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INTRODUCTION

Steven Heller

The first two volumes of Looking Closer measured two important phenomena: the key concerns of the graphic design field—professional and social—and the level of intellectual rigor evidenced through critical writing from the mid-Eighties through the mid-Nineties. The third volume was then the prequel that addressed these same phenomena from the inception of the field up to when the recent floodgates of critical writing were opened. With these criteria we bring you Looking Closer 4, surveying the development of our critical vocabulary since 1997.

There have been various hot-button issues since then. The First Things First Manifesto 2000 spawned fervent debate over the role of designers as agents of corporate greed and global dominion. In addition, a less vociferous discussion about the designer as “author” or “auteur” captured a segment of interest, inspiring criticism in the design and mainstream presses. Of course, there are also academic discussions balancing form and content and content and aesthetics. And critiques about the nature of criticism itself have been put forth. Yet, despite some very astute and readable commentaries on these and other concerns, the most surprising issue of the past few years is the decline of critical writing on graphic design.

This does not impugn the quality but rather the quantity of good writing. Compared to the late Eighties and early Nineties, an era of prodigious engagement among older and younger generations representing opposing aesthetic and philosophical points of view, the amount of passionate discourse, at least in print, has tapered off considerably. Sure, Internet chat sites and designer newsgroups have increased the amount of unedited musings and ramblings, and design organizations have not shied away from mounting events on controversial themes. Nonetheless, the editors of Looking Closer have found fewer texts published since 1997 in the design press by even some of the most prolific veteran commentators. This does not, however, suggest that the writing collected in Looking Closer 4 is in any way inferior to that of the two earlier contemporary volumes. Included here are some excellent essays by a number of familiar commentators, and some by those who are outside the design orbit, as well as a few gems by newcomers. Yet the makeup of the writers who have appeared in these volumes has definitely changed.

The reason is twofold: While the editors purposely sought writers who were not included in previous volumes of Looking Closer, we were abetted by a genuine paucity of writing by certain known figures. The consistent venues for criticism, such as Print, Eye, Emigre, Communication Arts, and the former AIGA Journal of Graphic Design, are represented here, but the editors also looked to broader design and non-design journals, academic papers, the Internet, and lectures for fresh material. In the end, we had more than enough to fill this volume, but at the same time we concluded that there had been a diminution of critical writing on graphic design, especially in the graphic design magazines, while popular visual culture in general was receiving more attention.

The reader will decide whether or not this is a valid conclusion, but the following are some reasons to support it.

1. SHOCK OF THE ONCE NEW

After a period of charged professional and academic activity from the early- to mid- Nineties, stimulated by the intersecting computer and information revolutions, when old ideas and philosophies were challenged by new schools and movements, now comes the inevitable cooling-down period. The rebellion against modernism’s dictum on the so- called rightness of form, the adaptation of new technological tools—their implications on form and function—and the acceptance of unique linguistic theoretical concepts inspired a torrent of visible and verbal response in the trade press, academic journals, and other zines. Yet now that postmodernism, deconstruction, and grunge are history, the next new thing has yet to emerge, and graphic design’s current evolution has resulted in a new sobriety that has yet to inspire a comparable surge of intellectual excitement.

2. LIMITED DISCOURSE

Years before First Things First Manifesto 2000, designers routinely addressed ethics and social responsibility (in 1986 the AIGA devoted its national conference to this), but without a heartfelt cause or social crisis this theme is often too theoretical and rhetorical. First Things First was an attack on complacency designed to rekindle the “responsibility debate” within the field and was linked to the growing movement against corporate branding presented in Adbusters magazine, which has focused considerable attention on graphic design. Coincidentally, it was also concurrent with the widely covered and decidedly violent protest during the World Trade Organization’s meeting in Seattle, Washington in 1999. As the essays herein attest, FTF certainly did its job in stimulating arguments, but owing to its inherent idealism it curiously polarized the debate, creating a black and white issue. FTF is undeniably the lynchpin in this volume, but arguably it is also a transitory issue in a field that inevitably reconciles itself to the requisites of commerce.

3. INFLATION AND RECESSION

The graphic design press had a remarkable growth spurt in the late-Eighties through mid- Nineties that was proportionate to outside interest in graphic design as a business tool. Generally, design earned greater popular understanding through the rise of newspaper style sections and lifestyle magazines, and graphic design was likewise elevated from a virtually transparent service to a cultural force. But that was during a strong economy. Today, the design press is faltering in terms of advertising, publications have been suspended, and, as a result, the venues for critical writing have returned to trade journalism.

4. NEW PRIORITIES

The business of doing business has supplanted the desire for viable criticism. This does not mean that criticism is entirely shunned, but the old ambivalence about how the design field wants to portray itself and be portrayed by others is a problem. Even in the best of times criticism was something that everyone said they wanted—in theory. Intelligent writing that truly captured the intent of a designer, or imposed a flattering point of view, was fine. But the proverbial, subjective, closer look has never been totally accepted. Hence, without the sincere support of the field, few professional critics have emerged, and some of the better designer-critics have retreated back into their design work.

5. NEW CULTURAL FORCES

Finally, as the spate of big monographs on graphic designers testifies, graphic design is not enough to carry a book, and so it is transforming into a broader discipline that involves everything from print to architecture and much new media in between. As a consequence, critical writing on graphic design will doubtless have to address larger concerns within visual culture to stay relevant.

This is something that the editors have attempted to reflect in the current volume. But implied in this move towards broader cultural criticism are questions about the future of critical writing on graphic design. Is the graphic design sphere wide enough and is our language expansive enough to include the panoply of design disciplines? Will graphic design continue to have enough weight to sustain meaningful criticism within and without the profession? Over the next few years, will the field produce enough objects and stimulate enough interest to make publishing another volume of Looking Closer viable? The editors know that the contents of this book will stimulate the reader to think, discuss and debate. Hopefully it will also inspire the next stage of critical dialogue.


TO THE BARRICADES

 

The Nineties ended with violent assaults on an affluent consumer world by anti-globalists and culture-jammers who held that proliferation of multinational product brands was injurious to the cultural health of every nation. This, however, was not really a new complaint. Decades of forced obsolescence encouraged by business and promoted through advertising led to the birth of the mid-Fifties’ Situationist International, a European movement of radical artists and social critics who took aim at the excesses of an encroaching consumer culture and the artist-designer’s role in its perpetuation. Action was called to protest governments and corporations that prescribed a new and dangerous conformity. In an era of economic growth, the Western world was ostensibly oblivious, but the Situationists nonetheless made an impact. In 1963, as a counterculture emerged throughout Europe and the United States, British graphic designer Ken Garland wrote the First Things First manifesto, calling upon designers to take responsibility for their collective contribution to society replete with unnecessarily wasteful products.

Arguing that the lemming-like following of current trends enabled the shallowest forms of design to be celebrated, First Things First became a rallying point for practitioners who sought to balance profit-making business with profitable social responsibility. That designers could exert any significant influence seemed far-fetched, but FTF was a wakeup call that passivity could no longer be tolerated. Of course, design is a service, and FTF left an imprint on conscience but not on overall production. In fact, despite pockets of supporters, the document itself was virtually forgotten for over three decades until 1999 when, in response to another upsurge in anti-globalism, a revised First Things First manifesto was signed by a younger generation of signatories and published simultaneously in design journals in the United States, England, and Holland, as well as in Adbusters, the watchdog of consumer culture’s immoderation. It became the topic of many design debates, and its moral high-ground tone immediately became a flashpoint for critics who called it hypocritical and adherents who read it as marching orders.

As a statement of principles, FTF 2000 sparked more controversy than any “design issue” since the modern-versus-postmodern style wars of the early Nineties, and it continues to resonate. In this section are published some of the key documents and responses, pro and con, to the manifesto; collectively, they address the dilemma inherent in design as a service and design with a conscience.

Steven Heller

 

FIRST THINGS FIRST MANIFESTO 2000

We, the undersigned, are graphic designers, art directors, and visual communicators who have been raised in a world in which the techniques and apparatus of advertising have persistently been presented to us as the most lucrative, effective, and desirable use of our talents. Many design teachers and mentors promote this belief; the market rewards it; a tide of books and publications reinforces it.

Encouraged in this direction, designers then apply their skill and imagination to sell dog biscuits, designer coffee, diamonds, detergents, hair gel, cigarettes, credit cards, sneakers, butt toners, light beer, and heavy-duty recreational vehicles. Commercial work has always paid the bills, but many graphic designers have now let it become, in large measure, what graphic designers do. This, in turn, is how the world perceives design. The profession’s time and energy are used up manufacturing demand for things that are inessential at best.

Many of us have grown increasingly uncomfortable with this view of design. Designers who devote their efforts primarily to advertising, marketing, and brand development are supporting, and implicitly endorsing, a mental environment so saturated with commercial messages that it is changing the very way citizen-consumers speak, think, feel, respond, and interact. To some extent we are all helping draft a reductive and immeasurably harmful code of public discourse.

There are pursuits more worthy of our problem-solving skills. Unprecedented environmental, social, and cultural crises demand our attention. Many cultural interventions, social marketing campaigns, books, magazines, exhibitions, educational tools, television programs, films, charitable causes, and other information-design projects urgently require our expertise and help.

We propose a reversal of priorities in favor of more useful, lasting, and democratic forms of communication—a mind shift away from product marketing and toward the exploration and production of a new kind of meaning. The scope of debate is shrinking; it must expand. Consumerism is running uncontested; it must be challenged by other perspectives expressed, in part, through the visual languages and resources of design.

In 1964, twenty-two visual communicators signed the original call for our skills to be put to worthwhile use. With the explosive growth of global commercial culture,  their message has only grown more urgent. Today, we renew their manifesto in expectation that no more decades will pass before it is taken to heart.

 
	Jonathan Barnbrook
 	Gert Dumbar
 	Ellen Lupton

 
	Nick Bell
 	Simon Esterson
 	Katherine McCoy

 
	Andrew Blauvelt
 	Vince Frost
 	Armand Mevis

 
	Hans Bockting
 	Ken Garland
 	J. Abbott Miller

 
	Irma Boom
 	Milton Glaser
 	Rick Poynor

 
	Sheila Levrant de Bretteville
 	Jessica Helfand
 	Lucienne Roberts

 
	Max Buinsma
 	Steven Heller
 	Erik Spiekermann

 
	Siân Cook
 	Andrew Howard
 	Jan van Toorn

 
	Linda van Deursen
 	Tibor Kalman
 	Teal Triggs

 
	Chris Dixon
 	Jeffery Keedy
 	Rudy VanderLans

 
	William Drenttel
 	Zuzana Licko
 	Bob Wilkinson




FIRST THINGS FIRST, A BRIEF HISTORY

Rick Poynor

When Ken Garland published his First Things First manifesto in London in 1964, he threw down a challenge to graphic designers and other visual communicators that refuses to go away. As the twenty-first century begins, this brief message, dashed off in the heat of the moment and signed by twenty-one of his colleagues, is more urgent than ever; the situation it lamented incalculably more extreme.

It is no exaggeration to say that designers are engaged in nothing less than the manufacture of contemporary reality. Today, we live and breathe design. Few of the experiences we value at home, at leisure, in the city or the mall are free of its alchemical touch. We have absorbed design so deeply into ourselves that we no longer recognize the myriad ways in which it prompts, cajoles, disturbs and excites us. It’s completely natural. It’s just the way things are.

We imagine that we engage directly with the “content” of the magazine, the TV commercial, the pasta sauce or perfume, but the content is always mediated by design, and it is design that helps direct how we perceive it and how it makes us feel. The brand-meisters and marketing gurus understand this only too well. The product may be little different in real terms from its rivals. What seduces us is its “image.” This image reaches us first as a visual entity—shape, color, picture, type. But if it is to work its effect on us it must become an idea. This is the tremendous power of design.

The original First Things First was written at a time when the British economy was booming. People of all classes were better off than ever before and jobs were easily had. Consumer goods such as TVs, washing machines, fridges, record players and cars, which North Americans were the first to take for granted, were transforming everyday life in the wealthier European nations—and changing consumer expectations forever. Graphic design, too, had emerged from the austerity of the post-war years, when four-color printing was a rarity, and designers could only dream of American clients’ lavish production budgets and visual panache. Young designers were vigorous and optimistic. They organized meetings, debates and exhibitions promoting the value of design. Professional associations were started and many leading figures, still active today, began their careers.

Ken Garland studied design at the Central School of Arts and Crafts in London in the early 1950s and for six years was art editor of Design magazine, official mouthpiece of the Council of Industrial Design. In 1962, he set up his own company, Ken Garland & Associates, and the same year began a fruitful association (a “do-it-for-love consultancy,” as he once put it) with the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. He was a committed campaigner against the bomb, and his “Aldermaston to London Easter 62” poster, with its huge, marching CND symbol, is a classic piece of protest graphics from the period. Always outspoken, in person and in print, he was an active member of the socialist Labour Party.

Garland penned his historic statement on 29 November 1963, during a crowded meeting of the Society of Industrial Artists at London’s Institute of Contemporary Arts. At the end he asked the chairman whether he could read it out. “As I warmed to the task I found I wasn’t so much reading it as declaiming it,” he recalled later; “it had become, we all realized simultaneously, that totally unfashionable device, a Manifesto.” There was prolonged applause and many people volunteered their signatures there and then.

Four hundred copies of First Things First were published in January 1964. Some of the other signatories were well-established figures. Edward Wright, in his early forties and the oldest, taught experimental typography at the Central School; Anthony Froshaug was also a Central typographer of great influence. Others were teachers, students or just starting out as designers. Several were photographers.

The manifesto received immediate backing from an unexpected quarter. One of the signatories passed it to Caroline Wedgwood Benn, wife of the Labour Member of Parliament, Anthony Wedgwood Benn (now Tony Benn). On 24 January, Benn reprinted the manifesto in its entirety in his weekly Guardian newspaper column. “The responsibility for the waste of talent which they have denounced so vehemently is one we must all share,” he wrote. “The evidence for it is all around us in the ugliness with which we have to live. It could so easily be replaced if only we consciously decided as a community to engage some of the skill which now goes into the frills of an affluent society.”

That evening, as a result of the Guardian article, Garland was invited onto a BBC TV news program to read out a section of First Things First and discuss the manifesto. It was subsequently reprinted in Design, the SIA Journal (which built an issue round it), the Royal College of Art magazine Ark and the yearbook Modern Publicity 1964/65, where it was also translated into French and German. This publicity meant that many people, not just in Britain but abroad, heard about and read First Things First. Garland has letters in his files from designers, design teachers and other interested parties as far a field as Australia, the United States and the Netherlands requesting copies, affirming support for the manifesto’s message or inviting him to come and speak about it.

That First Things First struck a nerve is clear. It arrived at a moment when design was taking off as a confident, professionalized activity. The rapid growth of the affluent consumer society meant there were many opportunities for talented visual communicators in advertising, promotion and packaging. The advertising business itself had experienced a so-called creative revolution in New York, and several influential American exponents of the new ideas-based graphic design were working for London agencies in the early 1960s. A sense of glamour and excitement surrounded this well-paid line of work. From the late 1950s onwards, a few skeptical designers began to ask publicly what this nonstop tide of froth had to do with the wider needs and problems of society. To some, it seemed that the awards with which their colleagues liked to flatter themselves attracted and celebrated only the shallowest and most ephemeral forms of design. For Garland and the other concerned signatories of First Things First, design was in danger of forgetting its responsibility to struggle for a better life for all.

The critical distinction drawn by the manifesto was between design as communication (giving people necessary information) and design as persuasion (trying to get them to buy things). In the signatories’ view, a disproportionate amount of designers’ talents and effort was being expended on advertising trivial items, from fizzy water to slimming diets, while “more useful and more lasting” tasks took second place: street signs, books and periodicals, catalogues, instruction manuals, educational aids and so on. The British designer Jock Kinneir (not a signatory) agreed: “Designers oriented in this direction are concerned less with persuasion and more with information, less with income brackets and more with physiology, less with taste and more with efficiency, less with fashion and more with amenity. They are concerned in helping people to find their way, to understand what is required of them, to grasp new processes and to use instruments and machines more easily.”

Some dismissed the manifesto as naïve, but the signatories were absolutely correct in their assessment of the way that design was developing. In the years that followed, similar misgivings were sometimes voiced by other designers, but most preferred to keep their heads down and concentrate on questions of form and craft. Lubricated by design, the juggernaut rolled on. In the gentler, much less invasive commercial climate of the early 1960s, it was still possible to imagine that if a few more designers would only move across to the other side of the vehicle, balance would be restored. In its wording, the manifesto did not acknowledge the extent to which this might, in reality, be a political issue, and Garland himself made a point of explaining that the underlying political and economic system was not being called into question. “We do not,” he wrote, “advocate the abolition of high pressure consumer advertising: this is not feasible.”

But the decision to concentrate one’s efforts as a designer on corporate projects, or advertising, or any other kind of design, is a political choice. “Design is not a neutral value-free process,” argues the American design educator Katherine McCoy, who contends that corporate work of even the most innocuous content is never devoid of political bias. Today, the imbalance identified by First Things First is greater than ever. The vast majority of design projects—and certainly the most lavishly funded and widely disseminated—address corporate needs, a massive overemphasis on the commercial sector of society, which consumes most of graphic designers’ time, skills and creativity. As McCoy points out, this is a decisive vote for economic considerations over other potential concerns, including society’s social, educational, cultural, spiritual and political needs. In other words, it is a political statement in support of the status quo.

Design’s love affair with form to the exclusion of almost everything else lies at the heart of the problem. In the 1990s, advertisers were quick to co-opt the supposedly “radical” graphic and typographic footwork of some of design’s most celebrated and ludicrously self-regarding stars, and these designers, seeing an opportunity to reach national and global audiences, were only too happy to take advertising’s dollar. Design styles lab-tested in youth magazines and obscure music videos became the stuff of sneaker, soft drink and bank ads. Advertising and design are closer today than at any point since the 1960s. For many young designers emerging from design schools, they now appear to be one and the same. Obsessed with how cool an ad looks, rather than with what it is really saying, or the meaning of the context in which it says it, these designers seriously seem to believe that formal innovations alone are somehow able to effect progressive change in the nature and content of the message communicated. Exactly how, no one ever manages to explain.

Meanwhile, in the sensation-hungry design press, in the judging of design competitions, in policy statements from design organizations, in the words of design’s senior figures and spokespeople (on the few occasions they have a chance to address the public) and even in large sections of design education, we learn about very little these days other than the commercial uses of design. It’s rare to hear any strong point of view expressed by most of these sources, beyond the unremarkable news that design really can help to make your business more competitive. When the possibility is tentatively raised that design might have broader purposes, potential and meanings, designers who have grown up in a commercial climate often find this hard to believe. “We have trained a profession,” says McCoy, “that feels political or social concerns are either extraneous to our work or inappropriate.”

The new signatories’ enthusiastic support for Adbusters’s updated First Things First reasserts its continuing validity, and provides a much-needed opportunity to debate these issues before it is too late. What is at stake in contemporary design, the artist and critic Johanna Drucker suggests, is not so much the look or form of design practice as the life and consciousness of the designer (and everybody else, for that matter). She argues that the process of unlocking and exposing the underlying ideological basis of commercial culture boils down to a simple question that we need to ask, and keep on asking: “In whose interest and to what ends? Who gains by this construction of reality, by this representation of this condition as ‘natural’?”

This is the concern of the designer or visual communicator in at least two senses. First, like all of us, as a member of society, as a citizen (a word it would be good to revive), as a punch-drunk viewer on the receiving end of the barrage of commercial images. Second, as someone whose sphere of expertise is that of representation, of two-dimensional appearances, and the construction of reality’s shifting visual surface, interface and expression. If thinking individuals have a responsibility to withstand the proliferating technologies of persuasion, then the designer, as a skilled professional manipulator of those technologies, carries a double responsibility. Even now, at this late hour, in a culture of rampant commodification, with all its blind spots, distortions, pressures, obsessions and craziness, it is possible for visual communicators to discover alternative ways of operating in design.

At root, it’s about democracy. The escalating commercial takeover of everyday life makes democratic resistance more vital than ever.

FIRST THINGS FIRST : NOW MORE THAN EVER

Matt Soar

It is in the nature of manifestos to attempt to speak truth to power; to commit heresies against the prevailing wisdom of the day in the name of a higher public good. Documents such as the Futurist Manifesto and even the Communist Manifesto were written during times when capitalism was not a sure thing, let alone a ubiquitous force in society. So what of First Things First, also a self-described “manifesto” (AIGA Journal 17, no. 2), which has emerged once again with renewed vigor after its British debut in 1964? Rick Poynor, one of the signatories, suggested to me that “it’s very easy for a profession to take its current concerns and obsessions and assumptions for granted; to assume these are natural, that this is the way things are.” Another, Milton Glaser, pointed out that “at the end of every century in human history—not to mention the millennium itself—there’s been this sense that the world is used up, that things have gone wrong, that the wrong people are in power, that it’s time for a fresh vision of reality.” For Glaser, this actually makes matters all the more urgent, particularly in light of what he called an “oppressive” contemporary mood in which “you can do anything to an audience as long as it sells the goods.” So, at the very least, it seems that the First Things First fire has been rekindled in an attempt to set off a debate where none—or not enough—existed before, at least in recent memory. And the enterprise initially got off to an unprecedented start, enjoying initial exposure in six design-oriented journals in Europe and North America and numerous follow-up commentaries, articles and letters to the editor. 

In the revised document, thirty-three of the most familiar names in design (let’s call them the “usual suspects”) together made a public statement about their commitment to social responsibility. In part, they “propose a reversal of priorities in favor of more useful, lasting and democratic forms of communication” through design. This is hardly a profound heresy, however, since First Things First is aimed at the individual consciences of a professional cadre, rather than taking to task the fundamental power structures of the day. So, in this sense at least, its revolutionary language belies the essential modesty of its claims. Reading between the lines, however, we find that social class—a key component in historical struggles for social and political power—is an essential element here, too: the usual suspects might be understood as the “upper class,” or professional elite, perhaps speaking above the heads of, or merely down to, the rank and file. This lower level consists in a “middle class” of designers who make up the bulk of AIGA’s membership and, finally, the “proletariat”: the tens of thousands of anonymous designers whose efforts we implicitly choose to demarcate as uninspired or, worse, uninformed; work that guarantees the rest of us our superior perspective on all things aesthetic. Surely what ultimately matters here is whether the manifesto resonates with these humbler practitioners?

Alex Callinicos has recently described those of us who work in design and advertising as “the children of Marx and Coca-Cola.” The phrase—borrowed from JeanLuc Godard—reflects a belief that, as a cultural group, graphic designers and art directors and copywriters have sensibilities formed by, or inflected with, the radical politics of the 1960s. Callinicos argues that now, for them, “‘resistance” is reduced to the knowing consumption of consumer goods.” (Can any of us look back honestly at our own career choices and distinguish a desire to design from a tantalizing perception of the lifestyle that might go with it?) To be sure, words such as “revolution,” “resistance” and “rebellion” are today far more likely to be found describing computers, perfume or jeans than popular political movements. All told, there is some comfort in knowing that the return of First Things First has not gone unnoticed: at the very least it is evidence that there is still enough critical space available to us to be able to genuinely differentiate between calls for entries and calls to arms. Of course, there will always be fundamental issues about which most designers do actually agree, if only tacitly: for example, who wouldn’t want to be publicly recognized as a socially responsible individual?

Michael Bierut, as partner at Pentagram and president of the AIGA, initially reported that he found the manifesto “intelligently written” and a welcome provocation. However, his sense was that the dominant response “out there” in the first weeks of its appearance had been frustration and alienation: a “that’s-easy-for-them-to-say” kind of response. (Indeed, Bierut subsequently wrote a stinging—and somewhat facetious—attack on the manifesto in Print magazine, although he has recently moderated his position once more.) Another prominent individual suggested that the manifesto’s new architects were being somewhat disingenuous in claiming—surprise!—the moral high ground over advertising. Although Glaser signed only after the manifesto’s “all-or-nothing” language had been toned down, some comments from the field suggest that its polemic still has an absolutist ring to it. Sarah Forbes, creative director of the in-house design department at Ben & Jerry’s in Vermont, welcomed the appearance of First Things First 2000 but balked at its slightly “preachy” tone. Reflecting on her own career choices, she also took the view that those who follow their consciences really “don’t need permission” in order to do the right thing—or, as Glaser puts it, “to do no harm.”

Further afield, students at North Carolina State University, under the tutelage of Professor Austin Lowery, investigated the manifesto’s credentials: part of their task was to chase down all of the signatories to find out exactly what level of practical commitment they have to the values espoused in First Things First. Perhaps, as Bierut and even Lowery’s students suggested, the list of signatories could have been broader and less predictable. Indeed, Lorraine Wild said that inviting everyone to add their signatures would help to stem the creeping sense of alienation that may ultimately be the manifesto’s Achilles’ heel. Chris Dixon, who was Adbusters’s art director at the time, responded positively to this suggestion, and soon incorporated a response mechanism into the First Things First feature on the Adbusters Web site (www.adbusters.org).

Aside from dwelling on the manifesto or its venerable messengers, there are those who suggest that we hijack the language of the marketplace itself. For example, Adbusters, which was instrumental in the resurrection of First Things First, advocates in its magazine a form of activism called culture jamming. According to Kalle Lasn, Adbusters’s co-founder and editor, jamming’s lofty aims begin with spoof ads and the creation of social marketing campaigns aimed at “taking the piss out of consumer capitalism.” Furthermore, Lasn is asking designers and ad folk to be the “foot soldiers” in this revolution. But do the boots fit? As for “taking the piss,” cultural critic Mark Crispin Miller (a professor at New York University) has argued that “the system is the ultimate ironist”; further, “in the great contest of ironies, the idealist will always lose out to the nihilist.” Lasn, for his part, has seemed intent on promoting jamming as the only credible way forward, since, for him, “lefties,” “academics” and “feminists” appear to be intellectually and programmatically bankrupt forces. Ultimately, though, using the frothy language of the marketplace to try to incite a genuine revolution might be a foolhardy project indeed. (Then again, perhaps Lasn is right, and the revolution will be art directed.) 

Richard Wilde has been chair of the advertising and design departments at the School of Visual Arts since the early 1970s. As the owner of a design company and a senior vice president at an ad agency, he is also one of those rare individuals: the design/ad man. Wilde was unequivocal in his disdain for the manifesto’s “totally idealistic” and “unmanageable” claims. For him, “virtually any product is unethical” if one scrutinizes it hard enough. Further, Wilde found it significant that it is ad people—not designers—who contribute millions of dollars in time and resources annually to create public service messages. And why wouldn’t ad people object to the manifesto’s clarion call, since advertising is surely the implicit enemy here? Why not take a real risk and have a combined AIGA and Art Directors Club conference? Wilde is in fact a board member of both organizations and thought the idea had merit.

At the very least, designers should perhaps work to address their many audiences as citizens rather than mere consumers. For example, as Jessica Helfand has argued so forcefully with respect to new media, this means recognizing audiences as people rather than “eyeballs.” The former are (potentially, at least) participants in the democratic process; the latter merely a notional function of market economics. Miller suggests that the best answer lies in providing the population at large with the information and options that are theirs by right—and which are systematically lost or distorted in the fluff and clutter of our mega-corporate entertainment state. Surely this is a task at which all designers can excel—and do so with moral and ethical certitude—even if, as we all know, speaking truth to power doesn’t generally pay the bills.

Contradictions are a necessary part of the human condition: from time to time we are all faced with dilemmas about which clients to work for, which to drop, and where to draw the line. Milton Glaser maintains that it is exceedingly difficult to spend a lifetime in the business “without having sinned”: “the question is how to balance the reality of professional life” with “one’s desire not to cause harm.” First Things First, at its core, simply asks that we check in with our ethical and moral selves before making new decisions—rather than going ahead anyway, in the hope that our consciences won’t connect up the dots. (It may also alleviate the resigned thought that goes something like: “Hell, I might as well work with this client, because if I don’t someone else will.”) At the limit, whether through culture jamming or some other flavor of social activism, the manifesto could offer some of us that final prod we needed begin thinking outside the biggest box of them all.

Since 1999, well over a thousand “visual communicators” have joined the original thirty-three signatories to call into question a “mental environment so saturated with commercial messages that it is changing the very way citizen-consumers speak, think, feel, respond and interact.” If we ever had cause to doubt these words, surely much that has happened since September 11 should serve to underscore the predictive power of the manifesto: the hubris of the government and advertisers in conflating shopping with freedom; the laughable foreign policy initiative of attempting merely to re-brand America; and, the refusal by Michael Powell, the chairman of the FCC, to recognize that the “public interest” is not synonymous with the free market.

First Things First 2000 deserves to be remembered—and sustained—as a visionary initiative on the part of America’s graphic designers. Those who still see it as nothing more than an embarrassingly elitist (and by now anachronistic) screed about dog biscuits and butt toners should take a moment to re-read the remaining 373 well chosen words that help to make the manifesto’s argument so much more vital today than it was even three years ago.

JUST SAY SO …QUIETLY

Monika Parrinder

Towards the end of 1999, when some of us were still clinging to the idea that a complete change in the digits of the calendar might magically constitute a new beginning, a conference was held in Sunderland, England, called “The Creative Summit.” The intention was to provide a vision of the future of “creativity.” John Hegarty of Bartle Bogle Hegarty presented e-commerce as the heart of this future and only stopped to draw breath from trumpeting its promise when a member of the audience dared to question its wider impact on society.

A more uneasy view of the future came from a graphic design perspective. Ralph Ardill, head of marketing at Imagination, offered a dystopian vision of a “brandscape” of information overload. If Ardill’s proposal left our minds in self-examination mode, then Michael Wolff of The Forth Room (his new company) led us into crisis. Wolff ’s lecture followed a moving session by Roger Graef, the documentary maker. Graef had lost his voice, forcing the audience to lean forward and concentrate hard to hear his harrowing, whispered accounts of human suffering. Following this, Wolff launched into a humorous tale about the brands we all encounter in our daily routines. Within a few minutes, he began to falter and ditched the script, ad-libbing for a while, but increasingly uncomfortable. In the end he stopped talking, apologized first for stopping, and then for having started at all. He explained that it seemed excruciatingly, embarrassingly trivial to be talking about brands in the wake of Graef ’s lecture. Wolff left the stage. Silence ensued.

Now that the year 2000 is here, we know that it is really not that much different from last year. The future still needs to be shaped, and creativity may not be enough. And it does not go without saying that creativity produces good things. In retrospect, and in the light of the recent First Things First Manifesto 2000 the importance of the conference and its performances have become clearer. In Wolff ’s personal moment of crisis, he was expressing a sentiment felt by many designers—free-spirited creatives—on an international scale.

Yet from the arguments and counter-arguments that have filled the letters pages of several international design journals in the wake of the manifesto’s re-issue, it appears that the main criticism is that the First Things First Manifesto 2000 locks its supporters to an idealism that is impossible and impractical to live up to on an everyday scale.

“Consumerism is running uncontested,” states the manifesto; “it must be challenged by other perspectives expressed, in part, through the visual languages and resources of design.” The crux is that graphic design needs to get its priorities straight in the face of “unprecedented environmental, social, and cultural crises [that] demand our attention,” advocating “a mind shift away from product marketing and towards the exploration and production of a new kind of meaning.”

I stress the words “mind shift” because it is this word that seems to be at the heart of the confusion. From the correspondence, both heated and thoughtful, that has spread from Eye and Emigre to Design Week and Graphis, it appears that many designers are unclear whether the manifesto simply wishes to effect an “awakening of conscience” or whether they advocate a wholesale rejection of commercial work. The manifesto suggests that the challenge to consumerism should be made by drowning it out, or belittling it by placing importance on other spheres. Challenge within advertising, marketing or brand development does not appear to be of interest, for the manifesto berates these designers for “implicitly endorsing” the saturation of the mental environment with commercial messages. Some designers disagree with the broadly leftist, liberal position of the manifesto—temperamentally in agreement, but unable to square instinctive idealism with the need to earn a living. FTF2000 provokes questions but doesn’t supply tangible solutions.

This “stalemate” need not get in the way at all. The re-issue of the manifesto is timely and inspiring but ultimately reductionist in the way it sets up socially responsible work as something separate—something in opposition to the commercial sphere of graphic design. The corporate network of capitalist culture is hard to characterize in a unified way and therefore difficult to oppose. Not all corporate work is trivial or in the business of flogging us with things we do not want. Many of the less commercial, more socially useful organizations and media are still bound up in bureaucratic power structures that invariably depend upon consumer goods to function. And even someone who decides to jack in a job promoting deodorant to work for a good cause may go home to a beer and “inessential” products such as sneakers and detergents. The manifesto admits that we all play a part in fueling the consumer economy, but does not recognize that there is no simple, unified system which one can legitimately set up as a “bad thing” and therefore clearly oppose or defect from to a “worthy thing.”

Michel Foucault’s investigations of the ways in which power operates in society tell us that power does not flow in one direction and simply oppress its subjects in a negative way. Power, which can be positive or negative, is everywhere, and if power is everywhere it can be addressed and disrupted everywhere. The fact that we are involved in the power structures we oppose does not negate opposition—it refocuses it. In each scenario, the individual needs to understand how power acts and through which methods. Rather than making individual voices feel lost in the mire, this empowers them because it means they can draw upon their own knowledge and intervene on their own terms, on their own ground.

So rather than having to dump the day job, or even stay in the job and say “no” to the client, designers can challenge the current “reductive and immeasurably harmful code of public discourse” from their position as mediators for commercial clients. To do this we need to understand the specific cultural contexts in which we work and our effect as mediators in their process.

In an article in Zed magazine that explored “Design, Intervention and the Situationist Approach,” Russell Bestley suggests that designers do have some degree of control over the images they produce. Writing in 1996, he predicts what seems to be FTF2000’s Achilles’ heel: he points out the danger of debates about intervention getting side-tracked into discussions about “issues” or “responsibility,” which usually result in the objectives of political affiliation (usually leftist or liberal) of the designer being fore-grounded at the expense of the act of intervening. He discusses intervention in relation to “a personal political or ideological standpoint,” which he says can take place not only through overtly social or political work but through corporate work, too. In agreeing with Bestley, I would like to add to his position by advocating that the kind of challenge to consumerism advocated by FTF2000 not only requires intervention both inside and outside the corporate sphere, but should also use as a tactic the empowering act of refusal.

Refusal is nothing new, born of the idea that doing nothing, inaction, is a political decision in itself. It draws its lifeblood from the idea that our culture is one of participation, and not participating is one of the most subversive and disturbing things you can do. Apathy, which is the response of many to the contemporary hyper-production of meaning, is often decried as symptomatic of its triumph. In the book In the Shadow of the Silent Majorities, Jean Baudrillard argues that apathy is the solution of the masses to their colonization. Having been surveyed, categorized and targeted endlessly, their response is to refuse to answer at all. He suggests that apathetic silence is their absolute weapon, because it is a problem for no one but those in power.

Baudrillard may have a point, but refusal is most effective when it is deliberate and intentional. Knowing when to stop, and deliberately doing so, is invaluable, and very different from what might be construed as despair. In this light we can readdress the despair that seemed to loom over “The Creative Summit.” In his dignified exit from the stage and the silence that ensured, Michael Wolff offered us a partial but practical solution to the “crisis” in graphic design. Silence is a particularly apt tactic for a culture only too aware of what it likes to call information overload. The usual “designer response” is either to create design which attempts to make sense of information overload, or to create design that attempts to block it out by delivering “experiences” not information. A better option might be just to shut up for a bit.

On the flipside of silence we have a sort of active, loud non-participation: saying NO. Graphic designers are constantly surrounded by people who see the rather vague concept of “some graphics” as being the solution to every empty bit of wall and space in people’s brains that they spot: “Empty space, mmm … perhaps we could do some graphic panels… .” Sometimes the solution might be to say: “But why? I don’t think it needs that at all.” The problem is not that this kind of graphic design is inessential or trivial (for who doesn’t need trivia at times?) but that sometimes it is just so pointless—there for no other reason than that the budget or space can accommodate it.

And there lies the root of why our priorities so often get distorted. Because graphic design so often operates in the money-rich commercial sphere, the importance of many aspects of it become mistakenly index-linked to the budget it wields. Sometimes it takes moments of clarity, which arise in situations where issues about branding and marketing have to stand on the same podium as issues of human suffering and justify themselves, to get our priorities straight. In addition to considered intervention, silence and refusal are important because they challenge rampant consumerism without adding to it. They are empowering because anyone can use these tactics within their own experiences without having to shift elsewhere. Sometimes less is more. Sometimes silence is … sssshhh.

CAN DESIGNERS SAVE THE WORLD?
( AND SHOULD THEY TRY ? )

Nico Macdonald

Late in May [in 2001] over four hundred of the great and the good from in and around the design world came together in Westminster at Church House, traditional meeting place of Church of England bishops, to discuss the role of design in society and listen to the High Priestess of anti-branding herself, Naomi Klein. This was the most high-profile discussion of this theme in over a decade. With Richard Seymour (of Seymour Powell fame) and Mark Leonard (onetime Demos-ite, author of Britain TM and New Labour favorite) at the helm, and the Business section behind it, expectations for “SuperHumanism” could hardly have been greater.1

Designers are clearly more self-conscious about their social role today than they have been at any time in the last twenty years, yet the lack of substance of the critics who have come to the fore, and the issues on which they have chosen to take a stand, reflect a political agenda that is set elsewhere. There are many areas of life in which designers can make a real difference, but we need to look first at why they are taking themselves so seriously in the naughties.

This self-consciousness among designers mirrors the increasing depoliticization of society, although it is driven by many of the same forces: primarily the end of ideology and the rise of individual politics. Most people are understandably frustrated by the disjuncture between presentation and reality in politics, and more broadly in commerce, and many—including designers—have taken to questioning authority more, as those who represent it have appeared less confident about their position. The current defensiveness of corporations was captured in an advertising campaign earlier this year by the Lattice Group, one of the successor companies to energy behemoth British Gas and a sponsor of the Royal College of Art degree show. “We do need to benefit all our stakeholders,” it stated sheepishly, “so while we operate safely and economically … we also make a profit.”

There is also a sense of impotence, a result of the lack of apparent forces for change in society. This is a point that graphic designer Alex Cameron expresses well in the anthology Becoming Designers. “Ethical design in some sense is a response to a sense of political powerlessness: designers are urged to get off the fence and act.”2

A greater awareness of the world around design—politics, business, economics, science and technology—can only be a good thing, but the reality of the new design ethics shouldn’t be taken at face value.

There are a number of themes that have become the focus for the discussion of design in society, all of which draw from wider discussions.

The idea that “consumerism is running uncontested” was a key assertion in the reissued First Things First Manifesto—20003 (originally penned by British design luminary Ken Garland in 1964)4 and chimes with concerns about the role of designers in helping companies that simply want to push more products on us by “manufacturing demand for things that are inessential at best.” The flip side of these concerns is that design is not being put to useful social ends, a point made by First Things First—2000 as it chided the application of designers’ time to selling sport utility vehicles, butt toners and dog food.

A broader challenge is leveled at advertising and branding, which, it is claimed, are co-opting and remaking our culture and blurring the distinction between public and private. This is of course one of the critiques found in No Logo (2000) and was reinforced at the “SuperHumanism” conference 2001 where pensioner terrible Neville Brody claimed that the effects of brands on consumers “takes away their self respect.”

Then at the macro level considerable concern has been exercised about the environment and sustainability, and the role design can play in creating products that are environmentally friendly and in discouraging waste.

While the design debate draws on concerns in wider society it has also adopted the “many Noes but not one Yes” approach that Klein has endorsed,5 essentially becoming one big umbrella for the smorgasbord of dissatisfactions. Theodore Zeldin wryly applauded some “jolly good complaining” from the speakers who preceded him at “SuperHumanism,” though his remark that “we have done this since the beginning of time” missed the point that in the past complaining usually expressed a desire for social improvement, not social restraint, and was allied with a force that could do something about it.

Dan Wieden, co-founder of Nike agency-of-record Wieden & Kennedy, 
noted this lack of focus at “SuperHumanism,” asking whether “we are trying to save the world for capitalism, socialism, technology, or ourselves?”

The lack of focus for discussion is very telling. The end of any substantial social conflict has made it very easy to be a critic and to be against any and everything. Being anti-capitalist or anti-globalization these days sounds radical, but in an age when George Soros is one of the more articulate critics of capitalism, and the police treat anti-capitalist protestors with kid gloves, it seems to have rather lost its edge. (Genoa may have been an exception here, but anti-capitalists anywhere in Europe in the 1930s, or even the 1980s, received a good deal more beatings and shootings than their economy-class namesakes will ever experience.)

The disconnection between holding a view and acting on it means that most politics in designland is simply posturing, as ideas never have to be tested and justified in the real world. Neville Brody berated the audience at “SuperHumanism” about the evils of the world for forty-five minutes, but his opinions had no consequences by which he might be held to account. (One delegate commented that she had “heard it all before,” and two exclaimed, “Why doesn’t he just go and do something about it?” while another described the talk as a “PC string of stock images and stock phrases.”)

So much of what passes for politics in the design world is really a discussion of tactics, and so much the more boring for it. The key issues—global warming, consumerism, sustainability, equality, restriction of choice—remain unsullied by debate as our self-appointed, and self-righteous, spokespeople don’t consider that anyone might disagree with the received wisdom, treating doubters much as the Catholic Church in the Middle Ages treated anyone questioning the existence of God.

In reality the debate about global warming is far from settled, but the only discussion we are treated to is “what should we do about it,” while the interesting debate about our relationship to the environment is considered superfluous. The obligatory use of “dramatic” statistics about the environment out of context and without reference is just the most insulting aspect of views that have no coherent foundation and only a shaky understanding of science. (And is there any discussion of how design might be used to address global warming if it really is a problem? The silence is deafening.)

This self-righteous attitude to debate extends to designers’ ultimate clients, the real people who drive 4X4s and keep pet dogs (during those moments they aren’t working, engaging with the world and being creative). Brody proudly claimed of his company that “we won’t work for petrol companies,6 cigarette companies, or drinks companies,” leaving open the question of where he got the right to judge how other people should live their lives or how he manages to remain inured to the terrible influences that he believes the rest of us should be protected from, when in the same speech he constantly referred to the need to respect people.7 (His respect for the audience can be judged by his decision to run over his allotted slot and reduce the already limited time for discussion.)

Brody’s attitude is akin to the middle-class terrorists who came to prominence in Germany and the United States in the 1970s to liberate the oppressed and exploited while refraining from actually engaging in a debate about the beliefs they held with such certainty. As Pentagram partner Michael Bierut commented in a critique of First Things First in I.D. magazine in spring 2000, “Its vision of consumer capitalism is a stark one: Human beings have little or no critical faculties. They embrace the products of Disney, GM, Calvin Klein and Philip Morris not because they like them or because the products have any intrinsic merit, but because designer puppetmasters have hypnotized them with things like colors and typefaces.”8

For designers to make a difference in broader political activity they would have to have a core of common interests that in fact doesn’t exist. Being a designer doesn’t pre-dispose you to having the same outlook on society in the way that historic social movements did. Designers are a diverse population and are individually oriented towards their clients; all they have in common is their skills and their professionalism. Expressing political views in design work that are beyond, or even contradictory to, the client brief simply makes for bad design work, however well intended the action.

In an odd way the ethical design movement over- and under-estimates the power of design. It over-estimates the power of design and advertising to influence people (most of whom can deconstruct an ad more effectively than their grandparents could take apart a Ford engine), but in concentrating on its message, rather than the best way to get it across, it doesn’t treat the craft of design seriously enough. Alex Cameron notes that in this low view of humanity, “On the one hand people are [considered to be] sheep who will believe what they are shown and, on the other, not intelligent enough to warrant someone who concentrates his skills and effort in the process of effectively getting ideas across.”

This isn’t to say that designers shouldn’t be political as people. However, we should be aware that effective political discussion is a battle of ideas, not tactics; aware that it is underpinned by theory and rhetoric, which is informed by, and contextualizes, facts; that while we may feel strongly about issues, emotion can’t substitute for a well- considered argument. We should also be aware that as designers we can indeed make a great difference to the world by building on what we know how to do already.

Key skills in the design process include being able to conceptualize and weigh up a multi-dimensional problem, consider scenarios of use, think laterally and creatively, evaluate ideas and communicate effectively. As society’s needs become more sophisticated, people want to do and achieve more and a larger population has access to more of society’s resources, designerly thinking will become even more important as a skill for anticipating and working through problems and opportunities.

Secondly, design has at its core the concept of human agency: the idea that nothing in the external world is a given, and the problems we experience (sometimes unknowingly) and the opportunities we see are often design challenges waiting to be addressed. This is a key concept missing from social life and one that designers effectively propagate in their work.

Thirdly, for designers to be more effective at ensuring that their skills are applied to products that actually make a difference to people’s lives they would do well do understand better the world around us, from a political, business, social trends, economic and technological perspective. Design, being a discipline that orients itself around the experience of the user, is uniquely positioned to mediate between all the parties in product development, and bringing a wider understanding of the world would help designers understand the interests of each group in this process more acutely.

To achieve this, we need to take users seriously and not impose our perceptions, values or prejudices on them, and treat them as robust individuals needing effective and satisfying design solutions, while critically assessing what they tell us. As Malcolm Garrett—speaking at “SuperHumanism”—put it, we should “use our intelligence as designers so that people can use theirs.” (“SuperHumanism” was notable for its lack of discussion of design, design process, or clients, which was remarkable considering Richard Seymour’s admirable track record in effective communication on all these subjects. Irene McAra-McWilliam, the recently appointed head of Computer Related Design at the RCA, was the notable exception,9 while Garrett addressed some of these themes but described a model of design development one rung above technology-push.) 

To be more effective we should also consider improving the relationship we will have with our clients (and our collaborators) in the product development process. If we can apply some good design thinking to the experience clients have working with designers, we can guarantee that our insights will be taken more seriously, and real people will benefit at the end of the day.

As products, services and businesses become indistinguishable, one of the great challenges for design is to apply its processes and methods to the design of organizations. This is an area of application that could provide immeasurable value to the rest of us who interact on an hourly basis with increasingly dysfunctional companies and institutions. This idea was hinted at in the promotional material for “SuperHumanism,” but the only speaker who addressed it at the event was Irene McAra-McWilliam, who noted that creatives “design the future of certain technologies, and to an extent the businesses of the future.” Neither should we forget that we still live in a very physical world and that the physical design of spaces where objects are produced and services delivered (offices, factories and the like), rather than consumed, will be of continuing if not greater importance.

In September this year [2001]10 over two thousand designers and design critics will descend on the humid avenues of Washington, D.C., for the American Institute of Graphic Arts’s “Voice” conference,11 to “explore the ways in which designers can use their voices to make a difference to society now and in the future,” and to ask “what kinds of meaningful things they have to say.” The AIGA was in at the start of the current discussion of design ethics with its “Dangerous Ideas” event in the late 1980s. The secular capital is a spiritual world away from Church House but the discussion may be only a confessional apart.

Enough hand-wringing. Let’s put down the rosary beads and pick up our tools.

 

Originally published in New Design, no. 6 (September/October 2001). This essay can also be found at www.spy.co.uk/Articles/NewDesign/Superhumanism.

 

Notes

1. The conference is very well documented on the D&AD Web site  www.dandad.org/content/super

2. Alex Cameron, “‘Ethical Design’: The End of Graphic Design?” in Becoming Designers EDS, edited by Esther Dudley and Stuart Mealing (London: Intellect Books, 2000). This volume can be purchased at www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ISBN=1841500321.

3. “Consumerism is running uncontested and must be challenged through design,” retorts Ken Garland in First Things First.

4. The 1964 publication of First Things First is best documented in Adbusters (adbusters.org/campaigns/first)

5. This approach was also adopted by Ken Garland back at the launch of the original First Things First: “We do not advocate the abolition of high pressure consumer advertising for this is not feasible.”

6. Neville Brody at “SuperHumanism”: There is no clear line on this. But we won’t work for petrol companies, cigarette companies or drinks companies.”

7. “If we are to survive as a species we must recognize the human race as a brand. Embrace respect not power.”

8. Michael Bierut, “A Manifesto with Ten Footnotes,” I.D. 47, no. 2 (March/April 2000): 76–79. http://www. idonline.com/backissues.asp?2000

9. “Find out what the ideal might be and talk engineers into reverse-engineering it down today. First implementation is just the first step.”

10. Editors’ note: Owing to the events of September 11, the conference was postponed until March 2002.

11. See voice.aiga.org

THE PEOPLE V. THE CORPORATE COOL MACHINE

Kalle Lasn

Has the Wild Human Spirit Been Tamed? Is an Oppositional Culture Still Possible?

Can We Launch Another Revolution?

 

The next revolution—World War III— will be waged inside your head. It will be, as Marshall McLuhan predicted, a guerrilla information war fought not in the sky or on the streets, not in the forests or around international fishing boundaries on the high seas, but in newspapers and magazines, on the radio, TV and in cyberspace. It will be a dirty, no-holds-barred propaganda war of competing world views and alternative visions of the future. We culture jammers can win this battle for ourselves and for planet Earth. Here’s how. We build our own meme factory, put out a better product and beat the corporations at their own game. We identify the macromemes and the metamemes—the core ideas without which a sustainable future is unthinkable—and deploy them. Here are the five most potent metamemes in the culture jammers arsenal:

 

•  True Cost: In the global marketplace of the future, the price of every product will tell the ecological truth.

•  Demarketing: It’s time to unsell the product and turn the incredible power of marketing against itself.

•  The Doomsday Meme: The global economy is a doomsday machine that must be stopped and reprogrammed.

•  No Corporate “I”: Corporations are not legal “persons” with constitutional rights and freedoms of their own, but legal fictions that we ourselves created and must control.

•  Media Carta: Every human being has the “right to communicate”—to receive and impart information through any media.

Meme warfare—not race, gender or class warfare—will drive the next revolution.

Only the vigilant can maintain their liberties, and only those who are constantly and intelligently on the spot can hope to govern themselves effectively by democratic procedures. A society, most of whose members spend a great deal of their time not on the spot, not here and now in the calculable future, but somewhere else, in the irrelevant other worlds of sport and soap opera, of mythology and metaphysical fantasy, will find it hard to resist the encroachments of those who would manipulate and control it.

Aldous Huxley was on the spot in the foreword of his revised 1946 edition of Brave New World—which, perhaps more than any other work of twentieth-century fiction, predicted the psychological climate of our wired age. There’s a clear parallel between “soma”—the pleasure drug issued to citizens of BNW—and the mass media as we know it today. Both keep the hordes tranquilized and pacified, and maintain the social order. Both chase out reason in favor of entertainment and disjointed thought. Both encourage uniformity of behavior. Both devalue the past in favor of sensory pleasures now. Residents of Huxley’s realm willingly participate in their manipulation. They happily take soma. They’re in the loop and, by God, they love it. The pursuit of happiness becomes its own end—there’s endless consumption, free sex and perfect mood management. People believe they live in Utopia. Only you, the reader (and a couple of “imperfect” characters in the book who somehow ended up with real personalities), know it’s Dystopia. It’s a hell that can only be recognized by those outside the system. Our own dystopia, too, can only be detected from the outside—by “outsiders” who did not watch too much TV when they were young; who read a few good books and then, perhaps, had a Satori-like awakening while hiking through Mexico or India; who by some lucky twist of fate were not seduced by The Dream and recruited into the consumer cult of the insatiables. Although most of us are still stuck in the cult, our taste for soma is souring. Through the haze of manufactured happiness, we’re realizing that our only escape is to stop the flow of soma, to break the global communication cartel’s monopoly on the production of meaning.

Next time you’re in a particularly soul-searching mood, ask yourself these simple questions: What would it take for me to make a spontaneous, radical gesture in support of something I believe in? Do I believe in anything strongly enough? What would it take for me to say, this may not be nice, it may not be considerate, it may not even be rational—but damn it, I’m going to do it anyway because it feels right? Direct action is a proclamation of personal independence. It happens, for the first time, at the intersection of your self-consciousness and your tolerance for being screwed over. You act. You thrust yourself forward and intervene. And then you hang loose and deal with whatever comes. Once you start relating to the world as an empowered human being instead of a hapless consumer drone, something remarkable happens. Your cynicism dissolves. Your interior world is suddenly vivid. You’re like my cat on the prowl: alive, alert and still a little wild. Guy Debord, the leader of the Situationist movement, said, “Revolution is not showing life to people, but making them live.” This desire to be free and unfettered is hard-wired into each one of us. It’s a drive almost as strong as sex or hunger, an irresistible force that, once harnessed, is almost impossible to stop. With that irresistible force on our side, we will strike. We will strike by smashing the postmodern hall of mirrors and redefining what it means to be alive. We will reframe the battle in the grandest terms. The old political battles that have consumed humankind during most of the twentieth century—black versus white, Left versus Right, male versus female—will fade into the background. The only battle still worth fighting and winning, the only one that can set us free, is The People v. The Corporate Cool Machine.

First we kill all the economists (figuratively speaking). We prove that despite the almost religious deference society extends to them, they are not untouchable. We launch a global media campaign to discredit them. We show how their economic models are fundamentally flawed, how their “scientifically” managed cycles of “growth” and “progress” are wiping out the natural world. We reveal their science as a dangerous pseudo-science. We ridicule them on TV. We pop up in unexpected places like the local business news, on commercial breaks during the midnight movie, and randomly on national prime-time. At the same time, we lay a trap for the G-8 leaders. Our campaign paints them as Lear-like figures, deluded kings unaware of the damage their deepening madness is doing. We demand to know why the issue of over consumption in the First World is not even on their agenda. In the weeks leading up to their yearly summit meetings, we buy TV spots on stations around the world that ask, “Is Economic Progress Killing the Planet?” Bit by bit we maneuver the leaders into a position where suddenly, in a worldwide press conference, they are forced to respond to a question like this: “Mr. President, how do you measure economic progress? How do you tell if the economy is robust or sick?” Then we wait for them to give some pat answer about rising GDP. And that will be the decisive moment. We will have given our leaders a simple pop quiz and they will have flunked. This escalating war of nerves with the heads of state is the top jaw of our strategic pincer. The bottom jaw of the pincer is the work that goes on at a grassroots level, where neoclassical dogma is still being propagated every day. Within university economics departments worldwide, a wholesale mind shift is about to take place. The tenured professors who run those departments, the keepers of the neoclassical flame, are as proud and stubborn as high-alpine goats, and they don’t take well to being challenged. But challenge them we must, fiercely and with the conviction that we are right and they are wrong. At critical times throughout history, university students have sparked massive protests, called their leaders on their lies and steered nations in brave new directions. It happened on campuses around the world in the 1960s, and more recently in Korea, China and Indonesia. Now we have reached another critical historical moment. Are the students up to it? Can they chase the old goats out of power? Will they be able to catalyze a paradigm shift in the science of economics and jam the doomsday machine?

A corporation has no soul, no morals. It cannot feel love or pain or remorse. You cannot argue with it. A corporation is nothing but a process—an efficient way of generating revenue. We demonize corporations for their unwavering pursuit of growth, power and wealth. Yet let’s face it: they are simply carrying out genetic orders. This is exactly what corporations were designed—by us—to do. Trying to rehabilitate a corporation, urging it to behave responsibly, is a fool’s game. The only way to change the behavior of a corporation is to recode it; rewrite its charter; reprogram it. In 1886, the U.S. Supreme Court brought down a decision that changed the course of American history. In Santa Clara County v. Southern Pacific Railroad, a dispute over a railbed route, the judge ruled that a private corporation was a “natural person”  under the U.S. Constitution and therefore entitled to protection under the Bill of Rights. The judgment was one of the great legal blunders of the century. Sixty years after it was inked, Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas said of Santa Clara that it ?could not be supported by history, logic, or reason.” With Santa Clara, we granted corporations “personhood” and the same rights and privileges as private citizens. But given their vast financial resources, corporations now had far more rights and powers than any private citizen. In a single legal stroke, the whole intent of the Constitution—that all citizens have one vote and exercise an equal voice in public debates—had been undermined. In 1886, we, the people, lost control of our affairs and sowed the seeds of the Corporate State we now live in. There is only one way to regain control. We must challenge the corporate “I” in the courts and ultimately reverse Santa Clara. It will be a long and vicious battle for the soul of America. Will the people or the corporations prevail? In the next century, will we live and work on Planet Earth or Planet Inc.? The critical task will be for each of us to relearn how to think and act as a sovereign citizen. Let’s start by doing something so bold it chills the spine of corporate America. Let’s make an example of the biggest corporate criminal in the world. Let’s take on Philip Morris Inc., getting the truth out, applying pressure and never letting up until the State of New York revokes the company’s charter.

This is how the revolution begins: a few people start breaking their old patterns, embracing what they love (and in the process discovering what they hate), daydreaming, questioning, rebelling. What happens naturally then, according to the Situationists, is a groundswell of support for this new way of being, with more and more people empowered to perform new gestures “unencumbered by history.” The new generation, Guy Debord believed, “would leave nothing to chance.” These words still haunt us. The “society of spectacle” the Situationists railed against has triumphed. The American dream has devolved into exactly the kind of vacant obliviousness they talked about—a “have- a-nice-day” kind of happiness that close examination tends to disturb. If you keep up appearances, keep yourself diverted with new acquisitions and constant entertainments, keep yourself pharmacologized and recoil the moment you feel real life seeping in between the cracks, you’ll be all right.

Some dream.

If the old America was about prosperity, maybe the new America will be about spontaneity. The Situationists maintained that ordinary people have all the tools they need for revolution. The only thing missing is a perceptual shift—a tantalizing glimpse of a new way of being—that suddenly brings everything into focus.
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