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This essay will set out to try and answer both of the following questions: How can my individual area of design practice help to realise a different tomorrow? And

how can Flexible Space be used to bring Positive Change to a Community?

It could seem ironic that Utopia should be the theme of the Bigger Picture 2016. Many students and commentators consider that we are living in a time of unprecedented uncertainty and disruption to societal, political and economic norms and institutions. The antithesis of a utopia. The June Brexit Vote and Trump presidential win, both coloured the speakers’ responses to the idea of Utopia in their keynotes, but also underlined the need for us, as emerging designers, to think about what our values are and where we want to direct our creative energies and ambitions. Following on from Voltaire’s famous maxim posed in the final sentence of  Candide: How shall we cultivate our garden?

From the beginning, Group 6 Team 5 was more interested in exploring practical solutions to some concrete problems as a means of making the world a better place, than delving into the strengths and weaknesses inherent in striving for a pure utopia. We started from the assumption that pure Utopias are impossible to achieve, and those who seek to create them have only conjured dystopian societies and solutions. However, that does not mean that dreaming up a utopian vision cannot deliver a positive outcome. 

Quoting Anatole France by Lewis Mumford, “ without the Utopians of other times, men would still live in caves, miserable and naked. It was the Utopians who traced the lines of the first city (…) Out of generous dreams come beneficial realities” (Moylan & Baccolini, 2007 p306)

Lyman Tower Sargent summed it up “Utopias do not ... present ‘perfect’ societies inhabited by ‘perfect’ people; they represent ... good societies inhabited by people who are better because they live in a better society.” (Moylan & Baccolini, 2007 p305) 

Key concepts from the Keynote Speakers that informed our thinking:

Lewis Dartnell ‘s presentation had an overarching theme, which we drew upon for the basis for our Bigger Picture research: we can learn fundamental lessons and skills from the past to take into the future so as to help ensure our survival and a positive outcome. We do not have to re-invent the wheel.  So what best practice can help now?

Daisy Froud made the excellent point that “We can make sense of this together.” Her work in community engagement brings about practical solutions that benefit the greatest number of people in the communities she works with. This model became a cornerstone of Group6 Team5’s thinking. Our project would be designed to respond to and engage with what local communities need.

Will Davies made the case that estrangement and purposelessness breads outcomes like Brexit and a Trump Presidency. There is a disorientation brought on by the individual empowerment and self-reliance required in the capitalist system. But when this is set against a backdrop of the market capitalism no longer delivering ever-increasing prosperity for all levels of society, this individual and societal disorientation becomes more acute. Our aim would be to counter today’s growing lack of purpose in individuals in our communities. 

David Chandler highlighted that Big Data has brought about a ‘post-truth’ world where statistics are not neutral and are manipulated by politicians, big interest groups and corporations. Nevertheless, he posited that Big Data also holds the potential to create better decisions as we can adapt to emerging data more quickly. Group 6 Team 5 took this to be a guiding principal for working sustainably and responding to the community’s changing needs. 

The problems posed by the wider context of the ‘post-industrial’, ‘post-truth’ world

Economist, Jeremy Rifkin (2014, P132), frames the wider problem very clearly:
“The wholesale substitution of the intelligent technology for mass wage labour and salaried professional labour is beginning to disrupt the workings of the capitalist system. What happens to market capitalism when productivity gains, brought on by intelligent technology, continue to reduce the need for human labour?” 

Evidence that this fundamental change in the economy and society are already upon us were highlighted in The Guardian last week talking about families not coping in ‘post-industrial’ Pontypool, Wales

“… when people lose their sense of purpose. “(they) don’t get up in the morning. You might see a spiral in depression …(they) lose contact with the outside world.” The dismal list went on: no self-worth, no self-confidence ...” (Chakrabortty, 2016)
A theme echoed on 5th December by Mark Carney, Head of the Bank of England in a key speech at John Moores University, Liverpool. 

"The fundamental challenge is that, alongside its great benefits, every technological revolution mercilessly destroys jobs and livelihoods – and therefore identities – well before the new ones emerge.”
"This was true of the eclipse of agriculture and cottage industry by the industrial revolution, the displacement of manufacturing by the service economy, and now the hollowing out of many of those middle-class services jobs through machine learning and global sourcing." 

Carney went on to say, "The commitment to reskilling all workers must be continual (…) lifelong learning, ever-greening skills and cooperative training will become more important than ever (as technology evolves). “

"Technology platforms such as taskrabbit, Alibaba, etsy, and Sama can help give smaller-scale producers and service providers a direct stake in global markets. Smaller scale firms can by-pass big corporates and engage in a form of artisanal globalisation; a revolution that could bring cottage industry full circle." (Williams-Grutt, 2016)
The Young Foundation’s Amplify Programme suggests some solutions to the problem of poverty in Wales: 

“We believe that ordinary people in communities must take centre stage in changing the trajectories of their lives. Our research has shown that communities across the country, whatever their challenges, are brimming with people full of ideas, motivation and potential. If this potential is recognised, celebrated and supported, in the form of new ideas, networks, collaborations and relationships between people and institutions, communities themselves can provide the answers to the question of how to build a fairer future.” (The Young Foundation, 2016)
Similarly Jeremy Rifkin predicts, 

“In the coming era, deep play in the collaborative Commons becomes as important as hard work was in the market economy, and amassing social capital becomes as valued as the accumulation of market capital. Attachments to communitiy and the search for transcence and meaning comes to define the measure of one’s life rather than one’s wealth.” (Rikin, 2014)
A seemingly modest question: How can Flexible Space be used to bring Positive Change to a Community?

Group 6 Team 5 was made up of 2 Graphic Designers, an Architect, a Product Designer and a Ceramicist. Drawing on Daisy Froud’s keynote, and the Young Foundation, our theory was that when people get together they are more likely to come up with good ideas to solve problems, share resources and knowledge as well as have fun. So how could we facilitate this?

Out of this question came an answer: Flexible space to be used in a variety of different ways but primarily to enable the sharing of ideas, knowledge, skills, equipment and fun. It would be up to the community to define what they would like to learn, what knowledge, skills and equipment, they could share. 

Our analysis of the types of learning and the skills that our group could bring to bare led us to think of 3 types of social space where different types of learning and being together could take place: Clean Studios, Making Workshops, Social/Eating Spaces and the Digital space. For the purposes of this essay, we will call this combination The ShareHaUs. 

Clean Studios

Clean spaces are clear rooms for ‘clean’ learning, ie learning that requires little equipment like play-reading, yoga or French conversation. 
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1. U3A, Line Dancing Class

U3A, the University of the Third Age (U3A) is a highly successful example of a learning cooperative of older people which enables members to share many educational, creative and leisure activities at next to no cost. Classes are led by a volunteer who usually has some sort of expertise in a subject, however it is the willingness to congregate and share that makes this model an international success. In the UK alone, the U3A runs classes in 300 different subject areas in such fields as art, languages, music, history, life sciences, philosophy, computing, crafts, photography and walking. Most of these are held in ‘Clean Studios’. 

Making Workshops

Making Workshops are places where there are tools and equipment available to make things by hand. Here it is accepted that to make something you need to be able to make mess while you work, as long as your clear up after you have finished! This would allow unemployed or under-employed people access to equipment that they could not otherwise afford, potentially learning new skills and enable them the satisfaction of making things either for their personal use, or to manufacture for sale.  This is the kind of activity that can give a sense of purpose in life and enable an artisanal production capable of reaching a global market via the internet. 
Pilcrow Pub, Manchester

An interesting example of a temporary maker space is The Pilcrow Pub in Manchester. This a project was sponsored by a property developer interested in creating a sense of community and a sense of place in a dilapidated area of Manchester where they were redeveloping land. During the building of the pub, a series of free craft workshops were held that produced the fixtures and fittings for the pub. Plaster sledging to make ceramic tiles that formed the pub bar, natural woodwork using tree branches to make coat hooks and bear taps, ceramics workshops for the table wear used in the pub, furniture making to make the bar stools and tables. The pub now has a thriving community of regular drinkers and an interesting environment to enjoy it in.  
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2, 3. Pilcrow Pub Craft Workshops, Manchester.  Left: Ceramics workshop, Right furniture making 
The Bigger Picture Presentation

Indeed, Team 6 Group 5 wanted to test and demonstrate the importance and enlivening effect of making things by hand.  Hence we carried out an experiment during our Bigger Picture presentation: giving every audience member a ball of clay and setting them the challenge to sculpt an elephant behind their back, in 60 seconds. The anecdotal evidence was a highly engaged audience, buzzing with energy and amazed by the result. Comments from participants included delight in handling the clay, surprise at the effectiveness of their individual elephant and the herd that was produced, enjoyment that the play offered. 

[image: image5.jpg]



4. Herd of Elephants produced in 60 second interactive workshop during Bigger Picture Final Presentation 

Assemble and Granby Workshops

Wider recognition of the important potential of community workshops occurred in 2015 when Assemble won the Turner Prize for their work in Toxteth, Liverpool. 
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5. Granby Workshop set up by Assemble 2015

One year on, Assemble’s Granby Workshops, housed in one of the previously derelict properties on Cairns Street is a hive of activity. It is producing hand-made ceramic tiles and lampshades that were installed next door into the newly refurbished houses and also sold internationally. Interestingly the Granby Workshops have developed this range of products in collaboration with invited professional designers. This business model could be adopted by ShareHaUs. We as emerging designers can support the ‘glocal’ crafts-based manufacture of products. 
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6,7. Left: Ceramic Lampshade made by Granby Workshop  Right: Worker press moulding terracotta clay into lampshade mould
Maker Libraries

Another example of the transformative community workshop idea is being promoted by the British Council in its Maker Libraries Network . One link in the network is Workspace in Cape Town, South Africa which provides workshop facilities for woodworking, engineering, glass, pottery, laser cutting and 3D Printing with a gallery, café and free wifi. It has become a hub for local artisans to produce, display, network, skill-share and socialise. They also run training programmes for the unemployed, who once trained are given the opportunity to join the team that manufacture the range of products that have been developed by Workspace. 
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8. Workspace, Cape Town showing workshop and café 

Open Source design 
Open Source design could be an effective way of linking up our skills as emerging designers with the emerging skills and manufacturing resources of a specific and also a network of ShareHaUs, like the platform Opendesk. This would allow customers to order for example a cost effective desk to be made at ShareHaUs, saving on transportation costs and supporting their local economy. 
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9. Left: Maker Library Open Source Library bench shelving instructions

10 Right: Maker Library Istanbul instructions for hack of original library shelving 

Conclusion

If Jeremy Rifkin and Mark Carney are to be believed, the coming post-industrial revolution will bring about a fundamental change in the way the economy works.  The consumer is giving way to the prosumer as increasing numbers of people become the producer and consumer of their own products, as they have more time on their hands and less money in their pockets. ShareHaUs could help facilitate this evolution and enable a new level of engagement with people’s own futures and their common futures with their community. Learning and sharing ceramic skills, a medium that spans 10,000 years, from Neolithic pinch pots to 3D printing is ideally suited to be part of a ShareHaUs curriculum, if required. A potential by-product of ShareHaUs could be to encourage greater understanding between people, reducing conflict and divisions in our society as they work side-by-side, and share knowledge and facilities in a purposeful and satisfying way. As Daisy Froud says, “We can make sense of this together.”
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11. ShareHaUs concept 

End. 
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