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INTRODUCTION

Design for sustainability is 
a contemporary challenge that 
emerged during the mid-1960s. 
Climate change, the exploitation 
of resources and humanitarian 
emergencies are issues that today 
affect more than ever our daily lives 
and that require, to be addressed, 
the collaboration of different actors, 
including designers. 

Sustainability is a broad 
theme, often subject to conflicting 
interpretations, so much so that the 
very definition of what is sustainable 
regarding industrial processes and 
lifestyles has become one of the 
primary objectives of the world of 
design.

This MA thesis aims to address 
the issue of sustainability from a 
political, sociological and cultural 
point of view. This research has the 
hope of offering a new perspective 
on the true meaning of sustainable 
development and, above all, on 
the active role that design can 

play in this regard. In this volume 
will be reported some significant 
international events, linked to the 
international organizations of the past 
and the present, in order to trace new 
possible hypotheses for the design 
to take an active part in achieving a 
fair future. 

This research is aimed to 
stress the link between design 
organizations and global governance 
for what concerns sustainable 
development. By analyzing the main 
conferences of past — especially the 
ones held by the ICSID Association 
— and by observing what is going 
on today on national and global 
level, the thesis will try to trace a 
path for the hypothetical future of 
design collaboration on international 
debates.

It will consequently interrogate the 
following: Can design and politics 
communicate? How? Can design 
change the actual global situation 
for the better? Further, which are the 

past and present responsibilities that 
Design has to address to itself?

The research behind this thesis 
paper was carried out mainly thanks 
to the support of the ICSID Design 
Archive and the St. Peter’s House 
Library of the University of Brighton, 
England.

The theme that will be addressed 
in these pages presents many 
facets and complexity, especially 
as it is a field and an area in 
constant evolution and change. 
Environmental protection is in fact 
a topic that embraces every sphere 
of our society, more than ever 
today, it is linked to the themes of 
sustainable production in a world 
that nevertheless continues to follow 
the capitalist and consumerist model 
that has been on the rise since the 
first industrial revolution.

As we shall see, there are many 
personalities who have spent time 
in order to spread information about 

the serious consequences that the 
capitalist model of uncontrolled 
production would have caused in 
time. Nevertheless, 50 years after 
the first international conferences 
and the first publications on the 
subject, the world is still struggling 
for the same problems.

Introduction
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RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY

This is a thesis research carried out thanks 
to the document collection done during a 
period of study abroad. In the University of 
Brighton we had the possibility to consult 
the ICSID design archive and to select 

the most relevant elements to support the 
crucial statement of the whole research. In 
particular, we analyzed the conferences held 
between 1960s and 1970s to investigate the 
addressing of sustainability issues. 

1

RESEARCH 
METHODOLOGY

Research Methodology
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_Notes_Notes

1

2 Gjoko Muratovski, 
“Research for 
Designers: A Guide 
to Methods and 
Practice”, 2016

3 Ibid.

related to the complex system of 
today’s society.

However, as Muratovski 
recalls: «a working model of how 
transdisciplinary design can be 
framed within design practice and 
design education is still not fully 
developed». This is obviously due 
to the fact that the preparation 
necessary to acquire such an amount 
of knowledge is complex to obtain, 
requires several years of study and 
dedicated educational programmes. 
For now, just starting to think about 
how to structure and obtain this 
type of training in the future is 
already a decisive step towards the 
development of this new concept.3

design thinking, but the hope is to 
arouse interest in representatives of 
different disciplines, so as to enrich 
the discussion and make it even 
more complete.

The goal is to arrive at a form of 
“multidisciplinary design” and then 
further develop it to arrive at a type 
of approach that Muratovski defines 
as “transdisciplinary”.2

In fact, if multidisciplinarity is 
characterized by the collaboration of 
various teams belonging to different 
scientific fields but committed to 
the pursuit of a single common 
goal, the transdisciplinary approach 
consists in the fusion of the different 
disciplines involved, without 
distinction. In this case the designer 
goes beyond his own disciplinary 
boundaries to step into those of 
other fields and work according 
to new methodologies and norms, 
“borrowed” from other sectors. This 
is the goal that today’s designers 
should try to achieve, so that they 
can address and solve problems 

1 Gjoko Muratovski, 
“Research for 
Designers: A Guide 
to Methods and 
Practice”, 2016

Today’s world is characterized 
by a strong complexity, in which 
problems are often interconnected 
and therefore require an investigation 
and analysis that encompasses all 
the different facets of the subject.

The role of today’s designers in 
fact no longer concerns exclusively 
the design of physical products but 
also and above all of entire systems 
aimed at improving the living 
conditions of users.

As G. Muratovski says in his book 
“Research for Designers”, often this 
paradigm shift makes the designer 
become a thinker able to move 
easily between different disciplines 
and develop new skills of problem 
solving.1

For this research we tried to report 
notions belonging to different fields 
of research, although the work as a 
whole was carried out by a single 
person on the knowledge bases 
mainly belonging to the world of 
design. Other knowledge related 
to different fields from design has 
been acquired through the study 

of secondary sources — mostly 
scientific articles and volumes. 
Therefore, the final report could not 
benefit from the active collaboration 
of figures belonging to all the 
different research fields investigated.

The hope, however, is to 
encourage a future active 
collaboration among representatives 
of very different fields of study. 
Among the various objectives of this 
research there is also the promotion 
of a stable cooperation between 
design, economics and politics. 
The real goal is to achieve an open 
and fair dialogue in which not only 
economic and political interests are 
represented, but also the citizens’ 
and the environmental ones.

Clearly, for the reasons mentioned 
above, a single discipline is not 
enough to address and solve 
global problems, as the degree of 
complexity of the latter requires the 
participation of different disciplinary 
areas. This research takes advantage 
of a point of view purely marked by 

A Cross—disciplinary Approach

Research Methodology

RESEARCH
METHODOLOGY

1.1
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1.2 1.3

In the ICSID Design Archive have 
been selected the most relevant 
elements to support the crucial 
statement of the whole research.  

Within this paper are present 
numerous original documents whose 
publication rights have been granted 
by the ICSID Archive body of the 
University of Brighton.

This research is based on a 
qualitative method, aimed at 
collecting historical data to trace 
a possible interpretation and 
meaning based on the information 
collected. This type of research 
examines both historical and 
socio—cultural elements with the 
aim of analyzing the phenomenon 
in all its complexity. The bases of 
the research in question are in fact 
original primary sources documents 
collected in specific archives related 
to international design associations 
and to international conferences 
held in the treated period by the 
non—governmental body of the 
International Council of Societies 
of Industrial Design: the ICSID 
Association.

A fundamental contribution to 
the realization of this thesis was the 
participation in the program offered 
by the Politecnico di Torino of “Tesi 
su Proposta”.

After accessing the project, I 
was able to attend the University 
of Brighton, England, which houses 

the design archives containing the 
original material of the ICSID design 
association.

The aim of this research, therefore, 
is to collect and narrate the events 
related to the international debates 
on sustainability that occurred 
between the 60s and 80s of the 
21st century in order to analyze the 
behavior of the various Countries 
involved and of the different 
disciplines about the central topic. 
The main focus is clearly on design 
but the discussion also examines 
the historical, political and cultural 
context of the period of interest, in 
order to deepen the reasons for the 
various events discussed.

Then we will come to the 
explanation of the final conclusions 
deriving from the analysis carried 
out in its entirety and complexity, in 
order to support the central thesis 
that — as already stated — concerns 
the proposal for active participation 
by design in international debates 
on the environment and on the 
safeguarding of biodiversity.

Historical Research Data Collection

Research MethodologyResearch Methodology

ICSID Archive, 
University of 
Brigton Archive, 
October, 2022f1
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Sustainability is a complex and multifaceted 
concept that needs to be addressed 
according to a multidisciplinary and 
systemic approach, which analyzes the 
issue in a thorough and comprehensive 

way. Sustainable development has been 
addressed for a long time and involves 
the satisfaction of three complementary 
dynamics of different nature: economic, 
environmental and social. 

2

THE SYSTEMIC 
ISSUE OF 
SUSTAINABILITY2

The Systemic Issue of 
Sustainability
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_Notes_Notes

2

2

2 Susan Baker, 
“Sustainable 
Development”, 2006

3 Jason W. Moore, 
“Capitalism in the 
Web of Life”, 2015

4 Ibid.
5 Quoted in Alastair 

Fuad-Luke, “The Eco-
design Handbook”, 
2002

1 Alastair Fuad-
Luke, “Design 
Activism: beautiful 
strangeness for a 
sustainable world”, 
2009

As it has been anticipated, the 
issue is about reaching a truly 
sustainable society. But, clearly, we 
are a long way from achieving this. 
This type of problem, in fact, requires 
the collaboration of several different 
fields and a serious approach toward 
the achievement of the final goal. We 
are discussing an issue characterized 
by a systemic nature. That is why in 
these last fifty years of activism for 
environmental protection nothing 
really changed. It is not easy to face 
all the facets this massive problem 
involves, but we really need a drastic 
change, a paradigm shift.

If we go back in history of activism 
for the environment, we can notice 
that this battle started in the 1970s, 
that is, more than fifty years ago.1 
Indeed, the justification of the 
extreme exploitation and degradation 
of our ecosystem we still carry on 
from that period to nowadays in 
the name of efficiency is no longer 
acceptable. 

All the fields — from production to 
advertising — have to assume their 
responsibility and clearly, designers 

It is useful for the aims of this 
research to clarify what sustainability 
is. The concept has its roots in 
precursors such as Thomas Robert 
Malthus (1766—1834) and William 
Stanley Jevons (1835—1882), who 
for the first time in history, shared 
an interest in natural resources 
exploitation.2

With the rise of industrialization 
human beings forgot that in 
origin, — before the advent of 
mass production and capitalism — 
everything was in balance and all the 
elements — or “parts” — of the “web 
of life” were in the right place. All of 
them had their role in the system of 
nature, in our ecosystem.3 

Later, as many scholars argue, 
humans began to differentiate 
themselves from the rest of nature, 
in a dualism that actually, from a 
biological point of view, does not 
exist.4

This started after the first industrial 
revolution, in which man—made 
products — from clothes to food — 
were no longer dependent on the 
rhythms of nature. We have really 

have their faults as well. 
During the “American Dream” 

period of those years, everything 
seemed possible to achieve and 
markets were more operative than 
ever.

Before elaborating any formulation 
or judgment, it is therefore 
fundamental to enter into the cultural, 
social and historical panorama of 
those years, taking into account all 
the elements and interconnections 
of the social background, from art 
to politics, in order to to find not the 
culprit, but to try to understand what 
did not work and why it still does not 
after half a century. We are also here 
to understand which role design had 
in the past for the battle in favor of 
ecological sustainability and what 
role it can still play in the future for 
the paradigm shift we need.

marked this distance in the last fifty 
years, empowering our technologies 
and continuing to draw without limits 
on natural resources believing them 
not only unlimited, but above all, to 
be our property.

In 1962 Rachel Carson, in her 
book “Silent Spring”, condemned 
the devastating effects of pesticide 
use on mammals and birds in 
the United States. This book is a 
real milestone for awareness of 
environmental protection issues and 
an unprecedented precursor.

During the Intergovernmental 
Conference for Rational Use and 
Conservation of the Biosphere held 
by UNESCO in 1967, the concept 
of ecological development was 
addressed for the first time.

Subsequently, Paul Ehrlich 
published in 1968 his book, “The 
Population Bomb”, in which he 
explained how human population 
growth, resource degradation and 
the environment were deeply linked 
together.5

The Systemic Issue of 
Sustainability

THE SYSTEMIC 
ISSUE OF 
SUSTAINABILITY

2.1 About Sustainability
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2.12.1

6 The Brundtland 
Report, 1987

7 Alastair Fuad-
Luke, “The Eco-design 
Handbook”, 2002

8 The Club of Rome, 
“Limits to Growth”, 
1972

In 1972 the Club of Rome — a 
crucial NGO for the history of the 
ecological sustainability battle and 
which we will face again going on in 
this volume — published “The Limits 
To Growth”. The report scientifically 
addressed the issue of natural 
resources exploitation carrying out a 
trend forecasting for the near future 
and concluding that the production 
rhythms and emissions of the time 
were completely unsustainable for 
nature and that they would have led 
to ecosystem collapse, famine and 
war.

We can surely address 
sustainability as a modern systemic 
issue, as it is involved in every 
society field, that is, in the systemic 
web of interdependent parts we live 
in. Today’s socio-economic system 
was actually created when the 
dynamics of our planet were hugely 
different from now.

After monumental studies such 
as the one of James Lovelock and 
Lynn Margulis about the “Gaia 
Hypothesis” of the 1970s, we started 

facets of development were finally 
stressed.

The Brundtland report definition of 
sustainable development was:

«A development that meets 
the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their needs».6

Some environmentalists, 
however, argue that “sustainable 
development” can become a 
problematic and contradictory 
term, open to misinterpretations 
and voluntary misunderstandings, 
especially by big industries. In 
fact, this definition reveals an 
anthropocentric point of view, which 
risks underestimating the ecosystem 
value. It was clearly the first attempt 
to define what a fair development 
through sustainability was, as it 
shows the confusion between the 
terms “sustainable growth” and 
“sustainable development”.7

Because of these reasons, 
later the World Commission on 

to understand how the web of life 
was actually a perfectly balanced 
and deeply strong intertwining that 
we were trying to destroy. In those 
years finally the public started to 
notice how industrial pollution could 
pose a serious danger not only to the 
health of the planet but also to that 
of human beings. This slowly led to 
the need of the definition of a new 
economic development, no more 
efficiency-orientated but aimed at a 
fair and “sustainable” growth. 

The concept of sustainability 
started to be officially addressed just 
in late 1980s and precisely in 1987, 
when the United Nations World 
Commission on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) published 
the “Our Common Future” report, 
also known as “The Brundtland 
Report”, in which, for the first 
time, the concept of “sustainable 
development” appeared in an official 
international document and was 
finally defined. Furthermore, on that 
occasion, the interrelation between 
the social, economic and ecological 

Environment and Development 
defined sustainability as:

«A process of change in which 
the exploitation of resources, 
the direction of investments, 
the orientation of technological 
development and institutional 
change are all in harmony and 
enhance both current and future 
potential to meet human needs and 
aspirations».

In 1972, The Club of Rome 
defined three ingredients mandatory 
for the achieving of a sustainable 
development: the value recognition 
of the “free goods” represented 
by the natural resources; the 
incentivisation of ecological policies 
in the long term and the achieving of 
equity between today’s generations 
and the future ones.8

And then, in 2003, the United 
Nations Development Programme 
defined in the “Human Development 
Report” the “Environmental 
Sustainability” as:

«Achieving sustainable 
development patterns and 

About SustainabilityAbout Sustainability

2.1 2.1
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2.12.1

10 Quoted in 
Simon Dresner, 
“The Principles of 
Sustainability”, 2002

use of the word: «We are struggling 
for the language now for a whole set 
of concepts that are urgent in our 
conversation… It's a mess. But social 
transformations are messy».10

What is clear is that the focus 
has to be about the environment, 
and no more about the egoistic 
and unnecessary humans’ whims. 
Just as it is equally clear that future 
generations deserve a place in 
our thoughts every single time we 
decide to ignore the alarming signals 
coming from our planet.

That is why environmental 
economists — who are engaged 
with improving ecological efficiency 
— define sustainability as «the 
maintenance or non-depletion of the 
Earth’s ‘natural capital», that is, all the 
biotic and abiotic systems present in 
nature.

Others, like the architect 
Janis Birkeland from Melbourne 
University, prefers to use the term 
“positive” rather than “sustainable” 
as an adjective referred to the fair 
development in the planning field:

«Positive development refers to 
physical development that achieves 
net positive impacts during its 
life cycle over pre-development 
conditions by increasing economic, 
social and ecological capital».

Sustainability actually has many 
flexible definitions, depending on the 
context and the field of study.

But, as Donella Meadows, one 
of the authors of “The Limits to 
Growth”, has said, discussing the 
linguistic confusion surrounding the 

About SustainabilityAbout Sustainability

preserving the productive capacity 
of natural ecosystems for future 
generations».

Clearly, as the very word 
“sustainability” suggests, the 
concept behind its meaning is 
“sustaining”, that is, something able 
to maintain itself in balance. But 
the concept of sustainability is not 
only about “sustaining”, but it is also, 
and importantly, about “respect” 
and “equity” in relation to future 
generations’ needs.

On the other hand, the economic 
field defines sustainability as «a non-
depletion of capital» and they claim 
that following the path of sustainable 
development would cause economic 
growth to stop. But this definition 
has a deficit in the value it gives to 
natural sources which — according 
to Ernst Friedrich Schumacher first 
and to Herman Daly and Robert 
Costanza then — represent one of 
the 6 types of capital together with 
financial, infrastructural, human, 
social, and individual ones.9

_Notes
9 Quoted in 

Simon Dresner, 
“The Principles of 
Sustainability”, 2002

2.1 2.1
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As we mentioned before, the 
theme of sustainable development 
has many facets and has begun 
to be discussed around the 1970s. 
Subsequently, the theme was 
discussed several times again until, 
in the late 1980s, the concept of 
“sustainable development” was 
finally mentioned and defined in 
an official document. In 1987 Gro 
Harlem Brundtland, at the time 
president of the WCED (World 
Commission on Environment and 
Development), presented the report 
“Our Common Future”, better known 
as “Brundtland Report”. This latter 
is still an authoritative guideline 
for a model of fair and sustainable 
development towards the planet and 
future generations.

The need for an alternative 
development model to the 
conventional one had already 
emerged in the early 70’s thanks 
to the commitment and work of 
prominent personalities such as 
Aurelio Peccei or Victor Papanek. 
In those years they and many other 

scholars and thinkers of the time 
published volumes that have deeply 
marked the history of design and 
sustainability; in this case we are 
talking about the works “Limits to 
Growth”, 1972 and “Design for the 
Real World”, 1971.

The aim of the Club of Rome 
Report was to demonstrate how the 
development of those times had to 
be slowed down in order to avoid a 
collapse of the natural system and 
an irreversible depletion of natural 
resources. The basic assumption is 
that a world of finite nature cannot 
endure an infinite exploitation of its 
own resources, because they are 
destined to run out.

On the other hand, in his work 
Papanek, a supporter of socially 
useful and ecological design, 
had placed emphasis on the 
responsibility that the craft of the 
designer brings with it. As we 
shall see, the emerging  theme of 
responsibility in that period started 
to be central both in the design 

SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT

«PROMOTING A MODEL OF 
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
RECOGNIZES THAT EVERY HUMAN 
INTERACTION WITH THE WORLD 
BRINGS CHANGE, BUT IT CHALLENGES 
SOCIETY TO FIND WAYS TO ENSURE 
THAT THESE CHANGES ARE FOR THE 
BETTERMENT OF ALL.»

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT IS A 
«DEVELOPMENT THAT MEETS THE 
NEEDS OF THE PRESENT WITHOUT 
COMPROMISING THE ABILITY OF 
FUTURE GENERATIONS TO MEET THEIR 
OWN NEEDS».

Susan Baker in “Sustainable Development”, 2006

“Brundtland Report” official definition of Sustainable Development, WCED, 1987

Sustainable Development
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the guide event that led in time 
to a gradual negotiation and 
governance practice about 
sustainable development. As Susan 
Baker sustains in her “Sustainable 
Development” of 2006 «The 
Brundtland approach is built upon 
a belief in the common heritage of 
humankind, trust in our technology, 
and optimism about our willingness 
to engage collectively in the 
protection of our common future. 
The normative principles that 
have come to be associated with 
sustainable development have led to 
the elaboration of specific rights and 
obligations for states, and they have 
acted as guidelines for international 
and national environmental 
regulations and laws».12

After the Brundtland report the 
“development” concept became 
a traditional economic and social 
goal and “sustainability” a traditional 
ecological one. Sustainable 
development is a model of societal 
change that, in addition to traditional 
developmental objectives, has the 

world and international debates. 
Papanek’s criticism focuses on 
the irresponsible design practices 
prevalent in the United States at the 
time, such as the large consumption 
of disposable products or the use of 
substandard materials intended for 
an exaggeratedly short life cycle11. 
The volume deals with the theme 
of pointless aesthetics without a 
deeper meaning.

According to the author, 
the designer must assume his 
responsibilities in the realization of 
his ideas and the volume treats the 
macro-concept linked to a design 
based on the real needs of the world 
and not on those of companies 
or large markets. The message is 
therefore an exhortation to good 
design practices that are ethical 
and responsible from a social, 
moral and ecological point of view, 
in order to transform the discipline 
into a positive driving force for the 
improvement of society.

In this regard, the Brundtland 
formulation of 1987 has been 

objective of maintaining ecological 
sustainability.13

In the meeting was also 
addressed the real meaning 
and concept behind the idea of 
sustainable development concluding 
that:

[Sustainable development] 
contains within it two key concepts: 
the concept of “needs”, in particular 
the essential needs of the world's 
poor, to which priority should be 
given; and the idea of limitations 
imposed by the state of technology 
and social organization on the 
environment's ability to meet present 
and future needs.14

As Ezio Manzini and Francois 
Jégou sustained in “Sustainable 
Everyday: Scenarios of Urban Life”: 
«sustainability is learning about living 
well but consuming (much) less; it 
is a social learning process and will 
involve moving from a “product-
based well-being” to thinking about 
products, dematerialized products, 
services and enabling solutions to 
satisfy our needs».15

Regarding Global Governance and 
environmental issues, what has been 
done is «discounting the future» by 
considering the costs and benefits 
that accrue to future generations less 
than those of the present.16

As pointed out by the Club of 
Rome, in fact, one of the main causes 
of the crisis of sustainability consists 
in the attitude of large industrial 
companies to develop «beyond 
the limits» of the natural system. 
This is because, according to our 
international system, economic 
growth is considered the best 
measure to assess a government’s 
performance. As the political science 
expert Henry Teune sustained: «an 
individually based secular morality 
cannot accept a world without 
growth».17

Nevertheless, after World 
War II already, the environmental 
community began to question 
the validity of the Western 
development model, based on 
consumption and exponential 

_Notes
11 Victor Papanek 

“Design For the 
Real World: Human 
Ecology and Social 
Change”, 1971

12 Susan Baker, 
“Sustainable 
Development”, 2006

focus focus

focus focus

13 Sharachchandra 
M. Lélé, “Sustainable 
Development: A 
Critical Review”, 
1991, quoted in 
Susan Baker, 2006

14 WCED, 
Brundtland Report, 
1987: 43

15 Ezio Manzini, 
Francois Jégou, 
“Sustainable 
Everyday”, 2003

16 John O’Neill, 
“Ecology, Policy and 
Politics: human well 
being and the natural 
world”, 1993

17 Quoted in David 
W. Orr, “Ecological 
literacy, education 
and the transition to 
a postmodern world”, 
1992

_Notes

Sustainable Development Sustainable Development
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the use of renewable resources and 
alternative materials.

The world of recycling, like the 
one of separate waste collection 
and alternative materials processes, 
brings with it a huge share of the 
market, still largely unexplored. 
From the point of view of economic 
development, this is an economically 
viable and extremely attractive 
option for large industries.

The ecological transition and the 
circular economy bring with them 
numerous investment opportunities 
that could mark the beginning 
of a new phase for international 
economic development. The latter 
would be characterized not by 
unlimited growth aimed at mere 
economic gain but by an ethic 
relating to environmental respect 
and the protection of biodiversity.

growth. Environmentalism then, 
as recalled by Susan Baker in 
“Sustainable Development” has 
always stressed how environmental 
degradation leads inexorably to 
social and political degradation, 
marking a deep fracture in global 
harmony and balances. As the author 
points out: «is no longer possible 
to see development in isolation 
from its ecological and social 
consequences».18

In addition, it is interesting to 
wonder why it is not sufficiently 
stressed, from an economic and 
financial point of view, but also 
from a social one, the innumerable 
advantages that the application of 
a sustainable model to the current 
economic and production systems 
would bring. The use of a different 
model, unlike what is claimed by 
most large entrepreneurs and the 
most aggressive economies, would 
not lead to a stop of economic flows 
but rather, an increase of possibilities 
towards new sources of income 
according to methods that include 
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The modern international 
system was created in a historical 
period in which global social 
and technological conditions 
were characterized by profound 
differences from today’s ones. At the 
time of the Treaty of Westphalia of 
1648, the issues addressed by the 
document were strictly related to the 
territory, while today the proposed 
agendas on sustainability also 
concern issues of a social nature and 
respect for the limited availability of 
earth resources.19

In 1926, the publication of 
the volume “The Biosphere” by 
the Russian ecologist Vladimir 
Vernadsky marked a fundamental 
paradigm shift, characterized by the 
recognition of life on our planet as a 
dense and complex interconnected 
system, in which the sovereignty 
of the nation-state system was 
identified as a powerful risk for the 
safeguarding of its balances.20

One of the most problematic 
points for the resolution of 

at such a rate that governments and 
the stipulation of regulations cannot 
keep up. According to political 
science expert Andrew Scott the 
only possible strategy for effective 
improvement consists in «an 
increasing amount of cooperation 
and coordination» and he also stated: 
«nations will need to focus less on 
state-centred interests and more on 
system-centered interests».22

It is as if there were two 
antithetical logics, the one of 
evolution and the one of power. The 
«nature machine», as defined by Paul 
Ehrlich, is a vast and interconnected 
network of relationships, 
biogeochemical cycles and energy 
flows.23 While the system of power is 
based on unlimited progress aimed 
at territorial and material conquest 
without any consideration for the 
peoples and resources sacrificed in 
its name.

As stated by Lyndon Keith 
Caldwell: «during the years since 
the 1960s there has been consistent 
evidence of public concern over 

environmental issues is linked to 
the nearly dualistic nature of human 
progress and the habitat he lives in.21

In a certain way we structured 
our society, as mentioned before, 
in order to make it a giant parasite 
for our ecosystem. Everything we 
do and produce for our “economic 
success” steals materials from the 
natural environment and exploits 
them until the exhaustion of the 
available resources. The greater 
the exploitation, the greater the 
gain, and the parasite grows 
disproportionately and without limits 
contaminating day by day the entire 
planet.

In this sense, living in a 
technological and industrial ruleless 
time makes the cohabitation of the 
time of ecology harder. We live in 
this globally super fast society and 
we expect nature to follow our crazy 
rhythms, while nature is obviously 
in no hurry at all and — most 
importantly — it can not keep up.

The problems linked to the 
international system are multiplying 

the quality of the environment 
and a willingness to be taxed and 
regulated on behalf of environmental 
quality, health, and safety. […] If 
environmental quality is valued as 
highly as surveys in Britain, Germany, 
France, the Netherlands, Canada 
and the United States appears to 
indicate, why has it not generally 
been an issue on which candidates 
for Public offices are elected or 
defeated?».24

From a legislative point of view, 
the management and containment 
of the effects of human activities on 
the natural environment have entered 
the public agenda of industrialised 
countries since the 1970s. Following 
the 1972 United Nations Conference 
on the Human Environment in 
Stockholm, the function of protecting 
the environment has been developed 
with the creation of competent 
administrative bodies and Members 
to implement the legislative 
guidelines.25

The United Nations Declaration 
on the Human Environment adopted 

Sustainability in the Global 
Perspective 

Sustainability in the Global 
Perspective 

2.2 2.2

Sustainability in the Global 
Perspective

_Notes
19 David W. Orr, 

“Ecological literacy, 
education and 
the transition to a 
postmodern world”, 
1992

20 Ibid.
21 Jason W. Moore, 

“Capitalism in the 
Web of Life”, 2015



28 29

_Notes

2.22.2

29 Lyndon Keith 
Caldwell, “Between 
Two Worlds: science, 
the environmental 
movement and policy 
choice”, 1990

30 Elisabetta 
Morlino in Luisa 
Torchia, “La 
Dinamica del Diritto 
Amministrativo: Dieci 
Lezioni”, 2017

31 Ibid.

in Stockholm in 1972 marks the 
transition from a national sectoral to 
a cross-sectoral and international 
approach to the environment. For 
the first time, the fundamental right 
to an environment that guarantees 
dignity, well-being and the duty to 
safeguard the environment for future 
generations was recognised.

This declaration was followed by 
many other international conventions 
of a cross-sectoral nature that have 
gradually defined the principles 
and standards of environmental 
protection.26

As already stressed, regarding 
Global Environmental Governance, 
what has been done according to 
John O'Neill is «discounting the 
future» by considering the costs 
and benefits that accrue to future 
generations less than those of the 
present.27

This is a paradox that was already 
evident more than 30 years ago. 
L. K. Caldwell from Cambridge 
University stressed in the 1990s 
how the apparent interests towards 

and Norway, in part a consequence 
of popular dissatisfaction with official 
response to environmental concerns. 
Ironically the head of the defeated 
government in Norway chaired the 
UN Commission on Environment and 
Development».29

So, as we can see, this is 
the period in which finally the 
environment emerged, not only in the 
international debates, but also in the 
citizens’ values. These are the years 
in which sustainability started to 
have a real role on the political stage.

Other key declarations on the 
subject in those years include the 
Declaration on Environment and 
Development and the Agenda 21 
action programme adopted in Rio 
de Janeiro in 1992, which laid down 
key principles of environmental law 
such as the principle precautionary, 
the principle of the “polluter pays” 
and the principle of sustainable 
development, whereby States have 
common responsibilities towards the 
environment.30

sustainability topic actually didn’t 
have a feedback in political and 
social reality.

As Caldwell stressed, «in the 
United States, Ronald Reagan was 
twice elected to the presidency 
although his negative attitude toward 
the environmental movement was 
well known».28

This is important to be stressed 
for the aims of this research because 
the attitude of the American people 
towards the theme of sustainability 
in those years represents the starting 
point of what will become later the 
worldwide awareness of the real 
disasters caused by the superficiality 
with which the environmental issue 
has been addressed by international 
policies and citizens themselves. 

Again Caldwell adds: «In the 1988 
federal elections in Canada and the 
United States, “the environment” 
did at last emerge as a major issue. 
In 1989 parliamentary elections, 
governments fell in the Netherlands 

The most important sectoral 
conventions include the 1997 Kyoto 
Protocol. It deals specifically with 
emissions into the atmosphere, but 
it is also significant in the tendency 
to pursue environmental protection 
through the setting of common and 
taxable standards for all states. 
Its main objective was in fact the 
reduction of emissions of polluting 
gasses in the planet by an agreed 
percentage and within a prescribed 
deadline: 2012.31

More recently, thanks to the 
commitment of the United Nations, 
the Agenda 2030 for Sustainable 
Development, signed by the 
governments of the 193 member 
countries of the organization, was 
drawn up in 2015. This includes 17 
“Sustainable Development Goals” 
(SDGs), in an action program 
consisting of 169 total goals. As 
reported in the official document of 
2015 concerning the planet:

«Siamo determinati a proteggere 
il pianeta dalla degradazione, 
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attraverso un consumo ed una 
produzione consapevoli, gestendo 
le sue risorse naturali in maniera 
sostenibile e adottando misure 
urgenti riguardo il cambiamento 
climatico, in modo che esso possa 
soddisfare i bisogni delle generazioni 
presenti e di quelle future».32

Within the Agenda there is also 
a clear reference to international 
collaboration that states:

«Siamo determinati a mobilitare 
i mezzi necessari per implementare 
questa Agenda attraverso una 
Collaborazione Globale per lo 
sviluppo Sostenibile, basata su 
uno spirito di rafforzata solidarietà 
globale, concentrato in particolare 
sui bisogni dei più poveri e dei più 
vulnerabili e con la partecipazione di 
tutti i paesi, di tutte le parti in causa e 
di tutte le persone.

Le interconnessioni degli Obiettivi 
dello Sviluppo Sostenibile sono di 
importanza cruciale nell’assicurare 
che lo scopo della nuova Agenda 
venga realizzato. Se noi realizzeremo 
le nostre ambizioni abbracciando 
l’intera Agenda, le vite di tutti 

verranno profondamente migliorate 
e il nostro mondo sarà trasformato al 
meglio».33

Some decades later, today we 
face the topic everyday, we discuss 
taxation for polluting industrial 
processes and methods, but the 
paradigm shift is far from being 
achieved. Something still does not 
work as it should, we can try to 
understand what it is and why the 
socio-political scenario still does not 
change its priorities.
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In jurisprudence, the discipline 
of the environment is multi-level. 
Rules drawn up by international and 
supranational bodies coexist with 
national disciplines.

The reasons for this multi-level 
production concern both the object 
of the regulation and the particular 
structure of political and economic 
interests that revolve around the 
exploitation of natural resources.34

According to Young: «Global 
environmental governance is the 
establishment and operation of a 
set of rules of conduct that define 
practice, assign roles and guide 
interaction so as to enable state 
and non-state actors to grapple 
with collective environmental 
problems within and across state 
boundaries».35

As already mentioned earlier in 
this discussion, the best results 
achieved in the field of Environmental 
Global Governance have been 
achieved thanks to the efforts of 
international organizations and in 
particular of the United Nations one.

However, as Susan Baker 

especially to the methods of 
production adopted and their impact 
on the environment.

In this case, the noble intentions 
perpetrated by international 
associations would take on a darker 
connotation, in which their actions 
would prove to be in favor of a 
limitless and irresponsible capitalism.

For this reason, already in 1986, 
in the Brundtland Report there 
was a clear exhortation to «good 
governance practice», that is, a form 
of governance characterized by the 
fair and equitable division of power 
in respect of individuals, future 
generations and environment.

As stated by Elisabetta 
Morlino, the subject matter of the 
environmental regulation are by 
nature transboundary. In fact, the 
most dramatic episodes of alteration 
of the ecosystem that have raised 
public awareness and brought out 
the need for global regulation are 
precisely those that have crossed 
national borders such as the 
Chernobyl disaster, toxic discharges 
into the Rhine, the deforestation of 

argued in her book “Sustainable 
Development”, although the United 
Nations played a crucial role in 
the rise of Global Governance 
for the Environment, the work of 
the organization is not devoid of 
controversial aspects that deserve 
a deeper consideration. In her book, 
S. Baker highlights the difference 
between «governance structures» 
and «governance processes». The 
author argues that the former — born 
and developed mainly thanks to the 
commitment of the United Nations 
— are severely limited by the latter in 
the attempt to promote a concrete 
form of sustainable development. 
In fact, while the intervention of the 
IGOs marked the beginning of an 
effective debate on environmental 
issues, the results lack concreteness 
and effectiveness.36

The most radical environmental 
movements claim that the United 
Nations has bowed to the big 
markets by acting as a mere 
management tool through which 
they can find a shortcut in order to 
avoid their responsibilities related 

the Amazon or the production of 
greenhouse gases by industrialized 
countries. «These are alterations 
of the ecosystem with limited 
geographical origin but with global 
impact».37 For this reason, regional 
or global problems have required 
regulatory solutions resulting from 
bilateral or multilateral agreements. 
Moreover, the pressure and the 
difficult coexistence of conflicting 
political and economic interests 
linked to the exploitation of natural 
resources have made it essential 
to regulate these phenomena on a 
transnational and multilateral basis.38

In light of this, we want to 
reiterate the central thesis of this 
research, according to which 
the participation of independent 
organizations in international 
debates could be decisive. The 
figure of the designer, in this sense, 
is particularly suitable for the role, 
precisely because it is detached 
from the economic and political 
dynamics that representalmost all 
of the representation within these 
meetings.
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Also in the period of the 70s, when 
the socio-cultural ferment related to 
environmental issues was particularly 
active, events within the European 
Union have been particularly 
significant for subsequent 
developments in sustainability.

In 1971, a European Commission 
memorandum appeared in which, 
for the first time in European history, 
environmental protection appeared 
as a common goal to be pursued by 
all the Member States.

As has already been said, 1972 
is a decisive year, especially if we 
consider the European scene. First 
of all, in Stockholm, the First World 
Conference on the Environment 
was held by the United Nations, 
and later that year, the European 
Community undertook a common 
environmental policy. Soon after, the 
Commission was instructed to set up 
an administrative structure dedicated 
to the environment field and to draw 
up legislation on the subject.

Later, since 1973, five European 
Action Programmes (EAPs) have 

reiterates, there are diverse key 
points that differentiate the European 
attitude from the one of other 
international policies.

Firstly, Europe has understood 
that sustainable development is 
a crucial element for international 
economic growth and that it can 
really be a major earning opportunity. 
Moreover, in order to achieve a 
new development model, it is also 
clear that the existing rules must be 
reviewed and analyzed through a 
multidisciplinary and more complex 
approach.41

Furthermore, the promotion of a 
model of sustainable development 
has to do with the responsibility of 
individuals and with the common 
good; it is a moral obligation that 
politics and economics can no 
longer escape. The common good 
is in fact a value that governments 
should hold in higher regard as 
bodies of public organization and 
management of citizens and of their 
activities. Sustainable development 
is not only about the environment, it 
is also about social issues, including 

been adopted as general, non-
legally binding guidelines, to outline 
principles and objectives on the 
basis of which new environmental 
policies can be implemented.39

However, it was only with the 
Single European Act of 1986 that 
environmental protection became 
part of European policies and was 
explicitly regulated in the Treaties. 
With the Single European Act and the 
subsequent Treaties of Maastricht 
and Amsterdam of 1992 and 1997 
respectively, the principles of 
prevention, precaution, correction 
of damage at source, the «polluter 
pays» principle, the integration 
principle and the subsidiarity one 
entered fully among the guiding 
principles of the European and 
national institutions in the field of 
environmental protection.40

What emerges is that the 
European Community has actually 
understood, as early as 1973, the 
need for a radical change of course 
from the conventional development 
model adopted so far. 

As the economist S. Baker 

health and food safety. Ultimately, 
it is important to highlight that 
addressing national problems is 
an indispensable step towards 
achieving broader goals, such as 
resolving international environmental 
issues.

At the national level, recently the 
Italian government has prepared the 
plan of the PNRR (National Recovery 
and Resilience Plan), aimed at facing 
the socio-economic crisis through 
a conscious use of funds deriving 
from the initiative Next Generation 
Eu. The main interventions were 
classified through 6 pivotal missions 
including the green revolution 
and the ecological transition, the 
infrastructure for sustainable mobility 
and issues related to social cohesion 
and inclusion.

The government has estimated 
an impact of the PNRR on the Italian 
economy pairs to an increase of 
+0.8% initial until a rate of increase 
potential of +1.4% in the last year of 
performance. It is foreseen, among 
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other things, the implementation of 
new reforms aimed at responsible 
innovation in the country and the 
application of a new dedicated 
decree law.42

However, it is clear that this type 
of commitment — although useful 
for achieving greater awareness 
of environmental issues within 
the European Union — is not 
sufficiently effective and needs to 
be strengthened and implemented. 
In fact, this commitment must be 
shared and lavished not only by the 
highest levels of government but also 
and above all by large industries and, 
last but not least, by end consumers.

In any case, it is fair to stress 
that the commitment shown by 
the European community surely 
remains a good and right path to go, 
because, over the years, there have 
been numerous achievements thanks 
to the initiatives and mobilization 
implemented by the Member 
States.43

In the design field, the very first 
manifestations of interest towards 
the “natural” and “environmental” 
topic was actually in the 1930s with 
the arrival of “Organic Design”, aimed 
to emphasize the concept of beauty 
enclosed in natural, biomorphic and 
organic forms. In this north-European 
movement, for designers such as 
Alvar Aalto or Frank Lloyd Wright, 
the environmental context was the 
path to follow to give form to projects 
and spaces. The project followed the 
environment and was supposed to 
melt and to be fully integrated in it.43

In the period between 1945 and 
mid-1950s the post-war crisis led 
to a design rationalization perfectly 
expressed in the famous axiom «less 
is more».

In the 1960s, under the influence 
of crucial society transformations 
such as the emerging hippie 
movement, new design forms 
appeared such as the “Design for 
Need” field, of a strongly social 
nature, aimed at communities in 
difficulty and the enhancement of the 
local context.44

Later, in the 1970s — a decade 
that, as we will see, deeply marked 
the sustainability’s history — the new 
“Alternative Design” took the scene, 
introducing today's crucial concepts 
such as recycling, redesign and 
alternative manufacturing methods.45

In 1971 Victor Papanek wrote and 
published his “Design for the real 
world” book in which he faced the 
topic of designer’s responsibility 
related to big markets’ demands. 
This volume marked the history of 
design for sustainability and it was 
translated into twenty-one different 
languages.

Specifically, in April 1976 the 
conference “Design for Need: The 
Social Contribution of Design” was 
held at the Royal College of Art and 
the Imperial College of Science and 
Technology in London.

This reflects the growing interest 
of the organizations in the sector 
towards issues related to the social 
and environmental consequences 
of production and consumption 
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methods linked to the model of 
unregulated capitalism.  

This congress was organized by 
the ICSID (International Council of 
Societies of Industrial Design) with 
the participation of other English 
and international actors. Some of 
the speeches delivered during the 
conference were published in book 
form by Pergamon Press edited by 
Julian Bicknell and Liz Mcquiston.46

Subsequently, after the “New 
Design” movement aimed to promote 
a production that was independent 
of industry, in the late 1980s the 
“Design for the Environment” 
came. As the reader can suppose, 
this one was — and is — aimed at 
the reduction of impacts on the 
environment promoting responsible 
practices and ecological production 
processes.

From this first overview it is clear 
how the 1960s and, above all, the 
1970s, strongly marked a change 
of cultural and social paradigm 
regarding the mass awareness 
towards the theme of environmental 
protection.47 

That is why it is precisely from this 
historical period that this research 
will take its first steps towards the 
understanding of the environmental 
issues addressed in the international 
political debate and of how design 
can make the difference so that 
things really change and society 
can finally call itself committed to 
achieving an ecologically sustainable 
culture and production.
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Let’s now go in-deep to introduce 
the problem solving approach that 
better fits this kind of socio-cultural 
issue.

As we said, sustainability is a 
systemic issue, that is, a complex 
challenge that includes many facets 
enclosed in different fields of action.

In recent decades, the concept 
itself of design changed multiple 
times, switching from a practice 
aimed to realize physical things to 
one aimed to the resolution of socio-
cultural issues. Nowadays design 
crosses different ranges of subject 
fields and disciplinary borders 
and is manifest in all facets of 
contemporary life. Systemic Design 
is deeply linked with the concept 
of relationships and context and 
marked in history a radical paradigm 
shift consisting in translating the 
thinking focus from «objects» to 
the «relationships» that bring them 
together.

Now, we can all agree on the fact 
that sustainability and, in particular, 
ecological sustainability, regards 
more than one sphere of action. That 

is why — following the precepts of 
Systemic Design Thinking — the 
thesis sustains that designers should 
actively take part in the international 
debate remaining in a super-partes 
position compared to political and 
commercial forces of the day.

The founders of the Systemic 
Design Thinking are the architect 
and professor Luigi Bistagnino, the 
physician Fritjof Capra, the biologists 
and sociologists Humberto R. 
Maturana and Francisco J. Varela, 
the entrepreneur Gunter Pauli and 
the biologist Ludwig von Bertalanffy. 
This is a design approach in 
which the outputs of a system are 
recovered and transformed again 
into inputs that can be used again 
in a circular economy point of view 
aimed at social, cultural and material 
sustainability.

In this regard, if we try to broaden 
the concept of the system to apply 
it not to physical phenomena but 
to socio-cultural ones, we can 
translate the focus of interest from 

SYSTEMIC DESIGN 
THINKING

«SYSTEMIC DESIGN DRAWS ON THE 
EXTANT BASE AND EVOLUTION OF 
IDEAS IN SYSTEMS THEORY AND 
COMPLEXITY AS RICH SOURCES OF 
TRANSDISCIPLINARY SCIENCE AND 
DISCOURSE. UNIQUELY IN DESIGN 
STUDIES, SYSTEMIC DESIGN STARTED 
IN EDUCATIONAL AND EXPERIMENTAL 
APPROACHES TO DISCOVERING A 
“REQUISITE DESIGN” WITH POWER 
TO NEW SERVICES AND SYSTEMS IN 
COMPLEX ENVIRONMENTS».

Systemic Design Association

Systemic Design Thinking
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unsettlement (…) move three comes 
from the way a line has been drawn 
under existing institutional politics».48

To find the weak link — or the 
various weak links — present in the 
huge feedback system of global 
society is certainly not the purpose 
of this research, but we can try 
to make the reader reflect on the 
concept related to the importance 
of analyzing in a wider systemic 
way the various critical points of the 
topic in order to attempt to solve 
concretely issues of global and 
systemic nature.

The systemic approach, is a 
missing element in the current 
political and decision-making 
landscape and it should be 
implemented thanks to the 
collaboration of systemic designers 
in the first place, but also new 
multidisciplinary actors that can 
analyze aspects ignored by the 
highest levels of government and 
decision-making.

a productive chain to a social chain, 
therefore related to our society and 
our customs. The world we live in 
is actually an extremely complex 
system, which includes actors, 
activities, movements — and so 
on — in an interconnected network 
where each element depends on 
and influences others. In this sense, 
not without difficulty, we can come 
to understand, even just from a 
theoretical point of view, that the 
problems that today afflict the less 
wealthy communities, such as 
those that concern environmental 
degradation or rampant 
consumerism, affect each other. 

As stated by Tony Fry, design 
theorist, «taking design beyond 
current limits means another kind 
of design thinking and practice. 
(…) move one was to extend the 
scope of design beyond the remit of 
existing design discourse, practice 
and practitioners (…) move two was 
to acknowledge that humanity at 
large is entering a third movement 
of worldly habitation: the age of 
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Environmental and economic 
problems are engaged with social 
and political factors. Everything 
is deeply interconnected, just as 
economic well-being directly affects 
psychological population dynamics, 
that again affects criminality, public 
safety or the socio demographic 
structure of households and many 
other facets of the entire global 
society.

So, in the giant web that our 
society is, this research is aimed to 
sustain the value that design as well 
can have in socio-political issues 
resolutions and the fundamental role 
that a design needs oriented can 
play in global scenarios.

As we will better explain later 
in this volume, the first attempt 
of design to take the world stage 
started right after the end of the 
Second World War, with the aim of 
achieving a social recognition of the 
designer position. 

In this sense is deeply significant 
the action of design INGOs that in 

become ambassadors for design 
in developing economies where 
they could meet politicians to 
demonstrate how design could 
become a tool for national economic 
and cultural growth».52

In recent years, the will of design 
organizations to tread the steps of 
Politics has resulted in the stipulation 
of documents such as “ICOGRADA 
Design Education Manifesto” of 
2000, the “Cumulus Kyoto Design 
Declaration” of 2008 — supported 
by ICSID, BEDA (Bureau of European 
Design Associations), AIGA 
(American Institute of Graphic Arts) 
and EIDD (Design for All Europe) 
— or the 2017 “Montréal Design 
Declaration”.53

However, the question remains 
open as to the practical and effective 
application of these proposals. For 
more than fifty years, the efforts 
made to propose valid solutions, 
not only by the world of design, but 
also by the most widely recognized 
international organizations — such as 

the post-1945 decades assumed a 
more international role, such as the 
International Council of Societies of 
Industrial Design (ICSID) of 1957 or 
the International Council of Graphic 
Design Organizations (ICOGRADA) 
of 1963.49

In the twenty-first century such 
aspirations re-emerged formally 
with ICSID's re-designation as the 
World Design Organization (WDO) 
in 2015 and Icogradas recasting as 
the International Council of Design 
(Ico-D) in 2013.50

As Tony Fry wrote in 2011: 
«Designing has to be grasped 
and made present as an activity 
that extends beyond the rubric of 
designers».51 In his works, T. Fry 
argues that a political revolution can 
be implemented and that the latter 
have to include designers as a crucial 
key point necessary for this cultural 
and political transformation. 

As addressed by J. M. Woodham 
in the volume «International 
Organizations»: «during these 
years, members of ICSID/WDO's 
Executive Board sought to 

the United Nations or the European 
Union — have remained largely 
ignored.

The thesis supported in these 
pages is based on the conviction 
that the international collaboration 
between the great diplomatic 
realities must be valued and 
supported also by the contribution 
of bodies belonging to other spheres 
of competence. However, without 
the active and open participation of 
the political and economic forces 
in this dialogue, any attempt at 
improvement and progress towards a 
better future will remain, in fact, only 
an attempt.

The presence of humanistic 
reflections also within more scientific 
disciplinary areas such as politics 
and economics, is fundamental for 
the elaboration of future solutions 
and scenarios that include all the 
different dimensions of today’s social 
fabric. As John Dewey, an American 
philosopher and pedagogue, argued, 
the humanistic point of view must 
penetrate every aspect of society 
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and culture, including science, art, 
education, morality and religion, as 
well as politics and economics.54

The active participation of 
design organizations in international 
debates could actually add value 
to discussions often moved by 
economic interests or the desire 
to obtain political favor by the 
population instead of by the real 
needs of the planet and citizens. 
In this sense, the a-political and 
interest-free collaboration of a 
designers’ team could really make 
a difference. It would be — in this 
case — a more complete dialogue, in 
which the role of the designers would 
fulfill the function of representing 
the interests of humanity and of our 
ecosystem, without interests deriving 
from economy or politics. 

However, it must be stressed 
that design has not always worked 
for the right causes, losing itself in 
the promotion and sponsorship of 
attitudes and production models 
often harmful from a social and 
ecological point of view. It can 

a limit of design, but in so doing 
it has also marked a beginning 
from which design starts to be 
re-created, but other than it was. 
Thus re-created, design can return 
with a major increase in its efficacy 
when mobilized against structural 
unsustainability.»55

That is why, as mentioned before, 
this thesis sustains that designers 
should actively take part in the 
international debate representing the 
real human needs in an independent 
position from political and 
commercial forces of today.

be said that design itself today 
is undergoing a new phase of 
transformation, towards an active 
collaboration more aware and 
ethically valid than in the past. 
The frontiers of a large part of the 
design sector today open up to new 
objectives, less focused on mass 
industrial production and much more 
on the design of entire systems of 
services aimed at the sustainable 
improvement of human living 
standards. The sector has become 
aware of the past about what could 
be the real potential of its work, now 
enriched with new values inherent 
in efforts for the social and the 
environment.

Precisely for this reason, the 
world of today’s organizations 
and education are mobilized daily 
towards the management and 
organization of initiatives aimed at 
the dissemination of these ideals and 
their concrete realization.

Quoting Tony Fry’s work again: 
«the argument presented by 
design as politics has designated 

Design and Politics

2.6 2.6

_Notes
54 Quoted in 

Tony Fry, “Design as 
Politics”, 2011

2.6 Design and Politics



48 49

In this chapter we will try to introduce 
the two kinds of organization we will 
take in more consideration within this 
volume. Our interest will focus on NGOs 
(Non-Governmental Organization) and 
IGOs (Intergovernmental Organization) 

— with particular reference to the ICSID 
Organization and to the United Nations 
reality — in order to underline then the nature 
of their relations in the historical period 
treated, that is, between the 1960s and 
1980s.

3

INTERNATIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONS3

International Organizations
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According to the Harvard 
Law School definition, the term 
intergovernmental organization 
(IGO) refers to an entity created by 
treaty, involving two or more nations, 
to work in good faith, on issues of 
common interest. In the absence of 
a treaty an IGO does not exist in the 
legal sense. IGOs that are formed 
by treaties are more advantageous 
because they are subject to 
international law and have the ability 
to enter into enforceable agreements 
among themselves or with states.1

They are, therefore, organizations 
established by means of international 
treaties with a legal value which 
have their own independent legal 
capacity. These are made up mainly 
of high-level government figures and 
have consultative legal status.2 Some 
examples are the United Nations 
and the World Health Organization. 
It often happens, however, that 
some of these organizations are 
also composed of actors of different 
natures, such as NGOs. Historians 
have pointed out that the presence 
within international organizations 

The non-governmental 
organizations were founded 
according to the concept of an 
“international culture” needed to be 
shared and discussed in favor of the 
common interest. The post-World 
War II cultural climate — where 
new technological discoveries 
were beginning to favor a more 
agile global communication — 
encouraged a cosmopolitan feeling 
where international collaboration 
was perceived as a beneficial and 
constructive novelty.

Actually, INGOs were born long 
before, in 1910, thanks to the decision 
of the International Law Association 
(LA) to give a “super-national” 
status to international organizations 
with diplomatic intentions with no 
governmental influence and no profit. 
These are independent organizations 
of government involvement that 
operate on a global level.

As the design historian Penny 
Sparke writes, the creation of 
professional associations and 
international events throughout 

of actors that are also very different 
from each other, has encouraged a 
more heterogeneous and complete 
exchange and dialogue.

As stated by B. Simmons and L. 
Martin: «An international organization 
or intergovernmental organization, 
is a stable set of norms and rules 
meant to govern the behavior 
of states and other actors in the 
international system».3

Organizations such as the 
European Union, the African Union 
and NATO instead, referring to 
circumscribed geographical areas 
and possessing limitations for 
admission to the partnership due 
also to political reasons, are called 
“regional organizations” while 
maintaining their own legal capacity 
and an intergovernmental nature.

Since the 2000s, many fields 
of research have stressed that 
international organizations have 
represented — particularly during 
the period under consideration — a 
fundamental bridge between the 
different policies and international 
cultures.

the 1950s and 1960s assisted 
their efforts to position themselves 
as educated professionals, and 
provided them with forums in which 
they could exchange ideas.4

There are two different typologies 
of NGO: advocacy NGOs, aimed 
at influencing governments with 
specific goals and operational 
NGOs, which provide services.

Usually NGO’s mandates are 
involved in environmental protection, 
human rights promotions or women 
rights.5

The term “NGO” appears for the 
first time in 1946 in a UN Charter, 
these are non-governmental 
organizations that address a large 
number of extremely different 
issues. In general, these are groups 
of individuals who discuss issues 
related to human activities, from 
economics to culture, from religion to 
science.6

The ICSID Design Association, 
which will be widely considered in 
this discussion, belongs to this type 
of international organization. In the 
case of the ICSID, as we shall see 

Non-governmental OrganizationsIntergovernmental Organizations

3.1

3

3.2

_Notes
1 Harvard Law 

School Official 
Website

2 “consultative 
status” concept 
defined in Article 
71 of Chapter 10 of 
the United Nations 
Charter

3 Beth Simmons, 
Lisa Martin 
“International 
Organizations and 
Institutions”, 2002

Intergovernmental Organizations Non-governmental Organizations

INTERNATIONAL 
ORGANIZATIONS



52 53

_Notes

3.3

8 Brian Urquhart, 
“Looking for the 
Sheriff”, 1998

in more detail below, the historical 
period in which the activity of the 
organization took hold has marked 
a decisive initial direction not only 
towards the promotion of the role of 
the designer and the recognition of 
the industrial design profession, but 
also and above all the conclusion 
of international partnerships of a 
diplomatic and professional nature 
felt particularly urgent because of 
the political climate of the time, 
characterized by the Cold War and 
the relative increasing tensions 
between West and East.7

The United Nations is an 
intergovernmental peace and 
security keeping organization. Its 
role is that of a diplomatic body 
mediating between the various 
interests of the different regions 
of the world, in order to find fair 
solutions that meet the needs of all 
citizens and the planet as a whole.

3.3.1 Foundation
The first step towards the 

foundation of the organization was 
made in August 1941 during the 
Inter-Allied conference that led to 
the London Declaration between the 
Allied powers during World War II. 
That same year, the United States, 
led by President Franklin Roosevelt 
and the United Kingdom, led by 
Prime Minister Winston Churchill, 
signed the Atlantic Charter, defining 
the world’s goals to be achieved 
at the end of the war. The United 
Nations Declaration was therefore 
drafted by the two superpowers in 
December 1941 at the White House 
and concerned the four main allied 
countries of the United States, 

England, the Soviet Union and the 
Republic of China.8

The term United Nations was 
introduced by F. Roosevelt and 
appeared for the first time in the 
official document of the UN Charter 
in 1946.

The founding of the United 
Nations came as a result of 
negotiations between the four Allied 
countries and took place in April 
1945 in San Francisco — during 
the UN Conference on International 
Organization — where the United 
Nations Charter was signed.

The first meeting of the General 
Assembly took place in January 1946 
in London, with the participation of 
51 nations. New York City was then 
designated as the headquarters of 
the organization, whose construction 
was completed in October 1952.

3.3.2 Vision and Mission
The main objectives to which 

the United Nations wishes to 
respond concern the maintenance 
of international peace and security, 
respect for human rights, economic 
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development and humanitarian 
assistance.

For the purposes of this 
research, however, we want to 
focus on the 1972 formulation of 
the United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP), which marked a 
fundamental step in the development 
of ecological thinking on the 
international governmental stages. In 
fact, since the 1970s, environmental 
issues have become increasingly 
central to the organization’s agenda.

3.3.3 United Nations Environment 
Programme

The United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) has been 
working since 1972 against climate 
change in favor of environmental 
protection and the sustainable use of 
natural resources.9

UNEP is a specialized agency 
of the UN and its headquarters 
are located in Nairobi, Kenya, 
and it is made up of experts in 
the environmental sector to face 
climate emergencies and to decree 

The International Council of 
Societies of Industrial Design is a 
design association created with the 
aim of promoting the role of designer 
and industrial design.

As we shall see, the association 
was born in a historical period 
characterized by strong changes, 
in the midst of an ideological 
paradigm shift marked by the end 
of the Second World War and the 
emergence of new technological, 
political and economic possibilities 
on a world scale. Design was 
at the time a discipline not fully 
recognized from a professional 
point of view, for this reason, its first 
purpose was to raise the authority 
of the figure of the designer and 
to promote the importance of the 
subject by adopting an international 
perspective.10

The true values that lay beneath 
the fabric of the ICSID association — 
as mentioned before — were related 
to concepts such as cooperation, 
mutual understanding and tolerance. 
The aim was to co-build a renewed 

environmental policies based on 
emerging needs. Among its main 
objectives are the protection of the 
environment and the promotion of 
sustainable development.

UNEP is currently working 
with 193 member states and 
representatives of civil society, 
business, and other key actors in 
order to address the challenges of 
the environmental crisis through the 
UN Environment Assembly, one of 
the highest bodies for international 
environmental decisions.

network of relations between the 
countries of the world just after the 
Second World War.

ICSID’s international nature is 
testified by the fact that its executive 
board grew from 210 delegates from 
the beginnings to 1000 delegates 
in the 1980s. ICSID had also a 
diplomatic role during the period 
of the Cold War and acted as an 
international council in which many 
countries can exchange ideas and 
opinions about their respective 
national socio-cultural dynamics.11

The tension between the United 
States and Russia was higher than 
ever and while the first one tried to 
apply containment strategies, the 
second one wanted to assert its 
emerging authority and to stress its 
power and its independence from 
western countries. In this context, the 
rhetoric of the “One World”12 and the 
feelings about collaboration between 
different politics and geographical 
areas were fueled by the fear of 
another global conflict. Initially there 
was no shortage of friction between 
the leaders of the group, divergent 
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both in objectives and ideologies. 
However, the efforts made to 
standardize the field of design and 
regulate discipline have over time led 
to great achievements both in the 
profession and in the affirmation of 
its role in the world.

In fact, during the first period of 
activity, ICSID has rapidly enlarged 
its zone of influence by creating 
relationships with numerous 
worldwide Design Organizations and 
by trying to reach also the higher 
spheres of influence such as the 
United Nations and the European 
Commission.

Today the community created by 
the WDO has a leadership role in 
design for innovation to solve some 
of the most pressing problems of this 
historical period. Climate change, 
rampant urbanization, water scarcity 
and population growth are just some 
of the issues that members are trying 
to address and try to resolve.13

The association wants to 
demonstrate how the power 
of design can actually make a 
difference in the world when this is 

problems in a transversal design 
that fully meets not only the needs 
of citizens, but also those of the big 
economy. In short: good design can 
be a good business model.

In light of this, we report the 
current definition of “Industrial 
Design” disclosed by the association 
through its official channels:

«Industrial Design is a strategic 
problem-solving process that drives 
innovation, builds business success, 
and leads to a better quality of 
life through innovative products, 
systems, services, and experiences. 
Industrial Design bridges the 
gap between what is and what’s 
possible. It is a trans-disciplinary 
profession that harnesses creativity 
to resolve problems and co-create 
solutions with the intent of making a 
product, system, service, experience 
or a business, better. At its heart, 
Industrial Design provides a more 
optimistic way of looking at the 
future by reframing problems as 
opportunities. It links innovation, 
technology, research, business, and 

elevated to a business model. 
Many institutions also support 

the association’s mission to promote 
industrial design as an engine for 
innovation towards a better world, 
while partners are committed 
to promoting the concept that 
good design is the basis for good 
business.14

The relationship between 
economy and design is extremely 
close, that is why the community is 
committed to proposing solutions 
that also respond to market needs. 
For this reason the members come 
from very different disciplinary areas, 
such as urban planners, engineers, 
ergonomists, environmentalists, or 
architects, just to name a few. They 
work together in order to create 
positive partnerships in a world that 
is increasingly complex, requiring 
transversal and multidisciplinary 
intervention strategies.15

The main concept supported by 
the WDO, therefore, consists in the 
equitable collaboration between 
different countries and professional 
areas aimed at solving contemporary 

customers to provide new value 
and competitive advantage across 
economic, social, and environmental 
spheres».16

3.4.1 Foundations
Many design organizations have 

their origins in the post-World War 
II period. At the time, in fact, the 
professional role of designers was 
not recognized and the desire of 
the community of designers was to 
carve out a space that was equal to 
other official professions.

In this sense, the advent of the 
ICSID and other design organizations 
such as ICOGRADA (International 
Council of Graphic Design 
Organizations) and IFI (International 
federation of Interior Architects/
Designers) marked a decisive step 
towards achieving this goal.17

In 1953, French designer Jacques 
Vienot showed his first interest in 
establishing a representative body 
of industrial designers during the 
international congress “Institut 
d'Esthetique Industrielle’s”.18
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In June 1957 in Paris the French 
authorities officially registered the 
association and the following day, In 
London, the first official meeting was 
held during which the foundation 
of the ICSID Association was 
inaugurated under the name of the 
International Council of Societies of 
Industrial Designers. The meeting 
is chaired by Misha Black, the first 
founder together with Pierre Vago, 
Peter Muller-Munk and Sigvard 
Bernadotte. During this meeting 
were present the most important 
figures of the design landscape 
of the time including: the National 
Association Danish Craft, the 
National Association Norwegian 
Applied Art, the Italian Association for 
Industrial Design (ADI), the Swedish 
Society of Crafts and Design and the 
Dutch Institute for Industrial Design.19

Only in 1959 will the first General 
Assembly of the association take 
place, in Stockholm, Sweden, where 
the constitution of the ICSID will be 
stipulated and the first definition 
of the Industrial Design will be 
decreed.20

The goals of the organization were 
decided at the first meeting in 1957 
in London, where Peter Muller-Munk 
and Misha Black were elected as the 
association’s president and vice-
president respectively. Each Member 
State was entitled to three maximum 
representative societies and had 
a maximum of six votes — divided 
evenly between its representatives — 
for formal decisions.22

During his presidency, Peter 
Muller-Munk often insisted on the 
importance of the skills of the design 
industry in order to achieve efficient 
modern planning. Actually, the basis 
of this idea was a strongly Western 
vision oriented to the American 
model of excellence, usually 
proposed as the highest goal to be 
achieved.23

The Western design vision is 
actually a notable point to stress in 
this discourse, because — as we 
will deepen in the course of this 
volume — in that years happened a 
sort of cultural conialization by ICSID 
organization and other Western 

Today the association is called 
WDO, that is, World Design 
Organization and in 2007 it 
celebrated its 50 years of activity. 
Many things have changed since 
its foundation, within this research 
we will try to better understand 
this complex and enormously 
multifaceted reality.

3.4.2 Vision and Mission
As already mentioned, the 

first objective of the founders of 
the organization — Pierre Vago, 
Misha Black, Peter Muller-Munk 
and Sigvard Bernadotte — was to 
confer authority on the community 
of designers and the profession 
of industrial design. However, the 
growing ambition of the group, 
fueled by the numerous partnerships 
established at international level 
over the years, has meant that 
soon the aims of the association 
were broadened towards broader 
goals, of a strongly international 
character, until finally taking on a role 
of «authoritative non-governmental 
global advocates»21 for design.

groups, which often received a 
strong opposition as a reply and the 
will — from less developed countries 
— to stand for their local identity and 
methods. 

It’s also interesting to stress how 
some member countries focused 
their effort in sharing a cultural 
and artistic point of view while 
others preferred to promote their 
actions in a deeply commercial 
and financial way. On the other 
hand, what was common in all the 
countries' representatives and from 
the very first time since ICSID was 
founded, was the attempt to value 
the profession of designers in order 
to gain an official and recognized 
status useful to reach a true 
political influence, both national and 
international.

Misha Black’s presidency, 
however, was strongly influenced 
by his relations with the Council of 
Industrial Design (CoID) and with SIA 
(Society of Industrial Artists), which 
he wanted to place at the heart of 
the organization. Like Muller-Munk, 
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however, he also believed that he 
must retain the professional side of 
the organization as the core, in order 
to give value and visibility to the role 
of industrial design. In fact, in the 
first constitution of the ICSID, he 
chose to sectionalize the aims of the 
group, limiting them to questions of a 
practical and professional nature.24

At the beginning of its journey, 
in fact, the association was not 
particularly interested in the theme 
of sustainable development. In fact, 
despite the ICSID’s participation 
as an NGO in the United Nations 
Conference in 1972 — a crucial 
congress in the history of 
environmental awareness — the 
course of the conference did not 
satisfy the delegates who attended 
it.In fact — as documented in the 
original correspondence — they 
argued that the industrial design 
theme had remained marginal and 
that they had not had the chance to 
promote enough the activities the 
association was involved in, showing 
in this way that they had very 

different priorities than those which 
the Stockholm Congress had tried to 
promote.25

In relation to this it is useful 
to remember the commitment 
of designers as Victor Papanek, 
who first placed the emphasis 
on the concept of designer role’s 
responsibility in society. He assumed 
that design profession risked 
to putting «murder on a mass-
production basis» and denunced 
designers as «a dangerous breed» 
because of their conscienceless 
ambitions deeply linked with 
consumerism and characterized by a 
lack of social interest.

Clearly, in the very first period of 
activity, ICSID’s aims were far from 
the “fair” idea we have today about 
design for sustainable development 
and social effort toward the better. 
They were, instead, strongly focused 
on the Industrial Design promotion 
necessary to give prestige to the 
designers’ community and to the 
profession. 
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«WE STRIVE TO CREATE A WORLD 
WHERE DESIGN ENHANCES OUR 
ECONOMIC, SOCIAL, CULTURAL, AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY OF LIFE. 

WE ADVOCATE, PROMOTE, AND 
SHARE KNOWLEDGE OF INDUSTRIAL 
DESIGN DRIVEN INNOVATION THAT 
HAS THE POWER TO CREATE A 
BETTER WORLD».

WDO Association
Copyright © World Design Organization (WDO), 2022
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Addressing the identity Issue
in 1959

The organization’s first general 
assembly was chaired by Sigvard 
Bernadotte and held in Stockholm 
in 1959 at Hotel Foresta. 209 
delegates from 18 different countries 
participated and the organization 
was up to the Society of Swedish 
Industrial Designers.26 Visibility was 
fundamental to the expansionist aims 
of the ICSID and much emphasis 
was placed, as demonstrated by 
Polly Miller’s statement published 
in “Industrial Design”, on the idea of 
mutual understanding, friendship 
and collaboration between Member 
States:

«Delegates from member societies 
all over the world discovered 
common bonds of experience and 
outlook that transcended national 
differences and linguistic barriers. 
They may have come singly as 
strangers. But they parted united and 
friends».27

However, behind these words 
rich in fraternal and benevolent 
sentiments lay the far more practical 
need to obtain the cultural and, 
above all, economic support of as 

many Member States as possible, 
in an attempt to give depth and 
authority to a discipline that 
at the time did not benefit any 
official recognition. The economic 
and commercial perspective is 
particularly clear especially at the 
beginning of the ICSID’s activity, 
where partnerships and international 
visibility were the primary objectives 
to be achieved in order to pursue 
the most difficult goal of effective 
professional recognition of the 
discipline.

During the Venice congress in 
1961, Tomas Maldonado spoke 
about the discipline in this way: 
«it is still an immature profession, 
because until now it lacks that which 
characterizes maturity: the capacity 
to recognise its own limits».28

These considerations referred to 
the high degree of disorganization 
perceived at the time between the 
different points of view of the various 
delegations. As already mentioned, 
in fact, one could say that there 
were two very distinct sides. On the 
one hand there were countries like 

26 Misha Black to 
Joseph Burke, 21 Jan. 
1960, ICD/10/2/3, 
quoted in Tania 
Messell, 2018

27 Polly Miller 
quoted in Tania 
Messell, 2018

28 Tomas 
Maldonado, 
“Industrial Design: 
Trainings and 
Alternatives of a 
Profession”, Venice 
Congress, 1961 
quoted in Tania 
Messell, 2018

ADDRESSING THE 
IDENTITY ISSUE IN 1959
Design Role in Society«AN INDUSTRIAL DESIGNER IS ONE 

WHO IS QUALIFIED BY TRAINING, 
TECHNICAL KNOWLEDGE, EXPERIENCE 
AND VISUAL SENSIBILITY TO DETERMINE 
THE MATERIALS, MECHANISMS, SHAPE, 
COLOUR, SURFACE FINISHES AND 
DECORATION OF OBJECTS WHICH 
ARE REPRODUCED IN QUANTITY 
BY INDUSTRIAL PROCESSES. THE 
INDUSTRIAL DESIGNER MAY, AT 
DIFFERENT TIMES, BE CONCERNED 
WITH ALL OR ONLY SOME OF THESE 
ASPECTS OF AN INDUSTRIALLY 
PRODUCED OBJECT».

Definition presented during ICSID's 1959 General Assembly by Misha Black
Source: ICSID, “Projet de Status”, 1, ICSID Archive, University of Brighton Design Archives, ICD/01/1/1



64 65
guarantee the control centralization 
in the European area.29

Furthermore, the first attitude of 
the association seemed to be about 
an educational role and cultural 
regulation towards developing 
countries more than an equal 
exchange of ideas between different 
identities. In a certain way, ICSID 
wanted to spread European values 
worldwide in order to achieve a clear 
economical advantage for each new 
group that has joined the association.

This controversial aspect has 
characterized ICSID’s methodology 
in the first period, receiving numerous 
criticisms from several prominent 
personalities of the time.

Anyway, despite the various 
frictions, in 1959 ICSID started 
its journey by having 17 Council 
Members coming from 12 different 
countries and many crucial topics to 
face.

France, Scandinavian area and Italy 
that believed in a fruitful cultural 
exchange aimed at enrichment and 
dialogue between equals; On the 
other hand, countries like the United 
Kingdom and the United States 
were more interested in the possible 
trade relations that being part of 
an international organization could 
facilitate.

So, the first general assembly 
in Stockholm stressed the 
first problems about ICSID’s 
authority and identity. Again, 
the issue regarded principally 
the administrative and political 
transparency of the association, due 
to the strong Europeism on which 
the network of the entire group was 
based. Josine des Cressonieres 
— a famous Belgian designer and 
a crucial personality of the time — 
became the general secretariat of 
the group after she ran for the place 
together with the Russian designer 
Yuri Soloviev. It was reported by 
Franco Raggi that many attempts 
were made in order to make Des 
Cressonieres’ win and in this way, to 
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The Humanitarian Shift
in the 1960s

Unlike the early years of activity, 
the cultural ferment that occurred 
during the 1960s profoundly 
influenced ICSID’s goals and 
expectations towards its own 
activity. Starting from this period, 
in fact, the sphere of competence 
of design has expanded towards 
horizons no longer merely 
commercial but also and above all 
social and aimed at improving the 
living conditions of the human being.

As underlined by J. M. 
Woodham, globally oriented design 
organizations such as ICSID «have 
increasingly sought to promote 
themselves as agencies for 
positioning design as an important 
means of enhancing social and 
cultural well-being across the 
globe».30

As argued by Tania Messell, from 
the late 1960s to the close of the 
1970s, anthropology and the social 
sciences coalesced with industrial 
design, transforming design from a 
practice whose aesthetic discourse 

was largely dominated by industrial 
rationalism, to one of critical 
intervention with a social agenda.31

In this sense, the consultative 
status received in 1962 by ICSID by 
the specialized agency of the United 
Nations, UNESCO, played a decisive 
role. This has led the ICSID to 
operate in new spheres of expertise, 
relating to interest in developing 
countries and the benefits that could 
be brought by the designer figure.

In this period ICSID Association 
made a big step forward by 
intensifying its relations with UNIDO 
—the United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization — and 
opening a new chapter in its path as 
a non-governmental organization. 
In these same years the concept 
of a design for development based 
on anthropological precepts arose, 
stressing the new blended cultural 
atmosphere that characterized 
that design history period. As we 
mentioned in the introduction of 
this volume, the 1970s marked the 

30 J. M. Woodham 
in Jeremy Aynsley, 
Alison J. Clarke, 
Tania Messell 
“International Design 
Organizations: 
Histories, Legacies, 
Values”, 2022

31 Jeremy Aynsley, 
Alison J. Clarke, 
Tania Messell 
“International Design 
Organizations: 
Histories, Legacies, 
Values”, 2022

THE HUMANITARIAN SHIFT 
IN THE 1960S
New Complex Challenges
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Cressonnières, General Secretariat 
of the association in those years, 
is central and decisive for the 
realization of this shift in perspective.

From the documents 
examined it is also clear how 
much her diplomatic activity and 
communication with the various 
member countries of the association 
have made the difference for the 
rapid development and the rapid 
growth of the group.

Despite this, during the sixth 
congress of the association, held 
in 1969 in London, the first doubts 
emerged about the role that 
design should assume within the 
professional panorama. The Nobel 
Prize winner Lord Blackett, who was 
involved at the time in the British 
Labour Party, argued that designers 
should «carefully avoid giving an 
impression that they intend to invade 
verbally large areas of industrial and 
national management, economics, 
sociology, operational research and 
in fact, planning in general».33 

The exhortation of the political 
leader would therefore seem to be to 

real starting point toward the global 
awareness about sustainability 
issues. In these years design 
movements such as the “New 
Design” one or “Design for Need” 
emerged, in this new cultural setting 
in which human development 
through collaboration was the central 
idea that characterized intellectual 
discourses.

«The coming together of 
social science (more specifically 
anthropology) and design by the 
late 1970s evolved into formal policy 
within the international industrial 
design profession».32

In these years the organization 
enlarged its field of intervention 
by establishing initiatives such as 
the Working Group Disaster Relief, 
and the Working Group Design for 
Disabled, and by initiating a close 
collaboration with the United Nations 
Industrial Development Organisation 
(UNIDO), through which it aimed to 
promote — as we anticipated — the 
advantages of industrial design in 
developing countries.

The figure of Josine des 
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redefine the discipline’s boundaries 
and to not invade the skills belonging 
to other scientific fields. It would 
seem that the perception of the 
outside world regarding design 
was that of a profession without 
foundations and without real 
objectives, which placed unrealistic 
expectations on itself, bordering on 
arrogance.

According to this vision, it is clear 
that design activity has always been 
undermined by uncertainty about 
its real potential for intervention 
and by the lack of recognition by 
the scientific community. However, 
it is clear that design really has 
to do — and today even more 
than before — with most of the 
disciplines mentioned by Blackett. 
Yet the question of the actual level 
of competence that the sector has 
in comparison with the major and 
officially recognized disciplines 
remains open.

Moreover, as evidenced by the 
1969 London conference first, but 
also by those of 1971 in Ibiza called 
“Design in a Changing Society” and 

of 1973 in Kyoto called “Soul and 
Material Things”, the ideas regarding 
the role that design should assume 
on the global stage were also 
contradictory within the discipline 
itself, with great differences of 
position influenced by the culture 
and philosophies of the various 
regions of the world.34

What has been also stressed, 
in fact, is that, despite the great 
aspirations possessed by the 
association and the design world 
in general, «over two decades 
after Papanek and Bonsiepe first 
conveyed their ideas of design 
for Third World societies [sic], the 
social and economic condition of 
these societies has not changed 
much if one compares them today 
with thirty years ago […] The idea of 
design for the third world advocated 
by either Papanek or Bonsiepe 
did not really work because they 
lacked political dimensions in their 
implementation».35

It is therefore clear that the lack 
of legal capacity and the support of 
adequate policies for the realization 
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of the ideas supported, both by 
the design world and the ICSID in 
particular, has effectively represented 
a huge limit in the affirmation of 
design associations as a decisive 
and politically active body on the 
international scene.
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In this chapter we will analyze the main 
events that occurred between the 1960s 
and 1970s in the field of sustainable 
development and awareness of the problem. 
Through the archival documents we will 
recount the path of the ICSID association 

towards the achievement of its personal 
objectives and towards the goals related to 
sustainability and social equity. Thanks to 
the analysis of 9 conferences in which the 
association took an active part, we will try to 
retrace the history of design in this field. 

4

ENVIRONMENTAL 
ISSUES OVER THE 
DECADES4

Environmental Issues Over the 
Decades
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In the Sixties ICSID association 
was in its earliest years of activity. 
However, it is precisely in these 
years that the cultural ferment and 
the growing concern about the 
issue of environmental sustainability 
have caused the association to 
begin to change considerably its 
scope of action. These are the 
years in which UNESCO confers 
consultative status to the ICSID, 
marking a decisive step towards the 
association’s greater involvement in 
international dynamics for social and 
development.1

However, this collaboration was 
undermined by numerous ideological 
discrepancies both between the 
ICSID and UNESCO, and within 
the ICSID itself, divided since its 
foundation on what should have 
been the objectives and focus points 
to be devoted to.2 

As already mentioned, the 
differences in the world of design 
mainly concerned the ideological 
clash between the Western and 
Eastern point of view. The first in 
fact was characterized by a strongly 

the effective affirmation of the 
profession, which effectively draws 
from multiple disciplinary areas 
in order to propose solutions to 
multifaceted and complex problems.

The design of the 60s was 
however a very troubled design, at 
the height of a political and socio-
cultural revolution, seduced by the 
incredible possibilities offered by 
technological progress and at the 
same time tedious by the emergence 
of new and more complex problems 
such as those of a social and 
environmental nature.

In 1962, Rachel Carson 
published the first official book of 
denunciation against the use of 
DDT pesticides on American crops 
and in 1967 UNESCO held the 
“Intergovernmental Conference for 
Rational Use and Conservation of the 
Biosphere”. Again, in 1968 P. Ehrlich 
published “The Population Bomb”, 
in which for the first time, before the 
monumental report “The Limits to 
Growth” of 1972, the growing global 
demographic rate is considered as a 

practical and material approach 
to the discipline, while the second 
focused its reflections on the 
philosophy and culture that were 
hidden behind the profession. 

The discipline of design, moreover, 
was perceived from the outside 
as a fluid subject, between art and 
science — as many conferences 
speeches held in this decade show 
— and for this reason it was difficult 
to be defined in an exact way even 
by the designers themselves.3

Indeed, between 1964 and 1968 
the ICSID organized four seminars 
held in Belgium, Germany, the United 
States and Argentina to examine the 
issues surrounding the emergence of 
the profession. Academic standards 
and the limitations of the industrial 
design profession were discussed in 
order to regulate the subject. In 1969, 
then, the association adopted Tomàs 
Maldonado’s vision of design, about 
which we will discuss later in more 
detail.4

Clearly, the vast possibilities 
of design applications, yesterday 
as now, has always hindered 

real threat to the preservation of the 
biospheric balance.

The hippie movement of the 
1960s also questioned consumerism, 
promoting new lifestyles centered 
on the concept of returning to nature 
against more impactful industrial 
activities. In the end in Europe, 
many designers began to approach 
alternative creative forms and the 
use of recycled materials to minimize 
the negative consequences on the 
environment.5

The Sixties: First Attempts
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4.1.14.1.1

From a cultural and historical point 
of view, the 1960s were a period of 
great ferment. On November 1960, J. 
F. Kennedy came to the power of the 
United States, inheriting the complex 
task of political relations with the 
Soviet Union and the constant threat 
of a third world war.

Latent tensions between the two 
superpowers affected all areas of 
international relations, including 
culture, technological development, 
industry, and commerce, throughout 
the Cold War.

In this same year two of the 
most catastrophic earthquakes of 
the twentieth century occurred: the 
one in Agadir in Morocco, which 
decimated the population and the 
one in Chile, whose consequent 
tsunami reached the coasts of Japan.

This period was also characterized 
by anti-racial protests by the 
American black community under 
the support and initiative of pacifist 
leader Martin Luther King but also 
of the violent movement of the Black 
Panther Party.

In 1962 Watson, Crick and 

Floyd” and “The Doors”.
In 1969, the historic Woodstock 

gathering took place, where the 
hippie community organized a 
concert that would go down in 
history.

Wilkins won the Nobel Prize in 
Medicine for their discovery of the 
double helix structure of DNA, while 
in 1963 Giulio Natta received the 
Nobel Prize in Chemistry thanks to 
the invention of the “moplen” a type 
of plastic that we still use today.

Following the tragic death of 
J.F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson was 
elected, who continued to spread 
liberal ideals in the Country, but 
aggravated the international situation 
marked by the direct participation of 
the United States in the Vietnam War.

Other important protest 
movements concerned students 
in university campuses, who were 
opposed to American participation in 
the Vietnam War and to the methods 
by which it was communicated to 
the public by the mass media.

From an artistic point of view, it is 
an important decade for both music 
and cinema, thanks to the creation 
of masterpieces such as “Psyco”, 
“The Graduate” and “The Birds” or 
the advent of “British Invasion” in 
music thanks to groups such as “The 
Rolling Stones”, “The Who”, “Pink 

Historical and Cultural 
Background

Historical and Cultural 
Background

4.1.1 4.1

Historical and Cultural 
Background
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4.1.2

As T. Messell quotes: «while 
international governmental 
organisations and states were 
central actors in shaping the agenda 
during the 1960s, now known as the 
UN Development Decade,” NGOs 
expanded their scope of action and 
gained visibility in the process».6

At the end of the 50s, as 
previously discussed, the association 
of the International Council of 
Societies of Industrial Design was 
founded in Paris by a group of 
international designers. It is the same 
period in which awards such as the 
Compasso d’Oro or the Signe d’Or 
were established by La Rinascente in 
Italy and Josine des Cressonières in 
the Benelux countries — both chaired 
by international juries.7

The themes of globalization and 
cosmopolitanism were in fact new 
concepts, born from a renewed 
hope for international collaboration 
against the disastrous consequences 
of the War. This feeling, however, 
was perhaps less authentic than the 

model as an example to follow and 
to ignore the possibilities offered by 
more active collaboration with the 
Eastern countries and especially with 
Russia. In fact, he often proposed 
to exclude Russian representation 
from the organization, because, as 
Misha Black also argued in 1959, 
he believed there was a deep 
ideological gap in terms of design 
vision between East and West. As 
we shall then see, the inclusion of the 
Soviet Union in the membership of 
the association will only take place in 
the mid-1960s.9

Thus at the beginning of its 
activity, the ICSID did not operate 
solely as a professional organization, 
but also and above all as a catalyst 
of commercial opportunities and 
as an ideological symposium in 
which Western sovereignty assumed 
political contours and clear positions 
arising from the open conflict that 
was taking place between the two 
macro factions of the United States 
and Soviet Union.10

personalities of the time wanted to 
imply and still maintained deep roots 
in the Western supremacist thought 
against the East and the poorer 
communities that often had no say in 
the international debates.8

In fact, the involvement of 
designers belonging to the less 
industrialized areas of the globe 
will take place only later in the 
history of the ICSID and it will 
open new interesting reflections 
on the associative character of the 
association.

In addition, it is interesting to 
highlight a particular profile among 
those who formed the core of the 
organization, the one of the American 
designer of Jewish roots Peter 
Muller-Munk. In fact, during the 
Cold War years, he was particularly 
involved in American strategic 
containment policies — like most 
American designers of the time. 
This gave Munk a wider sphere 
of action but also a tendency to 
elevate the American technological 

However, as we shall see, the 
1960s represented for the ICSID an 
extremely dense period of events 
and internal transformations between 
the members of the association 
themselves. The deepening of 
relations with the United Nations 
and in particular with the UNESCO 
body marked a decisive change of 
direction towards broader spheres of 
action that also concerned social and 
environmental protection missions.

In this regard, a fundamental 
figure for the development of the 
humanitarian objectives of the 
association was that of the Belgian 
designer Josine des Cressonières, 
«derived from her interest in 
answering shifting concerns 
amongst designers, particularly 
younger generations, while elevating 
the organisation’s status and 
expanding the use of designers by 
state and industry».11

The Belgian designer had a 
fundamental role in raising the 
discipline of design and in trying 
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to establish links of international 
character also with the spheres of 
decision-making and government.

Des Cressonières had a vision of 
design strongly influenced by the 
tradition inherited from the school 
of Ulm and one of its greatest 
exponents, Tomás Maldonado, of 
whom the secretary general of the 
association was a great friend. In 
fact, the Belgian Design Centre of 
which des Cressonières became 
founding director in 1964 assumed 
the definition of design presented by 
Maldonado at the ICSID Congress 
in Venice in 1961, while the ICSID 
accepted that definition only a few 
later, in 1969.12

Here is the definition of Industrial 
Design according to Tomàs 
Maldonado, expressed for the first 
time in 1961 at the ICSID congress in 
Venice:

«Industrial design is a creative 
activity whose aims is to determine 
the formal qualities of objects 
produced by industry. These formal 

shared by Maldonado regarding 
the role and responsibilities of the 
designer towards environmental 
issues. “The problem of all 
problems”, as he used to call the 
question of sustainability, has always 
been at the center of his discussions. 
In the 1960s, he introduced the 
concept of environmental design 
and he officially incorporated it into 
the teaching curriculum at DAMS in 
1976.

Maldonado’s design vision 
was based on a transversal 
and multidisciplinary scientific 
approach that included points of 
view belonging to different fields of 
research. It is a systemic approach, 
aimed at a deeper understanding 
of the problems faced, in order to 
propose more precise and effective 
solutions.

 

qualities are not only the external 
features but are principally those 
structural and functional relationships 
which convert a system to a 
coherent unity both from the point 
of view of the producer and the 
user. Industrial design extends to 
embrace all the aspects of human 
environment, which are conditioned 
by industrial production».13

The figure of Maldonado certainly 
deserves a separate speech. Born 
in Buenos Aires on 25 April 1922, 
he was an extremely multifaceted 
and eclectic theorist of architecture 
and design and was the father of 
the concept of “design discourse”. 
His thought influenced all the 
design disciplines, also through 
the publication of his works that 
marked the Italian and European 
culture of the second half of the 
twentieth century. The volumes of 
“La speranza progettuale”, 1971, 
“Industrial design: un riesame”, 1972, 
or “Memoria e conoscenza”, 2005, 
highlighted some of the themes most 
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As anticipated, in 1963 the ICSID 
received the consultative status 
from UNESCO, the specialized body 
of the United Nations for education, 
science and culture.

The agency was founded in 
1946 and is aimed at promoting 
cooperation between the various 
activities of intellectual organizations 
and at holding positions dealing with 
international education and culture 
issues management.

Already in 1953 Jacques Viénot 
had tried to establish a sponsorship 
with the United Nations organ, 
but without success. The real step 
forward was in fact made by Pierre 
Vago, who obtained consultative 
status for the UIA architects’ 
organization, in which he worked as 
General Secretariat between 1948 
and 1968.14

Thanks to Vago’s previous 
contacts with the body, in fact, the 
collaboration of ICSID with UNESCO 
was certainly facilitated.

Another important action was 
that of Misha Black, who in 1960 

the world of design at a global level 
was precisely the multidisciplinarity 
identified among its members. If the 
association had welcomed among 
its ranks representatives belonging to 
the sole sphere of design, probably 
it would not have been recognized 
that international and transversal 
character that instead earned it the 
partnership with the specialized 
agency of the United Nations.

ICSID was thus admitted as a 
Category B organization by UNESCO 
and granted consultative status in 
May 1962 by a clear majority in favor 
of its annexation.

proposed to Vittorio Torinese, 
then General Director of UNESCO, 
that the ICSID would become the 
leading international body in the 
field of industrial design as the 
United Nations agency at that time 
had shown strong interest in the 
promotion of the arts.15

Following this request, UNESCO 
agreed to support the activity of the 
ICSID but suggested to setting up 
a commission aimed at promoting 
social and cultural responsibility 
of design and changing its name in 
order to emphasize the profession 
and not the individuals behind it.

Moreover, as Dard noted, “ICSID’s 
inclusion of mixed societies (which 
included both designers and 
non-designers), and the potential 
duplication of societies committed 
to design, led him to believe that 
ICSID might be the only organisation 
representing design internationally”.16

Once again, the real strength that 
led UNESCO to consider the ICSID 
as a valid association to represent 
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“DESIGN AND COMMUNITY” 
ICSID CONGRESS 

From a professional point of 
view, the 1960s was a period of 
high productivity for designers due 
to the evolution of the consumer 
cult in industrialized countries such 
as Europe or the United States. So 
much so that the academic world 
began to question the responsibility 
of designers for the design of mass 
products required by the large 
market and the consequences that 
these could cause within the new 
society that was emerging in those 
years.

In fact, the growing relationship 
between large industries and 
designers is one of the most 
emphasized critical points of the 
design activity of the period if related 
to environmental protection. It is in 
fact undeniable that for many years 
the figure of designers has embraced 
the aims of mass consumerism and 
has even encouraged its proliferation 
on a global scale due to the creation 
of products for irresponsible 
consumption and campaigns 
advertising aimed at promoting non-
essential consumer goods.

Issues concerning the role of the 
designer in the modern society were 
also addressed by ICSID in 1963 
during the Third General Assembly, 
where it was established that the 
only way for design to make its own 
contribution in the social sphere 
was to be admitted to the highest 
decision-making spheres.

Indeed, in 1963 the sphere of 
competence of the ICSID was 
widened to new horizons thanks 
to the closer collaboration with 
the UNESCO body, just faced in 
the research, which granted it 
consultative status within its own 
organization.

As ICSID communicated in its 
News Bulletin in 1963:

«Recent relations with UNESCO 
[and] the ILO [...] promise for ICSID 
a mission far greater than being 
merely an association of societies. 
By centralising the enormous 
potentialities of mind and activity 
generated by designers throughout 
the world, ICSID is able to assist the 
disabled, help countries in course of 
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development, and to work towards 
the finding of solutions to many 
human problems».17

In this period, when 
communication between the various 
regions of the globe was encouraged 
by the new technological discoveries, 
the will to exploit the moment in favor 
of communication and international 
relations emerged in a strong way. 
In fact, the historical moment, while 
not without political and ideological 
conflicts, offered an unprecedented 
opportunity for professionals of any 
fields — to communicate and to meet 
easily despite the great distances.

The post-World War II period, 
moreover, was a time when the 
atrocities of the two past wars 
made us fear more than ever the 
possibility of a further conflict. For 
this reason, in many of the speeches 
and letters of that period, we can see 
how the concept of friendship and 
brotherhood is strongly emphasized, 
in order to seek a meeting point also 
between countries characterized 
by a conflictual and tragic political 

history.
As Muller-Munk shared with the 

members of SID in 1953, regarding 
the international coordination 
committee:

«I am deeply convinced that 
individually and collectively we have 
only two choices. We can erect walls 
and barriers behind which to live in 
seclusion in imaginary protection of 
our safety. We can even prosper for 
a while yet behind an intellectual and 
creative Maginot line; but I do not 
believe that our peace, our safety, 
and our prosperity will last very long 
in such isolation. It is my conviction 
that we must go out and meet each 
other, that we must expose ourselves 
to new ideas».18

In the same years, the 1965 
conference marks the first form 
of ICSID’s official opening from a 
perspective of mere sponsorship of 
the profession towards broader goals 
such as political participation and 
the handling of new humanitarian 
issues. Before this conference, Josine 
des Cressonières wrote to John Reid 

congressVienna, 1965
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suggesting that the Working Group 
Professional Practice insist on the 
theme of the responsibility of design 
to serve the community in defining 
the Design Code of Professional 
Conduct that would be presented 
during the Vienna Congress.19

As already mentioned, in fact, 
des Cressonnières’ determination 
to raise the status of the profession 
and of designers played a crucial 
role in those years, even when her 
vision clashed with those of other 
exponents of the sector.

As reported by the French 
architect Claude Parent:

«The last Vienna Congress 
served only to confirm the growing 
aspirations of design. A discipline 
which claims to embrace all aspects 
of modern artistic activity — thought, 
philosophy, creation — design is 
now bidding for its place alongside 
the powers that can affect our daily 
lives».20

These aspirations were often 
judged as unrealistic and extremely 
pompous by other scientific fields, 

often skeptical about the actual skills 
of designers, who often aimed to 
broaden their horizons to other fields 
and spheres of action.

Despite this, the strong interest 
of design in the possibilities of 
expansion offered by new social 
and humanitarian objectives is well 
expressed in the words of Henri 
Vienot, Jacques’ son, in reference 
to the issues addressed during the 
Congress of Vienna in 1965:

«it is particularly interesting to 
have begun to explore this field 
of activity, as it can bring new 
possibilities of expression for 
designers, and renewed marks of 
prestige to the profession».21

Also for this reason, from 1960 
onwards the International Design 
Conferences in Aspen (IDCA) began 
to address the issues of environment, 
responsibility and resources in 
conferences such as “Environment” 
of 1961, “Directions and Dilemmas” 
of 1964 and “Sources and 
Resources”, 1966.22
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The various facets that 
characterize the world of design 
can often result as controversial but 
equally fascinating to the purposes 
of this research. In fact, the nature of 
design has changed multiple times 
throughout history and even today, 
the subject has not reached a unitary 
character. Design actually regards 
all the human spheres, that is why it 
embraces many different areas and 
has different objectives according to 
the specific function of its different 
branches.

Everything that surrounds us 
hides behind it a designer or a team 
of designers who have dedicated 
themselves to the study, the design 
and the realization of the final 
product. Be it physical, digital or 
service. This makes clear how the 
individual choices of designers are 
strongly linked to the responsibility 
of influencing, yesterday as today, 
the global society.

congress congress
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Tbilisi, USSR, 1968

“SYMPOSIUM ON 
TECHNOLOGY AND 
ARTISTIC CREATION 
IN THE CONTEMPORARY 
WORLD”

Despite the new cultural ferment 
around the role that design had to 
assume within society, during the 
Tbilisi conference held in April 1968, 
were touched on themes related to 
the ancient dilemma, son of the Arts 
and Crafts movement, relative to the 
dualistic nature of the design world, 
always straddling art and science.23

The themes addressed at that 
time were in fact the interrelations 
between arts and sciences, the 
interaction of art and technology 
in industrial design and the new 
scientific discoveries regarding the 
use of new materials and processes.

It is a Conference of a practical 
nature, aimed at the divulgation of 
new ideas among the professionals 
of the field worldwide. However, 
the event takes on a different light 
if we think about the background 
and point of view of the founders 
of the association and in particular 
of Peter Muller-Munk and Misha 
Black. Indeed they were heavily 
involved in American containment 

policies during the Cold War and 
at the beginning of ICSID’s activity 
they were not favorable about the 
decision to admit the USSR into the 
ranks of its members.24

From an official document of 
the time, however, we see how the 
participation in the conference was 
nourished by great personalities of 
international representation, such 
as the English founder and past 
president of ICOGRADA W. M. de 
Mayo, the American curator of the 
department of architecture and 
design of the MoMA in New York 
M. Constantine and internationally 
renowned designers such as Henry 
Dreyfuss and Arthur J. Pulos.25

The participation of many 
American representatives at the 
conference was therefore a sign of 
renewed hope for the collaboration 
of design professionals able to 
overcome the political controversies 
of their countries of origin in favor of 
a fair dialogue in which the voice of 
all could be listened to.
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“DESIGN SOCIETY AND 
THE FUTURE”, ICSID 
CONGRESS

During the London Congress, 
the definition of Industrial Design 
elaborated by Tomás Maldonado 
was signed and the issues of social 
and environmental sustainability 
were discussed in detail. It seemed 
that the growing cooperation 
between the ICSID and the organs 
of the United Nations had brought 
great ferment among the community 
of designers and that they had really 
begun to spend their energies on 
social and humanitarian areas.

Surely, the United Nations 
was crucial to raising awareness 
for sustainable and respectful 
development through the world’s 
less affluent communities. For this 
reason in those years specialized 
agencies such as the United 
Nations Conference on Trade 
and Development (UNCTAD) and 
the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) were 
established in 1964 and in 1965 
respectively.26

It is in this cultural climate, 
following the consultative status 

obtained by the ICSID for UNESCO, 
that some exponents in other fields 
began to conceive design as a 
discipline that was trying to overstep 
its boundaries, by assuming levels of 
expertise that were not recognized 
from the outside.

This is the case of Lord Blackett, a 
member of the British Labour Party, 
whose words have already been 
mentioned in this debate.

He stressed issues relating to 
less technologically developed 
communities, implying that the 
association was not sufficiently 
discussing their problems and that 
it was focusing only on the needs of 
the more industrialized countries.

Actually, the ICSID had discussed, 
during the General Assembly prior to 
this Congress, the pressing needs of 
the poorer countries by setting up a 
Special Commission in this regard in 
order to devote due space to matters 
relating to these aspects.27

The conference, not without 
resistance from the Executive Board, 
was also attended by students 
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«INDUSTRIAL DESIGN IS A CREATIVE 
ACTIVITY WHOSE AIMS IS TO 
DETERMINE THE FORMAL QUALITIES 
OF OBJECTS PRODUCED BY 
INDUSTRY. THESE FORMAL QUALITIES 
ARE NOT ONLY THE EXTERNAL 
FEATURES BUT ARE PRINCIPALLY THOSE 
STRUCTURAL AND FUNCTIONAL 
RELATIONSHIPS WHICH CONVERT 
A SYSTEM TO A COHERENT UNITY 
BOTH FROM THE POINT OF VIEW 
OF THE PRODUCER AND THE USER. 
INDUSTRIAL DESIGN EXTENDS TO 
EMBRACE ALL THE ASPECTS OF 
HUMAN ENVIRONMENT, WHICH 
ARE CONDITIONED BY INDUSTRIAL 
PRODUCTION».

Tomás Maldonado Definition of Industrial Design
 Source: Minutes of ICSID’s VIth General Assembly, London, (8-9 September 1969), p.22

ICSID Archive, University of Brighton Design Archives, ICD/02/4/2
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engaged in the field of design who 
were also particularly critical of the 
way this was addressed.

They claimed that: «since the 
true causes of the evil we are in are 
essentially political and have a name 
i.e. exploitation of man by man, and 
on a more acute level, exploitation 
of underdeveloped countries [sic] by 
rich countries, this is the level where 
the discussions should have taken 
place».28

After the conference, also the 
monthly magazine “The News 
Section of Design” published in 
England by the Council of Industrial 
Design, described the London 
conference as an elitist gathering 
of gentlemen rather than a moment 
of discussion among professionals 
looking for valid solutions for the 
improvement of the living conditions 
of people in difficulty.29

Therefore, the congress did not 
exceed the expectations of the 
critics, nor those of its participants. 
It should also be noted that the 

Board did not take kindly to student 
participation in its congresses, 
which was questionable and 
widely disputed. It appears that 
the Education Commission of the 
ICSID had proposed to set up a 
Commission of Students to ensure 
their active and independent 
participation during the meetings, 
but this proposal was declined.30

This aspect is perhaps one of the 
most controversial within the general 
organization of the association. As 
the words of the group of young 
people above show, in fact, their 
contribution appears to be smart and 
reasoned and could certainly have 
enriched the discussions faced by 
the association by encouraging a 
greater exchange between the views 
of different generations. This matter 
sounds even more paradoxical if 
linked to an event whose name 
mentions “Design, Society and 
Future”, and which is therefore 
related to the hopes and possible 
future prospects of which young 
people, nearly excluded from the 

congressLondon, 1969

_Notes

speech, would have been the direct 
protagonists.

In conclusion, both with regard 
to social issues — not addressed 
in sufficient depth — and for the 
resistance shown towards the new 
generations of students, the work 
of the ICSID relating to this specific 
event is particularly deficient and 
deeply blind to the possibilities of 
intervention offered by social and 
environmental issues for a better 
future.

congress

congress London, 1969
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As previously argued, the sixties 
laid the foundations for a first form 
of interventionism towards the 
issues of environmental and social 
sustainability that have seen a further 
and more concrete development 
during the 70’s.

At the beginning of this decade, 
concrete initiatives towards global 
awareness of the issue both among 
the most powerful decision-making 
spheres and in the world of design.

These are the years of the 
publication of the volume “Design for 
the Real World”, of Victor Papanek 
in 1971, of the United Nations 
Conference in Stockholm in 1972, 
of the Publication of the report “The 
Limits to Growth” of the Club of 
Rome, but also of the establishment, 
also in 1972, of UNEP, the United 
Nations Environment Programme, 
with the aim of representing 
an authoritative support for the 
environment at a global level. The 
mission of this agency, still active 
today, is to improve the organs of 

“Interdesign”, selected according to 
the main theme, the “Human well-
being in cities of today”.34

Following this collaboration, we 
quote some crucial phrases from the 
private correspondence of 5 May 
1976 by Mr. Laconte, President of the 
WERC to Carl Aubök, Past President 
of the ICSID: “the Bruges session has 
illustrated the key role of the design 
professions in the environment” e 
ancora «I suggest that ICSID would 
become member of WERC what 
would give to ICSID a seat in the 
board of governors and the right to 
participate to its policy».35

As pointed out by Tania Messell 
in 2018, the 70s marked a period 
of strong collaboration and not 
only between the NGOs, but 
also between the latter and the 
government organizations.36

As regards to the ICSID, this 
growing relationship responded 
to the need expressed by the 
members to carve out a decision-
making space among the highest 
international spheres and even to the 
future hope of being able to develop 

leadership and encourage new 
partnership for the protection of the 
environment and populations at risk, 
both because of pollution and the 
impacts caused by the exploitation 
of natural resources.31

Also in 1972, WERC, the World 
Environment and Resources Council, 
was founded thanks to the interest 
shown by lawyers, engineers, 
scientists and designers towards the 
environmental issues “concerned 
about the often negative impact of 
an isolated disciplinary approach”.32 

As we shall see, the WERC was 
commissioned by the Belgian 
Government to organize in 1976 a 
conference entitled “The Environment 
of Human Settlements” in Brussels, 
aimed at providing points of 
reflection for the next UN Conference 
to be held in Vancouver a few 
months later.33 Among its sponsors 
will be the International Council of 
Societies of Industrial Design, which 
will hold a further conference in 
Bruges, dedicated to the exhibition of 
the results obtained by some of his 
workshops, called by the ICSID as 

specific policy rules on design.
Following an internal survey 

conducted between 1976 and 1977 
among the members of the ICSID, 
the then Past President Carl Auböck 
reported the common thought that 
had emerged: «ICSID does not have 
the experience, ability or totality to 
carry out assistance independently 
as the professional skills contained 
within the membership of ICSID 
cannot be applied directly to 
problems of developing countries 
without involving economic, social, 
educational and industrial planning, 
and ICSID is not qualified to advise 
on these wider aspects».37

It was therefore clear that the 
association wanted to avail itself 
of the support of new spheres of 
intervention belonging to the world 
of politics, economy, education and 
social development.

This same desire had also 
emerged previously, as witnessed 
by the decision of ICSID to tighten 
and formalize relations with UNESCO 
already in 1963.38

However, although ICSID had 

The Seventies: Sustainability 
Emerging

4.2

_Notes
31 UNEP Official 

Website 
32 WERC Report 

of Activities, ICSID 
Archive, University 
of Brighton, Box 
06/10Quater

33 World 
Environment and 
Resources Council 
(WERC) “The 
environment of 
human settlements”, 
conference (Bruges, 
1976) Texts, ICSID 
Archive, University 
of Brighton Design 
Archive, Box 
06/10/14

4.2

The Seventies: Sustainability 
Emerging



102 103

_Notes

4.24.2

40 ICSID Archive, 
University of 
Brighton, Box 12/32

succeeded in its attempt to bring 
international spheres closer together 
by marking a decisive step towards 
the recognition of its authority and 
towards the definition of the social 
role of the designer, the association 
has often not been sufficiently ready 
to grasp the incredible possibilities 
and opportunities that presented 
themselves in front of itself.

In fact, its need to validate 
the role of the design profession 
and to spread on an international 
scale the western vision of it, has 
meant that the emerging theme 
of sustainability, both social and 
environmental, It was often used as 
a pretext to sponsor its activities and 
intervene in less developed areas, 
called at the time “Third World”, 
without an effective realization of 
the proposals submitted. The main 
aim therefore seemed to be to 
affirm the Western approach in less 
industrialized areas, without taking 
into account the important cultural, 
economic and political differences 
between the Western world and the 

another emerging United Nations 
initiative, that of UNU, namely, the 
United Nations University. In a private 
correspondence dated 12 May 1977 
between Carl Auböck and F. R. 
Lockheimer, Information and Cultural 
Affairs Officer for The United Nations 
University, we can read: «I am 
especially interested in all aspects of 
environmental and industrial design, 
not only personally but on behalf of 
the school of design in Vienna where 
I teach, and equally on behalf of 
ICSID” e ancora “I would be happy 
if the United Nations University 
would consider a cooperation (…) 
I am certain that ICSID would be 
ready and prepared to assist in every 
possible way it can».

 In the same letter, the past 
president of the ICSID stresses 
the urgency of dealing, also from a 
university educational point of view, 
with humanitarian issues such as 
hunger and poverty in developing 
countries through concrete aid to 
populations in difficulty «in order 
to avoid all the mistakes which 
so-called developed countries 

technologically developing nations.
For this reason too, during those 

same years, the relationship of the 
ICSID with the UNESCO body was 
weakened, mainly because of the 
deep ethical and ideological gap, 
now evident, between the focus and 
objectives of the two international 
organizations.

Despite this, in 1976 ICSID 
obtained consultative status from 
two new international bodies, 
UNIDO (United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization) and 
ISO (International Organisation 
for Standardization). In addition, it 
was part of the UNCTAD (United 
Nations Conference on Trade and 
Development), GATT (General 
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade) 
and ITC (International Trade Centre) 
— as well as UNESCO, as already 
mentioned several times.39

In the matter of the relationship 
with UNESCO and UNIDO, it is 
interesting to note the subsequent 
interest of ICSID also towards 

have made in their process of 
industrialization».40

The end of the decade, finally, 
is crowned by one of the leading 
works for the history of sustainability 
and ecology of all time. It is the 
Gaia Hypothesis, formulated in 
1979 by the English scientist James 
Lovelock and co-developed by 
the microbiologist Lynn Margulis. 
This hypothesis is the basis of 
the systemic theories, of which a 
branch of today’s design still makes 
use, and puts the emphasis on the 
dense network of relationships that 
characterizes living organisms and 
inorganic components. According to 
the Gaia hypothesis this network of 
relationships, through a synergistic 
and self-regulating mechanism, 
guarantees the necessary balances 
for the maintenance of life on Earth.

This thesis has been strongly 
criticized over the years, as accused 
of excessive vitalism and teleology 
for being a scientific theory. But 
criticisms aside, what interests 
us to emphasize is the systemic 
nature recognized to the biosphere 
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and its hypothetical ability to 
autopoiesis that highlights the close 
interrelationship between humans, 
animals and natural elements 
in a huge sensitive network, 
characterized by the presence of 
retroactive feedbacks that can self-
regulate and develop greater forms of 
resilience according to the emerging 
needs and with the ultimate aim of 
always preserving life. The concept 
behind this theory, which has been 
mathematically confirmed thanks to 
the “Daisy World” experimentation, 
endorses the validity of the systemic 
approach as no effective solution 
can be formulated without taking into 
account the whole complexity of the 
relationship network.

Every element is influenced by 
and influences in turn numerous 
other parts of the system. This 
greatly complicates the task of the 
designer or of the problem-solver 
in general, but it is the only way to 
analyze a problem in a complete 
way and consequently to draw valid 
solutions. The systemic approach, 
in this sense, is something that is 

missing in the current political and 
decision-making landscape and it 
should be implemented thanks to the 
collaboration of systemic designers 
in the first place, but also new figures 
that can analyze aspects ignored by 
the highest levels of government and 
decision-making.

In this section we will delve into 
the events of the 70s that, as we will 
see, will represent the real turning 
point in the field of sustainability, 
and we will investigate more in 
detail the theme of international 
and transdisciplinary collaboration 
occurred in those years with the 
common objective of addressing the 
complex and numerous problems 
relating to social and environmental 
issues.
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Syracuse, USA, 1971

“THE STATE OF THE ART 
AND SCIENCE OF DESIGN”

In this particular context, the 
conference held in Syracuse, USA, 
stands out among the archival 
documents. This conference was 
attended by numerous participants 
and held in the same year in which V. 
Papanek published one of his most 
incisive works: “Design For the Real 
World: Human Ecology and Social 
Change”.

In his work Papanek, a supporter 
of socially useful and ecological 
design, had placed emphasis on 
the responsibility that the craft of 
the designer brings with it. The 
theme of responsibility seems to 
be central in these years, as we will 
also see in the topics discussed 
during the conference in Syracuse. 
Papanek’s criticism focuses on 
the irresponsible design practices 
prevalent in the United States at the 
time, such as the large consumption 
of disposable products or the use of 
substandard materials intended for 
an exaggeratedly short life cycle.41 
The volume deals with the theme 

of pointless aesthetics without a 
deeper meaning. According to the 
author, the designer must assume 
his responsibilities in the realization 
of his ideas and the volume treats 
the macro-concept linked to a 
design based on the real needs 
of the world and not on those of 
companies or large markets. The 
message is therefore an exhortation 
to good design practices that are 
ethical and responsible from a social, 
moral and ecological point of view, 
in order to transform the discipline 
into a positive driving force for the 
improvement of society.

Many of these crucial issues will 
be addressed during the conference 
“The State of the Art and Science 
of Design” in Syracuse in 1971. 
The topics of this meeting deserve 
greater attention, as they reflect the 
growing concerns of the Design field 
towards serial design and production 
in an increasingly technological 
and consumer world. The meeting 
was structured in such a way as 
to provide for a fair exchange 
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between the representatives of the 
Faculty of Design, PhD students and 
undergraduates of the University 
Campus of Syracuse, in an open 
dialogue mediated by different 
personalities. Some were selected 
according to the topics of the 
various debates, others, such as 
Arthur J. Pulos, president of the 
Design Department, Lawrence Feer 
and James J. Pirkl, both Associate 
Professors of Industrial Design, 
presided over each meeting.42

The conference was divided into 4 
main seminars: “the methodology of 
design”, “the aesthetic of products”, 
“the conscience of objects” and “the 
fit of things”. For the purposes of 
this research, we would like to stress 
the importance of Seminar number II 
and III and the related debates held 
during the conference.43

In fact, in the II seminar “The 
aesthetic of products”, topics such 
as the quality of objects designed 
in relation to their aesthetics are 
touched on.44

We can see how the themes 

introduced by Papanek were 
therefore of common interest and 
were also discussed in areas related 
to the training of young designers of 
the future.

In the seminar III, however, the 
theme is even more specific and 
opens the discussion towards 
dialogues on the responsibility of 
designers, the rights and duties 
of consumers and the future of 
consumerism. On the subject of 
liability, almost all the participants 
agreed that the designer could and 
should oppose market demands that 
undermined the health of consumers, 
while admitting that doing so would 
damage their career, Although for 
the noble purpose of pursuing a 
truly ethical conduct. Morris Kaplan, 
Technical Director of Consumer’s 
Union di New York claimed during 
the debate: «(…) you have to talk 
about changing the climate in 
which we work, changing the whole 
value system, talking about what 
constitutes good and fair and right. If 
you’re not prepared to do that, then 
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you have to work within the system 
and take what’s there» — e ancora in 
relazione al tema della sostenibilità e 
dei prodotti impattanti — «What do 
you do if the manufacturer demands 
that you make an unsafe product or 
product that can’t be disposed of 
or that pollutes the atmosphere or 
something. (…) You can do something 
perhaps or nothing or just quit the 
job. But there are lots of situations 
where it is just as easy to make a 
safe product as it is to make an 
unsafe product. It’s just that nobody 
thinks about it, nobody concerns 
themselves about that question or 
hasn’t until recently».45

In the Report the question of the 
responsibility of the designer towards 
the products appears particularly 
heated and debated among the 
various points of view of the 
participants. There are many voices 
in the choir, but we want to give 
space to the contribution of Michael 
Ange Panzini, Graduate Student of 
the Campus, who underlines: «If he’s 
[the designer] more aware of his 

role in society by his competence 
he can bring much better products 
on the market and if he built his 
competence to certain point where 
he is conscious on what he can do in 
a society, then I think things change. 
I don’t think the manufacturer will 
change unless strict rules are applied 
to make him change, but I think 
the designer has this possibility to 
change the system because he has 
the power to change it through his 
competence and his awareness of 
the problems».46

Once again, therefore, the 
concepts linked to a dysfunctional 
society and to the danger deriving 
from the indefinite role of the 
profession of designer in the global 
market emerge overbearing. In 
addition, the designer is not relieved 
of his responsibilities, but rather, 
new ones are recognized, related 
to the task that he could assume 
thanks to his skills and awareness, 
in the radical paradigm shift that the 
society of time requires.
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Big companies are also 
mentioned, and the harmful 
demands that they often make in 
the name of greater gain, without 
taking into account the social and 
environmental consequences that its 
products could cause.47

We could open a much wider 
discussion on these issues, 
especially deepening the theme 
of large industries, which for over 
50 years have been operating 
undisturbed polluting and destroying 
the planet. But that is not the purpose 
of our discussion. However, we 
should like to take this opportunity 
to point out that many large 
productions have circumvented the 
problem of sustainability by declaring 
false, advertising itself as “green” 
companies and environmentally 
friendly without any evidence of their 
ecological commitment neither in 
their philosophies nor even in their 
productions. Today this phenomenon 
is more widespread than ever 
and is called “green washing”. The 
irresponsible attitude shown by the 

huge multinationals in recent years is 
unacceptable but it would be unfair 
to lift the designer from all blame, 
which actually, although often almost 
forced by career reasons, he had to 
accept the heavy compromises of 
the most irresponsible companies.

In relation to the design-market 
relationship, it is also interesting to 
mention the reflections that Syracuse 
had on the sphere of consumerism, 
which were discussed in the fourth 
session of Seminar III. The main 
points for discussion were issues 
such as: the possibility of the US 
Federal Authority introducing more 
controls on products in order to put 
an end to environmental hazards; 
widespread misleading advertising; 
the effects of technological 
development on the environment 
and the social alienation of new 
generations as a possible cause 
of the expanding technology. The 
reflections cover different disciplinary 
areas and reflect the growing interest 
of the design community in more 

congresscongress Syracuse, 1971Syracuse, 1971

_Notes

complex cultural, technological, 
sociological, economic and 
psychological issues.

The subject of the advent of 
consumerism has been widely 
treated in literature.

In Jason W. Moore’s 2015 book 
“Capitalism in the Web of Life: 
Ecology and the Accumulation of 
Capital”, the author emphasizes 
the advent of capitalism as the 
result of a “crisis of perception”, 
a concept that had already been 
introduced in the works of Fritjof 
Capra. He identifies the pattern 
created by new technologies and 
organizations of power as a result 
of a great systemic crisis, taking up 
the precepts previously mentioned, 
linked to the conception of the world 
as a large network of interconnected 
relationships.

He tries to define the “mosaic” of 
relations that constitute capitalism 
and their relationship with the natural 
world and calls this connection type 
“the double internality”. He argues 

that capitalism and all that comes 
with it is a human product and that 
its roots can be traced back to the 
neoliberal revolution after the 1970s.48

What happened according to the 
author is a capitalization of nature as 
a commodity of exchange between 
peoples and a source of gain and 
supremacy.49

In fact, even today, peoples who 
possess a vast availability of natural 
raw materials are enriched deeply 
by making money from them. In 
fact, natural resources are the most 
valuable and profitable goods for 
international trade. Moore points out 
that with the advent of the capitalist 
system man began to perceive 
himself as something distinct and 
separate from the rest of nature, as 
if he were not part of it, by carrying 
out risky behavior towards it and not 
taking into account that the negative 
consequences would impact also 
and especially on men.50

This dualism also concerns social 
dynamics, as capitalism aims to 
exploit not only natural resources, 
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capitalizing them, but also the 
workforce, driven to follow the 
rhythms of increasing modernity and 
work at unsustainable rates. In this 
sense, the issues raised in Syracuse 
in 1971 regarding consumerism 
and alienation caused by the man-
machine relationship are more 
relevant than ever.
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4.2.1

As we shall see in the next 
sections, some of the most decisive 
events for the future development 
of the concepts of social and 
environmental sustainability will take 
place in 1972. 

We will start from the analysis 
of one of the most important 
conferences in the field of 
sustainability, the one organized by 
Maurice Strong in Stockholm for 
the United Nations. We will also talk 
about the publication of the epochal 
report of “The Limits to Growth” and 
the foundation of crucial agencies 
such as those of UNEP, (United 
Nations Environment Programme) 
and WERC (World Environment and 
Resources Council). Subsequently, 
two ICSID conferences will be 
discussed, both of which took place 
in 1972. The first in Misinto, Italy, in 
the province of Milan and the second 
one in Mexico City.

The 1972: a Milestone for 
Ecological Thinking

4.2.14.2.1

The 1972: a Milestone for 
Ecological Thinking
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UN CONFERENCE “THE 
HUMAN ENVIRONMENT”

In June 1972, the first United 
Nations Conference on the Human 
Environment was held in Stockholm, 
Sweden. There were 113 States and 
there was an active participation 
of many ngos who met in parallel 
meetings with the government. 
The ICSID participated through the 
representation of Sigvard Bernadotte 
and Ulf Hard Segerstad.

We read in a letter prior to the 
conference sent by President Henri 
Viénot to the two members of the 
association: «We have difficulties at 
the present to be recognized as NGO 
and your participation on the Human 
Environment will certainly help us»”.51

During the conference, Indira 
Gandhi, Prime Minister of India, in 
her speech said: «It is clear that 
the environmental crisis which is 
confronting the world will profoundly 
alter the future destiny of our planet. 
No-one amongst us, whatever our 
status, strength or circumstance, can 
remain unaffected».52

The conference was attended 
by 1200 delegates from 113 nations 

and Stockholm was packed with 
observers from around the world. The 
Swedish government took care to 
provide all the necessary space for 
the needs of the incredible number 
of participants, even providing an old 
disused airport space. Among other 
things, 200 bicycles were provided 
to allow participants to move around 
the city in an ecological way, against 
the habit of offering, during these 
events, Swedish cars of the latest 
model.53 The official conference was 
held in three separate buildings and 
the entire city was filled with parallel 
events. Some of these, such as the 
Environment Forum, were open to 
everybody by registration, including 
citizens.54

Paul R. Ehrlich, ecologist and 
professor of biology at Stanford 
University, said that just four years 
after politicians and citizens became 
aware of global pollution issues, the 
work of Maurice Strong, who had 
organized and made possible the 
event, was a miracle. He also added 
that: «we have to be extremely 
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critical of the point of view that 
simply turning the old economic 
crank faster is going to somehow 
close the gap between the rich and 
the poor. We’ve tried that particular 
game, we’ve tried now for 20 years 
or so and proportionally the rich keep 
getting richer and the poor do not 
catch up».55

Indira Gandhi stressed the 
cynicism of contemporary society 
and argued that modern man should 
re-establish lost contact with nature 
and life. Referring to an ancient 
Indian thought of past centuries, 
she reiterated that man can take 
from the earth and the atmosphere 
only as much as he is able to return 
in equal measure, appealing to the 
responsibility of individuals.56

Maurice Strong, UNEP’s first 
Executive Director, and Secretary 
General of the Stockholm meeting, 
said about the conference: «I 
think the lasting message of the 
Stockholm conference will be the 
realization that man come to one of 
those seminal points in his history 

where his own activities are the 
principle determinants of his own 
future».57

Following the United Nations 
event, on 4 September 1972 Henry 
Vienot wrote again to Sigvard 
Bernadotte:

«It was very fortunate for ICSID 
that you could devote some of 
your time to the UNO Conference. 
It is excellent that ICSID could be 
represented and so well» — and — 
«I am afraid that little attention was 
paid to industrial design or to allied 
considerations. Even if you only have 
negative conclusions to draw, a short 
comment will be of help for our future 
relations with the UNO».58

Later, Sigvard Bernadotte will 
deliver his report on the Stockholm 
conference, in which the member 
of the association expresses his 
disappointment at the outcome 
of the conference as «being 
predominantly ecological there was 
no opportunity for a discussion on 
Industrial Design». Bernadotte adds: 
«We covered the most important of 
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the General Plena and the meetings 
of the three big official committes, 
but also some of the stimulating 
unofficial activities (…) organized by 
Environment Forum, Black Mesa, 
Hog Farm, Dai Dong, IIEA and other 
organizations».59

The attitude of the ICSID thus 
shows a certain disinterest in the 
importance of the issues addressed 
in Stockholm. As already mentioned 
several times, the association’s aims 
towards economic and professional 
goals have undermined the effective 
possibility of the group to assert 
itself in crucial realities such as that 
of the United Nations and its related 
specialized agencies.

Now, we do not want to condemn 
the work of the design organization; 
on the contrary, the Stockholm 
Conference seems to be a missed 
opportunity, in which the ICSID 
could have left a more significant 
imprint and established itself as the 
first international Design organization 
in the world to also be involved in 

international environmental and 
social issues.

This research aims to underline 
how design can really make a 
difference on the international 
scene in terms of sustainability, but 
also, with a critical look, analyze 
the weaknesses of past attitudes. 
This is precisely why the Stockholm 
Conference appears, 50 years 
later, to be a missed opportunity 
to broaden the scope of the ICSID 
organization and its recognition 
as a valid and worthy body for 
humanitarian debates.
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The “Limits to Growth” Report 
publication

This report was published thanks 
to the interest developed by Aurelio 
Peccei, founder of the Club of 
Rome, towards issues related to 
the unlimited exploitation of natural 
resources from large markets. 

Aurelio Peccei, who is entitled 
to the Master’s course in Systemic 
Design of the Politecnico of Turin, 
was born in Turin in 1908 and died 
in 1984; he was a great Italian 
entrepreneur, but even more a 
visionary philanthropist.

He graduated in economics at 
the University of Turin in 1930 and 
then began his career at the FIAT 
offices. After the end of World War 
II he participated in the foundation 
of Alitalia and then in 1949 moved 
to Latin America for work with FIAT. 
Here he remained for 20 years, 
opening a new branch in Argentina, 
which was a huge success.

In 1958 he founded Italconsult, 
a non-profit economic consultancy. 
In fact, Aurelio Peccei chose 
to provide assistance to 50 
developing countries free of 
charge, demonstrating its interest 

in humanitarian issues and its 
willingness to contribute actively to 
the sustainable development of the 
world’s least industrialized regions.60

In 1964 he became CEO of 
Olivetti and held the position 
until 1967, marking significant 
improvements within the Ivrea 
company.

In 1968 he decided to found the 
Club of Rome, a non-governmental 
and non-profit association 
composed of different actors 
from different spheres of action, 
such as economists, scientists, 
entrepreneurs, activists, public 
leaders and international heads of 
state. The group soon emerged as 
a high-level symposium in which 
prominent personalities with various 
cognitive skills exchanged views 
on global changes in contemporary 
society.61  The initial nucleus of this 
group was Peccei and the Scottish 
scientist Alexander King. In fact, as 
we will now deepen, the component 
of accuracy and scientific 
demonstration was a key element in 
Peccei’s vision. Any formulation of a 
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humanist Aurelio Peccei and the 
mathematical genius Jay Forrester 
planted the seed for what would later 
become the epochal report of “The 
Limits to Growth”.

The Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology conducted the 
computer simulations that Peccei 
needed to validate the assumptions 
made within the volume from a 
mathematical and scientific point 
of view. The team consisted of 17 
researchers including Donella H. 
Meadows, Dennis L. Meadows, 
Jorgen Randers, and William W. 
Behrens III, the official authors of the 
final report.

The aim of the report was to 
demonstrate how the development 
of those times had to be slowed 
down in order to avoid a collapse of 
the natural system and an irreversible 
depletion of natural resources. The 
basic assumption is that a world of 
finite nature cannot endure an infinite 
exploitation of its own resources, 
because they are destined to run 
out. The publication of the report led 

humanistic or philosophical character 
could be considered valid only if 
demonstrated from a scientific-
mathematical point of view. Peccei’s 
vision was to identify the global 
crisis, called “la problematica”, as 
the result of numerous smaller crises.

He argued that every problem 
had many sides and facets, 
interconnected with each other, and 
that as these problems increased, an 
even larger and more complex tangle 
was created that gave rise to the 
global problem. The first meeting of 
the group took place in Bern, where 
Hugo Thiemann, a member of the 
executive committee, organized the 
meeting in June 1970.62 

Jay Forrester, of the Massachusett 
Institute of Technology, one of 
the founders of the dynamics of 
complex systems, also participated 
in the meeting. He could effectively 
respond to Peccei’s desire to 
analyze the problems of the world, 
of a systemic and complex nature, 
through the use of the computers of 
his laboratories in America.63

The chance encounter of the 
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to an incredible cultural and media 
sensation, especially among the 
ranks of economists, who defended 
the economic model of the time and 
reacted harshly to the assumptions 
made in the volume. In fact, the 
economists interpreted the contents 
of the publication as an exhortation 
to stop development and global 
economic growth, although the 
overall message of MIT’s work had 
very different objectives. However, 
on this occasion it emerged clearly 
how large economies have played 
a crucial role in the development of 
ecological and sustainable thinking, 
often hindering and mystifying 
its objectives in order to preserve 
growth and unlimited economic gain.

As many literature assume, 
such as “Ecological Literacy” of 
1992 written by David W. Orr, 
the crisis of sustainability is to be 
found in the economic growth in 
the name of which the big markets 
and multinationals have justified 
their work, at the expense of 
the environment.64  In fact, most 

industries have aimed to grow 
and expand beyond the limits of 
the natural system, because in our 
society it is the economic growth 
and the gain that determine the 
success of a company, regardless 
of the consequences caused by 
the impacts of their processes or 
the lack of responsibility and ethics 
found in their modus operandi. This 
should make us reflect, once again, 
on the perceptive error we have 
been making for years in judging 
the quality of a company according 
to inadequate criteria, against a 
just and sustainable technological 
development.

In fact, if users evaluated the 
quality of a company based on the 
commitment shown by the company 
towards social and ecological 
issues, the developments of the 
market would certainly have taken 
different paths. In this regard, the 
question arises, who defines the 
values? Is it up to individuals to 
build their own ethics or is it up to 
the same system that then profits 
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design can offer, Alastair Fuad-Luke 
in his “Design Activism: Beautiful 
Strangeness for a Sustainable 
World” states: “sustainability is 
grounded in ecological praxis and 
systems thinking. It challenges the 
capitalist system of production and 
consumption that assumes unlimited 
growth”.66

In 2009, in fact, the author points 
out that design is “issue-led”, that is, 
it starts from a problem to develop 
and propose solutions. He also 
argues that sustainability is a “meta-
challenge”, that is, a challenge within 
the challenge, a constant to always 
take into account regardless of the 
scope of the design.

As stated by Peccei in 1981: “It is 
necessary a change in the system 
of values and in the “new education” 
which must be “anticipatory” and 
at the same time “participatory”: 
it must prepare generations for a 
better future through the involvement 
of citizens in the elaboration and 
evaluation of policy programs for 
society”.

on those values, built specifically 
to sell and earn according to 
principles completely wrong? This 
is exactly the mechanism of the 
consumerist system of yesterday 
and today: creating false needs to 
which only the richest regions of 
the world, or those able to invest 
in such needs, can access. Large 
economies need large investments 
and investors, to the detriment of 
poorer regions that are exploited for 
labor and resources because they 
are cheaper in terms of costs and 
revenues. Over the years the gap 
between the poor and the rich has 
increased more and more and where 
some people can not even access 
basic necessities such as drinking 
water and food, others live in golden 
worlds surrounded by all kinds 
of comfort and luxury. “Economic 
growth” therefore has its basis in 
the exploitation of poor countries to 
the advantage of increasingly rich 
and consumer countries.65 About 
the problem of the capitalist system 
and the possible solutions that 
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In 1972, UNEP, the specialized 
agency of the United Nations, 
was founded, whose objectives 
are to mobilize public opinion and 
governments towards lifestyles 
and policies responsible to human 
populations, animals and the whole 
natural system in all its forms and 
resources. 

We read in an official letter of 
7 November 1974, just over a year 
after the foundation of the agency, 
the words of Gary Hérbertson, Chief 
of the NGO section, in which he 
addresses the latter, official partners 
of UNEP, claiming: “UNEP has now 
been located in its headquarters 
city of Nairobi for just a little more 
than one year. In that period of  time 
many tasks have been accomplished 
to create the infrastructure for a 
growing commitment to solve the 
problems of the global environment. 
We are aware that your personal 
actions, the actions of your 
organizations, and your collective 
work with other NGOs have played 
a positive role in the development 
of UNEP and in co-operative action. 

For this we express our sincere 
appreciation”.67

The specialized agency of the 
United Nations therefore strongly 
believed in the possible collaboration 
between NGO and IGO and 
immediately mobilized in promoting 
initiatives aimed at the involvement 
of non-governmental bodies on 
international stages.

WERC is a non-governmental 
organization, an NGO, planned in 
1972 during the meeting held in The 
Hague and formally established 
in 1973 in Zurich. The WERC has 
consultative status with ECOSOC 
and UNESCO and has worked 
closely with numerous international, 
governmental and non-governmental 
organizations. The main objective 
of the organization was to establish 
an NGO capable of collaborating 
with the United Nations and its 
specialized agencies on a par with 
other multinational organizations 
involved in environmental and 
conservation of natural resources.68

In the official “Report of Activities” 
of the WERC body, it is claimed 
that “the purpose of WERC is to 
promote the sciences, whether 
theoretical or applied, of environment 
improvement and resource utilization 
in whatever system or field they 
arise” and that the council “it wants 
to provide an open, interdisciplinary, 
non-political, international forum for 
interaction, exchange of information 
and review of environmental quality 

and progress in the management 
of resources among professional, 
industrial, scientific, social and other 
national groups concerned with, 
or influenced by, environmental or 
resources problems”.

Here as well, the importance 
of transdisciplinary dialogue and 
cooperation is emphasized, and in 
this regard the following is added: 
“This (goals) will be achieved by 
the creation, interchange and 
circulation of information, in 
cooperation with national, regional 
and international organizations; by 
staging international congresses, 
colloquia and symposia, and also, by 
publications to be communicated to 
all bodies interested in these same 
problems”.69 

The ICSID will have the 
opportunity to work closely with the 
World Environment and Resources 
Council at the 1976 Brussels 
Conference, “The Environment of 
Human Settlements”The European 
Parliament has a duty to ensure 
that the European Parliament is fully 
involved in this process.

WERC foundation, 1972UNEP foundation, 1972

4.2.34.2.2

United Nations Environment 
Programme foundation, 1972

World Environment and Resources 
Council foundation, 1972
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Misinto, Italy, 1972
“INDUSTRIAL DESIGN”

In relation to the activity of 
the association in 1972, the 
ICSID archives collected the 
documentation relating to two 
conferences in particular: the 
one held in Misinto, Italy, entitled 
“Industrial Design” and the one held 
in Mexico City on the theme “Design 
in the Americas”.

These two conferences have 
two extremely different historical 
values. The Misinto meeting raised 
theoretical, social and ethical issues 
and was structured into three 
sections that dealt with issues 
related to the design methodologies 
of the time and the impact of 
communication on society.

The meeting in Mexico was the 
first in history to be organized in 
a country of the South American 
continent.

In Misinto they discussed 
experimentation and forms, 
according to a very Italian approach 
to matter. The meeting was managed 
by the Centro Studi e Ricerche 
Busnelli and focused on theories and 
practices from the perspective of the 
1970s.

In a private correspondence 
between the architect Roberto 
Ubaldi, contact person of the centre 
and Josine des Cressonières, 
Secretary General of the ICSID, 
we read the words of the Belgian 
designer:

«(…) Il a donc été décidé de vous 
accorder le patronage de l’ICSID, qui 
sera représenté à votre Congrès par 
notre Société membre italienne l’ADI, 
et particulièrement par son Président 
M. Rodolfo Bonetto avec lequel 
nous vous demandons de garder le 
contact».70

The representation of the ICSID 
was therefore entirely Italian, headed 
by the Italian association ADI, 
Associazione Disegno Industriale, 
active since 1956 and official partner 
of the ICSID. We recall that the ADI 

was among the founders of the 
first nucleus of the ICSID, of BEDA, 
The Bureau of European Design 
Associations and also of ICOGRADA, 
the International Council of Graphic 
Design Associations, today ICOD 
International Council of Design.

The ADI also, since 1958 is 
responsible for awarding the 
Compasso d’Oro Award, established 
in 1954 thanks to the idea of the 
Italian designer Gio Ponti, which is 
the oldest and most authoritative 
recognition in the Italian and 
international design scene.71

During the Misinto congress, 
among other things, the pedagogical 
role of design and the importance of 
creative training for the improvement 
of the human environment were 
discussed. It is therefore clear that 
the cultural, social and educational 
sphere had now officially entered 
the international agenda of the 
organization and that the concepts 
of social and environmental 
responsibility were widely discussed 
within the discipline panorama. In 
the official flyer of the event we read: 

4.2.4 ICSID Conferences in 1972

70 “Industrial 
Design” International 
meeting (Italy, 1972), 
ICSID Archive, 
University of 
Brighton, Box 07/3/4
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Website
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Misinto, 1972

«L’Industrial Design, […] continua 
un discorso ancora insoluto nelle 
problematiche dell’insegnamento 
moderno che partendo dal Morris 
attraverso la Bauhaus giunge fino 
a noi e si connota di quei problemi 
che la crisi umanistica del mondo 
occidentale, la nascita delle 
tecnocrazie avanzate e il crollo 
delle mitologie delle cosiddette 
aree geografiche terziarie hanno 
sollevato».72 

(english translation: «Industrial 
Design, […] continues a discourse still 
unsolved in the problems of modern 
teaching that starting from Morris 
through the Bauhaus comes to us 
and connotes those problems that 
the humanistic crisis of the western 
world, the emergence of advanced 
technocracies and the collapse of 
the mythologies of the so-called 
tertiary geographical areas have 
raised».)

72 ICSID Archive, 
Box 07/3/4, 
University of 
Brighton Design 
Archive
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4.2.4

The debate is different on the 
Mexico City conference. This event is 
full of meaning because it marks the 
effective entry of the Latin American 
continent into the international 
design scene as a member on a 
par with its Western colleagues. 
Mexico was considered a developing 
country at the time and was viewed 
with great interest by many because 
of the many investment opportunities 
it offered.73

As we mentioned earlier, for 
example, during the “Argentine” years 
of Peccei, he realized that opening 
a FIAT subsidiary in Argentina could 
prove a profitable investment and so 
it was.                                                                         

Because of these particular 
circumstances, in which Mexico 
and South America in general were 
the protagonists of a period of 
rapid expansion, the ICSID showed 
great interest in concretizing the 
conference and in the possibilities 
that the country had to offer for 
future agreements professional 
and commercial. As we shall 
see, however, South America will 

prove to be a tenacious territory, 
rich in solid values and cultural 
identity, two elements that will be 
strongly defended by the Western 
“expansionist” aims that saw them 
involved in that historical period.74

In 1979 then, as we will see 
later, the South American Design 
companies will found their own 
independent organization, the ALADI 
(Associaciòn Latino Americana de 
Diseño Industrial), in favor of an 
authentic and local design vision 
against the standardization attempts 
promoted by the ICSID.75 

Returning to the 1972 Congress, 
the main keynotes covered topics 
such as “The Effect of Change”, 
“The Use and Preservation of the 
Hemisphere’s Resources” and “The 
Development of the Community 
through Design”, thus embracing the 
major issues inherent in developing 
countries and the attitude of the rest 
of the world towards the exploitation 
of their resources. This conference 
was a significant meeting because 
for the first time a “non-industrialized” 
country hosted an international 

ICSID Conferences in 1972
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congress in which it could express 
its opinion and defend itself against 
political aggression, justified by its 
“technological progress” aim.

Clearly, the conference was 
coordinated by several associations, 
The Instituto Mexicano de Comercio 
Exterior, the Instituto Nacional para 
el Desarrollo de la Comunidad Rural 
y de la Vivienda Popular and the 
Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes 
and Diseñadores Mexicanos, in 
co-sponsorship with the Industrial 
Designers Society of America (USA).

The American presence in the 
general setting of the conference 
certainly played a crucial role 
in balancing the tones of the 
debate, which did not assume any 
accusatory tendency on the part 
of South America against Western 
countries.76

This is also because, as 
previously illustrated, there were 
prominent personalities, such 
as des Cressonières, who really 
believed in the mission of leveling the 
present socio-political gap between 
industrialized and developing 

populations.
In a letter dated 22 February 1972 

we read the words of Secretary 
General Josine des Cressonières to 
Manuel Villazon, President of the 
Conference:

«The Congress “Design in 
the Americas” is really a good 
opportunity to put Mexican 
designers on the international scene, 
so please give me the possibility to 
help you!», in response to a letter in 
which Villazon claimed: «It would be 
a very good idea if you can have an 
ICSID Board Meeting here in Mexico 
during the time of the Congress (from 
October 30 to November 1, 1972), as 
you probably know we need all the 
support we can get from ICSID».77

Later, in an exchange between 
M. Villazon and John Reid, the first 
illustrated in more detail the means 
and aims of the first Latin American 
congress: «I feel It would be very 
Important that you and the rest of 
the Executive Board of ICSID could 
have a Board meeting in Mexico City 
a day prior to the Congress, […] We 
have been discussing this with Mr. 

_Notes _Notes
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Raul Enriquez, Head of the Design 
Department of the Mexican Institute 
of Foreign Trade and decided that 
[…] It would be worth while to make 
a join venture to hold this proposed 
executive meeting on the date 
mentioned above»78 — and again, he 
informed Reid about the personalities 
involved in the Program Committee 
— Mr. Arthur Crapsey from USA, Mr. 
Jan Kuypers from Canada, Mr. Lucio 
Grinover from Brazil, Mr. Rodolfo 
Moller from Argentina, Mr. Jaime 
Gutierrez Lega from Colombia, Miss 
Teresa Gianella from Perù, Mr. Pedro 
Ramirez Vazquez from Mexico and 
Mr. Manuel Villazon Vazquez himself, 
from Mexico.

As we can see, the representation 
was mainly from the South American 
nations, but the presence, at 
the same time, of American and 
Canadian representatives marked 
a further important step towards 
international collaboration and 
transversal cultural exchange within 
Industrial Design. 

congresscongress
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In 1976 the WERC was instructed 
by the Belgian Government to hold 
a conference in Brussels at the 
beginning of April to provide input 
to the government forces for their 
participation in the United Nations 
Conference which was to be held 
a few months later in Vancouver. 
Various non-governmental 
organizations, including the ICSID, 
participated in this event.79

The international association of 
design participated by preparing 
a summary report on some of 
the results obtained during past 
workshops conducted in different 
geographical areas on the theme of 
urban planning and contemporary 
housing systems. These workshops 
are called Interdesign and involve 
many personalities belonging to the 
field of design and not.

The report was written by 
Mary V. Mullin, who stressed the 
themes of tourism and respect 
for natural resources in rapidly 
growing inhabited environments, 
characterized by a rich natural 

heritage.80 With regard to the 
report on Interdesign, Secretary-
General Josine des Cressonnieres 
had several times stressed that 
the objective of the ICSID was not 
to promote its own activity but to 
share the results obtained from 
their initiatives. Once again, in fact, 
the risk was to place excessive 
attention on the individual objectives 
of the association, losing sight of 
the general focus of the meeting, 
focused on the fundamental issues 
of environmental and urban issues 
that characterized those times.

The Interdesign carried out up to 
that moment were 6 and in particular, 
as reported by M. V. Mullin: «The 
first one held in 1971 in Minsk, in the 
U.S, S.R. It studied the comparatively 
narrow subjects of furniture and the 
organization of bread making and 
distribution systems. The second 
was held in Kilkenny, Ireland on 
Design for Tourism. The third in the 
Province of Ontario in Canada on 
Small Communities, The fourth was 

_Notes
79 ICSID Archive, 

Box 06/10 Quater 
“Working Group 
General”, University 
of Brighton Design 
Archive

80 Ibid.

WERC, Brussels — Bruges, Belgium, 1976

“THE ENVIRONMENT OF 
HUMAN SETTLEMENTS”congress

Brussels — Bruges, 1976



160 161
a new experimental type for senior 
students held in Kilkenny, Ireland, and 
looked at Design in the Post Office. 
The fifth was held in Sarfaus in the 
Austrian Tyrol. And the sixth here in 
the city of Bruges».81

Mullin identified some common 
characteristics found in the analysis 
of small communities and reported 
that the inhabitants are often very 
aware of the factors that adversely 
affect their quality of life even if very 
few individuals have backgrounds in 
human settlements or urban planning 
studies.

Moreover, the report established 
that among the citizens with whom 
they had come into contact there 
was very little knowledge of the 
field of design and that they did not 
imagine there could be possible 
alternatives to those adopted by 
them, the result of a more careful 
and human-needs centered.82 Finally, 
what is highlighted is that in order to 
propose design solutions that can 
really improve the lifestyle of small 
communities they need to establish 

a much closer relationship with the 
locals, in order to fully understand 
their culture, customs and thinking, 
without risking standardizing needs, 
but rather diversifying them.

Following the cooperation 
between the two associations P. 
Laconte, President of the WERC will 
report to Carl Auböck: «As a practical 
step towards further cooperation 
I suggest that ICSID will become 
member of WERC what would 
give to ICSID a seat the board of 
governors and the right to participate 
to its policy».83

The Brussels Conference will thus 
consolidate the relationship between 
the ICSID and the WERC and offer 
the organization new possibilities for 
future development.
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During the course of the 1970s the 
ICSID was characterized by a period 
of strong internal transformations 
and crises on what should have 
been the objectives and modes of 
action of the association. After 10 
years from its foundation, the body 
of the association was much less 
cohesive than one would expect for 
a group of professionals who set 
themselves the task of unifying under 
their own sign the entire panorama 
of international design. The internal 
dynamics of the organization were 
not so different from those of the first 
General Assembly in 1959 in London. 

During an executive committee 
held in Leningrad in 1970 that 
discussed the possible future of the 
association, it was established that: 
«ICSID should develop an “outside” 
action, that is an activity aiming at 
bringing all designers together to 
help, at world level, a humanitarian 
cause. At the same time, such 
an action should aim at proving 
the designers’ capability for co-

operating to (sic) world’s problems in 
a practical manner - and should also 
prove the use of a coordinating body: 
ICSID».84

However, not everyone agreed 
on the choice of expanding the 
objectives of the association towards 
social and humanitarian horizons. 
Italy France and Scandinavian 
countries shared a socio-cultural 
vision of design, while England and 
the United States promoted an 
approach based on partnerships and 
the economic-commercial advantage 
that an international association 
could convey.

Despite this, the international 
debate continued to be enriched 
with new compelling social and 
humanitarian issues, and design had 
to face change by seeking its own 
direction within society in the midst 
of a socio-cultural transformation. 
Issues such as sustainability, 
consumer rights, natural disasters 
and disability led the design world to 
question the new contribution that its 
professional role could make.85

Dublin, 1977
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growing concerns about the impact 
of ecological damage had been put 
on notice for more than a decade».90

Once again ICSID has failed to 
grasp the important opportunity 
offered by an international cultural 
exchange between different 
thoughts and philosophies. 
Such a decisive and crucial 
moment therefore ended up 
being underestimated and almost 
hindered in its intentions, because 
of a communicative difficulty due 
to ideological distances that one 
has not been able to endorse. The 
paradox is evident if we think of an 
“international” association whose 
primary aim is the transnational 
unification of a discipline and whose 
aim is to involve the whole world 
under the same sign, that of the 
ICSID.

At the 1977 Dublin Conference, 
social issues such as the living 
conditions of the disabled and the 
elderly will be discussed further, 

while in Mexico City, 1979, the 
subject of development and human 
needs will be discussed, with results 
which are not entirely satisfactory.91

The great aspirations expressed 
by the group often did not find 
concrete expression in the facts, 
as we shall have the opportunity to 
examine in greater detail the 1979 
conference in Mexico City.

One of the major obstacles to the 
implementation of the Association’s 
humanitarian objectives was 
certainly the internal fragmentation 
and ideological clash between those 
who wanted to broaden the scope 
of the ICSID in order to achieve 
effective results and the ones 
focused on trade opportunities.92

Moreover, from a purely pragmatic 
point of view, the ICSID’s lack of real 
executive power, as well as the lack 
of financial purposes and therefore 
funds, meant that most of the 
association’s more ambitious goals 
remained only on paper, never seeing 
the sunlight.93

In 1973 Josine des Cressonnières 
had argued:

«ICSID has now reached the stage 
where it is concerned with everything 
relating to physical environment; 
respect for ecology, a well-balanced 
economic development, the material 
equipment of the world, relief for 
victims of disasters, for handicapped 
and people whose standard for living 
is too low».86

In this regard, the meetings held 
in Kyoto in 1973 and in Moscow 
in 1975, dealing respectively with 
spirituality and environmental 
protection, are significant. The sector 
was enriched with new reflections 
related to philosophy, psychology, 
ecology and human rights.87

In particular, the 1973 Kyoto 
Congress marked a turning point 
in that for the first time the spiritual 
component entered the halls of the 
ICSID conferences. The event was 
hosted by the Japanese Industrial 
Designers’ Association, a member 
of the organization, and was titled 
“Soul and Material Things”. Not 

only that, for the first time the 
West and the Asian continent met 
officially, enriched by the presence of 
delegates from Africa, Brazil, Mexico 
and Taiwan.88

The meeting of Eastern thought, 
often focused on the themes of 
spirituality and philosophy rather 
than those of industrial dynamics, 
with the West, was an important and 
unprecedented step.89

In this sense, the reflection 
presented by Jonathan M. Woodham 
on the conference is relevant: «The 
sociocultural differences between 
the Japanese and non-Japanese 
delegates inhibited discussion, 
something that a number of 
delegates and commentators 
regretted, particularly since 
opportunities to reflect at length 
on contemporary social, political, 
economic and environmental 
concerns that had begun in the 
1960s were not to the forefront of the 
professional design agenda despite 
the fact that Western society’s 
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In a correspondence between 

Josine des Cressonières and André 
Ricard in 1974, the latter claimed:

«It is evident that all actions ICSID 
initiates has a promotional aim for 
this discipline (…) our profession [has] 
in its very essence social aims as we 
constantly attempt to enhance the 
relationship human-object [sic] and 
therefore to humanise the world of 
objects which surround us».94

Many felt this way among ICSID 
members, including Kenji Ekuan, 
who argued that the ICSID’s action 
programmes should be more geared 
to human needs than to commercial 
ones.95

As the years pass, internal 
disagreements increase, to the 
point of touching the spheres of 
gender equality among its members. 
We have already mentioned the 
unpleasant event that saw the 
protagonist Josine des Cressonières, 
the backbone of the group and 
Henri Viénot, who accused her of 
being ineffective because of her 
“poor virility” in representing the 

association.96 It was even attempted 
to hinder the work of the Secretary 
General by proposing to remove her 
from the group’s top management 
so as to push her to retire in 1973, 
and then convince her to return to 
her post after a few days, at the 
request of a majority of the Executive 
Board. Moreover, during the Dublin 
Congress of 77, when she was 
presented with the opportunity 
to hold the maximum office of 
President, she was hindered by the 
counter-proposal made by Paul 
Reilly, John Reid and Misha Black, 
of a Russian leader, Yuri Soloviev, 
which would have guaranteed a 
“virility” appropriate to the image 
of the organization and could have 
been a trump card in relations 
between East and West.97

As we can see, therefore, the 
association was strongly fragmented 
within it and in several respects, a 
condition that severely limited its 
affirmation and the effectiveness of 
its work.
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As anticipated, from the 1960s 
many Western designers became 
interested in developing countries, 
looking for new ways to promote 
the methods and processes of the 
profession in areas that at that time 
offered numerous possibilities for 
the expansion and affirmation of the 
field.98 

The growing attention to these 
new realities was nourished by new 
reflections in the humanitarian and 
social field carried out by leading 
personalities such as Victor Papanek 
or Tomas Maldonado. As already 
mentioned, in fact, the contribution 
offered by “Design for the Real 
World” by Papanek in 1971 had 
opened the debate on the role of 
responsibility of professionals in the 
sector, fueling new expectations 
in the common imagination of 
designers. Some members of the 
community, such as Josine des 
Cressonnières, really believed in 
the positive ideals promoted by 
the new humanitarian thought, 
others saw in this new perspective, 

interesting opportunities for gain and 
professional prestige.99

In the volume “The Design Hope”, 
Tomas Maldonado identifies the 
responsible design as the only 
possible solution against the 
environmental catastrophe, stressing 
that the environment is not only 
nature, but also human habitat and 
that, Paradoxically, it is the very man 
who is threatening and destroying his 
own home.100

The growing importance 
of the theme of responsibility, 
therefore, cast new light on 
the possibilities offered by the 
developing populations. As we shall 
see, however, the aspirations of 
individuals had very different focuses 
and were not always aimed at truly 
ethical goals.

In the early 1970s, ICSID founded 
the Working Group Developing 
Countries in order to discuss issues 
related to the development initiatives 
promoted by the association.101

The interest of the group towards 
sustainable development was 

Mexico City, 1979
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argued that to facilitate the creation 
of new skills of developing countries 
in the field of design, they had 
to absorb the Western model, 
characterized by the ability to exploit 
“the extraordinary power” of science 
and technology.105

The growing relations between 
ICSID and UNIDO had begun in 
1969 during the General Assembly in 
London where members of the ICSID 
Executive Committee had a meeting 
with UNIDO delegates. In 1974 the 
ICSID obtained consultative status 
at the specialized agency of the 
United Nations, and officialized their 
partnership.106 As claimed by Tania 
Messell, ICSID during the 1960s and 
1970s multiplied its development 
efforts in South America to the 
crucial event of the 1979 Mexico 
City Conference and the subsequent 
founding of the Latin American 
design association ALADI.107

In those days, Mexico still lived on 
handicrafts and 75% of its products 
were made according to traditional 
and local techniques.108

In the eyes of the ICSID, Mexico 
presented many similarities 
with the Indian socio-cultural 
landscape and made the mistake 
of standardizing and stereotyping 
a reality that instead possessed its 
own well-defined and rooted identity 
characteristics in the territory.

The lightness of the international 
design council will eventually unleash 
the resistance of the Mexican 
community against the attempt of 
technological colonization of the 
West, in favor of safeguarding its 
local and regional networks.109

In this regard, the president of the 
ICSID of those years, Yuri Soloviev, 
sought to strongly emphasize the 
political character which the benefits 
of industrialization could bring in 
relation to the international tensions 
characteristic of the Cold War period

However, he stressed the risk that 
developing countries would inherit 
from Western culture the influence of 
false ideals related to consumerism 
and the production of unnecessary 
products.110

then formalized by the signing of a 
memorandum between ICSID and 
UNIDO, the United Nations Industrial 
Development Organization, in 1977, in 
which the involvement of developing 
countries in Western design methods 
was encouraged.102

In this regard, in 1979 the 
Ahmedabad conference was held 
which dealt with the macro-theme 
“Design for Development” and which 
marked a fundamental step for 
international relations, especially in 
the general framework of the Cold 
War.103

In the official document is stated: 
«The Meeting for the Promotion 
of Industrial Design in Developing 
Countries convened by the United 
Nations Industrial Development 
Organization (UNIDO) in close 
cooperation with the International 
Council of Societies of Industrial 
Design (ICSID) and the Indian 
National Institute of Design in 
January 1979, in line with the Lima 
Declaration and Plan of Action and 
in pursuance of the Memorandum 

of Understanding signed between 
UNIDO and ICSID on April 26,1977 
to accelerate jointly industrial 
design activities in developing 
countries in order to satisfy the 
urgent needs in this field, and to 
carry out as extensively as possible 
the promotional activities necessary 
to alert developing countries 
to the advantage of including 
industrial design in their planning 
processes».104

As is evident, the promotion of 
Western activities is a central theme 
within the Declaration and would 
be aimed at improving the standard 
of living of developing countries 
by spreading the technological 
processes of the Industrial Design of 
the time.

However, Victor Margolin 
expressed doubts about some 
conflicting concepts within the 
statement. In fact, while “indigenous 
skills, materials and traditions” were 
proposed as crucial elements for 
ethical and sustainable development, 
on the other hand, the declaration 
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However, the 1979 congress 

ended with the founding of ALADI, a 
design association of Latin American 
states. In fact, the aggressive 
intervention of the West led Mexico 
and the other states of the continent 
to make a united front against the 
attempts of standardization coming 
from outside. South American 
culture had roots too deep for the 
voice of progress to eradicate them 
so easily. The event represented 
by the founding of ALADI sent a 
clear message to the members 
of the ICSID and reaffirmed the 
socio-economic and productive 
independence of Latin America 
ICSID made a miscalculation that 
cost it credibility and effectiveness, 
missing the opportunity to assert 
itself in those areas and to provide 
real support for the developing 
communities involved.

Victor Papanek strongly 
condemned the actions of the 
industrialized countries, accusing 
them of pursuing personal economic 

and political interests. On the 
contrary, the real focus should have 
been the commitment to international 
issues, the promotion of sustainable 
development through action 
programmes based on respect for 
local resources and the real needs 
of the population.111 In this sense 
it seems that the attempts of the 
ICSID to incorporate humanitarian 
purposes into its agenda clashed 
harshly with the multifaceted reality 
of its members. In fact, during the 
ICSID 10 assembly, the Jubilee 
Congress of 1977, the same problems 
emerged that saw it fragmented 
already in 1959 in London.

More than ten years after its 
founding, the group still did not share 
a well-defined common line and 
was divided on crucial issues such 
as professional identity, gender 
issues and development strategies, 
showing once again its tendency 
towards a western and elitist 
vision.112
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Ahmedabad declaration,
ICSID — UNIDO, 1979

1
Developing countries are 

encouraged to consider the 
establishment of design institutions, 
design centres and/or other 
design-practising and promotional 
institutions to spread design 
methodology, awareness and 
consciousness.

2
These institutions should develop 

close and sustained links with 
industrial activity in government and 
in the private sector, at every level 
including heavy industries, medium-
scale industries, small-scale, rural 
and craft industries, as well as with 
educational and research institutions, 
and with people who are the ultimate 
users of design.

3
In developing countries, the 

establishment of professional design 
associations which can function 
parallel to the design promotional 
institutions should be seriously 
considered, and such efforts 
assisted.

4
Design institutions are worthy of 

financial and other support by their 
governments, which must be their 
prime source of succour at this early 
stage of development.

5
These institutions must work 

to establish a priority for industrial 
design through the creation of a 
national design consciousness. They 
must hasten the awareness that in 
all areas of public expenditure, the 
integration of design in the planning 
process can ensure optimum quality 
and utilisation of resources. They 
must communicate that industrial 
design is concerned with the 
improvement of our environment 
through the appropriate use of raw 
materials, increased productivity, 
with the protection of health, human 
safety, natural and cultural resources, 
with the enhancement of working 
environments, and with expanding 
work opportunities and earnings at 
all levels, including exports. Therefore 
design considerations should be 

AHMEDABAD DECLARATION
PLAN OF ACTION
Ahmedabad, India, 1979

«THE MEETING FOR THE PROMOTION 
OF INDUSTRIAL DESIGN IN 
DEVELOPING COUNTRIES 
CONVENED BY UNIDO IN CLOSE 
COOPERATION WITH ICSID AND 
THE INDIAN NATIONAL INSTITUTE 
OF DESIGN IN JANUARY 1979, […] TO 
ACCELERATE JOINTLY INDUSTRIAL 
DESIGN ACTIVITIES IN DEVELOPING 
COUNTRIES IN ORDER TO SATISFY 
THE URGENT NEEDS IN THIS FIELD, 
AND TO CARRY OUT AS EXTENSIVELY 
AS POSSIBLE THE PROMOTIONAL 
ACTIVITIES NECESSARY TO ALERT 
DEVELOPING COUNTRIES TO THE 
ADVANTAGE OF INCLUDING 
INDUSTRIAL DESIGN IN THEIR 
PLANNING PROCESSES».

Ahmedabad Declaration on Industrial Design for Development
 ICSID — UNIDO, Ahmedabad, India, January 1979
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Ahmedabad declaration,
ICSID — UNIDO, 1979

incorporated in plans for national 
development.

6
To achieve these purposes, such 

institutions in developing countries 
may consider the importance of 
articulating a statement on the 
importance of design which can 
serve as a national consensus on the 
need for creating design awareness 
and for utilising design as a discipline 
for better planning.

7
Such institutions must stress 

the importance of establishing 
and improving facilities for 
design education and training, 
upgrading design experience, as 
well as assisting designers to act 
as trainers and as catalysts for 
design awareness wherever they 
work, so that design skills can 
be disseminated at several levels 
simultaneously, and thus influence 
industrial activity on a broad scale in 
the developing world.

8
The establishment of national 

design awards, exhibitions, 
documentation and publication 
programmes should be encouraged 
as aids to a wider understanding 
of industrial design and of design 
traditions and resources.

9
Systems of active cooperation 

should be established and promoted 
between design institutions in the 
developed and less developed 
countries, and between these 
institutions in the less developed 
world.

10
These cooperative arrangements 

could be bilateral as well 
as multilateral. International 
organisations including ICSID, 
UNIDO, UNESCO, UNCTAD, WHO, 
UNEP, IBRD, the Asian Development 
Bank and the African Development 
Bank, IADB and others should 
be encouraged to provide active 
support to such cooperative 
arrangements.

Ahmedabad 
Declaration, 
ICSID — UNIDO, 
India, 1979, 
designmanifestos 
websitef36
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5

CONCLUSIONS5

Conclusions

In the light of the themes and documentation 
set out in this discussion, we will now try to 
draw a conclusive framework in the hope of 

offering a starting point that, although not 
decisive, can throw new light on the issues 
previously investigated.
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5.1

The experiential heritage of 
the ICSID, in the light of what has 
been seen and maintained so far, is 
invaluable. As we have seen, since 
the late 1960s and throughout 
the 1970s, the ICSID has had the 
opportunity to broaden its sphere 
of action and to come into contact 
with the highest decision-making 
spheres present on the international 
scene of the time.1 The meeting of 
design and social sciences at the 
end of the 70s crowned a period 
of strong transformation and 
awareness on the part of Western 
design in its entirety and therefore, 
also by the ICSID. It is important to 
remember that these are the years of 
great international collaboration for 
the ICSID, which has access to the 
environments of UNESCO, UNIDO, 
UNEP, ISO, UNCTAD, GATT and 
ITC.2

Thanks also to the precious 
contribution of Josine des 
Cressonnières, the association 
has managed to cut fundamental 
and unique goals in the history 
of design, perhaps, however, in a 

numerous, from the profiles of 
the founders of the group to the 
geography, incredibly extensive, 
covered by its affiliates. The 
ideological and cultural differences 
analyzed in the research also found 
within the ICSID body itself then 
played an equally crucial role in the 
study of this complex reality. 

But returning to the focus of this 
discussion, namely the issue of 
sustainability and the contribution 
made in those years by the world of 
associations, the considerations to 
be made are many.

First, it is evident that the apparent 
commitment of design in those 
years to social and environmental 
issues has often proved more a 
formal interest, decreed on paper, 
than an authentic will for action for 
change. Proof of this is the distracted 
participation of 1972 in Stockholm, 
where the incredible opportunity 
to take part in an epochal and 
unprecedented event in history has 
indeed been wasted, as well as 
greatly underestimated.

period when design itself struggled 
to recognize a well-defined role 
within the professional sphere 
and in the network of society. The 
design of the 70s still struggled 
against a widespread fragmentation, 
influenced by the political and social 
context of those times, marked 
by the tension between East and 
West and the growing gap between 
wealth and poverty of different 
regions of the world. The ICSID is 
a huge network of relationships, a 
complex system to be placed within 
a specific space and time. In 1957, 
when it was founded in Paris, we 
found ourselves in a purely European 
environment, fresh from the Second 
World War and in the midst of an 
invisible war, an ideological war.

We tried to draw, within the 
Research, a general picture of the 
historical and political dynamics 
of those years, underlining the key 
factors that influenced the work of 
the association and the thinking of its 
members. 

The elements taken into 
consideration are many and 

As the members of the association 
themselves, probably the most 
attentive to social and environmental 
dynamics, argued, the ICSID of the 
early years engaged its forces almost 
exclusively in order to promote itself 
and its profession. On the other hand, 
the sector needed formal recognition 
of its authority, without which it 
would certainly be more difficult to 
achieve higher objectives. But this 
objective of recognition, although 
validated by the urgent need of the 
sector to remedy its lack of authority 
compared to other professions, has 
for a long time tarnished the lenses 
of the group, which too often has 
missed unrepeatable goals, even 
though they’re within reach. An 
example of this is the departure from 
UNESCO, as well as the 1979 Mexico 
City Congress or the establishment 
of parallel bodies such as the 
1973 Working Group Developing 
Countries. There have been many 
attempts, but in one way or another 
they have always proved not to be 
effective.

Reporting the thought of Alison 

ICSID Past Contribution

5

5.1

_Notes
1 Alison J. Clarke 

in Jeremy Aynsley, 
Alison J. Clarke, 
Tania Messell, 
“International Design 
Organizations: 
Histories, Legacies, 
Values”, 2022, 247

2 Tania Messell 
“Constructing a 
‘United Nations of 
Industrial Design’: 
ICSID and the 
Professionalisation of 
Design on the World 
Stage, 1957-1980, 
2018

CONCLUSIONS
5.1 ICSID Past Contribution



182 183

_Notes

5.15.1

5 Tony Fry, “Design 
as Politics”, 2011

J. Clarke: «design’s critical role in 
underpinning global, postindustrial 
institutional development policy 
in ‘peripheral economies’ has 
largely escaped critical scrutiny»3  
neverthless, as the author herself 
underlines, «theorists within the 
social sciences have increasingly 
recognized design’s distinctive 
and politicized agency in the 
development paradigm».4

It is undeniable that the efforts of 
the design world of the time have 
sanctioned crucial developments, 
even if only in an attempt to establish 
a global meeting point between 
distant countries, for thought, 
lifestyles and economic-political 
conditions. However, the criticism 
that is being leveled is that the 
demonstrated intentions, though 
enormously complex, have rarely 
found their concretization for the 
improvement of the global socio-
environmental conditions. 

However, it must be remembered 
that the tools available to the ICSID 
at the time were not sufficient to 
meet the bold expectations of the 

on taste and style. Added to this has 
been the delimitation of an already 
circumscribed presentation of the 
field to just a few areas of practice — 
mostly architecture, furniture, fashion, 
graphics and ‘designer’ objects. The 
vast bulk of that which is designed 
— its character, function and 
consequence — goes by in silence».5

ICSID has expanded the common 
design concept, operating in spheres 
far from design and industry. Without 
realizing it, ICSID has promoted a 
vision of the sector that is very close 
to that of today, 50 years after that 
time, concretized in the world of 
systemic design.

The real strength of design 
is precisely this, its ability to be 
fluid and permeate every area of 
human life. But not only that. What 
differentiates the work of good 
design professionals is their ability to 
face political, economic and social 
issues according to a systemic 
approach that considers the 
environmental and social aspects, 
deeply linked to the condition and 
real human needs.

Executive Committee. In fact, the 
desire to broaden the field of action 
of the sector has often clashed 
harshly with the reality of the facts, 
where the lack of executive power 
and the lack of an intergovernmental 
status, hugely affected the action 
possibilities of the group.

But perhaps that is not the point 
we should dwell on. The real strength 
of the ICSID of those years was in 
fact another one.

Also thanks to the cultural 
revolution that occurred in those 
years, the ICSID was able to free 
design from its more rigid material 
guise to associate it with new 
disciplines, far from design but at the 
same time inextricably bound to it. 
Anthropology, sociology, psychology, 
culture, politics, economics, are areas 
that might not seem relevant to the 
practice of design, but they are not. 

As stated by Tony Fry in his 
“Design as Politics”: «Dominantly, 
the [design] approach has been to 
reduce the presentation of design 
to aesthetic concerns, with a focus 
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5.2

The real wealth that design 
must add to the global governance 
landscape is this. In the past, the 
work of design has not always 
differentiated in the objectives 
of large companies promoting 
irresponsible consumerism, but 
today the awareness reached at the 
individual level, about professional 
and global issues on environmental 
and social sustainability allow us 
to hope for a concrete change of 
direction.

As discussed by Fry: «Currently 
the design profession, in all its 
diversity, is unambiguously a service 
industry bonded to the economie 
status quo. But for it to become 
an affirmative force of redirection 
towards Sustainment (and in so 
doing, contribute to remaking a 
politics beyond democracy) it has to 
become truly futural and political - 
which implies design becoming more 
dynamic, more powerful and more 
able to communicate the significance 
of designers to society in general».6

Today’s good design knows 
what man’s real needs are, those of 

the change must be quick and 
sudden. The real difference will 
be the intentions, the real will to 
change things and the creation of 
new bodies and institutions in order 
to concretize and achieve these 
objectives.

It is clear that the conflict of 
interest of the largest economic 
forces in the world towards a true 
ecological transition and a decisive 
behavioural change are enormous 
and this is probably the greatest 
obstacle that our society must 
aim to overcome. But we must 
remember that the three dimensions 
of sustainable development 
include, in addition to the social and 
environmental spheres, economic 
development. These three elements 
are interrelated and constitute 
objectives to be achieved according 
to a systemic approach, in which the 
interrelations between the different 
spheres of action influence each 
other with positive effects on each 
other. Economic, environmental 

whom enlightened minds such as 
those of Victor Papanek and Tomas 
Maldonado spoke about 50 years 
ago. The responsibility that must be 
shown for safeguarding the future is 
no longer an individual matter but a 
common commitment.

One might wonder what could 
really make the difference after all 
the efforts already made. Starting 
from Stockholm in 1972, to continue 
with the Brundtland report of 1987, 
after the Earth Summits of 1992, 
1997 and 2002, we continued 
with the Conference of the Parties, 
which since 1995 has reached its 
27th edition this year, The Kyoto 
Protocol of 1997 until the 2015 Paris 
agreements and the 2030 Agenda.

We are committed to a common 
front in order to pursue a global 
objective, that of preventing the 
forecasts estimated by the “Limits 
to Growth” report of 1972 come 
true. As we are sadly discovering, 
we are already beyond the limit 
where we can cope with the climate 
crisis through small gearshifts, now 

and social objectives must develop 
in unison, through positive cause-
and-effect relationships aimed at 
integrated, fair and equitable growth.7

Today’s economic and commercial 
system is based on obsolete values, 
belonging to an ancient society 
that no longer reflects the minds 
and needs of the contemporary 
world. A new system must be built, 
based on today’s values, that takes 
into account the interests of the 
planet and people by finding new 
methodologies and processes in 
order to obtain the same profits, if not 
higher, as the result of sustainable 
and socially positive activities. The 
myth of unlimited growth has run its 
course, now it is necessary a radical 
paradigm shift, to use the words 
of Fry, a “radical redirection by 
redirective practices”.8

As previously stated, the real 
change is the result of a social, 
political and cultural transformation. 
Starting from the global advocacy 
initiatives for a sustainable future 
supported by NGOs and through 
an educational system capable 
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5.25.2

of transmitting these values and 
notions to future generations, 
a solid and better future can be 
built, in which economic forces 
based on processes harmful to the 
environment and to communities 
will be penalized also and above all 
by the conscious choices of a new 
class of consumers. However, every 
effort will be in vain if not supported 
and aided also by the political 
forces, often too accommodating 
towards the impacting societies 
because influenced by economic 
pacts and by the will to gain the 
consensus of public opinion. And it 
is precisely here that public opinion, 
that is, global society, is extremely 
influential and outnumbered by 
the minority of large international 
entrepreneurs. Once again, citizens 
and their needs are at the centre 
of the debate. Citizens can mark 
the behavioral change that society 
needs to achieve the goal of a truly 
sustainable future. This behavioral 
change can be promoted and 
defended also and above all by the 
figure of the designer. Man must 

itself can grow enriching itself with 
new objectives aimed at solving the 
pressing issues of contemporary 
society. «Thus re-created, design 
can return with a major increase in 
its efficacy when mobilized against 
structural unsustainability».10

The economic and environmental 
social sphere should be the 
discriminating factors for the positive 
evaluation of projects in each sector, 
whether of a physical or intangible 
nature, in order to determine their 
feasibility only if they are the result of 
good design, ethical, sustainable and 
fair. 

The world of design can 
make a difference, provided that 
it is admitted in the places of 
international debates and that 
it is given a decisive status for 
the conclusion of decisions of a 
transnational nature. In this sense, its 
role would be to assist the political 
work on issues related to global 
sustainability in a multidisciplinary 
council, enriched by the expertise of 
different actors, spokesmen of their 
national realities. Multidisciplinarity 

return to the center of the discourse, 
but this time not according to a logic 
of excessive consumerism and false 
needs, linked to the accumulation of 
goods promoted by capitalism, but 
according to a new vision, systemic 
and sustainable, which includes 
the exception of “man” according 
to the three basic dimensions of 
sustainability: economic, social and 
environmental.

Systemic design focused on 
human needs can in this sense 
enrich the political debate, promoting 
the best strategies for the realization 
of positive actions towards the 
consolidation of a sustainable 
society.

As stated by Fry: «Designing has 
to be grasped and made present 
as an activity that extends well 
beyond the rubric of designers. 
Designing goes ahead of all that we 
intentionally bring into being, thus it 
is integral to all forms of prefigured 
human productive action».9

Through a critical work and 
analysis towards the design and 
work of the past, the profession 

is a crucial factor, indispensable 
to the conclusion of fair decisions, 
which take into account the different 
facets and complexity of the human 
needs of the contemporary world. 

Design Future Role in Global 
Environmental Governance

Design Future Role in Global 
Environmental Governance

5.2

_Notes
9 Tony Fry, “Design 

as Politics”, 2011

5.2

_Notes
10 Tony Fry, “Design 

as Politics”, 2011



189188

5.25.2
Design Future Role in Global 

Environmental Governance
Design Future Role in Global 
Environmental Governance

«THUS RE-CREATED, DESIGN 
CAN RETURN WITH A MAJOR 
INCREASE IN ITS EFFICACY WHEN 
MOBILIZED AGAINST STRUCTURAL 
UNSUSTAINABILITY».

«DESIGNING HAS TO BE GRASPED 
AND MADE PRESENT AS AN ACTIVITY 
THAT EXTENDS WELL BEYOND THE 
RUBRIC OF DESIGNERS. DESIGNING 
GOES AHEAD OF ALL THAT WE 
INTENTIONALLY BRING INTO BEING, 
THUS IT IS INTEGRAL TO ALL FORMS 
OF PREFIGURED HUMAN PRODUCTIVE 
ACTION».

Tony Fry
“Design as Politics”, 2011
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ICSID Archive University of Brighton 
Design Archives, Brighton

Box 06/10Quater “Working group 
general”

Box 07/3 “Seminars, Exhibition, 
Congresses, Conferences”

Box 09/4 “ICSID General”

Box 12/19 “International 
Organizations”

Box 12/32 “International 
Organization”

Executive Board Members in 1960s 
and 1970s

1957 - 1959
Mr. Peter Muller-Munk, President
Sir Misha Black, Executive Vice 
President
Mr. Enrico Peressuti, Vice President
Mr. Pierre Vago, Secretary Treasurer
Count Sigvard Bernadotte, Board 
Member

1959 - 1961
Sir Misha Black, President
Mr. Peter Muller-Munk, Past 
President
Ms. Mia Seeger, Secretary Treasurer
Count Sigvard Bernadotte, Vice 
President
Mr. Pierre Vago, Vice President
Mr. Enrico Peressuti, Board Member

1961-1963
Count Sigvard Bernadotte, President
Sir Misha Black, Past President
Ms. Mia Seeger, Secretary Treasurer
Mr. Jay Doblin, Vice President
Mr. Alberto Rosselli, Vice President
Mr. Pierre Vago, Board Member

1963 - 1965
Mr. Pierre Vago, President
Count Sigvard Bernadotte, Past 
President
Sir Paul Reilly, Honorary Treasurer
Mr. George Beck, Vice President
Mr. John Radic, Vice President
Mr. Andre Ricard, Vice President
Mrs. Josine des Cressonnières, 
Secretary General
Mr. Marco Zanuso, Board Member

1965 - 1967
Mr. Richard S. Latham, President
Sir Paul Reilly, Honorary Treasurer
Mr. John Radic, Vice President
Mr. André Ricard, Vice President
Mr. Karl Schwanzer, Vice President
Mrs. Josine des Cressonnières, 
Secretary General
Mr. Tomas Maldonado, Board 
Member
Mr. Jacques S. Guillon, Board 
Member

1967 - 1969
Mr. Tomas Moldonado, President
Mr. Richard S. Latham, Past President

Mr. Jacques S. Guillon, Treasurer
Mr. Ulf Hård 8f Segerstacl, Vice 
President
Mr. Andrzej Pawlowski, Vice 
President
Mr. Gino Valle, Vice President
Mrs. Josine des Cressonnières, 
Secretary General
Mr. Eliot Noyes, Board Member
Mr. John Reid, Board Member

1969 - 1971
Mr. John Reid, President
Mr. Henri Vienot, Honorary Treasurer
Mr. Ulf Hård af Segerstad, Vice 
President
Mr. Eliot Noyes, Vice President
Dr. Yuri Soloviev, Vice President
Mr. Gino Valle, Vice President
Mrs. Josine des Cressonnières, 
Secretary General
Mr. Edgar Kaufmann Jr., Board 
Member
Mr. Andrzej Pawlowski, Board 
Member
Mr. Carl Auböck, Board Member
Mr. André Ricard, Board Member

Archive

sources Archive
WDO Official
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sources

ICSID Board in 
the period 1969 
- 1971, WDO 
Official Websitef37
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1971 - 1973
Mr. Henri Vienot, President
Mr. John Reid, Past President
Mr. Jurgen Hämer, Honorary Treasurer
Mr. Carl Auböck, Vice President
Dr. Yuri Soloviev, Vice President
Mr. André Ricard, Vice President
Mrs. Josine des Cressonnières, 
Secretary General
Mr. Rodolfo Bonetto, Board Member
Mr. Frank Dudas, Board Member
Mr. Kenji Ekuan, Board Member

1973 - 1975
Mr. Carl Auböck, President
Mr. Henri Vienot, Past President
Mr. Jurgen Hämer, Honorary Treasurer
Mr. Rodolfo Bonetto, Vice President
Mr. Gui Bonsiepe, Vice President
Mr. Kenji Ekuan, Vice President
Mrs. Josine des Cressonnières, 
Secretary General
Mr. Richard Hollerith, Board Member
Mr. Martin Kelm, Board Member
Mr. Juhani Salovaara, Board Member
Mr. Richard Stevens, Board Member

1975 - 1977
Mr. Kenji Ekuan, President
Mr. Carl Auböck, Past President
Mr. Richard Stevens, Treasurer
Mr. Richard Hollerith, Vice President
Ms. Mary Mullin, Vice President
Dr. Yuri Soloviev, Vice President
Mrs. Josine des Cressonnières, 
Secretary General
Mr. Herbert Ohl, Board Member
Mr. Wolfgang Schmidt, Board 
Member
Mr. Jan Trägårdh, Board Member

1977 - 1979
Dr. Yuri Soloviev, President
Mr. Kenji Ekuan, Past President
Mr. Herbert Ohl, Honorary Treasurer
Prof. Arthur J. Pulos, Vice President
Mr. André Ricard, Vice President
Mr. Jan Trägårdh, Vice President
Mr. Yoshio Nishimoto, Secretary 
General
Mr. Ryszard Bojar, Board Member
Mr. Dirk Jacobs, Board Member
Ms. Francoise Jollant, Board Member
Mr. Wolfgang Schmidt, Board 
Member

1979 - 1981
Prof. Arthur J. Pulos, President
Dr. Yuri Soloviev, Past President
Mr. Alejandro Lazo Margain, Honorary 
Treasurer
Mr. Ryszard Bojar, Vice President
Ms. Carla Venosta, Vice President
Mr. Loek van der Sande, Secretary 
General
Mr. Dirk Jacobs, Board Member
Ms. Francoise Jollant, Board Member
Prof. Antti Nurmesniemi, Board 
Member
Mr. H.K. Vyas, Board Member
Mr. Knut Yran, Board Member

WDO Official Channels

sources

sources
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Un ringraziamento speciale va poi a 

Susanna, l’amica che auguro a chiunque 
di incontrare sul proprio cammino, 
compagna di avventure e di chiacchiere 
notturne ormai da anni, l’unica persona 
che non ha mai deluso le mie (assurde) 
aspettative e su cui so di poter contare 
sempre. 

Ringrazio infine i miei genitori, Paola e 
Stefano, che sono stati il mio punto fermo 
in ogni momento, quando mi sentivo 
persa in un mondo tanto grande e quando 
avevo bisogno di un sostegno, anche solo 
per scegliere l’ammorbidente migliore per 
una lavatrice che non avevo mai usato.

A tutti voi e a chi non ho menzionato 
esplicitamente ma che ha fatto parte 
dei miei giorni, supportandomi e 
sopportandomi in questi due anni densi 
di emozioni e di piccoli traguardi, va il mio 
più sentito e sincero “grazie”.

dell’Università di Brighton. In particolare 
ringrazio Sue e Lesley, le quali con enorme 
pazienza hanno risposto ad ogni mia 
domanda e richiesta, senza mai cadere 
nella tentazione di sottolineare che 
grande rompiscatole io fossi.

Un grande grazie va ai miei compagni 
di avventura durante i giorni inglesi. 
Innanzitutto a Cecilia, mia compagna 
di imprevisti quotidiani e coinquilina 
a Lower Rock Gardens contro la sua 
volontà. Ma anche al il mio fidato 
consigliere linguistico Padraig, il quale, 
(sempre contro la sua volontà credo), 
ha letto e riletto il mio inglese a caccia 
di errori grammaticali e frasi dal senso 
compiuto quantomai dubbio.

Ringrazio quindi le mie amiche 
designers romane, che ho sentito vicine in 
ogni istante, nonostante la lontananza e 
le vite che prendono strade e ritmi diversi. 
Sono grata di averle nella mia vita, anche 
se probabilmente non so ricordarglielo 
tanto quanto dovrei. (Non dirò i loro nomi 
altrimenti si montano la testa, ma parlo 
proprio di voi, mie amate “Napoli 11 
marzo”).

A distanza di due anni, oggi realizzo 
un piccolo grande sogno e non posso che 
essere fiera del mio percorso. Ho scelto 
il mondo del Design ormai 5 anni fa e fin 
da subito ho portato avanti i miei studi 
con forte passione e determinazione, 
nonostante le difficoltà e le incertezze che 
spesso ho incontrato sulla mia strada. (I 
grandi percorsi a quanto pare funzionano 
così).

Vorrei quindi ringraziare il mio relatore 
e professore Pier Paolo Peruccio, il quale 
mi ha seguita attentamente per tutta la 
stesura del mio elaborato finale, anche 
quando ero in Inghilterra, tra i documenti 
archivistici, il porridge e le tazze di caffè.

Ringrazio poi i professori 
dell’Università di Brighton, Ben Sweeting 
e Sally Sutherland, che mi hanno accolta 
a braccia aperte coinvolgendomi in 
iniziative prestigiose come la conferenza 
della Systemic Design Association a cui 
ho avuto la possibilità di partecipare in 
occasione della sua undicesima edizione.

Un particolare grazie va anche 
al personale degli Archivi ICSID 

È difficile riassumere in poche righe 
quella che è stata la mia esperienza al 
Politecnico di Torino e ciò che ho vissuto 
in questi due anni lontana da casa. 
Ho imparato molto, più di quanto mi 
aspettassi, non solo a livello professionale 
ma anche e soprattutto a livello emotivo. 
Mai come in questi anni ho capito che 
“casa” può essere un po’ ovunque, dipende 
solo da chi ti trovi accanto. 

Sono stati anni complessi, segnati da 
una malattia invisibile che ha colpito 
duramente il mondo intero. Sono stati 
anni in cui un po’ tutti abbiamo dovuto 
reimparare a mettere un passo dietro 
l’altro per continuare a vivere una vita in 
cui forse non non ci riconoscevamo più. 
Alcuni ci sono riusciti meglio di altri, molti, 
come me, hanno arrancato nel riuscire ad 
accettare una quotidinità tanto diversa, 
spoglia di relazioni e di contatto.

Torino mi ha dato la possibilità di 
scoprire un piccolo nuovo mondo, fatto 
di tram, castagne e cioccolato, pieno di 
persone e di calore contro una realtà che 
sembrava diventare giorno dopo giorno 
sempre più diffidente, fredda, triste.
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