francois de Sade and his 
“The 120 Days of Sodom“.

Donatien De Sade: original manuscript (found in Bastille) 
of “The 120 Days of Sodom, or the School of Libertinism” 
(alternatively The School of Licentiousness).
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Ryōan-ji (Shinjitai, Kyūjitai, The Temple of the Peaceful 
Dragon), Zen temple, Kyoto. Here a diagram of the famous 
karesansui (dry landscape) rock garden
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introduction (part 2)

   In the previous class we made several examples on the 
relation between “how” and “what”.

   Can we find other similar cases? Let’s take a look at the 
famous Zen garden of Ryoanji in Kyoto and let’s com-
pare it with an iPod (or if you prefer the Sony Walkman). 
Here again, there are some similarities: in both cases, 
we are faced with designed systems conceived to satisfy 
the desires of a single person (non necessarily one, but a 
Zen garden and an iPod are best experienced in a “solo” 
mode). In both case we have a sophisticated device de-
signed for the aesthetic appreciation by a specific person.

   Next, we try to organize all our examples upon a ques-
tion going like: “who does what for whom?”. Where our 
focus is more on “who” and “whom” rather than “what”.

   We begin with a single person (a bricoleur, a craftsman, 
someone who acts alone). Then we have a small group 
(a family, a club, a tribe, a small company), followed by a 
larger group (a corporation, a religion, the inhabitants of 
a city). The fourth and final group is everybody (or if you 
prefer, the mass). The reader will allow us to use “all” even 
in the cases where we actually have “almost all” or even 
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“a good portion of humanity.” Turning to pronouns and 
adjectives, we can say we have now four groups: I / We / 
Many / All.

Sony Walkman, 1979

   We can try out our method on games, one of the few ar-
eas of human activities where we normally use the “how” 
principle as a way of listing and classification. There is 
the single person playing a card solitaire or tangram (one 
for himself) next to another person solving a crossword 
or a sudoku (one for another). Then we have chess or 
backgammon (one against one). Having three people, it 
starts to be fun to play board games like Risk or Monopoly 
(which are not so much fun with two players), all the way 
to games such as Diplomacy (again, you can play with just 
two players, but the optimum is seven). If the group is big-
ger, we can decide to introduce the “team” mode (a game 
of football for example) or to play “solo” within a bigger 
group (most of racing activities fall within this family). 
The size of the group can change. Small groups could row 
on a canoe or to get together to solve a puzzle. We should 
not forgot the “one against all” pattern (hide and seek or 
a lottery). The groups can then cooperative or internally 
competing (or the two things at the same time, see for 
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example, Dungeons & Dragons). If we add computers and 
social networks then things become even more complex; 
the small group of friends playing a role-play or casino 
games extends to become a (potentially) infinite group 
made by people scattered all over the world.

Caravaggio, detail of “I giocatori di carte”, 1594

    But let’s quit the game world (much as we love it) to 
return to the realm of design.
What we did was to write down the most interesting 
examples we could come up, and gradually a small grid 
started to take shape. Our little Mendeleev table, a table 
where we can place all of our object.

   Since we come from the XXth Century we couldn’t 
forget Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and his “less is more” 
tenet, so we worked on a bare-bones structure (a four by 
four grid).

   Four rows and four columns. Good enough to start to 
begin our exploration.
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This simple grid allows us to explore what we see as the six-
teen founding families of “how” humans do things. Sixteen 
typical phenomena, looking at them in terms of case studies. 
We augment them with various observations and reflections 
that build further links of meaning (1).

   In the sixteen classes of this course, we explore every 
intersection created by the action and will of a specific 
“who”(I, us, many, all) toward a second class of “who” 
(once again using the same four categories mentioned 
above).

   The individual for the individual, the individual for the 
small group, the individual for the big group, the individ-
ual for all. Then we start again with the same exercise, this 
time having the “small group” as a subject dealing with the 
needs and desires of the individual, the small group of the 
big group, the mass). Box after box up, filling up the six-
teen items of the matrix until we reach the last one (“the 
mass for mass”, or if you prefer: “all for all”).

   At this point it may be useful to share with the students 
some of the conceptual references of reference we did 
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use to come up with our theoretical exercise. First of all, 
we should go to the Marx’s idea of commodity fetishism 
(with the subsequent developments carried out by Gyorgy 
Lukacs, Guy Debord and Jean Beaudrillard) (2). As a 
complement, it is necessary to refer to the seminal text by 
George Kubler, “The Shapes of Time. Remarks on the his-
tory of things” (3). Finally we arrive to the recent: “Design 
of Everyday Life” by Elizabeth Shove (4).

   In technical terms, the framework within which we place 
ourselves is the so-called “practice theory”, an analytical 
framework applied in the “The Design of Everyday Life”. 
To summarize, the objects are surrounded, supported and 
justified by “practices”. These practices are the place of 
social interaction “a nexus of verbal and physical activi-
ties which unfolds and spreads over time”(5). This is the 
reason why we chose to define our 16 boxes referring to 
the “who”, completely ignoring very legitimate category 
such as the materials, the manufacturing process or the 
area of use.

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, “Farnsworth House”, 1946/51

   The history of objects overlaps completely with the 
history of people. If we return to the original question: 
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“who does what to whom”, you will soon dive into floods 
of subsequential questions: why? by what means? together 
with whom? what kind of resources? following what laws? 
using what kind of knowledge?

   To talk about the latest iPad (an object belonging to 
the category of: “big group to big group / all”) without 
having clear that this object is just the last ring of a chain 
that reaches back in time all the way to the Apple-1 (an 
object belonging to the category of: “small group to small 
group”, it is the kind of shortcut that skips important bits 
of knowledge (perhaps the most important ones). For 
example, how did Apple manage to go from a two people 
company to a corporate empire, and why did this story 
take place in Silicon Valley rather then the American East 
coast (or other places) (6)?

Steve Jobs, Steve Wozniak, Apple 1, 1976

   Furthermore, how come the iPad user are a large group, 
while the Apple-1 was a tool for a few (about 200) fel-
lows? What happened in these thirty years, and how can 
the iPad fit so effectively in so many practices (daily life, 
systems of values, economies)?

   In a world where intellectual wail because nobody reads 
on paper anymore, someone has invented books-on-de-
mand. The book-on-demand” system is a relatively simple 
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technological infrastructure that lets us reprint some lost 
books of the past (let’s say the: “Introduction to down-hill 
skiing” by Carlo Mollino), or a collection of haiku written 
by you last night (eventually, even in a single copy). Liter-
ally, now everyone can be a writer.

Carlo Mollino, “Bisiluro”, 1954

   In a similar way, at some point the iPhone arrives com-
plete with development kit: all of a sudden we understand 
something very intriguing fact about the phone apps. 
We ourselves (or people approximately like us) can make 
these applications, we don’t have to rely on Nokia or 
Motorola engineers. In both examples we are dealing with 
sharp minds who stop to think about the “what” (a book 
of paper, an application for the phone) and put at their 
heart at work on the “how”: the ways in which people do 
“things”(7).

   It’s a giant leap but not many people have understood it. 
For instance, the BlackBerry is a platform where develop-
ing and distributing applications is extremely laborious, 
complex and time-consuming. From our point of view this 
(and not the touch screen) is the main difference with the 
iPhone. The BlackBerry is designed for those who will use 
it (larger group / all). The iPhone design goes beyond the 
end esure and also keeps in mind a large community of 
developers. This is not a minor detail.
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Martino Gamper, “One hundred chairs in one hundred days 
in one hundred different ways“, 2007
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introduction (part 3)

   The traditional practices of industrial design (8) focuses 
on the shape of the object, its materials and its productive 
process. It is generally based upon various branches of en-
gineering. Once you add ergonomics to industrial design 
the field starts to expand: the human body appears, with 
its dimensions and its limits. Ergonomics and physiology 
become relevant.

   Widen the scope and you arrive to the present situation: 
objects become interactive, computers disappear into the 
objects. Interaction design, computer sciences and various 
branches of psychology have to be added.

   Moving the camera further backward, we see the objects 
as nodes within networks. The background becomes 
foreground (and viceversa): objects become touchpoints, 
part of complex services. Some more computer science, 
without forgetting marketing and business management.

   Can we broaden our angle of vision even more? But 
above all, is it useful and does it make sense to look at a 
wider field?

If we accept this challenge, we will notice that these levels 
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of organization and activity of objects, services, environ-
ments and human are governed by practices that are 
probably best studied by sociology (and science-fiction, 
someone would say).

   In this progressive widening of perspective, all the 
design techniques we mentioned before still apply to their 
specific level (you may design a complex service archi-
tecture, but the underlying layers of computer-human 
interaction and ergonomics still apply). Climbing up to 
the level of practices has the great advantage of distribut-
ing properly the various disciplinary responsibilities.

   Finally, before entering the sixteen families of our grid, 
we would like to share the conditions of relevance for our 
selection and classification (9).

   The families of items collected by us always refer to “ob-
jects”, whether they are analog or digital. Of course when 
we say “object” we say it in a philosophical sense: Bakelite 
glasses are an object, a bike-sharing service is another 
object, the content of a tape cassette with Commodore 64 
software (do you remember?) is again an object.

Commodore International, Commodore 64, 1982 

We like to start from contemporary situations and envi-
ronment (mostly having to do with “everyday” life) and 
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then go back in time to see if there were other places and 
people busy with similar problems. After grouping these 
findings into the sixteen families we mentioned above, we 
went further in our reflection and we let ourselves be led 
to some curious results springing from our classification 
exercise.

   So far, we have mostly focused on the relationship be-
tween the “how” and the “what”. Perhaps it could be useful 
to be spend some few words on the “why ‘” (i.e. what are 
the objectives of our course).

   Why on earth devote all this energy to re-classifying the 
knowable universe of material culture?
Because it seems to be more and more relevant (while 
at the same time, previous classifications become less 
relevant). We are here in a school. Think the way we teach 
design to young students.

   Let’s imagine four students. Alfredo, Barbara, Charles 
and Diana.

   Alfredo and Barbara are in design school. Charles and 
Diana are enrolled in a school of fashion.

   The dream of Alfredo is to go to work for Nintendo, de-
signing interfaces for the Wii. Not so far from the dream 
of Diana (aiming for the marketing and communication 
department in Issey Miyake company in Tokyo). Mean-
while, Barbara is in love with the conceptually sophisti-
cated self-production of Martino Gamper, while Charles 
would like to start a small company with some friends to 
explore the Sardinian regional textile tradition and cross 
it over with contemporary ingredients (Charles is a great 
admirer of Antonio Marras).
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Issey Miyake, Pleats Please, 1993

   Under the current dominant mode of knowledge trans-
mission, these four people would be grouped accord-
ing to principles related to the “thing” (do you want to 
study graphic or fashion? design or visual arts?). Still, the 
empirical experience tells us that in terms of transmission 
of knowledge, the relevant bit has to do with the “how”. 
Everyone knows that Alfred (Mr. Nintendo) should be in 
class together with Diana (Ms. Miyake, ie. the corporate 
world). There should also be another classroom where 
Barbara (self-design) sits next to Carlo (fashion as limited 
series of textile handicrafts).

Antonio Marras, Kenzo, Tuareg Floral Dress, 2010

   The example above is just one, related to school. We 
could add several more, and this will be the main struc-
ture of this course.
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   As you might reasonably expect, the following classes 
have been organized around sixteen design “situations”. 
Almost all of these situations is integrated by some we-
blinks and the usual bibliography of paper sources. Our 
kind student is invited to leave this blog and move on to 
read other stuff every time a reference tickles his fancy..
Throughout the text we present some hard questions. 
These are the questions that come to our mind when we 
look at the world through this particular set of sixteen 
glasses. These questions generally don’t have precise an-
swers, and when we do not have them, we are fairly unsure 
about them (be warned that when our answers look con-
vincing and appropriate, this is the moment when we are 
lying). Our sympathy goes to the designer who is able to 
come up with new questions and never considered issues 
(compared to his colleague who works producing accurate 
and detailed answers to given questions).

   At any rate, we are more proud of our questions than of 
our answers. Here is the first question for you:

   Imagine you go to restaurant with your friends, to have 
dinner. You arrive and you are shown a kitchen where you 
are told you’ll have to cook the dinner by yourself. And 
there is more: you’ll also have to set the table and serve 
yourself. Once you have eaten you will have to clean up 
everything, and – of course – you will have to be very 
happy to pay for the whole thing. The restaurant will give 
us only the ingredients and a series of simple recipes in 
iconic format.

   A strange restaurant indeed.

   If you think for a moment, it is not so strange. This is 
what Ikea does with furniture: Ikea has created a new 
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set of behaviors for us. We are all happy to transport the 
things home, assemble them on our own, and feel incred-
ibly smart and contemporary because we have paid a lot of 
money and performed a number of operation previously 
performed by a vendor. Ikea, in other words, has relala-
beled what used to be the work of porters and movers as a 
part of acceptable middle class living.

   Why does Ikea manage to pull of this magic feat, and 
others cannot? Where is the secret?

Ikea, manual of instructions
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Epinglier (pin making) Diderot, D’Alembert, “Encyclopedie” 
(1762)
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Enzo Mari, “Autoprogettazione“, 1974 



29

1. a single person for a single person

   Here is the chapter about people doing things for them-
selves.

   It is apparently the simplest case, the bricoleur. A new 
character, taking more and more relevance in today’s 
world (and today’s economy).

   What is interesting for us is the complex psychological 
world behind this. Why does an hobbist buy the fanciest 
tools related to his pastime? Here the hyphotesis is related 
to his personal representation. He buys the fanciest drill, 
hammer, paint not to impress the clerk, not to impress 
his girlfriend, but rather to impress himself. The goal is to 
become an expert in his (her) own personal theatre. The 
person who knows, the person who is knowlegeable.

   The hobbist is the main character in a special theatre he 
set up for himself (at a very high cost, by the way).
The person who works for himself is only apparently 
simple. The old gentleman producing his own whiskey (or 
the old lady with the basel on her balcony to cook a great 
pesto) is in some extents similar to Le Corbusier building 
up his Cabanon in his late years.
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Le Corbusier, Cabanon, 1951/2

   The difference between our grandmother and Le Cor-
busier is in how conscious they are in respect of their 
activity (being Le Corbusier extremely conscious and our 
grandmother not so conscious).

   Contemporary technology allows everyone to build 
almost everything in a very simple way and at a very low 
cost (think for instance to the laser cut technologies). 
Yet, although we have all these tools (software to generate 
music in an easy way is another realm) does not produce 
incredible new things. In the best cases (if we talk about 
product design) we have silly reproductions of existing 
shapes in new materials. A family of things defined by 
Gillo Dorfles as “kitsch“.
Of course on this theme we can go broader and wider. 
Having to draw a line we would put at one end “com-
mon sense” (my grandmother) and to the other end “total 
craziness”.

   The above mentioned Le Corbusier, when young, did 
travel Middle East keeping a diary where he did mark 
down all things he did see and all kind of interesting 



31

thoughts (to keep a diary is a typical “common sense” 
activity). Then of course we have a difference between the 
Codex Atlanticus by Leonardo Da Vinci and the diary 
kept by a World War II soldier when prisoner in Germany 
or United States. Still, they are similar examples of people 
who did work in first instance for themselves.

   At the opposite we could mention “the man who never 
threw anything away” (an excellent art piece by Ilya Kaba-
kov) or the quite famous Collyer brothers…

Le Corbusier, Carnet de voyage (sketchbook), 1911
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Ilya Kabakov, “The man who never threw anything away 
(the garbage man)”, 1988
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The police enters the Collyer brothers house after their 
death, 1947. The house was filled with 30 tons of junk and 
garbage.
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   Another interesting example is Ferdinand Cheval, the 
French mailman who spent 36 years to build his own cas-
tle, stone after stone. In terms of design, a truly excellent 
work, done by a person who would work only for himself.

Ferdinand Cheval, Palais Ideal, 1879/1912

   Finally, the hobbist is quite interesting world to explore, 
because it forces us to explore the most hidden areas of 
our mind. The “what” can change: from Ettore Sottsass 
going to the desert to build his “metaphors” all the way to 
our neighbour spending his week-ends busy in his garden.

It is about a special tension, allowing us to move from 
DIY (do-it-yourself) to the desire of complete control and 
domination. To control everything to the finest level of 
details. To the designer (or rather, to the sociologist) to ask 
the reason behind.

   This class is not about anthropology but we are clearly 
facing one of those deep mechanism we are carrying along 
since we were living in caves some thousands years ago.
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Ettore Sottsass, “Metaphors”
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Colin Chapman, Lotus 7 (1957/1972)
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2. a single person for a small group

   In the previous class, we examined the universe made 
out of people who work for themselves.

   Speaking of  a single person (designer) toward a small 
group and having as reference the horizon of the contem-
porary world in the production of physical artifacts, we 
have to spend few paragraphs writing about the world of 
auctions and limited series (applied to design). In design 
field it is a recent phenomenon, coming out with great 
resonance and media coverage (anyhow shattered by the 
great crisis of 2009).

   The “limited series for auctions” model breaks the clas-
sic modernist paradigm (the designer is the gentleman 
who designs products for large industry which will then 
produce, communicate and market those products for 
the mass). The designer is no longer some kind of Dieter 
Rams (who worked for Braun for more than thirty years 
shaping industrial design as we know it). Neither is Giulio 
Natta synthesizing polypropylene plastic, opening the way 
to the world (filled with all kind of plastic objects) as we 
know it.
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   To design is no longer related to understand how to 
vulcanize rubber and how to transform it into mass-
production (Charles Goodyear, 1839), or to follow the 
experiments of Charles and Ray Eames with fiberglass and 
its uses for household equipment (1950 approx).

   According to this new paradigm (design is made for 
auctions), the designer is the gentleman who produces 
(usually independently), an unique pieces or a limited 
edition of few pieces for a public carefully selected (usually 
very rich). The place where the designer meets this public 
are international auctions and top-level exhibitions and art 
fairs.

   If you have read any design magazine in recent years, it 
is a world you should know well. Hella Jongerius, Kram/
Weisshaar, legions of former students of the Design Acad-
emy Eindhoven (blinded by dreams of fame) running in 
the footsteps of Maarten Baas and other supposed masters. 
The fact that this model has been finally crashed in 2009 
global disaster, it is in itself a nice side effect of the crisis.

Dieter Rams, Braun products

   The cause of this crash are obvious and not particularly 
significant in terms of theoretical speculation. More inter-
esting for us to go to check if there are possible analogies 
with similar mechanisms in different periods and places.
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Maarten Baas, recent works (from Milan Furniture Fair 
2008)

   In absolute terms, the ideal type of individual who works 
for a small group is the “specialized craftsman” (not to be 
confused with the “generalistic craftsman”).

   A typical example of a “generalistic craftsman” is for 
instance an Italian baker (he sells his bread to a small 
group of persons determined by geographical proximity). 
At the opposite, a fine example of the “specialized crafts-
man” is for instance Eugenio Marinella. Mr Marinella in 
1914 decides to rent twenty squared meters in the Riviera 
di Chiaia (Naples) to set up his business related to the 
production and sale of fancy shirts and ties. In this extent, 
the specialist craftsman is a gentleman who produces top 
end goods for a very limited group of clients.
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Neckties from E. Marinella ltd

   The wannabe famous-designer, just graduated from 
the Royal College of Art in London (or any other similar 
institution) generally misses the correlation between the 
mechanism of the “one for few family” and its time-line. 
If you want to work within the “one for few” paradigm 
you need time-lines incredibly long. Putin and Tony Blair 
fight for a fanciful Marinella necktie after almost one 
hundred years after the start of the Marinella ltd. If Don 
Eugenio would have set out to become worldwide famous 
in few months (as the young ambitious designer generally 
desires), it would have been a disaster.

   The mechanism upon which the individual starts to 
work for a small group, later expanding its field of opera-
tions (reaching a broader audience) is plenty of famous ex-
amples. Colin Chapman who set up the Lotus car business, 
Isamu Noguchi, who engineered the first Japanese paper 
lantern with electricity, John Maeda developing Design by 
Numbers… …they all work in the same exact way.

   Worth to mention is this curious fact that this is the 
same system used by the person who lives in a shanty 
town willing to build a proper home for himself and his 
family.
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   The child who builds a toy in the favela is contiguous 
to his father who builds the house for the whole family 
(they work with similar design principles, materials and 
methods). What is is radically different is the “how”. The 
child works for himself, his father works for his family. 
The second character (the father) has to include in the 
overall design equation the concept of “other”: he has to 
negotiate his own idea of need and desire with the ideas of 
other people.

Isamu Noguchi, Akari Lamp

   If we were to analyze those artists who work for a narrow 
niche of people (the finest example is the artist who de-
cides to look far ahead, trading an immediate success for 
a broader recognition over the following decades), one of 
the most relevant examples to look at is Marcel Duchamp, 
or – if you prefer literature to visual arts – James Joyce.
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   By the way, James Joyce and Marcel Duchamp are the 
two key players of the team called “Modern culture of the 
Twentieth Century.” The Beatles are the third (with Andy 
Warhol and Luis Bunuel on the bench, having Stanley 
Kubrick and Jackson Pollock in the stand).

   Finally, before to move on, a last thought on this issue. 
In the past, several relevant ventures did start using this 
Droog (Tejo Remy), Milk Bottle / Chandelier operational 
mode (individual for the small group). This mechanism 
now seems gone. Is this because of the typical process of 
compression and distortion of the variable “time” of our 
times (think for example to “Big Brother” TV format, 
converting everyone in a celebrity in few hours) or is there 
more?

Marcel Duchamp, “Fountain”, 1917
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Droog (Tejo Remy), Milk Bottle / Chandelier
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Maya Lin, Vietnam Veterans Memorial, Washington DC, 
1982
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3. a single person for a big group

   This chapter begins with Maya Lin and her Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial (Memorial to the Fallen of the Viet-
nam War), one of the most sophisticated and far-reaching 
projects throughout the American twentieth century. The 
project started with a contest, won unexpectedly by a very 
young student without anything built before, with an idea 
quite distant from what we normally intend as a “monu-
ment”.

Jimi Hendrix with his Fender Stratocaster guitar (Royal 
Albert Hall, London, 1969)

   A black marble wall, in the shape (in terms of floor-plan) 
a broken line. Engraved on the wall, the names of all the 
Americans soldiers fallen in the conflict, in chronological 
order (upon their date of death). Once the visitor finds the 
desired name, he/she can transfer the name over a sheet of 
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paper (via frottage). In this extent the paper with the name 
becomes a physical evidence of memory.

   Another interesting and important feature is the pol-
ished black marble working as a mirror. Once you find the 
name of your dear, your retina sees his name with your 
image superimposed on it.

   The history of the project is long and complex, a rare 
example where a single individual can complete a project 
designed for a large group of people.

   Another classic example where we have a single person 
working for a big group of people is Harry Beck and his 
map of the London Underground (1931).
Beck had the intuition to organize visual information 
referred to the “tube” forgetting the actual geographic 
distances. Assuming a traveler in the subway who does not 
actually care about the real distance between Piccadilly 
Circus and Marble Arch, Beck simply drew the simplest 
and clearest representation of the stops between “A” and 
“B” (and the other lines intersected in the route). To us 
this seems a quite obvious choice, yet, for forty years no 
one ever thought about it (until Beck’s map, the subway 
maps were representing actual and real distances).

   Returning to our “4 by 4’’ grid, when we can talk about 
the case of an individual for the larger group we are talk-
ing about someone who sometimes starts small (individu-
al for the small group) later on growing up.

   In this extent, in the DNA of the individual who works 
for the small group there is often the potential to grow and 
expand his user group. Enzo Ferrari (rather than Bruce 
McLaren) starts to build his cars for himself, then for a 
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very restricted group of clients. As the commercial success 
of his activities increases (as well as his sport awards do 
follow), an expansion of the productive structure follows 
(passing from the condition “alone” to the “small group”, 
reaching in several cases to condition of a “big group”).

   It is also worth to note that the mechanism upon which 
you move from one family to another (being small and 
then growing up), typical of earlier periods, in this 
moment seems to be locked and not completely open. 
Nowadays if you start your activities in a DiY mode, you 
will not become IBM. And if you go to work at Mitsubishi 
Heavy Motors, you’ll never come (mentally) out of it.

Ferrari (designed by Pininfarina) 250 GT (195)

   A field of activity where this pattern of action (single 
person for big group) appears to be the typeface design 
(either classical rather than modern). That special world 
where Giambattista Bodoni goes hand in hand with Paul 
Renner, where Eric Gill drinks a cup of tea with John 
Baskerville, Aldus Manutius and Jan Tschichold. A world 
where you get stabbed for a glyph or the appropriate use of 
the golden ratio.
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Before Harry Beck (left), Harry Beck London Underground 
Map, 1931 (right)
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   For the purposes of our discussion the galaxy of “graphic 
designer” (and even more of the sub-family of typefaces 
designers) is incredibly fascinating because of the original 
tenet upon which all these people work.

Bauer Bodoni typeface, Heinrich Jost for Bauer, 1926

   Just as an architect or engineer are generally aware that 
their entire professional life will be spent working together 
with thousand other people (together with they will be 
always entangled in moreless exhausting negotiations), the 
graphic designer is quite conscious of being a special god 
of an universe in the shape of the sheet of paper they are 
working on. Being the master of the universe (even if it an 
A4 format universe) is a wonderful feeling, although with 
a potentially devastating effect in terms of social skills. In 
short, if the reader has a distinct character for the self-
referentiality, the design of typefaces could be his field of 
activity.

Paul Renner, Futura typeface, 1927
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   Even more extreme is the world of photography. This is 
in some extent for obvious ergonomic reasons (you can 
write a book together with your friend, while to take a 
picture with a second person becomes immediately a quite 
technically complex task), but apart from this, photogra-
phy is a discipline generally practiced “alone”.

Eric Gill, Gill Sans typeface, (1927/30)

   We have a great passion for photography, but are fully 
aware that if we start talking about Robert Frank, Diane 
Arbus and Francesca Woodman we well get surely adrift. 
In order not to get lost, we can make a quick reference 
to the work of the great American photographers for the 
Farm Security Admistration (Walker Evans and Dorothea 
Lange for all), a project where the single individual had to 
act within a complex network of people coming to an end 
result definitely “collective”.

   The other natural example of individuals working for a 
larger group of people is typical of the world of literature, 
visual arts and music. Think to the artist, struggling alone 
with his piano, delighting the audience of the concert hall. 
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In this case the individual is only apparently alone. In fact 
the individual is very seldom alone.

   The concert is supported by a service system that makes 
the concert happening: selling tickets, cleaning the room, 
tuning of the piano. Furthermore, perhaps more interest-
ingly, the pianist is part of a man-machine (in this case: 
man-piano). If we follow the theory of the Actor-Network 
of Latour, Callon and Law, we must recognize that objects, 
like humans, have the capacity to act, be used, and to 
involve people in certain ways – although the objects are 
devoid of full intentionality.

Robert Frank, “The Americans”, 1955

   If it seems strange to give the objects all these possibili-
ties, but do not provide them with intentionality, consider 
a scale that goes from man to hammer. In between is your 
cat, which has its own modest intention and can make you 
doing various things.

   In this perspective, the music and the concert are a 
network of relationships and interactions: the superb 
performance that takes place in the hall is produced by 
the virtuosity of the musical instrument in tension and 
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dialogue with the skill of the musician, both actors in 
the network involving the skill of who designed the hall 
itself as well as the skill of the public (behaving himself as 
perfect “public”).

Glenn Gould
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Teatro La Scala, Milano

   The designer can then, once you understand the 
principles of user-centered design, profitably exploit the 
networks of things and the various persons involved (col-
lectively called “actants”: whom who acts). And ‘no doubt 
that we live in a world where every possible “objects” and 
“thing” falls into a spiral of progressive “commoditization.” 
These “objects” always cost less, and yet they continue to 
act upon us. At the same time the networks of relation-
ships between actants defined by individuals, institutions 
(public and private), technology (new and old), becomes 
more and more relevant. Finally, if the world works quite 
differently than before, why do the various institutions 
shaping our lives (schools, media, etc), do not notice and 
do not change as well?

ps.

   Perhaps the most appropriate reference to start this page 
would have been a Stradivari or a Guarneri violin (in-
stead of Jimi Hendrix and his guitar). We like, however, to 
emphasize that fact that the relationship between design 
and artistic virtuosity runs in parallel in each epoch. 
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Purists might have something to say about choosing the 
Fender Stratocaster rather than the Gibson Les Paul. In 
this extent, none of the countless artists who have used 
the Gibson Les Paul (we can just mention Bob Marley bur-
ied with his Gibson Les Paul and a Bible), can match the 
iconic Jimi Hendrix playing his Fender.

Les Paul, “Gibson Les Paul”, detail, 1952

Antonio Stradivari, “Auer” violin, 1690
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Isaac Newton’s apple tree, in the back garden of the Institute 
for Mathematical Sciences in Cambridge
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4. a single person for all

   The model where an individual begins to produce arti-
facts (conceptual rather than physical) to satisfy the needs 
and desires of the whole world has an excellent reference 
in the book by Gustave Flaubert, “Bouvard and Pecuchet“. 
The idea underpinning the two Flaubertian characters is 
the one of the world potentially dominated by the individ-
ual (well, in this case, two individuals). A specific person 
who, from time to time, applies his intelligence to an in-
credible and diverse range of disciplines. Here the purpose 
is to find definitive solutions to be used by humanity as a 
whole.
Apart from our passion for the nineteenth-century French 
novels, it is clear that this class is devoted to the typical 
Western artist as well as his cathartic inventor counterpart.

Whether it is Thomas Alva Edison or Guglielmo Marconi 
(rather than Erno Rubik or Richard Buckminster Fuller), 
the dream is always the same: a single person being able 
to reach a solution improving the lives of humanity as 
a whole. Or if you prefer, to invent a new problem that 
nobody had thought of it before. Euclid, Archimedes, Py-
thagoras, Zeno of Elea are the ancestors of a famous breed 
of people arriving to our days.
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   For the purposes of our classification, is not so relevant 
the specific area of action, but rather to focus on the rela-
tionship between the ‘I’ and the world.

Erno Rubik’s cube (1974, in production since 1980)

   Gutenberg and Newton are important not only because 
they invented the mobile print rather than a significant 
portion of the physical theories upon which we run our 
today life. They are foremost important as vectors of imag-
ination. Taking a shower in the morning we dream about 
Newton under the apple tree and we imagine what kind 
of incommensurable theories and/or discoveries we might 
find later on during our day. Are we going to be dwarfs 
on the shoulders of giants? If Isaac Newton is a dwarf, let’s 
be dwarfs and might fame be with us. Our ego wants to 
be satisfied, we want to get the spotlight. We want the UN 
Secretary General shaking hands with us, thanking us on 
behalf of humanity for our great invention or discovery 
(finally, this is what our ego wants and demands).

Richard Buckinster Fuller with one of his geodesic domes

   Worth to be mentioned is this fact that this kind of at-
titude (being the single person able to meet the needs and 
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desires of “all”) is generally bound toward endless personal 
and existential disasters. Still, given the extraordinary im-
portance of this kind of figure in the collective mind, this 
is a phenomenon that cannot be underestimated.

The original Korean Chikchi mobile typeface (invented some 
100 years before Gutemberg ones)

   Present times we have a lot of examples to nourish our 
dreams and our imagination. Jack Dorsey and the contro-
versial invention of Twitter. Chad Hurley, Steve Chen and 
Jawed Karim (who use their spare time at PayPal company 
to invent YouTube). Steve 1 and Steve 2 (Jobs and Wozni-
ak) who (in most obvious Californian garage) build up the 
first prototype of the Apple I. The examples are endless 
and each of us can fall asleep dreaming about his favorite 
example.

   The only caveat (not to be forgotten): remember that for 
every Alexander Graham Bell, there are thousands and 
thousands Antonio Meucci (who ended up in ruin or – 
when lucky – in a very dignified oblivion). The books by 
Henry Petroski (between severals you could start from: 
“The Evolution of Useful things: How everyday artifacts 
– from forks and pins to paper clips and sippers – came 
to be as they are“) explain us the evolution of every day 
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things. Petrosky underlines how history generally remem-
bers just a happy single inventor, squeezing into the blurry 
category of “precursors” people who did most of the work 
before the final hero. Think for instance to the case of Ap-
ple iPod. Here we are in front of a case where we under-
stand advantageous is to let others invent a category of 
products (mp3 player, the portable computer, the interface 
in windows) and to arrive later in the market in order to 
colonize and dominate with objects mature and perfect.

Alexander Graham Bell speaking into prototype model of 
the telephone (ca. 1875)

   Before proceeding on to next class, few paragraphs on 
two other areas rich of examples related to this case where 
the individual invents a “thing” able to change the course 
of human history.

   The most obvious example is art (in all its forms and 
declination), so obvious we shouldn’t say much about it. In 
this short essay, we might find some interesting elements 
in that chapter of contemporary art called: “Land Art“.

   Land Art is an art movement of the postwar period of 
the last century where the artists use the territory as a me-
dium, moving from traditional brushes and chisels to less 
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common tools such as bulldozers (take Michael Heizer for 
instance) rather than craters of extinct volcanoes (typical 
medium of someone like James Turrell). The gap in terms 
of common perception and understanding is quite wide 
and rather significative. The names of the most celebrated 
popular icons of this special branch of contemporary art 
have become famous and known even by the broad public: 
say Christo, everyone understands and recalls his wrapped 
things all over the world.

Michael Heizer, “Rift”, 1968

   Being the chapter devoted to the “single for all”, we 
should have a special mention for Robert Smithson and 
his “Spiral Jetty” (built in 1970 on the north-east of the 
Great Salt Lake in Utah). A huge effort in an almost solo 
condition, to build a spiral of rocks, five hundred meters 
long, three meters wide. One of the most remarkable icons 
of the XXth century art in the shape of a roll of mud, salt 
crystals, basalt rocks and earth (peeping out when the lake 
falls below a certain level).

Robert Smithson, “Spiral Jetty”, 1970
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   We could go on with countless examples, but is perhaps 
more interesting to talk about some less-known refer-
ences.

   Take the Russian physicist Leon Theremin.

   In 1919, he completes the first electronic musical instru-
ment in history, called (without much fantasy) “Ther-
emin“.

   The Theremin works by the interference between a hu-
man body and electromagnetic waves. The thereminist 
plays the instrument with one hand controlling the fre-
quency of the sound and the other controlling the volume: 
an experienced musician is able to extract from the instru-
ment a great deal of vibrations and sound.

Leon Theremin and his instrument (circa 1920)

   The theremin is completely analog, and gives the opera-
tor very few visual cues and no tactile feedback at all: the 
instrument is played by moving your hands in the air. It 
is very particular, perhaps because of its limited range 
and timbre as well as for his remarkable difficulties in 
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“how you play it”. Yet it is the first electronic instrument. 
The theremin is perhaps a perfect example of “bad luck 
of the pioneer”, which we mentioned earlier. The pioneer 
is rarely successful: All those who come after the pioneer 
they are the one exploiting his discoveries and reaching 
broad success. Synthesizers will be the first real electronic 
instrument. In this extent it is not a coincidence that the 
first synthesizer to have a substantial commercial suc-
cess is developed by Robert Moog (who was a passionate 
producer of Theremin).

   Before moving on to the next class we should mention 
the special relationship between the individual and the 
mass found in the world of organized religions. A universe 
that can start from Buddha and Jesus all the way to Ron 
Hubbard and Dianetics. Religions, sects, niche esoteric 
cults, gurus and all the rest.

   Before moving on to the next class we should mention 
the special relationship between the individual and the 
mass found in the world of organized religions. A universe 
that can start from Buddha and Jesus all the way to Ron 
Hubbard and Dianetics. Religions, sects, niche esoteric 
cults, gurus and all the rest.

   If you think to the final chance of success, if you have 
an innate attitude for the “individual vs. the masses” 
dynamic, you are more likely to succeed trying to be the 
Mormon prophet Brigham Young rather than Albert 
Einstein inventing the theory of relativity. Whether you 
are working in theoretical physics rather than mass re-
ligion, your chances of success are incredibly low. How-
ever, setting up a religion (or becoming a holy prophet) 
seems to be much more fun than making a career within 
the Zurich Polytechnic. Another possibility is to try to 
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overlap the artistic layer with the religious one, trying 
to become the Bob Dylan of the third millennium (but 
even this hypothesis may be too ambitious, especially 
in a moment when the record industry is shattered).

Holy Sepulcre, Jerusalem

ps. 1

   In 1967 when the Beatles revolutionized music with the 
rich psychedelia of “Sgt Pepper”, Richard Long revolution-
ized the art world because of a simple walk in the high 
grass of the English countryside ( “A line made by walking 
“). A picture of such a promenade and contemporary art 
was no longer the same.

   In 2010, there is still a chance to work this way? How?

ps. 2

   As an appendix to this class, to the students interested 
in exploring the history of those “things” belonging to the 
subgroup generally called “art” we would recommend to 
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start from Arnold Hauser, “The Social History of Art“, 
Cambridge University Press, 1971. Followed by: Ernst H. 
Gombrich, “The story of Art” Phaidon, 2009.

Richard Long, “Small White Pebble Circles”,  1987
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Achille Castiglioni, Flos Taraxacum 88 suspension light, 
1988. Flos is a typical Italian “pmi”.
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5. a small group for an individual

   In the previous classes we have seen the single person 
dealing with various situations. Now we start to examine 
the designer intended as a small group of people. The 
small group can be a family, a clan, a small company (us-
ing an Italian definition, we are now entering the “pmi” 
universe: “piccola media impresa”, in english: “small/me-
dium enterprise”).

   The transition from “I” to” we” generates an extraordi-
nary difference in terms of methods of production. As 
mentioned before, people who are used to work in the 
“I” model (especially in the “I for mysely” sub-family) are 
rarely able to switch to other models. The “I for I” frame is 
quite rigid and it is difficult to move out from there.

   In the past it was rather easy to move out from the “I” 
universe, proceeding on toward “we” systems. Although 
the option is still open today, we have to say that a little by 
little those paths have been substantially closed.

   If we imagine a line were we have at one end the “myself 
for myself ” and the “many for all” at the other, the empiri-
cal observation suggests that it is nowaday extremely dif-
ficult to move from one direction to another.
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Milano, Cimitero Monumentale, Carlo Maciachini 1866. 
In the image: monument for Isabella Airoldi: “La Morente”, 
1889.

   As a young designer, if you start to work for a corporate 
company, you will enter a very specific system of produc-
tion. The work becomes a fragmentated galaxy of various 
tasks generating highly skilled specialists (having those 
special skills gained at the expenses of the general over-
view). In the opposite situation, if you start to work by 
yourself (or with a small group of friends) right after col-
lege , you will acquire a set of practices making extremely 
difficult to enter the corporate world later on in your life.

   Obviously the differences are not only elements related 
to the amount of specialization: quite a lot of the final 
results depend on the circumstances and the tools of work.

   If you work in a big company you are generally accus-
tomed to a number of special services (to have a depart-
ment of information technology fixing up all kind of 
problems, paid holidays, bonus, sumer picnic…) as well as 
certain tasks such as timesheets and internal bureocracy. 
At the same time, those who work in small environments 
(or by themselves) do develops other work habits.
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   Of course the influence of the circumstances under 
which you perform your work powerfully extends into 
all your life. Just think of how the independent designer 
“never goes on holiday” (being at the same time “always 
on holiday”) and compare him with a designer employed 
at Philips or Sony who can go on vacation only upon a 
preset schedule.

Philips Design, “Kitten Scanner”. (esigned as part of Philips 
ambient experience, the kitten scanner introduces the CAT 
scan experience for children).

   Having to be more specific, in this class we will exam-
ine a very special case (small group for the individual) 
where you have a selected group of people working for an 
individual. As mentioned in the introduction classes, a 
very good example of such a case is the Zen garden of the 
Ryoan-ji Temple in Kyoto.

   To be precise, we should say: the “garden of stones” (ka-
resansui) being part of the overall Zen temple: a complex 
construction built in the late ’400. From the designer’s 
point of view we are facing an interesting project where a 
small group of people did work intensively for a sophis-
ticated garden meant to be used and enjoyed by a single 
person.
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Zen garden of the Ryoan-ji Temple in Kyoto

Japanese cemetery with the typical system with wooden 
sticks carrying the name of the deceased person

   A funeral (or, if you prefer, we could say a grave) is a 
similar system. From this point of view, we could find 
several examples: we can go from the incredible coffins 
(a curious mix of expressionism and pop art) in use in 
some African countries, all the way to the the traditional 
Chinese funeral.

   In this case, once there is a death in the family, the 
relatives of the dead person have to organize a complex 
ceremony meant to communicate to the spirits of the 
afterlife that the dead actually did cut all the bridges with 
the world of the living people. To that end, everything 
revolves around a funeral pyre where the remaining fam-
ily has to burn all the material possessions of the dead. 
Obviously, the practical spirit of the Chinese culture finds 
a practical solution to this design task (having to burn all 
the material possessions of the dead), generating amazing 
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paper and cardboard reproductions of all those possesions 
to be burned instead of the actual things (generating an 
incredible market of car replicas, gold bullions, banknotes, 
clothes, watches, phones and everything else: everything 
strictly made in paper and cardboard).

An image of a traditional Chinese funeral

   Obviously, this class should be completed with a quick 
reference to the most incredible example of “small for the 
single”: the world of Egyptian mummies. The subject is 
vast, and if you are interested in this topic we suggest you 
to enter the “History of the World“, an extremely interest-
ing co-production made by the the British Museum and 
the BBC.

   The homepage of the website explains: “This site uses 
objects to tell a history of the world. You’ll find 100 objects 
from the British Museum and hundreds more from muse-
ums and people across the UK. What will you add to the 
collection? “

Samuel Kane Kwei, Coffin “Mercedes”, Ghana, 1993
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Egyptian mummy from the British Museum

Mao Zedong Mausoleum (Chairman Mao Memorial Hall), 
Bejing, Hua Guofeng, 1977)

   All in all, the theme of “small group for the individual” 
may be fully representated through the idea of “cemetery” 
(we can see a cemetery as a huge aggregation of physical 
artifacts where the various groups are to celebrate the dead 
individual). Either way we are talking about the Mao Ze-
dong mausoleum in the Tian-An-Men square or pointint 
out to a remote cemetery in the Alps or in the rice paddies 
of the Mekong Delta, the mechanism is very similar.
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Family graves in Vietnamese countryside

Cemetery in Santorini, Greece

   Obviously we can find the same system in service design 
or in the world of production of immaterial goods. Think 
about the Asian industry of the so-called “cram school“. In 
a world where to have access to the top-most universities 
is the first ingredient for social success, we have thousands 
and thousands of schools where children (starting from 
kindergarden) shall complement the regular school hours 
with a thick additions of educational activities. The hours 
and hours of extra work are meant to increase the chances 
of success for the difficult entrance exams (exams start-
ing in some extreme cases already at the age of 2: when 
you have to go through the selection to enter the excellent 
kindergarden).
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   We suspect that all these businesses (generally linked to 
the family) do carry an infinite potential and should not 
be easily discharged in the contemporary world. If we were 
to use the funeral mechanism into other facets of everyday 
life, what could happen?

   Napoleon famously stated: “Give me enough medals 
and I’ll win any war.” If Napoleon was not emperor of the 
French but the CEO of Microsoft, what would come out 
today? (if we think of Sergey Brin and Larry Page – the 
founders of Google – we can have an idea of Napoleon 
would have been today. Steve Jobs is another possible 
example).

Illustration referred to a Japanese cram school
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Paper sleepers to be burned during a Chinese funeral 
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Frank Lloyd Wright and members of the Taliesin Fellowship 
at Taliesin, Spring Green, Wisconsin,1937
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6. a small group for a small group

   This chapter covers people and designers who are gener-
ally considered to be “mainstream” (let’s say “closer” to 
what we expect to be a “traditional” designer.

   Or, said in a different way, we entering modes and sys-
tems easy to grasp and understand.

   In this family we have the people building a house for 
themselves in the Brazilian favela, rather than the people 
who build their own house using the self-build system 
typical of contemporary “rich world” (upon our grid, once 
you decide to build your house yourself, it doesn’t make a 
big difference if you are rich or if you are poor).

   This attitude (I do build what I need on my own), it 
doesn exists both in the analog (architecture, product 
deesign, etc), as well as in the digital world.

   This is the typical way of doing of hackers (a word that, 
in its original sense, doesn’t define a criminal but rather a 
passionate and competent computer geek), who generally 
works upont the “scratching your own itch” principle. Out 
of the metaphor, to build-up a solution – perhaps tempo-
rary and not perfect – to fix a problem.
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Image from the “Self-building UK” website

   Of course, if we go this way, we will soon face a big issue: 
there are several problems (especially if you are develop-
ing software in the digital world) exceeding the skills 
and possibility of the individual.  You can be an excellent 
programmer, yet it is almost impossible to accomplish 
anything on your own.

   In a different way: there are problems too big and too 
difficult for one person

   The solution to this problem has to come out from social 
attitude. How do you put together a team that wants to 
work on the same project (generally without any kind of 
pay)?
   The answer is easy: you need to create a community, 
and make sure that within the community ther are all the 
needed human resources.

   Usually, the community has at its center the person who 
started the project (which tends, over time, to be con-
verted by software developer manager, administrator and/
or ambassador).

   A successful community generally starts with an in-
teresting problem (which can be addressed in terms of 
a good solution). Then you start to work on temporary 
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solutions, improving them along the process. Generally 
the good communities are the ones where there is space 
for different abilities and interests.

   This is the model which was used to develop the project 
“Arduino“: a small group of people, led by a hacker with 
an excellent perception of the problems faced by the ones 
who wanted to experiment and play with small computer, 
interactions and design.

Massimo Banzi, David Cuartielles, Tom Igoe, Gianluca 
Martino, David Mellis, “Arduino”, 2004 / ongoing

   Here is the description from the homepage:

   Arduino is an open-source electronics prototyping plat-
form based on flexible, easy-to-use hardware and software. 
It’s intended for artists, designers, hobbyists, and anyone 
interested in creating interactive objects or environments.

   Arduino can sense the environment by receiving input 
from a variety of sensors and can affect its surroundings by 
controlling lights, motors, and other actuators. The micro-
controller on the board is programmed using the Arduino 
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programming language (based on Wiring) and the Arduino 
development environment (based on Processing). Arduino 
projects can be stand-alone or they can communicate with 
software on running on a computer (e.g. Flash, Processing, 
MaxMSP).

   The boards can be built by hand or purchased preassem-
bled; the software can be downloaded for free. The hardware 
reference designs (CAD files) are available under an open-
source license, you are free to adapt them to your needs.

   The project was started at the Interaction Design 
Institute Ivrea, where a small group of people has gath-
ered around Massimo Banzi, and began to develop and 
prototype a series of design solutions that gradually begun 
to refine and grow in size and visibility.

   Even more interesting is the fact that the Arduino 
project is completely open: anyone can download all 
documentation and materials necessary to manufacture, 
at a very low cost your own Arduino clone, even perfectly 
identical.

   How do you manage to survive (financially) this? If 
Arduino is the product, Arduino-people live out selling a 
number of various services: design, service and training.
Then of course, there are several commercial develop-
ments related to Arduino: the LilyPad Arduino (used 
for wearables), the powerful Sanguino and the recently 
announced (2010) Japanino (a Japanese clone). Do the 
original developers get royalties from these projects? Not 
at all.

   But this is not the business model we’re talking about. 
The ability to understand the design oriented-minds 
(developed with Arduino) is the true strategic intellectual 
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property, and if the Arduino team is constantly moving 
and upgrading its products and sevices, it becomes an 
impossible target for those who want to copy.

   Details can be read in Wired: C. Thompson, “Build lt lt 
Profit Share. Can Open Source Hardware Work?” Wired 
Magazine: 16.11, 2008, as well as on The Wall Street 
Journal: J. Lahart, “Taking an Open- Source Approach to 
Hardware“, November 27, 2009.

   Another relevant similar example is Processing (a pro-
ject started by Casey Reas and Ben Fry).

www.processing.org

   Again, let’s start from the introduction in their website:

   Processing is an open source programming language 
and environment for people who want to program images, 
animation, and interactions. It is used by students, artists, 
designers, researchers, and hobbyists for learning, prototyp-
ing, and production. It is created to teach fundamentals of 
computer programming within a visual context and to serve 



82

as a software sketchbook and professional production tool.

   Processing is free to download and available for GNU/
Linux, Mac OS X, and Windows. To contribute to the 
project’s development, please visit http://dev.processing.org/, 
which includes bug tracking and instructions for building 
the code, downloading the source, and creating libraries and 
tools.

   Processing is an open project initiated by Ben Fry and 
Casey Reas. It evolved from ideas explored in the Aesthetics 
and Computation Group at the MIT Media Lab.

Arcosanti, Arizona

   But there is no need to insist on things like Arduino or 
Processing, simply because their success has been quite 
significative, allowing them to move from the “small group 
for a small group” system (when they started) to the “small 
group for a big group” system (today).

   Arduino is a succesful example of a small group of peo-
ple achieving an incredible success on their chosen activ-
ity. The original assumptions are correct, the questions are 
relevant and the system finally takes off in a beautiful way. 
Of course,  we have to remind the reader that for every 
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success there are an endless amount of examples where the 
same mechanism does not reach the desired results.

   Two significative examples of “small group” not achiev-
ing success are the utopian communities founded by Paolo 
Soleri in the Arizona desert (Arcosanti) or Rirkrit Tira-
vanija‘s “The Land” project (in northern Thailand).

Rirkrit Tiravanija, “The Land”, 1998 – ongoing

   If you decide to work within this “small group for the 
small group” mode, the starting question (the reason 
upon which you start to work), is not necessarily the most 
important element of the whole equation. Infact, we could 
point to the over-abused aphorism:”The Journey is the 
Destination”.

   If you are Jacob Ludvigsen setting up the free city of 
Christiania in Copenaghen, or if you live in a Shaker, 
Quaker or Amish community in a remote village in 
Pennsilvanya finally becomes a system where your project 
becomes your life and viceversa.

   You become part of a self-contained universe where the 
group satisfies all its needs and desires in an autonomous 
way.
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Shaker furnitures

   In this extent to live in the monastery in Mount Athos, 
rather than to experience forty years of anarchy in the free 
city of Christiania makes the final success forgotten. What 
is relevant is not to conquer the world, but rather to make 
your experiment and to live upon its principles.

Or maybe not?

Mock-up of the Bauhaus main buildings, Walter Gropius, 
Dessau, 1926 

ps.

   When Walter Gropius (the great architect and founder of 
the Bauhaus) went to Japan for the first time, he famously 
commented: “The whole nation looks like a basic design 
course.
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   Shakers, Quakers and the Amish are similar to the 
traditional Japanese architecture (and design), in a Prot-
estant version. A large number of designers have always 
looked with admiration to the relationship between these 
religions (for Japan it is the Shinto religion) and the world 
of material culture inhabitated by these same people (built 
according to precise principles).

Mount Athos monastery, Greece
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RPBW, Renzo Piano Building Workshop
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7. a small group for a big group

This specific way of work (a small group active toward a 
big group of people) is typical of the technological innova-
tion field.

Internet was born like this, the personal computer was 
born like this. The work of any venture capitalist is to 
understand which “small group” will come up with the 
succesful idea worth to be funded and supported.

If we are talking about radical innovation, a small group 
is often a necessary ingredient. On one side it is true that 
innovation requires multidisciplinary skills, but to manage  
a working group requires a lot of communication (and 
that’s work – a lot of it) proportional to the square of the 
number of people. Generally the trick in order to keep this 
number reasonable is to seek people with multiple skills. 
The overspecialization comes after, when you have to 
refine and improve things.
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   Another important reference typical of this group is the 
classic twentieth century designer. The person who works 
with a number  of colleagues (they can be graphic design-
ers, architects, product designers) spending time and 
energy to give his contribution to a big group of users (the 
people who will use a building, the people who will use a 
given product).

   It is a well set scheme used for decades in order to run 
any kind of design business. It can be horizontal (see for 
instance Arup or IDEO) or vertical, generally based with 
a carismatic character on top of the system (this typical of 
modern architecture: all the famous architects achieved 
success organizing a small group of people to face all kind 
of difficult or apparently impossible tasks: two classic 
examples could be considered Paul Rand, Renzo Piano or 
Norman Foster).

Some of the most famous logo designed by Paul Rand in his 
career

   Related to our theme, one observations becomes rele-
vant. In design field, over the past fifteen years the mecha-
nism of the firm organized around a charismatic figure 
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has become more and more similar to the show-business 
organization. Hence, there is no substantial difference 
between Madonna (or if you prefer, Michael Jackson) and 
Rem Koolhaas or Ron Arad.

Norman Foster, Crystal Island (project), Moscow, 2009

Renzo Piano RPBW, Tjibaou Cultural Centre in Nouméa, 
New Caledonia, 1998

Rem Koolhaas (OMA), Casa da Música, Porto, 2006
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Ron Arad for Kartell: “Bookworm“

   As Guy Debord explained with great precision some 
fifty years ago in his “The Society of Spectacle“, when our 
society turns into a colossal show up twentyfour hours on 
twentyfour, then we have no real difference between a rock 
singer or a town planner (with all the attached conse-
quences, mostly spooky).

   Another typical example (in every period and in every 
country) of people working within the “small group for 
the big group”  frame, are the monks (altough active in 
some cases within the “small group for all” system). It 
doesn’t matter if they are Zen or Catholic Christians: here 
we are talking about all those people who live in (gener-
ally) secluded places together with other people who share 
the same interests and passions.

Certosa di San Giacomo, Capri. 
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Certosa di Pavia

   An interesting description of the phenomenon of 
monastery life can be found in a recent novel by Neal 
Stephenson: here the monks are scientists, mathematicians 
and freethinkers while people outside the monastery are a 
mixture of religious fanatics and fools. The outside world 
goes through cycles of various kinds of disasters, wars, 
revolutions, returning to barbaric age, while the inhabit-
ants of the monastery do keep alive a fair share of knowl-
edge related to astronomy, logic and measuring of time.

   The relation between the single person, the small group 
(in this case, the other people living in the monastery) and 
the overall society is quite fascinating. Who is addressing 
the praying monk? Is he addressing his god? Is he address-
ing himself? Is he active for the benefit of his small group? 
Or rather the whole system of monkhood (big group)? 
Some monks would say that they pray for the benefit of 
everyone…

   Let’s take as example the case of the person who is active 
as a volunteer in the homeless shelter. If we were to clas-
sify this type of activity, we would agree that this kind of 
activity falls withing the “small group” (the volunteers) for 
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a “big group” (the homeless). At the same time we can not 
not avoid to think there is some not-so-marginal element 
related to the satisfaction of  personal needs.

   The person obsessed with pysical fitness will spend many 
hours in the gym. In the meanwhile the volunteer will 
spend many hours active in his charity group. What they 
do is radically different (one improves the physical condi-
tion of his body, the other improves the physical condition 
of unfortunate people).

   Still, there is a fascinating similarity: both works to be 
happy with themselves.

   Here the idea is that the mechanism (to be happy with 
yourself), is very relevant in terms of personal choices in 
terms of what to do with your free time and how to spend 
your energies and money. Finally we are facing people 
who could be placed in two different categories at the 
same time (“single person for big group” or “single person 
for him/herself).

   If this is the case, this means that we are shifting from 
the model ” a single person for the big group” to the “sin-
gle person for single person” model.

   Of course, everyone would agree that it is better to live in 
a world where people are happy when they go home after 
they fed the poor or sheltered the homeless (compared 
to the people who are obsessed with the physical state of 
their body). For the benefit of our grid, anyway, these two 
kind of people are not so different.
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Stanley Kubrick‘s “Clockwork Orange“, 1971
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El Lissitzky, “”Lenin tribune”, 1920
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8. a small group for all

   A small group of people working for everyone is a pat-
tern to be found in quite different situations ranging from 
cutting-edge design (as well as technology) all the way to 
the great revolutions of the past.

   The French Revolution, Lenin and the Communist party 
as well as the innovations made in Turkey by a small group 
of people led by Ataturk (or if you prefer, Ho Chi Minh 
and the war in Indochina/Vietnam).

   A designer can easily find himself in situations where he 
has to work as a part of a small groups with big ambitions.
The small group is generally defined by a very strong 
ideology (either way political or technical or cultural) and 
the constant risk of “groupthink” (the risk of falling in a 
circular system of consensus in which different thoughts 
are inhibited and everyone thinks, with great satisfaction 
of the whole group, in the same way).

   This is the dark side of the phenomenon described in 
the previous case. We can say that a small group is more 
efficient but has less antibodies against any kind of abuse.

   If you work within this pattern, please be very careful 
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not to become completely and totally self-referential. Ho 
Chi Min and Pol Pot had two similar agendas (to get to 
power in order to improve the living conditions of their 
country). Then of course the final outcome is radically 
different (with horrible consequences for the Cambodian 
people).

   A small group of people was the driving force of the 
Russian Revolution. Another very small group has moved 
Jews around the world to build the nation of Israel. And 
a small group decides the global strategies of Microsoft, 
Google and Apple (and De Beers and Walmart, just not to 
limit ourself in the realm of the technology).

   We do not have precise recipes to understand which 
group will become important and which one will remain 
a footnote in the history books. In retrospect, Garibaldi 
or Robespierre, it seems obvious that they would have not 
achieved success.  At the opposite the Children Crusade or 
the Baader Meinhof terrorist group didn’t seem to have the 
slightest chance to achieve success. How to understand?

The Children’s Crusade, detail, by Gustave Doré

   One thing is to ask the two basic questions of every 
(good) revolutionary: are the masses ready to switch to 
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Linux or to make a political revolution or to become a 
kibbutzim? Besides, who supports us in revolution? While 
Lenin and Garibaldi are on the barricades, will be there a 
Cavour rather than a Leo Trotsky to find the money to buy 
food and guns?

   If we want to turn the issue in theoretical ground, we 
must ask ourselves what is the given (or potential) rela-
tion between the stakeholders and our  project of global 
change. Without forgetting that the stakeholders are gen-
erally many more than we would expect.

   It is for this reason that this tendency of contemporary 
software to become an online service (GMail for email,  
to write using  Google Documents, OSM navigation and 
countless other service), is in favor of Linux operating sys-
tem (in itself not so suitable for computers working within 
this new paradigm, but finally it’s free). When everything 
is working in environment existing on the Internet, the 
operating system becomes a small commodity such as 
sand or frozen orange juice: defined by technical param-
eters and bought at minimal cost.

   The moment that the cost becomes zero, and the prac-
tices of commercial and private users are compatible with 
any operating system able to run BitTorrent to download 
pirated movies (and a web browser for everything else), 
Linux becomes an obvious choice, as it happens netbooks 
today.

   Closer to us, in the design world, the mechanism of the 
small group of designers (heroes) ready for anything is 
very similar to Lenin and Trotsky theories related to the 
Communist Revolution (to succeed the revolution has to 
be exported all over the world).



98

Walter Gropius, Bauhaus building, Dessau, 1925

   This was  the spirit running the Bauhaus in Weimar and 
later in Dessau, the energy pushing Le Corbusier to write 
“Towards an architecture“, suggesting Kazimir Malevich 
to paint his famous “White on White”. In the art world 
this kind of attitude is generally classified with the label 
of “avant-garde”: an handful of well motivated people, 
generally with few means but with great enthusiasm and 
ambition.

Le Corbusier, “Toward an Architecture” (original title: “Vers 
une Architecture), 1923
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Kazimir Malevich, “White on White”, 1918

   Within the above-mentioned art field, surely Duchamp 
and the Dada group in Zurich were central to the whole 
XXth Century art. A whole bunch of incredible artists, 
architects, poets and graphic designers, active in Russia, 
Italy, France, Germany.

Raoul Hausmann, “ABCD”, 1924
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   From this perspective, rhetoric is a key element in the 
creative process. The Italian Futurists and the Russian 
Constructivists were in this extent similar to Frank Lloyd 
Wright who had to convince the whole world about the 
advantages of organic architecture compared to the ration-
alistic one.

Kurt Schwitter, “Merzbau“, (1920/1936)

   “How to convince people on a mass scale” is the same 
ingredient you can find in architecture, design, cinema. 
Think to the French New Wave of the last century sixties: 
Truffaut and Godard appear and the movie cultural indus-
try has to change in a radical way.

   The small group trying to convince everyone about 
its own ideas and visions is a phenomenon easy to be 
found in any period and in several different places. The 
“avant-garde” between World War 1 and World War 2, the 
the Italian master of the “neorealismo” period (Roberto 
Rossellini, Vittorio De Sica, etc), then we can move ten 
years ahead and we arrive to the Utopian communities 
of the sixties  (experiences and world later condensed by 
Stewart Brand in his incredible “Whole Earth Catalog“). 
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An image from an issue of the “Whole Earth Catalog”

   In short, the “small group for all” system is one of those 
driving forces making the world change. Once again we 
have to remember that in this class we are interested about 
the “how”, not about the results. This means that in terms 
of “how”, the Bauhuas story (how to build houses and fur-
nitures with excellent quality for the masses) is similar to 
the “Manhattan Project” in Los Alamos (how to build an 
atomic bomb in order to destroy whole cities in a second). 
In both cases you have a small group of people, highly 
motivated to reach their desired goal.

 
Marcel Breuer, “Tubular steel chair“, 1928
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   All this said, in absolute terms, it is a system where the 
relation between costs and benefits is particularly conveni-
ent (the relation beween cost and benefits is an obsession 
generally carved deep into the head of every designer). It’s 
no by chance this typical phenomenon of  big companies 
buing small ones in order to remain innovative and on the 
edge of the market.

Mart Stam, tubular chair (prototype 1926)

   Also relevant to notice is this necessity (for the small 
group trying to conquer the world) of having an enemy 
to harass. It doesn’t matter if the enemy are the Tsarist 
Guards (and you are the Bolshevik) or the Beaux Art for-
malists (and you are a student of Gropius and Itten at Bau-
haus). Revolutions (of any kind) always need an enemy to 
fight and clear and simple objectives to reach.

   Parallel to this, it is also fascinating to observe the rela-
tion between different “small groups” active in the same 
time/period.

   If the masters of Bauhuas had devoted less time to the 
development of tubular chairs and greater attention to 
what was happening on the German political scene of the 
1920’s, the final result could have been different. In this 
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extent,  the inner circle of the Bauhaus worked similarly 
to the inner circle of the then infant Nazi party. A bunch 
of people not so knowledgeable on the theory of form or 
color, but we very clear ideas on the mechanisms by which 
the “core group” becomes mass and takes power.

Joseph Albers, “Interaction of Colors”, 1963
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Coca Cola bottle evolution, 1899-1994



105

9. a big group for a single person

   We reached now a moment where the student is able 
to understand that the class is not only about the various 
“hows”, but also covering the various working conditions 
within different contexts.

   The goal is to force us to think about who we are (or 
who we would like to be), if there are others who share 
our ideas about the world and to understand what we can 
learn from people who have made similar journeys before 
(assuming that the only way to learn is to make mistakes 
while looking at others who do similar  activities).

   This class deals with the so-called “big group.”

   Every civilization has a fair amount of entities that oper-
ate according to this principle of organization of work. 
Depending on our interests we can analyze the Commu-
nist Party in Mao’s (or Deng Xiaoping’s) China, the big 
corporations in the United States, rather than the huge 
and byzantine bureaucracy of continental Europe.

   To be active in a large group, it means to make a 180 
degrees shift from everything we’ve seen so far. The large 
group (it can be schools, armies, corporations, religions) 
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have rules as well as founding principles that are supposed 
to be valid always and under all conditions.

   A defined and clear chain of power, responsabilities, dis-
cipline and sense of belonging are core values. Generally, 
the role and the relevance of the individual is always mini-
mal compared to the coercive force and power expressed 
by the group.

   For example, if we compare two countries with radically 
different social and cultural structures such as Japan and 
Italy, every possible difference can be summarized in the 
abused aphorism: “Italy is a poor country filled with rich 
people, Japan is a rich country filled with poor people. ” 
This trivial truth (from time to time stereotypes are actu-
ally true) is a linear function of the different relationship 
existing in the two countries between the individual and 
the larger social group.

   It is quite obvious that the world as we know it (for good 
and for bad), is largely due to a concatenation of large 
groups spreading over the centuries. The Knights Templar 
conquering the Holy Sepulchre, the great Florentine bank-
ing families in the Renaissance, the Conquistadores, the 
Commonwealth, Ford, Toyota, Microsoft, Coca Cola and 
NASA. All examples of “big groups” in action.

   The student could have some doubts with our catego-
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ries: basically we place a Coca-Cola bottle next to Neil 
Armstrong greeting us from the Moon. Although the final 
output is radically different, In terms of “how”, the process 
is quite similar. In terms of final result, while we are defini-
tive certain about the existence of this Coca-Cola bottle, 
several people do question the actua landing on the Moon. 
Also to be mentioned (in terms of output) that the Coke 
bottle is produced by the millions, while we had only few 
Moon landings.

The sword stuck from San Galgano (Galgano Guidotti) in a 
rock. Montesiepi hermitage (near Siena), 1180 (according to 
local tradition)

Space Shuttle Challenger Astronaut McCandles, first check-
out of the Manned Maneuvering Unit (MMU), 1984.
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   Apart from this, Coca-Cola and NASA do operate in a 
quite similar way. From our point of view, it is the same 
to work at NASA or to work at Nike or General Electric. 
The industrial organization works generally upon similar 
principles.

   What may be interesting to go see (and this we will do in 
these four classes), is to think about what it means to work 
in these universes.

   The theme of the relationship of the large group and 
the individual had an almost ‘final’ render in “1984” by 
George Orwell, generating later “Brazil” by Terry Gilliam 
(a rare example where the movie is more interesting than 
the original book films and the book).

   Still, if we consider only the negative elements of the 
whole “industrial recipe” it would be not only partial but 
also fairly silly. Sam Lowry (the main character of “Brazil”) 
is a possible output, but not the only possible destiny.

Terry Gilliam, “Brazil”, 1985
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   However much we love you “Brazil” and “1984” is no 
doubt that Aldous Huxley was the Nostradamus of the 
twentieth century who had been right. Stuart McMillen 
shown in “Amusing Ourselves to Death” (2009) the differ-
ences between “1984” and “The Brave New World“  (many 
and substantial).

   Orwell predicted that there would be someone who would 
have forbidden to read books. Huxley predicted that there 
would be no need because no one had no interest in books. 
Orwell feared those who would deny us the information. 
Huxley noted that there would have given so much to make 
us sleep in a state of total passivity and egotism. Orwell 
feared we would have concealed the truth. Huxley noted 
that the truth would disappear in a sea of irrelevance.

   The rest of the comparisons can be found in: http://www.
recombinantrecords.net/docs/2009-05-Amusing-Ourselves-
to-Death.html

Fritz Hend, three-wheel car “KR200 Kabinerroller” (scooters 
covered), Messerschmitt (built in Germany in the late ’50s 
and 1964). This is the car driven by Sam Lowry in “Brazil” 
(Terry Gilliam, 1985)

   Working in “big group” carries a number of quite wide 
(and obvious) benefits. Furthermore, it is obvious that in 
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the short term you have more satisfaction build an oven in 
your garden to bake pizza for friends when showing up for 
dinner. Still, we shouldn’t underestimate the great satis-
faction of having contributed (even in a micro-scale) to 
the development of the Boeing 747 or other similar “big” 
project.

First Boeing 747-8F in final body join position (2009)

   In terms of final products (or families of “things” gener-
ated by the larger group for single people), the list is 
extensive and wide.

   We can start by Neolithic tribes who have to organize 
quite a number of different skills to get the hunter to be 
equipped to hunt. And then we can travel history until 
we reach the twentieth century, rich with examples of 
extended systems that work for the individual.

Neolithic Hunting Scene, Libya, Sahara (Tadrart Acacus), 
12.000 BC to 100 AD (ca).
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   Momofuku Ando and Nissin Foods (who in 1958 pat-
ented the recipe to make instant noodles: Asian readers 
will not be surprised to know that in 2008, every year are 
consumed about 94 billion servings). Everyone can find 
his preferred invention and/or product “for the single”. 
In this extent, the real ancestor of all the Walkmans and 
iPod is the personal pocket watch, which makes the time a 
private thing (as opposed to commune time based on the 
clock tower or the steeple bell as well as the family time 
defined by the pendulum clock).

Momofuku Andō (Nissin Foods), Instant Noodles, Japan, 
1958

   A long journey further extended from the Vespa through 
the endless customizations for your Harley Davidson all 
the way to the laptop and the iPad today (rather your per-
sona email account received from Yahoo or Gmail).

Harley ‘WCC styled’ Chopper, 2000
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   As already mentioned, we live in a period where extreme 
customization seems to be a very interesting topic. A new 
world of possibilities whose exploration has just begun.

   The multiplier of these possibilities seemes to be Inter-
net, allowing everyone who has a fancy for any specific 
activity, to be able to share, chat and meet all the people 
sharing the same passion.
   This extreme customization leads directly to the world 
of fan fiction (things written “in the manner of …”) as well 
as to these many people who love the idea of becoming 
writers (video makers, musicians …) To be active within 
a larger group supporting your activity in various ways 
enhance the satisfaction and the pleasure.

   This phenomenon also generates a situation where large 
manufacturing entities focus their attention to an end-user 
imagined as a specific person and not being part of a mass.
   We can refer the already mentioned example of the 
book-on-demand industry, or the thriving communities 
spinning around the ‘do-it-yourself ” activities.

   On this issue, we should refer to the book written by Ellen 
Lupton: “DIY: Design it yourself “, Princeton Architectural 
Press, 2006. Particularly interesting is the introduction 
where she defines a bold (but senseful) bridge between the 
thoughts of Antonio Gramsci (from the”Prison Notebooks”) 
and the contemporary “do-it-yourself ” culture.

   Paradoxically, the more the society becomes mutually 
linked and interconnected, they more the powerful drives 
become deeply personal.

   Experience and empirical observation shows us that 
there space both for the professional production as well for 
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the amateurish ones. Not to forget that there is also room 
for fans and/or amateurs who then turn into professionals.       

   The theory of “long tail” shows that there can be placed 
almost anywhere in the continuum mass-micronicchia.
This kind of thougths it applies to books, it works fine for 
blogs, Flickr and YouTube. Could we extend this approach 
to traditional services (libraries, museums, transporta-
tion)?

“Design Your Life: The Pleasures and Perils of Everyday 
Things“, another interesting book by ms. Lupton

   If we take the principle of the blog (rather than buy a 
newspaper I connect to a cluster of reporters telling me in 
real time what happens where they live) and we apply  to 
architecture and town planning, what would happen?

   Some interesting clues could be found in the real of 
‘subsidiarity’ “(in English: “quasi-market“).

   In a world divided between the dichotomy between pub-
lic and private, there is a third way of doing things.

   Let’s see an example. In a city like Milan there is a 
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chronic shortage of public nursery schools. It happens 
then that a certain number of mothers organized their 
own kindergarden home (technical name: tagesmutter). 
These ladies do not do so for economic advantage or for 
entrepreneurial spirit, they do so because they need it and 
they like the idea to run their own kindergarden.

   In a nutshell, the principle of subsidiarity says that 
whenever a group of people come together to meet a need 
or desire, the end result will always be better than the 
satisfaction provided by a higher being (of whatever type it 
is). The universe of subsidiarity calls for a world organized 
from the bottom (from smaller groups: clans, families, 
groups of individuals), with all the advantages and disad-
vantages of the case.

The carpool system is a typical example of this kind of 
services
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Tagesmutter in action…
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IDEO homepage (2008)
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10. A big group for a small group

   In the previous class we started to understand the rela-
tionship existing between the big group and the individual 
(up so far, mainly understood as an individual who works 
within a larger group). This class mainly refers  to the 
mechanisms of production, systems that are basically”big 
groups” but function as a constellation of smaller entities.

   If we look at the world of design the two main examples 
(big groups working as a network of smaller ones) are 
definitely IDEO and Arup.

   Two multinational companies organizing work on very 
different principles compared to the standard established 
by Henry Ford at the beginning of the last century (and 
then subsequently refined with the theories of Frederick 
Taylor, the Toyota “Lean Manufacturing” and another 
endless refinements to the original Fordist system to pro-
duce goods.
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Arup Sport, Beijing National Stadium structural render

   Having to describe briefly what is Arup, the easiest thing      

   to do is to quote directly from Wikipedia:
   Arup is a professional services firm providing engineering, 
design, planning, project management and consulting ser-
vices for all aspects of the built environment. The firm is pre-
sent in the Americas, Australasia, East Asia, Europe, Middle 
East and Africa, and now has over 10,000 staff based in 92 
offices in 37 countries. Projects have been undertaken in 
more than 160 countries.

   The firm was founded in Ireland 1946, as Ove N. Arup, 
Consulting Engineers by Sir Ove Nyquist Arup. Sir Ove set 
out to build a firm where professionals of diverse disciplines 
could work together to produce projects of greater quality 
than was achievable by them working in isolation. In 1963, 
together with the architect Philip Dowson, Arup Associates 
was formed to offer multi-disciplinary architectural and 
engineering services. In 1970, the firm reformed as “Ove 
Arup & Partners” and in the same year, Ove Arup delivered 
what is known as “The Key Speech“, setting out the values 
and future vision for Arup.

   Arup has no shareholders or external investors, and is 
owned wholly by trusts whose beneficiaries are its past and 
present employees who receive a share of the firm’s operating 
profit each year.
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   Without entering the details of the infinite amount 
of work developed by Arup over the years (we can just 
remind the Centre Pompidou in Paris, the National 
Stadium in Beijing, the Kansai Airport in Osaka and the 
Sydney Opera House), one of the paragraphs of the above 
mentioned  Key Speech by the late Ove Arup, deserves to 
be transcribed:

   There are two ways of looking at the work you do to earn 
a living:

Ford Assembly line, (ca. 1913)

   One is the way propounded by the late Henry Ford: Work 
is a necessary evil, but modern technology will reduce it to a 
minimum. Your life is your leisure lived in your ‘free’ time.

   The other is: To make your work interesting and reward-
ing. You enjoy both your work and your leisure. We opt 
uncompromisingly for the second way.
There are also two ways of looking at the pursuit of happi-
ness:
    One is to go straight for the things you fancy without 
restraints, that is, without considering anybody else besides 
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yourself. The other is: to recognise that no man is an island, 
that our lives are inextricably mixed up with those of our fel-
low human beings, and that there can be no real happiness 
in isolation. Which leads to an attitude which would accord 
to others the rights claimed for oneself, which would accept 
certain moral or humanitarian restraints.
We, again, opt for the second way.

   Obviously, to manage to have a working system excit-
ing and rewarding for more than ten thousand people (all 
of whom must be gratified, even messengers, secretaries, 
etc.), the system itself must be incredibly sophisticated . 
The cornerstone of everything is the team (at Arup there 
is a true obsession for the concept of “team”), an attitude 
openly defined “humanist” (implying a system where hu-
man relationships are always at the center of the relation 
network).

   To overlap  in a sensible and sensitive way the “hard” 
constraints typical of a big corporations (just think the 
financial flow you need to pay a monthly salary to 10.000 
people) with a set of “soft” values  related to the welfare 
and well-being of the workers is one of the great results 
(usually unnoticed) in the Arup way-of-doing,  and it 
makes the company as a great case study.

Jørn Utzon, Ove Arup & Partners, “Sydney Opera House“, 
1973
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RPBW (Renzo Piano Building Workshop), Ove Arup & 
Partners, “Kansai Airport“, Osaka, 1994

Renzo Piano, Richard Rogers, Ove Arup & Partners, “Cen-
tre George Pompidou” (“Beaubourg”), Paris, 1971/77

   Compared to a world that seems more and more 
standardized without other real options than the “big 
business”ones, here we are facing a different way to be ac-
tive in the design world on a mass scale.

    Just think about the smart mechanism upon which the 
company is owned exclusively by people who work there 
(in different proportions upon to the role you have in it). 
When you are hired, you get a share of the company stocks 
(and when you leave or retire, you give them back).
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   Moving to IDEO, here again it can be useful to quote the 
entry in Wikipedia for a concise description:

   IDEO is a design and innovation consultancy based in 
Palo Alto, California, United States with other offices in 
San Francisco, Chicago, New York, Boston, London, Mu-
nich and Shanghai. The company helps design products, 
services, environments, and digital experiences. Addition-
ally, the company has become increasingly involved in 
management consulting.

   The firm employs approximately 550 people in the 
disciplines of human factors, mechanical, electrical and 
software engineering, industrial design, and interaction 
design. IDEO has worked on thousands of projects for a 
large number of clients in the consumer, computer, medi-
cal, furniture, toy, office and automotive industries. No-
table examples are Apple’s first mouse, Microsoft’s second 
mouse, the Palm V PDA, and Steelcase’s Leap chair. Major 
clients (as of 2004) included Procter & Gamble, PepsiCo, 
Microsoft, Eli Lilly, and Steelcase.

   Let’s think for a moment about the first mouse on the 
market: it is the mouse to the Apple Lisa (1983). Devel-
oped on the basis of experiments in the 70s at Xerox Parc 
by Hovey-Kelley.

Apple Lisa mouse, (Hovey-Kelley Design and Apple), 1983
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   Are we still able to remember a world in which comput-
ers didn’t have any “wimp” (window, icon, menu, pointing 
device)? Computers without a mouse? Until 1984 (year 
when first released for the Apple Macintosh), the only way 
to interact with a computer was using the keyboard…

Xerox 8010 Star Information System (First WIMP graphical 
interface), 1981

   Back to IDEO, like for Arup, the cornerstone of the 
whole system refers to the teamwork and the sophisticated 
relationship between the individual and the group.

   Every person in the company is part of different teams 
according to the different needs of the various projects. 
Particularly fascinating is the blackboard where you see 
at a glance the various people (in the form of a card with 
their skills and the percentage of their time allocated to 
the various projects), their timelines and the overall grid 
with the various projects. 
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   With a simple glance you have an understanding of what 
is happening, the projects on track, who are the people 
who are working there and if whom to ask for the new 
upcoming project.

   One version even more extreme of the flexible organi-
zation of IDEO (you don’t belong to a department but 
you work with different teams upon differen projects) is 
the typical big American architecture office (like SOM), 
where instead of a desk you have a trolley and you spend 
your time moving from meeting to meeting as the daily 
routines unfold.

   IDEO methods

   Bruce Nussbaum, having to explain the reasons for the 
excellent performances and results of IDEO lists a number 
of factors, out of which we point to the ones more relevant 
to our conversation:
   - Teamwork
   - New approaches for each project.
   - IDEO sells the business skills revealing methods and 
results in books and publications
   - The innovation process is defined through multifunc-
tional teams succesfully developing successive  prototypes 
directly tested with users.
   - IDEO teaches anyone the “how to”
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   The most interesting element is precisely this teamwork 
with teams reinvented from time to time depending on the 
various needs (henceforth the single person can be part 
of different teams at the same time). The various project 
teams are assembled and disassembled as LEGO bricks, 
based on skills and needs.

   By the way this way of organizing the work is an Ameri-
can version of the traditional Italian production district. 
On this matter, Roberto Verganti (Politecnico di Milano) 
wrote extensevely.

   What in IDEO is a product of a carefully organized 
process, in Italy happens as a spontaneous process. In 
this extent we could say that David Kelley, Bill Moggridge 
and the other IDEO people have tied together an artificial 
industrial cluster.

   In a country like Italy the typical industrial cluster result 
(generally) in one specific kind of physical production 
(shoes in Marche, chairs in Udine, cars in Torino, furni-
tures in Brianza, etc). The IDEO model is actually much 
stronger because is not directly related to physical produc-
tion and can range on a 360 degrees angle.

   Another important element of IDEO process is this at-
tention on making the whole creative process visible. To 
spit every single step of the design process and make it 
visible is a form of communication, a tool to communicate 
and make clear to the big companies why they should pay 
an high value for “design”. IDEO is excellent on explaining 
to their client why they have to spend their money (gener-
ally a lot) investing on design, how this money is spent, 
and (foremost) that there is a logical formula for innova-
tion, success and creativity.
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   IDEO makes clear that there is no magic, no intuition, 
just hard work. A formula (recipe) that can be shared, 
communicated, thought and sold to all companies inter-
ested.

   Finally, it is obvious that there is an analogy between 
the traditional Italian system to produce goods and to 
make innovation and the IDEO one, still we are facing two 
different approaches (in the American case the end result 
is the result of an intentional process, while in the Italian 
case we have interesting results of a series of processes un-
planned but linked through centuries of local experience).

   Think for instance to the Benetton production system 
where the “factory” is actually a shipping hub where you 
collect the production made by  thousands and thousand 
small family-based sweatshops. Benetton was smart to 
understand how the local system works, and they did de-
velop a production mode perfectly fitting the local habits 
and social attitudes  (carefully leveraging on the relation-
ship between the big and small group). IDEO inventeda 
new  reality made out of new social and productive 
systems and tools.

Ideo, “Method Cards“, 2002

   IDEO has this curious skill to be very easy to be copied, 
yet no one is able to copy it. Paradoxically IDEO commu-
nicates at lenght what/how/why they do. Books, movies, 
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documentaries, even a deck of cards for the lazy ones. 
Finally no one is able to replicate that same model.

   What is the hidden magic, if any?

   And you, dear student, if you were to imagine your 
IDEO for the future, what would you do? Which direction 
would you take?

One of the project rooms in IDEO, Palo Alto, where brain-
storm notes are documented evidence of the creative energy 
generated by the team.
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Painters compete during a facsimile match in Dafen Vil-
lage, Shenzhen City, south China’s Guangdong Province,  
Thursday, May 18, 2006.   More than 110 contestants make 
facsimile of portrait or scenery oil painting in the timed 
game held in the village which is famous for its oil painting 
facsimile industry. (AP Photo / Xinhua,   Feng Ming)
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11. a big group for a big group

   The last part of the previous class did refer to two dif-
ferent models (IDEO and the traditional Italian manufac-
turing cluster). Two different ways to make things with a 
number of similarities as well as differences.

   Before to proceed on with a new family of relations (the 
big group for the big group) it can be useful to underline 
a substantial (cultural) difference quite important in order 
to understand the “how” of a big group of people active in 
design work.

   If we observe the way of functioning of an Italian (Latin) 
family and we compare it to a Chinese or American 
one, we see a lot of similarities. The network of relations 
between these different families is more less similar. Of 
course there are some differences, but the structural part is 
pretty much the same (up to a certain degree).

   If we move our observation from a family to a bigger 
system (let’s say a mid-size company), we start to have a 
lot of structural differences. A Latin (or Chinese) company 
works in a very different way from an Anglo-Saxon (or 
Japanese) one.
   We are not saying anything new if we note that in 
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countries like Italy, the typical mechanism of the family re-
lations is used regardless of the size of the production sys-
tem (perhaps, it is no longer a question of family relations, 
anyway there is a blind faith in the system of “relations).    

   In other words, regardless of the size “relations” are 
always preferred to “processes”.

   The system of “relations” has some clear and given ad-
vantages to the world of “processes”.

   First of all, it is fast. Without having to take long and 
laborious procedures of selection, I simply ask a trustwor-
thy person to recommend me a third person of his choice/
trust,  in a potentially infinite chain: each person in the 
chain takes his own responsibilities and cash favors upon 
the relevance of his contribution.

   At the opposite, the system based on an absolute respect 
to “process” pays for a certain slow start, repaid later by 
the increased quality of the overall results. The tendency 
to generate nepotism is obviously greater in the system of 
relations, which indeed is founded upon them.

   If the goal is to have the best coffee bar in town, the 
relational system is generally excellent. At the opposite, 
if you want to launch Starbucks Coffee or McDonald’s or 
you want to go to the Moon, the relational system calls 
for all kind of disasters. For an Italian mind, a very noble 
goal is to set up a business able to make the best car (or 
motorcycle or coffee or Barolo or focaccia) in the world.. 
Conversely, also an American can point to excellence, 
but rarely separates it from the “quantitative” parameters 
(what’s the purpose to make the best hot-dog in the world 
if we sell only 10 pieces per year?).
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Corporate model based on process (Starbucks Corporation) 
vs family model based on relation (Italian trattoria)

   In some countries (cultures), “quality” rules in absolute 
terms. In other contries (cultures) you cannot address 
“quality” detaching it from “quantity”.

   For a designer is worth to analyze this opposition and to 
check how other the various methods of production work.
How do they work in China, what are the differences with 
India, continental Europe, England, Scandinavia, and so 
on. Here we are in a crucial moment because we are enter-
ing the realm of culture. Some of us think upon a Jewish 
model, other have a deep Catholic DNA (even if they don’t 
go to church), and so on.

Ducati Sport, 1974 (One of the first Ducati V twin models 
for which they are famous. 90º cylinders for good balance).
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Advertising page for Toyota Corolla (1970)

   In this extent the typical commercial (and existential) re-
lation between an Italian and a Jew is rendered in a sharp 
way in “The Godfather” (part 2). Mike Corleone receives 
an interesting suggestion from his father (don Vito): “Do 
business with the Jews, but do not trust the Jews”. Beyond 
the relations between the Italian Mafia and Jewish one 
(which operate in the same exact way) it is interesting to 
spend few notes on cultural stereotypes.
This fact that stereotypes are unacceptable and gross 
simplifications is actually another stereotype. Let’s say that 
stereotypes are 65/75% true. Then it is up to you to decide 
if you experience the world in terms of speed rather than 
accuracy (we suggest at this point to add a third – rela-
tional – factor, selecting your attitude from case to case. 
Also, is quite important to make a selection in which 
stereotypes you use…

   In terms of design based on cultural DNA, an other very 
interesting project to see is the so-called “Dabbawalla” 
(used in Mumbai).

   The Wikipedia entry explains:

   A dabbawala (Marathi, Hindi), also spelled as dabbawalla 
or dabbawallah, literally meaning person with a box, is a 
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person in the Indian city of Mumbai who is employed in a 
unique service industry whose primary business is collecting 
the freshly cooked food in lunch boxes from the residences 
of the office workers (mostly in the suburbs), delivering it to 
their respective workplaces and returning back the empty 
boxes by using various modes of transport. “Tiffin” is an old-
fashioned English word for a light lunch or afternoon snack, 
and sometimes for the box it is carried in. For this reason, 
the dabbawalas are sometimes called Tiffin Wallahs.

Dabbawallas at work in Mumbay

   This whole service design system is based on a number 
of cultural factor quite impressive: the commuter only 
eats food baked home. Secondly, you can’t cook the night 
before. All the dabbawalla do come from the same village, 
all the service is based on total and complete mutual trust

   The full explanation of this fascinating example of tradi-
tional design service can be found on: Vinay Venkatraman 
Stefano Mirti, “Dabbawallas“, in: Domus, No 885, Decem-
ber 2005).
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   A Mumbai dabbawalla, or lunch-box deliveryman, sorts 
a crate of tiffin boxes in Mumbai, 15 November 2007. Using 
the Mumbai commuter rail network, lunchbox carriers or 
“dabbawallas” pick up hot food from homes and deliver it to 
some 200,000 hungry office workers in time for lunch. The 
5,000-strong army of “dabbawallas,” a century-old service, 
has long been studied by business schools around their world 
as a model for their great time management and organisa-
tion skills. AFP PHOTO/ Sajjad HUSSAIN (Photo credit 
should read SAJJAD HUSSAIN/AFP/Getty Images)

   The production of goods such as lard (picture above of the 
well-know “lardo di Colonnata”) lends itself to the typical 
production system “relational” Italian.

   Even within Europe, the cultural differences from people 
coming from different countries are incredibly relevant. 
In the Design School of NABA (where mr. Mirti plays the 



135

role of the head of the school), at least once per year there 
is a meeting called by the Scandinavian students in the 
Erasmus exchange.  Year after year, the reason to call the 
meeting is always the same.

   In Oslo (Stockholm, Copenhagen …) their  teachers 
judge the student work using the parameters “it is right / 
it is worng” His Italian colleague works instead using the 
parameters “I like / I don’t like.”

   If you’re used to the world “right / wrong”, it is quite 
obvious that the system “I like / I don’t like” is quite an 
horror. Worse, it seems to be extremely unfair.

   We could try to explain the rift generated by  Martin Lu-
ther,  Johannes Gutenberg and the invention of the mobile 
typeface making possible for thousands people to read-
ing the Bible in form of a cheap book rather than having 
to look at nice images in a church. Yet, south of the Alps, 
regardless of Gutenberg, Martin Luther and intelligence 
applied to everyday life, people did keep commission in-
credible paintings and frescos to Leonardo, Michelangelo 
and Caravaggio.

Gutenberg press
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   From this point of view, the last Prada‘s catwalk is the 
last ring of a chain going all the way to the incredible 
dressing codes of the Renaissance Vatican cardinals, bish-
ops and popes.

   In this extent, the “right / wrong” system is not better 
or worse than the “I like / I don’t like” one, simply, it is 
different. Obviously, the parameter giving sense (or non-
sense) to our activitis is related to what we are busy doing. 
Once again, if you are struggling with Werner von Braun 
setting up the Apollo 11 is clear that the  “I like / I don’t 
like” model is not really  helpful. Conversely, having to 
found an empire of fashion-related business for the global 
teenager, to have on top the head designer of Mitsubishi 
Heavy Motors (with his engineer-oriented mind) doesn’t 
get us very far.

   In terms of design, the interesting element related on the 
dual opposition between “relations” and “process”  is not 
related to fortune telling or predictions (to figure out if 
Lehman Brothers collapses faster/before than Medioban-
ca). What is interesting is to have some rough references 
in order to avoid to stare into people eyes when in Tokyo 
or to get drunk in a park in Saudi Arabia.

   In the design field the cultural DNA of people (either 
way them being designers or end-users) is one of the most 
resilient elements in the whole recipe. How to succesfully 
navigate through it, this is one of the main challenges for 
us all.



137

Federico Fellini, “Ecclesiastical fashion catwalk”, in: “Rome”, 
1972
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Ford “Model T” Advertising (1908
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12. A big group for all

   A few years ago, Aldo Bonomi classified contemporary 
production activities into four categories:

   “Today there are four major types of productive systems: 
there is a capitalism founded on the supremacy of the 
virtual, which is American, in which commodity production 
is carried on within communication and symbolic realm. 
Work involves the making and transformation of what I call 
“long life”, including DNA, memory, and the symbolic level.

   But there is still a portion of capitalism based on the 
primacy of the mass: I think obviously to China , where the 
production model has all the features of post-Fordism. There 
is then a third level, typical of our capitalism, based on the 
sophistication of the original universe of manufacturing: the 
level of total production in which the form of production 
and the symbolic interact simultaneously.

   A fourth level, finally, is the one of informal economies, 
quite relevant for the survival of many people in Latin 
America or Africa, depending on the economies of gift.

   Capitalism today does not think only in terms of value 
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chain. This means that the production system has to include 
the desires of the user-customer in order to win. This means 
to incorporate in the production system of goods elements 
like desire, reaching the core essence of man. Capitalism has 
included the human dimension inside the products, trans-
forming itself into some kind of  “personal capitalism”. Yet, 
if someone thinks that because of this the conflict has been 
removed, of course he is wrong”.

   (Interview to Aldo Bonomi by Guido Caserza: “La ques-
tione capitale”, Il Mattino, 8th January 2008).

   Simplifying Bonomi’s classification, we can say that we 
can read the contemporary production of goods in three 
different ways.

   Some people make things in order to survive (the 
previously mentioned examples of people who are forced 
by poverty and various circumstances to build a house 
where to live). Then there are those people who produce 
“hard” goods in the traditional Fordist mode (or if you 
prefer post-Fordist). In this moment there is a worker in 
a Cambodian ice factory committed precisely to produce 
ice blocks to meet the need for refrigeration of a world in 
which the refrigerator is not yet fully established.

Cambodian ice factory, 2007
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   Finally, there is a third category of people that makes ob-
jects and artifacts whose meaning is symbolic in the first 
instance (whether digital objects or artifacts rather than 
analog). And in some broad extent, these people are us (if 
you’re reading this blog, we can assume that you belong to 
this third category).

Ettore Sottsass (Memphis), ”Carlton” room divider, 1981

Ron Arad, “Ripple Chair” (for Moroso), 2005

   Compared to other periods of human history, we live in 
a world where these three ways of production do coexist 
and overlap (more or less smoothly) at the same time and 
in the same place.

   I am now writing in an apartment in the northern 
outskirts of Milan. Downstairs there is a large open space 
where a large group of designers develops its activities 
together with a rapid prototyping service for large scale 
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(specialized in making 1/1 scale models for the automotive 
industry). Within a few kilometers we have great stretches 
of warehouses where against all commercial logic there is 
a  continuous production  of low value added goods such 
as mosquito nets,  children rooms and mechanical tools.

   Finally, a few hundred meters from our position there 
is a gipsy camp, filled with people engaged (to our eyes) 
in incredibly exotic activities: building constructions, 
home-made stove, clothes, various DIY processes, without 
forgetting the breeding of various animals).

Children in an Italian gipsy camp (2009)

   Anyway, given the scope and goal of our class,  we there-
fore focus on people who work producing symbolic value.
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   Let’s start from Ikea, a Swedish corporate company pro   
ducing for the mass. The same goes for IBM and other 
endless well-know companies. What is interesting to us, 
is this skill of some of these company to work perfectly on 
the symbolic level, becoming a global force able to trigger 
personal needs and desires shared by the vast majority 
of people living around the world (regardless of latitude, 
longitude, socio-economical and cultural factors) .

Ikea smart packaging: one of the keys of their success

   For instance, if we take core values of an Italian family of 
the 1950s and we cross them to “what and how an house 
should be”, we can easily agree that upon that standard, 
Ikea’s product would have not been considered “good 
enough”. At the opposite, nowadays Ikea’s furnitures not 
only works fine and are well accepted, but they also are 
synonim of “intelligence”

   What happened? How does it work?

   Why?

   Ikea did open its first store in Italy in 1989. What hap-
pened in this 20 years to make them perfectly accepted 
and a succesful cultural and business model (in Italy like 
in the rest of the world)?

   If we are going to observe the most successful cases (the 
so-called “best practices”), the design strategies are always 
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very clever and subtle, using various elements and differ-
ent tools.

   For decades, the big corporations have operated in what 
was once called “first world”, whereas other markets were 
not considered of  any relevance

Ideal living room from the Italian 1950’s

   At a given moment someone thought that even in a 
remote village in India the idea of being able to get  sham-
poo could have been attractive and worthy of financial 
investment (however small). Obviously though, the spend-
ing power of an average rural Indian family is not compa-
rable to a Luxembourg one (to make an example of a rich 
country).

   Given the brief, someone invented the monodose 
shampoo. For a few cents you buy enough cream to wash 
you hair once. Of course, using this system, the profits 
are laughable, but if we compare India’s population (one 
billion two hundred million people) with that of Luxem-
bourg (five hundred thousand people) the whole thing 
starts to make quite sense.

   Commercially speaking, it is true that a person living in 
Luxembourg earns an average of  113.000 U.S. $ per year 
(111 times its corresponding Indian fellow who gets  $ 
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1,017 per year). But since we have 2400 Indians per Lux-
embourgers we easily understand etc.etc.

   This type of reasoning can be extended as much as you 
want. If you are the marketing director of Philip Morris 
and you want to increase the sales of your company, the 
idea of selling loose cigarettes is a great system. By the 
way, this is the same mechanism used by Muhammad 
Yunus to win the Nobel Prize for Peace (replacing sham-
poo or cigarettes with access to credit – technically called 
“microcredit” or “microloans”).

Benetton ad campaign promoting microcredit

   This way of doing things is actually quite interesting and 
fascinating for our purposes.

   If we want to improve the life of African farmers, what 
are the really effective ways?

   One solution may be the send some missionaries (re-
ligious or secular, it doesn’t make a difference) building 
water wells and community centers (typical activity of a 
small group – like a NGO -  for a larger group or for all).

   Another method is to have the Nokia selling its cell-
phones at a very low cost. Low to have at least one person 
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per village able to buy the tool generating (as a byproduct) 
a phone equipped village (with all the given andvantages).

   From this point of view, oddly enough, objective eco-
nomic indicators tell us that in order to improve the con-
dition of women in rural India (if you are a woman, rural 
India is one of the worst places in the world where you can 
be), dozens of government programs + United Nations 
didn’t achieve much.

   At the opposite, the arrival of television in this backward 
world makes the lives of local women much better (ac-
cording to the most classical parameters: mortality rates, 
schooling, etc.). If you are interested to get the details of 
the “how this can happen”, please refer to: Steven D. Levitt 
and Stephen J. Dubner, “SuperFreakonomics: Global 
cooling, patriotic prostitutes, suicide bombers and Why 
Should buy life insurance“, William Morrow, 2009.

   Here below another interesting point, made by Martin 
Feldstein (Harvard Business School), in an article pub-
lished on the Wall Street Journal (February 16th, 2006):

   The government’s microeconomic policies have been less 
successful than its macroeconomic reforms. Energy remains 
a major weakness, with too little building of electricity 
generating capacity and a distribution system that wastes 
much of the electricity that is generated by a combination 
of free electricity for poor and agricultural households and 
the outright theft of electricity that is permitted by low-
level bureaucrats in state energy companies. The results are 
electricity shortages, brownouts and the ubiquitous small 
generators in shops and homes be-cause the state electricity 
supply is so unreliable.

   In contrast, telecommunications is working well because 
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of widespread use of privately sup-plied cellphones, now at 
75 million users and rising at 3.5 million per month. It is 
ironic that cellphone service is widely available at low cost 
because it was regarded as a luxury and there-fore left to 
the market, while electricity is hard to obtain because it has 
been regarded as a necessity and therefore managed by the 
government.

Community well in a Mozambique village, 2008

   This kind of paradoxes can be found in any field, ranging 
from the American corporation, to the UN humanitarian 
programs all the way to the Bolsheviks heading for the 
Winter Palace.

   Mao Ze Dong famously stated that the revolution is not 
a dinner party. On this subject Antonio Gramsci has a 
different take and points out that the revolution should 
not be done with guns but in a much more subtle way. 
The succesful revolution (Gramsci argues) deals with a 
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long journey bound to take the various centers of power 
(schools, universities, newspapers, publishing houses, etc.) 
from the inside, without any violence or armed struggle.

   This strategy is defined “cultural hegemony”, a concept 
describing the cultural dominance of a group or class 
imposing on other groups, through everyday practices 
and shared beliefs, their views until they are internalized, 
creating the conditions for a complex system of control.

   Obviously, the history of the twentieth century tells us 
that whatever you use a rifle or you become the dean of 
the university in your town, at the end Communism does 
not work. But what is important for us (in this course) is 
the mechanism in itself, not the ultimate goal.

   Back to our original example, Ikea wins because it 
becomes culturally dominant and able to rearrange the 
shared set of values referred to the family house and its 
representation. Interesting to notice that the impact of  
Al-Jazeera television network in the Arab world looks like 
a Gramsci-like case study (to win you wars you don’t need 
an army, you need a TV). This system is also know as  “soft 
power“, in the sense that “power” is always and primarily a 
function of language.

   Another interesting element of the recipe is this ability to 
take previous system and models and apply them today in 
unexpected ways.

   For instance, in the early 1970’s Enzo Mari did publish 
“Autocostruzione” (self-construction), a book where 
he taught everyone how to build his own furniture at a 
minimal cost. Upon our grid, Mari was working following 
the “one for all” model. That said, Mari proposal (although 
very important in the design world: you don’t design a 
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new expensive chair, but you rather teach people how to 
build their own chairs), didn’t achieve nothing and didn’t 
change the world of a fraction of a millimeter.

   Interesting to note that some twenty years later, Ikea (the 
typical Capitalistic corporation, the real ennemy for politi-
cally engaged designers like Mari) did use his same exact 
system to market its furniture to the middleclass masses of 
the whole world.

   This is one of the most elements not to be forgotten. 
Aldo Bonomi reminds us that capitalism has managed to 
acquire the ability to listen and understand the desires and 
needs of the individual.

   If we go the way around, what can the single person 
learn from those large extended structures?

Enzo Mari, self-made bed using his book: “Autocostruzione“



150

Ariang Festival, Pyongyang, North Korea, September 12, 
2008.
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13. The mass for the single person

We reached now a point where we are exploring our origi-
nal 4 x 4 matrix in the lower parts of the system, where 
you have big groups of people (or a whole mass) working 
for the benefit of a single person or a selected group.

The very extreme case is the one where you have a whole 
society working for a single person. Of course we all know 
this is rarely true: the king has a court, the tyrant has 
always a close circle and the like.
Having to focus on the case-study where everyone works 
symbolically for one person, we generally tend to think to 
the Egyptian pyramids, where a huge amount of work-
force is busy for years on the construction of a single huge 
building. Going further, we can also point to the huge 
tomb built for Qin Shih Huang Ti, First Emperor of China.

We can also observe that the “individual” can be a real 
person or an immaterial entity as it happens in religious 
festivals dedicated to specific saints. Think for instance 
to the incredible North Korean choreographies made to 
please an audience of one omnipresent person/entity (cu-
riously called: “dear Leader”).
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Mausoleum of the First Qin Emperor (also know as “ter-
racotta army“), Xi’an, Shaanxi, c 210 BC
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Workers and students celebrate Kim Jong Il and his father 
in the Arirang Festival in Pyongyang’s May Day Stadium 
(2005).
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   In our view this system (mass for one single person) 
does not necessarily imply a totalitarian system. The Ca-
thedral built and dedicated to Padre Pio in San Giovanni 
Rotondo was funded voluntarily by legions of faithfuls, 
just as it was for St. Peter Cathedral in Rome some centu-
ries before.

RPBW (Renzo Piano Building Workhsop), “Padre Pio” 
Cathedral in San Giovanni Rotondo, 2004

Bramante, Raffaello (with Giuliano da Sangallo and Fra’ 
Giocondo), Antonio da Sangallo il Giovane, Michelangelo, 
Maderno: “St Peter’s Cathedral” (1506/1626).

   If we think for a  moment we can agree that  “many peo-
ple working for the single” is not necessarily synonymous 
with some lost Asian republic belonging to the former 
Soviet Union or South American juntas.
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The mechanism of the cathedral dedicated to a specific 
saint is often declined in the form of a religious festivals 
(a whole list would be a too long work): moments of real 
collective celebration, giving to the “single” an excuse to 
release an enormous energy made out of skills, talents, 
money and social values.

The crowd in piazza del Campo (Siena), waiting for the 
“Palio” to start

The possible examples where a local tradition (religious or 
civil) becomes a complex web of various interests, activi-
ties, service is actually quite long. Think for instance to the 
“taranta” music tradition (putting together psychosomatic 
disease and music therapy) a typical case of social function 
fulfilled by a curious mix of evil and ritual.
Even today if you go to the Lecce area, you may find this 
delicious mix of ethnographic and anthropological local 
tradition mixed with fascinating languages of Hellenistic 
origin and mysteriuos dolmens.
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   Another interesting example where we can observe the 
mechanism of  the “all for one” system is the social net-
work related to various kinds of hobbies and crafts.

   The first class (one for one family) analyse the “bricole-
ur” character and the changes happened to him because of 
new technologies. Nowadays, thanks to digital technolo-
gies he finally reached the ideal condition where he has 
millions and millions of others people at his service with 
all kind of expertise, and advice.

Beta tools: the bricoleur always wants/needs the best

   The digital revolution has generated a certain number of 
these phenomena.

   We were used to be in a TV universe where each single 
person is thought to be equal and willing to watch the 
same exact program like everyone else, to a new system 
(think for instance to Twitter) where we have again a mass 
of users (exactly like in the previous TV system), each one 
assuming to be a “specific” entity.

   In the TV world each user is the same and he/she is 
aware of this. In the Facebook world, each user is the same 
and he/she is not only not aware of this, but believes to be 
unique. From this point of view Twitter and Facebook are 
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very clever because they do work as mass-media, but they 
address the specific desires and needs of an individual. 
   
   The single person might have the perception to be really 
campaigning for abandoned dogs or being part of a special 
group producing a specific content. Yet, finally, the me-
dium is so strong that swallows everything and everything 
becomes the medium itself.

   Facebook and Twitter: two of the most succesful contem-
porary service design. Social networks are products of very 
sophisticate design skills

    In this extent Marshall McLuhan (the medium is the 
message) reminds us that in the Facebook world every-
thing becomes nothing more (if you prefer: nothing less) 
than a videogame.

“The medium is the message” shirt by Obey

   Obviously this game has a paradoxical effect close to 
magic. If we were to ask to any twitternaut:  “Given the 
4 by 4 grid, to which family do you belong?” He would 
probably reply to be part of the “one person for the big 
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group”. He is not grasping that the dynamic is exactly the 
opposite. He is a little cog of the “big group for the indi-
vidual” mechanism.

   From this point of view, if you have to manage, organize 
and run the life of a moltitude of people, it doesn’t make 
such a big difference (in terms of “how”) if you have them 
building pyramids, to have them sit in front of a TV set or 
you give them a Facebook account.

   It is the ethernal duality between the personal subjectiv-
ity and the overall culture we live in. Is the writer a person 
who add his personal contribution to the general culture, 
or is the general culture expressing itself using the writer 
as a tool/medium (obviously, we tend to imagine the sec-
ond hypothesis as the correct one).

   Think to the heroin junkie in some Western cities or the 
jobless Japanese salaryman who spends hours and hours 
in a pacinko parlor. These two persons, are they freely 
choosing what to do with their life, or are they innocent 
victims of sophisticated instruments of social control?

Salaryman on his way back home after a long day at work
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   Without going too far: how to explain the incredible 
success in Italy of an odd device like the bread machine? 
Italy is a country where you have an excellent (and cheap) 
baker at the corner of every block. You flood the market 
with a machine producing a low quality bread, in a coun-
try where you can buy an excellent bread at a very cheap 
price, and people love it and the thing becomes a great 
success.

   In what imaginary world does the bread-machine user 
live?

   By the way, if you are fascinated by these themes, you 
should definitely read some of the famous novels writ-
ten by two experts like Williams Burroughs and Philip K. 
Dick.

    Absolute beginners should start by Philip K. Dick: “The 
Man in the High Castle“, continuing with “The Naked 
Lunch” by Burroughs (eventually proceeding on with: 
“The Soft Machine“).

Whisky Tumbler used by Rick Deckard (Harrison Ford) in 
“Blade Runner” (Ridley Scott, 1982). Designed by Cini Boeri 
for Arnolfo di Cambio in 1972. Quite interesting to note that 
the house where he lives is the mesmerizing Ennis-Brown 
House designed by Frank Lloyd Wright in 1924…
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William Burroughs, Brion Gysin, cut-up page from “The 
Third Mind“, 1977
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Cini Boeri on her “Ghost” armchair, Fiam, 1987
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Reconstruction of the chryselephantine statue of Zeus at the 
temple of Olympia
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14. the mass for a small group

   Here we have a similar mechanism to the one we have 
seen in the class before, simply the whole design process is 
not meant for just one person but rather for a small elite. 
Phidias sculpting the golden statue of Zeus in Olympia 
is one of the finest (and most impressive) expressions of 
collective effort to glorify an individual (regardless the 
individual is a real person, dead, alive, invention).

   The hundre thousands workers (spread on a work lasted 
for centuries) allowing the Khmer civilization to build the 
complex of Angkor Wat, as a lasting glorification of the 
entire civilizations could be considered what we mean by 
“the mass for a small group”.

Angkor Wat ruins, Cambodia, c. XIIth to XVth century
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   It is obvious to note that moving from the Zeus temple 
to the whole archeological complex of Olympia, we reach 
a similar condition to the one of Angkor Wat (the mass 
working for a small group / selected elite), replacing the 
classical Greek cosmogony with the Khmer one).

   Remaining in ancient Greece, the correct example of the 
mass for one persone, it would be then Delphi: a complex 
architecture/environment built in its wholeness for a sin-
gle person (the famous oracle).

Delphi (Greece), the site of the Delphic oracle, c. 6th century 
BC

   In the above mentioned cases, we have labour as a 
byproduct of some kind of coercion (physical rather than 
psychological.) To find some contemporary reference we 
could go to the Arabian peninsula: these countries are 
based on an economy based on an extraordinary amount 
of foreign labor at all levels, for the benefit of a local 
minority of citizens who enjoy the fruits of an economy 
developed very rapidly.

   From this point of view it is interesting to note that there 
isn’t such a big difference between the Pakistani or Bang-
ladeshi truck driver and the Western architect busy in the 
building site of some fancy skyscraper. In both cases these 
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are people who sell their work at an higher price they 
would be able to sell it back home.

Nakheel Properties, “Palm Island” artificial complex in 
Dubai, 2001/on-going

   From this point of view is also interesting to think for a 
moment on the multiple ways we could analyze the con-
temporary post-Fordist production system. On one side 
we can say that a corporation is a large system (because of 
the hundreds of thousands of people working in). At the 
same time we could say that a corporation is an appar-
ent “big group”: its true nature is to be a “small group” of 
people (the shareholders who own the company rather 
then offshore investment funds) taking the benefits of a 
big labour force.

Detail of a map generated with “They Rule“: visualization of 
the power structure of the most important American compa-
nies and corporations (2004). From the website: “They Rule 
allows you to create maps of the interlocking directories of 
the top companies in the US in 2004“. More on: “about they 
rule“.
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   To build a Medieval European cathedral you need sub-
stantial economic resources, thousands of people working 
for time measured in centuries (by the way: time and its 
variables would be another extraordinary prism through 
which to view the world of design: but this would end up 
on another course and we leave it for another time…). To 
build a cathedral implies all kind of different and sophisti-
cated skills to reach a final product meant to celebrate the 
church (as an institution) as well as the community part of 
the construction process.

Giovanni Pisano, Giovanni di Cecco, “Cattedrale 
dell’Assunta” (Siena’s cathedral), XIIIth / XIVth Century (as 
seen from outside the city)

   To some extent the construction of an F-16 Lockheed 
Martin could be compared to the Medieval cathedral 
(obviously not in terms of final outcome but in terms of 
process). After years of research, prototyping, complex 
engineering, you achieve the desired goal. Here as well we 
have a number of complementary skills in action, with 
obvious similarities in terms of symbolic value. Symboli-
cally speaking, the Piazza del Campo in Siena could be 
intended as a Medieval symbol for the Tuscan city in the 
same way the F-16 warplane (or the Apollo 11) is to the 
XXth Century United States.
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NASA, Neil Armstrong’s Apollo 11 space suit

   Once this has been said, yet there is a not so marginal 
difference: the square in Siena was designed for public 
enjoyment and collective rituals (both in its everyday use 
as well as in special events such as the Palio). At the same 
time the F-16 is the flagship weapon produced and com-
mercialized by a corporate company owned and ruled by 
an incredibly small number of people.

F-16 assembly line

   In this extent, we could say that one of the most im-
portant skills of the contemporary “prince” (using the 
well-know category described by Nicolo’ Machiavelli in its: 
“The Prince“) is to be able to convince the majority of the 
citizens that this “all for a small group” mechanism is actu-
ally a real “all for a big group” (or even: “all for all”).
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   The history of military forces is plentyful of examples 
like these, and we can say that what used to be the Soviet 
empire collapsed precisely for this cause. In terms of abso-
lute symbolic value it is definitely true that a MIG-21 is as 
powerful as the American home cooking appliances of the 
mid  1960’s (or probably even more). A car per family is a 
good symbol as well as the Sputnik orbiting around moth-
ership Earth). Finally if all these things do not bring any 
real value for the everyday life of the masses, the system in 
its wholeness is bound to collapse.

   It is interesting to imagine a contemporary shopping 
mall, five hundreds years now. Will we use it in the same 
way we are using it now? Will it be a ruin like Angkor Wat 
or the Foro Romano in Rome? Will it be transformed in 
some kind of futuristic Diocletian Palace (hybridized in all 
possible ways, transforming it completely compared to its 
current use)?

Richard Nixon and Nikita Khrushchev in the famous 
“kitchen debate“, July 1959
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Piazza Anfiteatro, Lucca (generated by an ancient Roman 
amphitheatre transformed and reused in the following 
centuries).



170

Giotto, detail “Matrimonio della Vergine”, in: Cappella degli 
Scrovegni, Padua, 1303
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15. the mass for a big group

   This case, very interesting, has as a typical example the 
construction of museums. A typical European museum 
(meaning a public one) is typically funded by the State 
through taxes. The State, however, does not make a public 
consultation to determine if the majority of the citizens 
will ever go to see an exhibition or if they understand the 
great relevance related to the possession of a public collec-
tion of Impressionist masters or Egyptian mummies.
The state acts in a “paternalistic” attitude: it is typical of 
fathers to decide that to go to school is important for 
the child, even if the child doesn’t like to go or doesn’t 
understand how important is it. In this extent the mecha-
nism behind the setting up and managing of a museum 
is similar to other public services provided by the public 
authority (theatres, stadiums, parks, hospitals, etc.).

Apollo 10 spacecraft in the Science Museum, London
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   From a designer point of view, the most interesting 
aspect of the whole project is the one related to the wide 
number of “stakeholders” involved in the whole process. 
If you are Jonathan Ive (the head designer of the iPhone, 
iPod, iPad, etc.) the task is complex, but a lot of things 
are semplified by having just one final decision maker 
(Steve Jobs, CEO of Apple) who assumes full responsibil-
ity for the entire decisional process and also supports the 
designer in terms of internal consesus building (within 
Apple itself).

Jonathan Ive and Apple Design Team: “iMac“, 1998

   At the opposite, if you are Robert Venturi and Denise 
Scott-Brown engaged in the design of the new Sainsbury 
Wing of the National Gallery in London on top of the 
normal design issues you have to deal with a number of 
various stake-holders + their conflicting objectives, goals 
and agendas.

   In first instance you are dealing with the director of the 
National Gallery, with various spontaneous committees, 
town-planners, lovers of art, the media, Prince Charles, 
and countless others who make the design of such artifacts 
comparable to the war fought by Americans in Vietnam 
(invisible and merciless ennemies nested everywhere, your 
hands tied because of hidden political reasons, no clarity 
on the objectives, the total inability of decisional process, 
etc.)…
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Robert Venturi, Denise Scott Brown, “Sainsbury Wing” of 
the National Gallery, London, 1991

   An extraordinary example of this kind is Maxxi, a 
recently opened museum in Rome (being Zaha Hadid 
the architect). As much as it may seem paradoxical, the 
museum was built from scratch in the absence of collec-
tion. Not even masters of Surrealism like Louis Bunuel 
or Andre’ Breton would have conceived such a thing: 
to decide to build a museum (and to have an architect 
actually doing so), without having the faintest idea of the 
content of the museum itself (by the way a contemporary 
art museum: an area that has not a  very clear definitions 
of what a museum is and how it should work).

Zaha Hadid, “Maxxi”, Rome, 2010
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   Another interesting example (of completely different 
nature) of  the “all for many” group is that of the potlatch. 
This term indicates a form of celebration in which a group 
makes gifts to another. These gifts, which commit the en-
tire donor group are huge and self-destructive: the group 
receiving the gift has to reciprocate with a bigger one, 
until one of the two groups collapse for an exhaustion of 
resources (one of the groups win when the gift – given the 
quantity and quality of objects – it is virtually impossible 
to be repaid).

   For Canadians and Americans officers (the potlatch 
took place in the Northwest American tribes) the potlatch 
was a phenomenon to be repressed, Mauss (in his essay: 
“The Gift“) noticed that this kind of practice was found 
in several different social groups, recognizing the formal-
ized gift as the real origin of all the various contemporary 
transactions.

   Without going as far as the Nort-American Indian 
tribes, we can look at the typical Italian (or Mediterra-
nean) marriage: the families involved have to go through 
a very complex and expensive process generally implying 
various kinds of debts, mortgages and loans (based upon a 
very strict code). To have a son (or a daughter) married is 
a celebration overlapped with very important social, eco-
nomical and cultural elements. A whole universe that can 
be read and interpreted through the lens of the “potlatch.

   The gift is in a collective sense, is the mechanism be-
hind the project “Torino Geodesign“, developed with 50 
Turinese communities in 2008 (Torino Geodesign was a 
project within Torino 2008 World Design Capital. Devel-
oped by Stefano Boeri, Stefano Mirti, Lucia Tozzi with the 
logistical support of Id-Lab).
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October 1948: A shipment of flour on its way to Austria 
from New York; tags read ‘For European Recovery supplied 
by the U.S.A’, as part of the Marshall Plan.

Torino Geodesign: the opening of the exhibition, april 2008

   Here the introduction to the whole project/proces:

   In Turin, groups of citizens worked for over a year with 
top international designers and artists, and with manufac-
turing companies, to create 48 designs based on their desires.

   Turin became an open-air workshop for intensive experi-
mentation, pouring energy into public and private spaces, 
historic neighborhoods and social housing, on the river, in 
the streets, in schools, prisons and hospitals, New relation-
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ships networks were spawned, applying the concept of design 
in all its many facets.

   With the Geodesign project, Torino 2008 World Design 
Capital has launched a process that will go on well after the 
exhibition is over, having put mechanisms into action that 
the city will take up and that will continue to evolve on their 
own.

Torino Geodesign: the mapping of all the projects

   The project questioned the traditional design system 
(a designer who does make a project for a company later 
commercializing the new product for the mass market), 
suggesting a totally different approach.

   In first instance there was the selection of about fifty 
communities of practice (groups of people united by an 
interest or activity, desire or need).

   Communities were selected on the basis of a given 
multeplicity. Some communities were made by Italians, 
others were groups of immigrants; some communities 
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were group of (economically) rich people, poors and so 
on. Each community was quite different from another, 
altogether they did represent the whole city in a reason-
able complete way.

   After the communities were chose, a series of meet-
ings started, trying to understand with the actual people 
belonging to the various communities about their specific 
needs and desires. Albanian students wanted to make a 
magazine for non-Italian university students, the people of 
the circus schools wanted  a quick-to-assemble structure 
to be able to have an “instant” circus in the nice public 
squares downtown.

   Each community generated “something” to be 
reached via design. A magazine, an object, a structure 
and so on. 48 communities with 48 different projects.

Ico Migliore, Mara Servetto: “Pop-up Circus” (for Torino 
Geodesign), 2008

   Later on, each community (with its project) was paired 
with a specific designer (with the needed expertise) as well 
as a private company able to produce the specific thing. 
Henceforth an horizontal system was set, where the three 
different actors (communities, companies, professional de-
signer) collaborate to reach a solution potentially correct 
and perfect (as the community giving the brief is involved 
in the project).
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   It is also important to underline a further constraint 
related to the various projects developed with the commu-
nities: each community was asked to focus on something 
potentially interesting for the whole city (and not only for 
the community itself). The rowing club on the river Po 
(one of the communities) in this extent was quite perfect 
from the right start: they wanted to develop a mobile/
temporary dock for some competitions related to their 
activities. An excellent theme because the same system of 
temporary dock could have been used by all the citizens, 
regardless if they were involved in the rowing activities or 
not. In this sense each community was asked to imagine 
(and develop) a “gift” to the whole city.

   Upon our grid we are talking about “small groups” (the 
specific community), but once you sum up together the 
48 communities, companies and professional design-
ers, you automatically reach the “large group” condition.

Fratelli Adriano, “Sentieri Urbani” (for Torino Geodesign), 
2008

   Objects that can be transformed, disassembled, objects 
that are lightweight, multi-purpose, assembled and self-
built. A great many of Geodesign’s designs respond to age-
old demands for easy handling, easy maintenance, low cost 
and flexibility. At some point, a wave of the postmodernism 
with a more reactionary bent had simply decided that these 
things had gotten boring, and worked in the name of a glee-
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ful return to decoration and luxury, or at least a mediocre 
imitation of yesteryear’s conceptual art.

   Things need to be continously reinvented, readapted 
and reinterpreted. Some once-inexpensive materials and 
procedures have become very valuable or rare in the post-
industrial era, or just no longer work. At times, obsolete 
objects and habits need to be brought back, when they have 
been cancelled out by a design of a society too aseptic and 
little interested in community life, as seen,  for example, in 
public urinals and kiosks. Or other times, desires are taken 
up that had never considered before, such as for Fukasawa’s 
travel partition.

   These pages show us the results of the 48 workshops. 
They present a showcase of prime examples, products and 
installations in the public space or communication projects 
that created complex alchemies out of relationships between 
extremely diverse situations, ideas and people.

   The order is shown on the map; starting from Porta 
Palazzo, Geodesign’s symbolic epicenter, we move counter-
clockwise on the route of the city’s places where the projects 
are clustered and then back to the start.

   (from the “Projects” section on “Torino Geodesign” cata-
log)

Marti’ Guixe’: “Bocce colorate” (for Torino Geodesign), 2008
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Vered Zaykovsky: “New Birimbau” (for Torino Geodesign), 
2008

   Torino Geodesign is a good example of user involve-
ment of the highest level. It is infact possible to draw a 
line from simple and elementar marketing tools (focus 
groups and the like), through more sophisticated tools 
like context-mapping and cultural probes (where you try 
to understand the life and the value of the user), until you 
reach a “co-creation” stage. In this way the designer is not 
anymore a creator, but rather a facilitator, working closely 
with people who aren’t simple users or source of verifica-
tion and confirmation to interviw: they become (together 
and thanks to the designer), some kind of co-creators and 
designers themselves.

   Thinking to the stretched analogy between “potlach” and 
“co-creation”, the designer is now busy into some curious 
practical and empirical activities apparently position-
ated quite far from his everyday life (exploring – as it 
was in Geodesign case – some world that are close to 
him geographically, but actually quite remote in terms of 
imaginery and cultural and social values). Of course the 
designer is not an anthropologist, henceforth he will have 
to go through his fair share of mistakes. But this actu-
ally it doesn’t matter: the designer is not (and he should 
not become) an anthropologist or sociologist. He is just 
looking for new inspirations and ideas: his world does not 
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end with a book but rather with a project. Under these 
circumstances the designer is allowed to transform him-
self in some kind of conceptual outlaw, free to roam in the 
endless spaces of unexpected cultures and imaginations.

   As it happened in the other classes, here a final question 
for our student: who is the person the most faraway (from 
you) person whom you met today? Why was he or she so 
different from you? Because of what he/she was doing? Be-
cause of some hypothesis of yours? Because of the true (or 
supposed) essence of this person? What are you assuming 
about this person? And (last but not least), what are you 
assuming about yourself?

A cultural probe created by Robert James Djaelani
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Michael Lang, John Roberts, Joel Rosenman, and Artie 
Kornfeld, Woodstock Festival (1969)
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16. the mass for the mass

   Our classification matrix, as all arrays, has to be fully 
satisfied. We have now one last case to be analyzed: the 
designer active in the “all for all” case.

   The “all for all” case in particularly difficult because it is 
not so easy to find situations where large quantities of un-
differentiated people work for the benefit of … other large 
groups of people. A quick analysis shows that within these 
masses you always (well,  almost always) have defined 
power structures controlling, channeling and guiding the 
work of the “all”.

Fiesta of San Fermin in Pamplona, Navarra, 2007. That’s 
the world’s famous, annual bullfighting party, brought to 
fame in 1926 by the then lesser known author, Ernest Hem-
ingway, in his novel: “The Sun Also Rises”.
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   Although we all know several examples of this kind 
(Woodstock rather than the big football game in the 
European Champions League or the like), it is pretty clear 
that this mass has to be channeled, organized, motivated 
and so on.

Francesc Mitjans Miró, Lorenzo García Barbón, Josep 
Soteras Mauri, “Camp Nou“, Barcelona, 1957

   Once this said, we can agree that the process of organiz-
ing a football match at Barcelona’s Camp Nou is inherently 
different from the organization of the Nazi rally in Nurem-
berg in 1934 (as rendered by Leni Riefensthal in “Triumph 
of the Will“, 1935).

Screenshot from: Leni Riefensthal in “Triumph of the Will”, 
1935.

   FC Barcelona is an atypical football company, owned by 
170,000 shareholders who are the same people who fill the 
stands of the stadium during the season. To the eye, the 
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final effect (product) is similar to what we saw two years 
ago at the opening of the Beijing Olympics stadium. Obvi-
ously, being an happy fan and shareholder of the Catalan 
crowd is quite different than being a pawn directed and 
commanded by the Chinese Communist Party propa-
ganda apparatus.

Beijing Olympic Games, Opening Ceremonies, 2008

Woodstock Festival (1969), original billboard

   Even if the digital world, the category of “everyone for 
everyone” looks to be essentially empty.

   This is the case of online collaborative environments 
(Wikipedia being the classic, but the same could be said of 
Amazon where readers can significatively contribute with 
their reviews). On this subject Jakob Nielsen reminds us of 
an empirical law that can be summed up as: “90/9/1”: 90% 
of users use the information but don’t contribute, 9% con-
tribute occasionally, and 1% contribute very often. If you 
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check the datas,  the majority of contributions in system 
like Wikipedia or the like (articles, reviews, postings…) is 
made by the 1% of users.

   The distribution becomes more unbalanced (95/5/0.1) 
if we talk about blogs. In front of (over) a billion Internet 
users (who read) there are only 55 million blogs (5% of all 
Internet users). However, there is only a 0.1% who writes 
every day on his blog.

   In the case of Wikipedia, the distribution becomes closer 
to 99.8/0.2/0.003 (much more extreme).

How do you keep track of the bubbling mass of informa-
tion that is Wikipedia? This chaotic-looking mosaic is one 
attempt to show which topics are contained in the online 
encyclopedia, and those most hotly contested. (Bruce Herr, 
Todd Holloway, 2007)

   As explained before, to get very close to the “all for all” 
system we should look within the various folk and reli-
gious festivals like the Carnival of Oranges in Ivrea, or the 
bull race in Pamplona or the complex mechanisms behind 
the organization of Palio in Siena (where the whole city 
is involved in the year long preparation, followed by the 
incredible celebrations if your “contrada” wins).
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Carnevale di Ivrea (the battle of oranges)

Palio di Siena

   Or even closer to the true meaning of “all for all” is the 
typical example of political rallies where large masses of 
people are together to multiply their strength and the 
communication of their values. The fall of the Berlin Wall 
is paradigmatic in this sense (the kind of operation where 
the final result could be accomplished only by “all” the 
people). Of course, like any other project belonging to the 
previous families, also within this category you do not al-
ways reach the desired final result (Tien-An-Men carnage 
for all), or generate unexpected consequences.

   Nicolae Ceausescu goes to the balcony for what will be 
his last speech in front of the huge Rumanian crowd. He 
is working on the “one for all” system, hoping to trigger 
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enough enthusiasm and energy to transform the whole 
rally into a galvanizing “all for all” moment. Horribly 
(for him), everything takes an unexpected swing and the 
whole rally transforms itself into “all against one”, with the 
dire consequences (for Ceausescu) we remember.

The fall of Berlin’s wall, 9th November 1989

Nicolae Ceauşescu 

   It is nice to finish this chapter pointing to the well-know 
example of on-line anonymous altruism (also called: pirate 
file sharing). Using a protocol like BitTorrent, for example, 
there is the possibility to force the user to share his files, 
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and to limit his ability to download data in proportion to 
his offer (basically a forced “do ut des”).

BitTorrent: how does it work?

   Curiously, The Pirate Bay (the largest BitTorrent server), 
has no control over what users upload and download, and 
relies on the “good heart” of people. The rules of the game, 
however, are partly dictated by the interface design (if the 
interface makes it easier to share data a great number of 
non-technical user will share them not because of altruism 
but simply as a default choice).

   The available numbers do suggest this policy: in this mo-
ment (12.24 GMT on 01/18/2010), The Pirate Bay backs 
over two million files shared by 22,078,666 users out of 
which 12,577,018 have finished downloading and are just 
sharing their (purely altruistic behaviou); with 9,501,648 
users downloading and uploading data at the same time 
(mixed behavior). This means that we have more  than half 
of people acting completely altruistically.

   The typical pirate activity processed via Internet (and 
you reading these note could easily be within this cat-
egory), contains many elements of interest to the designer: 
it shows us that altruism (if there were doubts about it) is 
likely when it is easy and passive, while it becomes  not-s0-
likely when the choices  are multiple and it requires a 
visible commitment of resources.
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The Great Pyramid of Giza (built c. 2560 BC), and the 
Sphinx (built c. 2555 BC to 2532 BC)
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Berlin, Loveparade, 2008
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Werner Herzog, “Fitzcarraldo“, 1982
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some final thoughts

We are at now the end of our journey. In sixteen classes we 
have tried to classify design intended in several different 
ways.

We started by individuals and their effect on the world, 
something we could define as “Klaus Kinski in Fitzcar-
raldo“: a model where you have a titanic effort in order to 
achieve any potential goal.

We then spent a fair deal of time observing various talents 
(usually known as the “great masters” of design: Ettore 
Sottsass, Charles and Ray Eames, Achille Castiglioni, 
Franco Albini, or other intelligences who prefer to work in 
groups (Archigram, rather than the Japanese Metabolist or 
the Italians Archizoom and Superstudio).

Ettore Sottsass with some of his “Memphis” objects
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Charles and Ray Eames: “Lounge Chair and ottoman” and 
assembly diagram, 1956
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Franco Albini, desk for Knoll, 1958

   Groups that can be incredibly small and cohesive: the 
above mentioned “Kinski in Fitzcarraldo” mode we can 
be replaced with the equally charming “Wild Bunch” (as 
narrated by Sam Peckinpah).

Archigram (Ron Herron), “Walking City“, 1964
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Kisho Kurokawa (member of the Metabolist group), Nak-
agin Capsule Tower, Shimbashi, Tokyo, 1972

Superstudio, “The Continuous Monument. An Architectural 
model for total urbanization“, 1969
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Archizoom, “No-Stop City“, 1970

   Collaborative systems (think about the universe of Dun-
geons & Dragons and the logic of the role-playing game) 
and systems based on comparison and competition: card 
games like bridge or sudoku.

Gary Gygax, Dave Arneson: “Dungeons & Dragons”, 1974

   We then passed the cutting edge of research: the Xerox 
Parc, MIT  Medialab, without forgetting the Bell Labs (not 
so marginal in the definition of the contemporary world).

   In this extent the MIT Medialab is a source of extraor-
dinary toys, games and experiments. Great fun, extremely 
fascinating, yet from time to time, there is a certain lack of 
practical results. Paradigmatic of this is the project     
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   “One Laptop Per Child” (OLPC) an initiative of humani-
tarian design with the goal of developing and producing a 
hundred-dollar laptop for children. The laptop is designed 
for children living in developing countries, and when 
it came out it was cheered with hope and  enthusiasm. 
Oddly enough,  while a remarkable design quality, excel-
lent hardware and software was develope, not much effort 
was spent to imagine an implementation model. 

   For example. Given the Bolivian grade school system 
and given one million laptops, how they will cross? How 
these computers will intersect the daily work of students 
and professors? MIT Medialab projects often seem de-
signed to operate on a tabula rasa, that is a world of people 
without practice. These users do not exist (with all the 
attached consequences).

Nicholas Negroponte, Charles Kane, Seymour Papert, Alan 
Kay, Mitch Bradley, “One Laptop Per Child“, project, 2005

   In our class/journey we intersected the most brilliant 
minds of the twentieth century as well as important com-
panies and products, (actually we admit we did talk about 
the Vespa, without mentioning the very important Bic 
Cristal pen, and the AK 47 Kalashnikov assault rifle).
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Vespa Piaggio GS 160, 1962/4 (Vespa has been on the mar-
ket with various models from 1947 until today)

Décolletage Plastique design team at Société PPA (later 
Société Bic), Bic Cristal, 1950/today

Mikail Kalashnikov, Ak-47 Assault rifle, 1949/today

   By now, nobody should be surprised if we remind that 
the arm industry is one of the prime movers of technologi-
cal change (today as ever, since we were living in caves). If 
you wonder how various inventions have been used over 
time, the first or second application are typically related to 
war (being the third generally referred to the sex indus-
try).

In this extent, this is not such a strange phenomenon: you 
take a group of focused people (dedicated to a specific 
collective practice well understood and perceived as 
relevant), well organized, with good resources and highly 
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competitive edges, and you end up being right at the tech-
nological frontier. Of course, this was true in the neolithic, 
during Middleage, in the XXth Century as well as now.

As we have expanded our observation zoom, we moved 
from the European cathedrals and Medieval toward Zen 
gardens, Chinese funerals and Nigerian coffins.

Finally, we reached the tools of mass communication, 
constantly moving back and forth between the traditional 
analogic world to new utopias (or rather, dystopias) typical 
of the digital world and the so-called “new media” (do you 
remember “Matrix“?)

   In short, everything we went through during our course 
was fun to search and organize, and the whole preparation 
was nice because who writes did learn a lot. Hopefully also 
the students did enjoy/learn, and this last post is to explain 
why the class was called: “wobbling solutions”, and why 
these “unstable” things seem to be so relevant.

   Let’s get back to the introduction classes, when we did 
make the example about the four high-school students 
willing to enter design and fashion school. By then the 
observation was related to the possible organization of a 
school in terms of “how” and not on the typical “what”. 
If such a thing would happen (to move from “graphic”, 
“product design”, “fashion”, etc, toward studies for people 
who want to work on self-productions, corporate world, 
small-size business, etc), we would probably reconsider 
who is a designer and what does he do. The traditional de-
signer intended as some kind of “creator” would transform 
himself in a “facilitator”, using different tools (practical 
and conceptual) upon different situations and environ-
ments.
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Andy Wachowski, Larry Wachowski, “Matrix”, 1999
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   If we consider the example of the “Turin Geodesign” 
mentioned before, we have the description of a designer 
working together with a community of people as well as a 
company, developing a project whose brief was clearly de-
fined by the community itself.  In this system the project x 
can be declined in the form of product, service, exhibition, 
public performance, depending on the needs and desires 
of the community asking for it.

   To avoid any misunderstanding: using the word “com-
munity”, we don’t mean necessarily the limited world 
of charities and/or group of people busy into social and 
humanitarian activities. By “community” we mean a group 
of people getting together for some specific needs or desires 
(in this extent in Torino Gedodesign we used the term: 
“comunita’ di pratiche”, community of practices). From this 
point of view, those who get together to feed the homeless 
are a community, those who go to suppport AC Milan every 
sunday at San Siro football stadium are another community. 
To get together to collect coins or stamp, does define a com-
munity. Go to to church or to the mosque is another very 
fine example.

   The design solutions found upon this approach are by 
their nature “unstable”. Unstable because of human desires 
that moves and change progressively refining them on a 
constant and endless process.

   Solutions need and are subject to a number of adjust-
ments. A succession of unstable solutions, having this 
clear understanding that once we reach a solution, tomor-
row we will have to start again, working on the next refine-
ment. At the same time, the unstable base of our solutions 
relies on the contact with the community of users and 
with the deeper understanding of its practices: the only 
possible source to correct and improve the whole mecha-
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nism and make it better. A little by little the project is not 
anymore a “final” episode (as it used to be). The project is 
an endless process of continous solutions without a given 
and/or final deadline.

   By accepting this approach, we have only two fixed an-
chor points (the size of the group designing and size of the 
group for which you design).

   Everything else is highly unstable, and this is the reason 
why this class uses the size of these two groups as a general 
structure for the various classes.

   Ruggero Pierantoni, in his essay on “Le gioie della 
sincronia” describes the passion of totalitarian regimes 
for the elections (fake, but effective in their own way) to 
spread the importance of acting in synchrony as a mean 
of persuasion, of exaltation and of discipline. Crossing 
the symbol of the Italian Communist Party when voting, 
going to church on Sunday or bring waste recycling. What 
you do doesn’t really matter as long as what you do is done 
together with a mass of people, in sync.

   We like to end these sixteen classes remembering Pieran-
toni’s final note. This happy and terrifying mass acting in 
total synchronycity (Internet, Woodstock, Nuremberg) 
is always at risk of splintering because finally “…no more 
than twenty men who conquer Cuba, few enter the Bastille 
[...] a man or a few more kill President Kennedy in Dal-
las, a man wins the naval battle in Azio [...] within a split 
second everything can fall apart”.

    And this brings us, to our beginning: the few, the indi-
vidual, you the reader. Exposed to a series of arguments, 
ideas and thoughts. To be taken, overturn, thrown away if  
you don’t need them.
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   We started the first class listening Lennon and McCart-
ney singing “Paperback Writer“.

   For the sake of symmetry (although imperfect) we end 
with Marcel Duchamp. The great American artist, thinker, 
chess player reminds us not to forget that “there is no solu-
tion because there is no problem.

   A great way of looking “how” things are made.

   Or maybe not?

Marcel Duchamp: “Marcel Duchamp author d’une table”
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Leonardo da Vinci, Codex Atlanticus, 1503
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iPhone Applications (2009)
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Notes

   
   1. In the world of design there is a large amount of brains 
devoted to the relation between conceptual grids (more or 
less defined and refined) and final results. Team X (team 
10) architects (a group of influential architects very active 
in the second part of the twentieth century) were obsessed 
with this theme. To explore the world of thinkers who 
focus on the process and look to the final form as a mere 
function of the process, would be interesting but it would 
soon become another book. We still owe the reader point-
ers to giants of thought such as Ramon Lull and his “Ars 
Generalis Ultima” (also known as “Ars Magna”), as well 
as his amazing devices to formalize various elements of 
thought and communication (all of this between the 13th 
and 14th century!).

   John Cage is another master in this arena (as well as his 
disciple, Brian Eno: look up his deck of inspiration cards: 
“The Oblique Strategies“). Another key character is Chris-
topher Alexander and his book: “The Pattern Language” 
(very important for architects as well as computer sci-
entists). If you want to proceed toward digital worlds we 
cannot skip Will Wright (creator of “Sim City“, “Spore“) 
and his games.
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Brian Eno, “The Oblique Strategies”, 1975

   2. For the fetishism of commodities, we refer the reader 
to the “Capital”, Vol 1, Chapter 1, Sec. 4 from which 
excerpts: “A commodity appears at first sight, a very trivial 
thing, and easily understood. Its analysis shows that it is, 
in reality, a very queer thing, abounding in metaphysical 
subtleties and theological niceties. So far as it is a value 
in use, there is nothing mysterious about it, whether we 
consider it from the point of view that by its properties it 
is capable of satisfying human wants, or from the point 
that those properties are the product of human labour. It 
is as clear as noon-day, that man, by his industry, changes 
the forms of the materials furnished by nature. The form 
of wood, for instance, is altered by making a table out of 
it. Yet, for all that the table continues to be that common, 
every-day thing, wood. But, so soon as it steps forth as a 
commodity, it is changed into something transcendent. It 
not only stands with its feet on the ground, but, in relation 
to all other commodities, it stands on its head, and evolves 
out of its wooden brain grotesque ideas, far more wonder-
ful than if it were to dance of its own accord.”

   And if you do not want to immerse yourself in the 
“Capital” more can be found in: 
   http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commodity_fetishism
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   Marx’s discourse then proceeds on: “…(Marx) argued 
that commodity fetishism tends to subordinate social rela-
tions among people to relationships between humans and 
objects: for example, the relationship between producer 
and consumer is obscured. The producer can only see his 
relationship with the object he produces, being unaware 
of the people who will ultimately use that object. Similarly, 
the consumer can only see his relationship with the object 
he uses, being unaware of the people who produced that 
object. Thus, commodity fetishism ensures that neither 
side is fully conscious of the political and social positions 
they occupy”

(from: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commodity_fetish-
ism).

   It is also important to mention the subsequent develop-
ments of Marxian theory of value. Theories (although not 
directly connected) such as Freud’s sexual fetishism, or the 
work of Gyorgy Lukacs, where the concept of “reification” 
is intended to be the main obstacle for the class struggle 
(“reification” from the Latin “res”, “thing” or, to become 
one thing). Concepts derived from Marxist philosophy 
where we observe the process of the man abstracting from 
himself, his sense of humanity, to be regarded as a mere 
thing among things.

   The work of Lukacs influences the subsequent theories of 
Guy Debord (the “fetish” is for Marx what the “spectacle” 
is for Debord) and Jean Baudrillard (who focuses on the 
role played by advertising in relation to consumers and to 
the construction of their identity ).

   3. Kubler writes: “Let us suppose that the idea of art can 
be expanded to embrace the whole range of man-made 
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things, including all tools and writing in addition to the 
useless, beautiful, and poetic things of the world”. By this 
view the universe of man-made things simply coincides 
with the history of art”. Kubler suggests looking at the 
history of art as a history of things, shifting aside the art-
ists. He also suggests to understand history as a sequence 
of images and objects whose function is to respond with 
various solutions to problems in a constant flow. Kubler 
defines an overall framework where the processes of inno-
vation, replication and change are in continuous dialogue 
through the different eras and different times.

   George Kubler, “The shape of the time: Remarks on the 
history of things”, Yale University Press, 1962.

   If the reader gets interested in the theories of Kubler, the 
next step and ‘reading: “The life of forms in Art” by Henri 
Focillon, Zone Books, 1992

   4. “The Design of Everyday Life”, Shove, E., M. Watson, 
et al. (Berg, Oxford, 2007).

   5. “Theories of practice emphasize tacit and uncon-
scious forms of knowledge and experience through which 
shared ways of understanding and being in the world are 
established… …rather than existing in mental qualities, 
in discourse or interaction, the social exists in practice” 
(“The Design of Everyday Life”, p.12)

   6. There isn’t just one answer. In June 2004, during a 
meeting with Terry Winograd, Stewart Brand, Clement 
Mok, Bill Moggridge, Bill Verplank (and some other key 
players of the digital revolution that blossomed in San 
Francisco in the late 70’s and 80’s), we asked them the 
question in a direct way. They all agreed on these main 
ingredients: the presence of successful entrepreneurs oper-
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ating in the same area of activity. Namely the possibility to 
connect with previous generations. Previous generations 
also generous and willing to support the research and 
experiments of the “young” bunch), people such as David 
Packard (together with Bill Hewlett, founder of HP). The 
local top-level research centers and universities (Stanford 
and others). The specific and peculiar human material 
available in the Bay area. Generalizing (sometimes it is 
quite useful), if you want to earn lots of money then you 
go to Los Angeles. If you are in San Francisco your mind 
probably works in a quite different way…

   Hence the importance of the overlapping of three differ-
ent layers: engineering at the highest level (Stanford). The 
business-oriented environment (if you read the story of 
a company like HP you will notice the striking similarity 
with Apple: 1939, the two lone and brilliant inventors in 
their garage, $ 538 to start up, flipping a coin to determine 
if the name should have been be: HP or PH …). Last but 
not least, the presence of an excellent avant-garde scene of 
(all those things we generally label “American counter-cul-
ture” and its capital San Francisco). Beat poets, the Merry 
Pranksters, Timothy Leary, Stewart Brand and the Whole 
Earth Catalog gang. In one line: technical knowledge, 
antagonist knowledge (therefore free from any constraint 
and dogma), money (and the generosity needed to have 
access to it).

   7. Sharp observers could compare the culture of an 
“hard-core” engineering company like Motorola (founded 
as a manufacturer of radios, televisions and other small 
consumer electronics) and the cultural universe of social 
and economic circumstances surrounding Nokia (a Finn-
ish industrial conglomerate that did not work in telecom-
munications until the ’70s). From this point of view, the 
Motorola phone is always – in first place – a perfect piece 
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of sophisticated engineering. While its Nokia version has 
always placed the user – his needs and desires – at the 
center of its productions. The Nokia phone isn’t generally a 
masterpiece of technique, but it is always appreciated and 
loved by its users for its ease of use and its simplicity.
Can we build a link between the features of Alvar Aalto 
architectures (buildings always celebrated and acclaimed 
for their human-centered approach, always establishing 
empathic relationship with the people living and using 
them) and Nokia phones? Furtheromore, what happens 
when in the commercial arena dominated by Nokia and 
Motorola we have the arrival of the Apple boys and their 
Californian post-hippie values?

   8. For the ones interested in this topic, the best intro-
duction to the world of industrial design is: John Heskett, 
“Industrial Design”, Thames & Hudson, New York, 1985.

   At the same time we shouldn’t forget the recent book 
by Richard Sennett: “The Craftsman“, Yale University 
Press, 2008. Sennett comes up with an amount of very 
interesting questions (and convincing arguments) related 
to the supposed relevance of industry as we know and its 
production models. A very interesting text that helps us 
understand how the newest technologies could bring the 
idea of “craftmanship” at the center stage. Sennett says: 
“The mistake that the economy is paying is to have based 
itself on a short term vision and a model of organizational 
flexibility, instability and speed to adapt to change. This is 
also what happened with the management of human capi-
tal: no resources have been invested in knowledge, and the 
workers during these recent yearshave been able able to 
acquire only a partial experience, working in fragmented 
and unstable companies. In my book “The Craftsman” I 
highlight the difference between those who just know how 
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to do something and are content with that, and those who 
possess a craftsmanship that leads to continual improve-
ment. Today this vision has no place in large organiza-
tions”.
   (published in: “Il Sole 24 Ore”, 14 January 2008)

Richard Sennett, “The Craftsman“

   9. Geographers give us very useful warnings about 
descriptions. First of all, we have to be aware that a full 
description is completely impossible, because it would 
be infinite. Because of the infinite amount of details that 
could be observed in the world, a description must be in 
fact a selection. The parameters of the selection are what 
makes the description meaningful.

   In an ideal process we start from the goals, from which 
we take the filtering parameters. Once we have the param-
eters, we can start observing. The nineteenth-century ex-
plorer who goes up the Nile searching for its source would 
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pass by the Pyramids without noticing them, because 
of their irrelevance to him. From this point of view, the 
description is not only an analysis but it is a 100% “design” 
activity. These issues (as well as subtler ones) are discussed 
at lenght in: Giuseppe De Matteis, “Le metafore della terra. 
La geografia umana tra mito e scienza”, Feltrinelli, 1994. 
Similar consideratins apply to science, or even to very sim-
ple observation activities: every experiment, every opera-
tion related to data collection is supported by a hypothesis 
defining clearly what is data and what is noise.

Terry Gilliam, “Brazil” (or, Orwell vs Huxley…)
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