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Al-Gore has become my hero. In a way I am glad that he did not become the president of 
USA. Had he occupied the oval office he may not have produced the masterpiece movie 
called “The inconvenient truth” as perhaps, he might have been busy invading third world 
countries to appropriate their oil to satiate the energy needs of America, the biggest 
consumer of energy and the biggest polluter on this planet today. But who knows, maybe 
the world would have been slightly a better place if Al-Gore was in the hot seat.  
  
Our planet, our only home and Mother Nature, is in a desperate need of saviors as the 
devastation that we have collectively caused to the natural environment and its resources, 
which is becoming known to us through the revolutionary communication media, has 
actually reached horrific proportions. With frequent Tsunamis, earthquakes, flooding, 
tornadoes etc. it appears as if Doomsday is just around the corner. Ironically this whole 
process of degradation of the global environment went by in full view of and with the 
patronage of the world political and economic leaders/managers. This irony can be 
equated with another irony that has perturbed the saner communities of the world and that 
is the brute and bloody colonization of resource rich countries by resource hungry 
countries in the name of democracy and freedom by dressing the old historical skeletons 
with the garbs of ‘The clash of civilizations etc.’ The last thing that the world expected 
was this Neo-Imperialism at the turn of the so called enlightened century.  
 
My belief is that this way to the total self-annihilation has been paved by the mother of 
all evils called ‘World Capitalistic Order’ that gave birth to ‘Consumerism’ that plagues 
the planet. In a way every thing connects. Globalization and global warming are actually 
by products of this evil. The Production giants must produce for the product-addicted-
gluttonous-mega-consumers disregarding the globe and its warming. They would relocate 
themselves on the globe where cheap labour and dumping grounds are available. The 
advertisement regime that engulfs us is there to brainwash us. They make us believe that 
we need to buy even if we do not really, unaware of the consequences of this process. 
The maritime imperial kings and queens have been replaced by the corporate world that 
controls the economy of the world who wants us to consume everything that they produce 
for a profit and a price. The price is our future and our home, this earth. 

1BWho are the designers and how do they fit in this vicious cycle. They, in my opinion, 
are the third most important entity, besides the political and economic managers of the 
world, who have helped shape the world as we see today. They do not have the 
recognition that they deserve but they definitely have influenced our lives, in a good 
way or a bad way. From a tea spoon, a tea cup, a tea kettle, a tea trolley, a table, a town 
house, a tractor, a train, to telecommunication systems, everything has all been 
designed. Since the dawn of civilization man set forth on the road to make things and 
systems for his survival, creating one entity after another. I am baffled why it has taken 
centuries for him to appreciate its true significance and importance.  



2BDesign means different things to different people, but the simplest definitions of design 
that I have came across were from two sources. “The design process is the preparation 
and molding of all actions while keeping in sight it’s anticipated and desired outcome", 
said HVictor PapanekH while A.N.Whitehead says” The achievement of a perceived need, 
simply and without waste”. The critical decisions that have a direct bearing on the 
quality of life are taken by designers, but unfortunately not all the times. 

This man made physical world that surrounds us, covers our cities, factories, schools, 
hospitals and houses, together with the products and systems that we use within them. For 
the reasons of simplification let us refer to them as Environment, Products and Systems 
(EPS). The professionals who create EPS under a multitude of disciplines is a very large 
community of designers like Engineers, Architects, Interior Designers, Industrial 
designers, Graphic designers…the list is long. They are the minds who conceive and 
deliver us the EPS and that in turn determine the quality of life. We on the other hand 
take it for granted whatever is given to us, as little do we know about designers and how 
they conceive the products that we use everyday. We are quite naïve to believe that 
everything that is being designed is for our benefit and good, nor have we given enough 
thought to the effects of the man made EPS on the Natural Environment and resources. In 
fact we have become dangerously de-sensitized to clumsy, wasteful, offending and even 
dangerous EPS. Our modern day garbage landfills should act as an eye-opener for all. 
Not only designers but policy makers should have a compulsory visit to these site on a 
frequent basis to appreciate the kind of culture of waste and obsolescence we are 
promoting. The wise men had something else in mind when they said that everything 
should rise from and then return to earth. 
  
Looking at whole lot of questionable EPS one wonders, where have we gone all wrong? 
Who is to blame? Do we have flaws in the educational system that supports the process 
of design or is it lack of professionalism on the part of designers and design managers? 
Or maybe it’s just political expediency or economic mismanagement or maybe just forces 
of consumerism. It is difficult to find simple answers to these questions but out of several 
logical explanations one of the most clear and tangible answers that comes to mind is the 
lack of ethics in design.  
 
What is ethics for designers? Although the fundamental principles of design are universal 
that can be applied to an armchair or an airplane, but somehow all disciplines branch out 
in different directions. It becomes a little tricky and calls for deep discourse on the 
subject. Generally speaking ethics is a set of moral principles but when applied to Design 
it assumes a much broader meaning. Again, put in simple terms Ethics is a way to 
conduct ones life well in order to reach happiness, and let us add another term to it; 
without violating fundamental rights of other species and without upsetting the ecological 
balance. Its time that we take bio-diversity, deforestation and other environmental issues 
seriously. 

3BIn what way can this process of design, the ‘desired and foreseeable outcome’ be the 
object of an ethics that embraces the different fields of application in design, induced by 
this extremely large definition? Of what nature will be the link between an ethics 



defined "as a way to conduct ones life well in order to reach happiness" and the ethical 
commitment of the professionals? To which value system do we refer to? Are 
individual or collective values addressed? In what way do technical objects participate 
in the elaboration of such a value system? It is not possible to answer these questions in 
a simplistic way but one thing is for sure that if we keep ethical views at the forefront of 
decision making; the ‘fore-seeable outcome’ will automatically change. Awareness is 
the key for avoiding mistakes. 

‘Ethics’ will conjure up different meanings for different people. It could mean something 
else to a law professional and something different to a sociologist. For designers it could 
mean an array of self appointed canons like ‘honesty in materials’, ‘simplicity in form’ to 
‘freedom from undue adornment of products’. One sees a system of a ‘Code of conduct’ 
that various brotherhoods of designers have created for themselves in different parts of 
the world. The code of ethics also differs in different countries but mostly it’s about 
honesty and integrity of a design professional. More importantly the emphasis is on 
‘Responsibility’. The responsibility of the designers towards the society they serve, the 
responsibility towards the resources they use, the responsibility towards the ecology on 
the whole. This growing awareness resulted in revision in codes of conduct of designers 
thus in the nineties the Chartered Society of Designers in England introduced a clause 
relating to the environmental issues saying; 
Members shall have due regard to the effects of their work and endeavor that it may 
cause as little harm as possible either directly of indirectly to the ecology or environment, 
including; living creatures, endangered species of plant or fauna, the atmosphere, the 
rivers and seas, the land. But have we really started making products that are less harmful 
to the sacred earth and society that we serve? This is the question that we need to raise all 
the time. 
 
The effectiveness of any code of ethics really depends upon on the awareness levels and 
education systems, its application, systems of checks and balances but most of all the 
success of any system would truly depend on education and its access to the masses. 
It’s not possible to delve into detail of the educational systems here in this article but I 
would like to take the opportunity to just mention a few words about ‘Design deficit and 
education’ in our region, especially in our country.   
 
Unfortunately, even to the majority of educated class, Design is not known as it is in the 
developed world. Despite the affluence and glitter the surrounds us, the word design still 
represents some sort of motif or a pattern that one finds on a curtain or upholstery 
material. It is totally a two dimensional thing that can be drawn. We haven’t looked at 
design with its actual meaning, the inherent ethos; cultural, psychological, physiological 
connotations are yet to be discovered. In fact the subject of Design theory and philosophy 
is not taught even at the most prestigious design institutions. People still distinguish 
design education from architecture or civil engineering or even vocational arts and crafts. 
The word design and its culture have never been understood in its truest sense in the 
corridors of power, therefore the tremendous technical potential of a great nation in 
Pakistan has been untapped. Knowing the aptitude of our people who have an amazing 
talent and tradition of arts, crafts and engineering, we were unable to introduce and 



sustain a Poly-technical or craft related vocational training system in the country. (These 
polytechnics existed in the Ayub Khans era but now have almost disappeared) 
 
It is embarrassing to admit that our record in the education sector has been extremely 
poor but more particularly in the scientific and technical side. But all is not lost; there 
have been some good indicators in recent years. For example in recent years Karachi 
University has started a degree course in Industrial design/Product design and Indus 
Valley School of Art and Architecture has started a degree course in Interior design. I 
would like to take this opportunity to propose certain ideas to introduce ‘design 
awareness program’ at various levels; 
My suggestions are; 

1. Nursery Level Design education:  We have in place a reasonable hierarchy of 
primary, secondary and the University level education but there is a big gap on 
the first and formative years of a child, as far as design and his sense of 
visualization is concerned. I would like to see a formal Nursery level education 
system in the country presently absent in the formal/public sector. This is where 
the little kiddies play with shapes, forms, colours, images and mud etc. the basic 
alphabets of Design. This is well taken care of in the developed world where 
Kindergarten and other such pre nursery systems exist. We have a plenty of 
‘bungalow’ schools in our cities emulating the KG systems but only catering to a 
small middle and upper class. Hence majority of the population does not have 
basic design sense. 

2. Design as a subject: I feel that the awareness of the subject design as a 
homogenous, multifaceted philosophy of human development should be 
introduced on a smaller scale in the primary level and taught more fully on the 
senior levels of education at the college and more specialized at the university 
level. 

3. Technical offshoots of design; I feel it is extremely important that some 
revolutionary changes be made on the Poly-technical sector, the arts and crafts 
subjects and the related cottage industries. To rejuvenate it and to popularize it to 
reap a deep rooted creative potential in the lower and middle class of the society. 
To introduce incentives and micro credit to encourage the uneducated and under-
educated majority of the country to become more creative and productive.   

4. Time management courses; we are in dire need of time management courses 
introduced from the primary to the senior levels. Every college should take up a 
compulsory crash course on the subject. Time is one of the fundamental principles 
of design. 

 
I would like to conclude with the following resolutions; 
On the design education front I would like say that we need to go beyond the earlier 
notions of design like form follows function and similar formative concepts. Obviously 
one cannot think about design without thinking about function and aesthetics but it’s 
about time that we add Ethics to the basics of design as a pre requisite. Can we really 
afford to think about the formal characteristics of EPS that destroys our natural 
environment? Products that propagate pollution or deafens us with its noise? By the same 
token can we really talk about functional characteristics of a product that, as it wears or 



corrodes, destroys its own aesthetic merits? The definition of design has to be revised 
from simpler form/function concepts to a more holistic one with a socially responsive 
outcome. And then it has to be presented at large. 
 
On the ethics front I present two view points, one on the macro level and other on a micro 
level. The bigger task seemingly impossible, is to develop a universal or a common good 
‘ethics manifesto’ which can apply to the entire world, all nations on an equitable basis 
and also which can start to make sense to the politicians and their blinkered policy 
makers. This awareness has to be on a global level and has to replace the selective self-
centered ethics and double standards. For example the Proponents of Globalization 
driven by profit seeking corporations have always refused to see this perspective and 
continue with one-track globalization mindset.  
 
Some futurologists are convinced that it is the depleting resources on earth, like water 
and energy that is going to seriously jeopardize our survival. Should we expect some 
more invasions and bloodshed in the name of democracy and justice or can we find new 
ways to avail energy and other resources. Can we design and develop new concepts to tap 
Mothers Natures renewable energies which are free. Therefore a new Renaissance 
movement of all the thinking minds for the world is the need of the hour. This movement 
should expose the curse of Consumerism, World Capitalistic/Corporate Order and the 
resultant Environment, Product and Systems. 

0BIn the words of William McDonough; If we understand that design leads to the 
manifestation of human intention, and if what we make with our hands is to be sacred and 
honor the earth that gives us life, then the things we make must not only rise from the 
ground but return to it, soil to soil, water to water, so everything that is received from the 
earth can be freely given back without causing harm to any living system. This is 
ecology. This is good design. It is of this we must now speak. 
 
On a smaller front let us all join Al-Gore and his contemporaries on an individual basis 
by saving the world in our own capacity, no matter how small. Let us learn to Reduce, 
Reuse and Recycle. Switch to renewable resource of energy. Increase insulation. Let us 
conserve energy by setting an example for our children. Let us use energy efficient light 
bulbs and appliances. Reduce energy for heating or cooling. Buy lead-free petrol for your 
cars. Stop believing that you deserve a big luxury car. Buy a hybrid car or wherever you 
can walk don’t drive. Use car pooling concept with your office colleagues, share a car in 
the family and stop adding cars in the household. Campaign for a mass transit system. Let 
us not be befooled by mega shopping malls and hyper malls and beautifully packed 
products and beautifully presented advertisement to buy and consume. Campaign against 
offending ads and poor products. Ask for green energy, become part of green revolution. 
Do not buy any product if you don’t need it, remember it is trap. 
 
Help stop Global warming; plant trees and a lot of trees.   
 
Don’t be content with your awareness; Put your knowledge into action. 
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