Process, Design & Aesthetics

“Everything floats”, according to Greek philosopher Heraclitus (500 B.C.). The condition of the world is an eternal process of becoming, an agon where an ongoing struggle between opposing forces soon leads to balance, soon to conflict. The outcome of the struggle is never decided and the world will never stabilize in any final form.

Whereas this idea of the world as an infinite ongoing process may contradict the belief in creation by God or divine forces, it has been the general principle for most modern, scientific world-views. The British mathematician and philosopher A. N. Whitehead claims – in Process and Reality (1929) – that the world consists of events or happenings rather than solid and permanent objects. The world is Becoming rather than Being. Nothing comes into being once and for all. Objects can only endure insofar as they renew or recreate themselves in an infinite process. 

Whitehead’s philosophy was informed by the insights in the condition of the world brought forward in Einstein’s theory of relativity and Bohr’s quantum physics. This epistemological landslide within science had a tremendous impact on art as well. Until the advent of impressionism (more or less) a work had to meet certain standards and norms defined by the Academy to qualify as art. Modern art meant a breach with these norms, but still it was the single painting, sculpture or novel that was considered the artwork. When Marcel Duchamp exhibited his Fountain - the infamous urinal - in 1917, he both challenged the art institution, its representational system, as well as the concept of art as such. The single work or object – or ready-made – became secondary to the process that produced art. The ethos of modern art is Make it New! (as Ezra Pound put it). Just as the world must renew and recreate itself in an infinite process (according to Whitehead), so must art. The process becomes the primary aspect of art – as it is emphasized in the names of several modern art-movements: Situationism, Fluxus, Conceptual art, happenings, performance and so on. The artworks exhibited in the museums are nothing but leftovers from the process.

The increasing use of computers and digital technology has meant a growing emphasis on process rather than outcome in everyday life. The computer is a tool for processing data and information, not for manufacturing a specific product. This has had an impact on how we conceive life in general as well. Cybernetics has displaced the focus from what machines, technology and organisms produces to how it is produced through processes of information feedback and communication. Process has become the key metaphor for cultural- and social life in the early 21st Century.

The process of secularization that has been going on since the renaissance seems to have led to a loss of a providential or sacred master plot.  – Whereas the sacred master plot suggested some grand design behind creation, the loss of a grand narrative necessitated new modes of explanation and understanding. Darwin, for instance, explained evolution as an infinite process through natural selection rather than according to some grand divine design. Peter Brooks’ influential Reading for the Plot bears the subtitle Design and Intention in Narrative. Brooks suggests, that in lack of a divine master plot, we need a narrative design to give shape and form to the processes that drives evolution, development and history. Frank Kermode has pointed out, that we seem to need a “sense of an ending” to at least temporarily put an end to the ongoing process. We turn to provisional endings to make sense of the contingencies of an apparently unbearable and inconceivable infinite process. We need a design to make infinite processes at least temporarily finite and comprehen
sible.

The paradigmatic shift from a representational mode to a processual one has expanded the meaning of the term ‘design’. As a verb, "to design" refers to the process of instigating and developing a plan for a product, artwork or object. As a noun, "a design" is used for both the final plan or solution (e.g. proposal, drawing, model, description) and the result of implementing that plan (e.g. the object produced, the result of the process). On the other hand, processes have recently also been treated as products of the design, giving new meaning to the term "process design".

The Canadian designer Bruce Mau takes this as the point of departure in his notion of design:  ”It's not about the world of design. It's about the design of the world.” In this understanding of design, we see an emblematic shift from the material (designed) object to the very process creating it. 

In recent years we have witnessed this new concept of design developing within city planning, urban studies, media, space and installation art: As the process has become the work of art itself, new ways of understanding the relation between sender and receiver, input and outcome, product and design emerge. In this respect, producing or processing involves the concept of a preliminary strategic planning, design or circumstantial structure making the very process that is taking place fertile and productive. 

The term facilitation is now used in business management, organizational development and in consensus decision-making and refers to the process of designing and running a successful meeting between various components or participants. Facilitation is a way of establishing the framework for a given process and indicative of a mode of production, different from the one known in modernity and the industrialized society. Furthermore, facilitation is a notion similar to the artist as a mastermind in recent immaterial aesthetics – for instance, performative arts – and to the new role of the artist, not as a producer of art, but a conceptualizer. 

Another relevant term in relation to process is the term planning. As a process is never directed towards a given single outcome, planning, facilitation and design are the notions for obtaining the right circumstances for the process.

Walter Benjamin’s critical notion of the commodity designed as a (never accomplished) promise to fulfil our dreams and longings has now been undertaken by a concept of design understood as the fertile and even visionary framework for something to happen, the unexpected to come forth or bringing unlike materials or components together. 

A particular interesting case is human design. In the cyborg - or cybernetic organism - process meets design. Whereas in the grand design of creation, man was created in the image of God, the cyborg is man re-creating and performing himself in his own image. In a certain sense the cyborg is man improving and rethinking God’s (faulty?) representational design in terms of an indefinitely changing body without organs. Marshall McLuhan spoke of technology as the extension of man (and vice versa: man is an extension of technology). Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari of The Body Without Organs, pointing towards a system of production based on intensities, transformations and change rather than fixed and limited proportions. In this respect evolution has moved beyond natural selection towards technological selection and has led to the evolution of the post-human. The design of the cyborg – the post-human – becomes an interpretation of man created by man. Today, everybody is encouraged by phenomena and social networks like MySpace and Second Life to design their own digital identity in cyberspace – and thereby, in fact, to become cyborgs.

Yet another aspect is social design. Social design focuses on designing systems that join the elements of communication, new product development and the environment. It is argued that no single area of design is, by itself, sufficient to drive sustainable social development. What is needed is a system, that is able to encompass all sorts of production in an open system with multiple, self-adjusting and complementary agents. Accordingly, a growing number of artists use the term ’social design’ to describe their work, though the work is exhibited within the art world. These are artist like FOS and Superflex. They come out of a tradition of social art that can be traced back to the Futurists, the Dadaists and the Situationists.

The term ’social design’ implicates an understanding of a man-made reality, which consequently can only be changed by man. In this view social design is inescapable and omnipotent as reality is created as a result of the sum of all our individual actions. 

Michel Bauwens argues that an egalitarian networking is a new form of relationship that is emerging throughout society, and profoundly transforming the way society and human civilization is organised. His essay on ‘peer to peer’ argues that this new form of non-representational democracy is a crucial ingredient in finding the solutions to current global challenges; as well as a new and progressive ethos representing the highest aspirations of the new generations. The emergence, or expansion, of this specific type of relational dynamic, rests upon the free participation of equipotent partners, engaged in the production of common resources, without recourse to monetary compensation as the key motivating factor, and is therefore not organized according to hierarchical methods of command and control.

With the title Process, Design and Aesthetics we want to continue the work carried out by study circle 4: Technology, Information and Aesthetics. Process and design provides a new approach to aesthetics in the sphere of processual and immaterial production and distribution. Rosi Braidotti has formulated the challenges cultural theory and culture studies faces today, this way:

“Theory today happens ‘in transit’, moving on, passing through, creating connections where things were previously disconnected or seemed unrelated, where there seemed to be ‘nothing to see’. (...) It is therefore crucial to learn how to think about processes and not only concepts. The challenge is in how to represent in-between zones and areas of experience or perception.”

According to the reworking of Foucault's insights by Deleuze and Guattari, there is a clear connection between social organisation and the dominant type of technology. Simple mechanical machines were dominant in the classical period of modernity, the period of sovereignty (18th Century.); thermodynamic systems became dominant in the 19th Century, inaugurating disciplinary societies; finally Deleuze dates the advent of control societies, to the advent of cybernetic machines and computers. Process, Design and Aesthetics seeks to explore this aspect of the evolution of technology.

We want to take up the challenge and investigate how design – in broad sense – can be seen as the constituent for the ‘in-between zones’ of a world in process. Design can in this perspective be seen as the new aesthetic mode corresponding to the ontological shift from representation to creation taking place in the arts and society in the 21st Century as well as in the liberal order unfolding now in what we may call the performance society.

The study circle also wants to contribute to a critique of this new aesthetic order of process, and invites artists, designers, scholars and others to take part in a discussion of the possibility of critique within a system governed by events and processes, rather than experience, argumentation and solid representations.








Literature:
Bauwens; Michel: "Peer to Peer and Human Evolution", http://integralvisioning.org/article.php?story=p2ptheory1 

Bourriaud, Nicolas (1998): Relational Aesthetics, Le Presse du Reel

Bourriaud, Nicolas (2005): Post Production, Lukas & Sternberg

Braidotti, Rosi (2002): Metamorphoses. Towards a Materialist Theory of Becoming, Polity

Brooks, Peter (1984): Reading for the Plot. Design and Intention in Narrative, Vintage Books

De Landa, Manuel (2000): A Thousand Years of Nonlinear History, Swerve Editions

De Landa, Mauel: (2006) A New Philosophy of Society: Assemblage Theory and Social Complexity, Continuum


Deleuze, Gilles & Felix Guattari (1987): A Thousand Plateaus. Capitalism and Schizophrenia, Continuum

Foster, Hal (2002): Design and Crime (and other Diatribes), Verso Books

Hayles, N. Katherine (1999): How We Became Posthuman. Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature and Informatics, The University of Chicago Press

Kermode, Frank (1966): The Sense of an Ending. Studies in the Theory of Fiction, Oxford University Press

Mau, Bruce (2004): Massive Change, Phaidon Press


McLuhan, Marshall (1964): Understanding Media. The Extensions of Man, Routledge

McLuhan, Marshall (1967): The Medium is the MassAge. An Inventory of Effects, Gingko Press

Perniola, Mario (2004): The Sex Appeal of the Inorganic, Continuum

Sennett, Richard (1992): The Conscience of the Eye. The Design and Social Life of Cities, W.W. Norton & Company

Whitehead, Alfred North (1929): Process and Reality, Macmillan


o  -  O  -  o

Since 1996 study circle 4 has presented a wide variety of approaches to the field of aesthetics. With this proposal - Process, Design and Aesthetics - we want to continue the explorations that has been carried out under the headings Modern Visual Aesthetics (1996-1998), Aesthesis - Aesthetics of the Senses (1999-2001), Mediaphilosophy (2002-2004) and Technology, Information and Aesthetics (2005-2007). Today study circle 4 constitutes a broad network throughout Scandinavia. The 2006 winter-symposium at the Design University in Helsinki attracted more Finnish participants. With this proposal we invite designers, architects, urban planners, artists, scholars and everybody else with an interest in the field of process, design and aesthetics.

POSSIBLE THEMES FOR SEMINARS WITHIN THE PROCESS DESIGN & AESTHETICS STUDY CIRCLE

Information and Transformation

Evolution or Processing

The Word becoming Flesh, the Flesh becoming Machine (Designing the Human)

Rethinking the Artwork in the Age of Process and Immaterial Production
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