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What is the relation of design, sustainability, and the everyday? Is 20th Century de-
sign a fundamental cause of the current unsustainability of our societies? Is design 
the key to making our societies more sustainable? What are the scientific, social 
and economic limits of design’s capacity to enable change? What assumptions 
about human being underlie sustainable design? 

This course explores what design can, and cannot do, to enhance the sustainability 
of our societies. The focus in on the materials intensity of society: how much stuff 
we each buy, use and throw away everyday. The course examines the extent to 
which design can be blamed for causing our societies to become so unsustainable, 
not just in terms of the production of consumer goods, but also in terms of the 
habits, expectations and infrastructures embedded in each of those goods. The 
course then investigates the potential and limits of sustainable design, from closed 
loop economies to service systems of shared goods. Whilst designers can be scien-
tifically, economically and historically naïve, they also have an understanding of 
humans as socio-technical practitioners that is crucial to the development of more 
sustainable societies. They also can offer society ways of seeing and so responding 
to ecological impacts that are otherwise missed.  

 
This course will introduce you to: 
• issues of societal materials intensity 
• historical perspectives on modernist production and consumption 
• a range of design for sustainability strategies  
• socio-technical change to everyday practices  
 
The course will involve: 
• lectures and questions 
• readings and discussions 
• workshops and research projects 
• written papers, visualizations and design propositions 
 

 

 

 

 
“If we can design our  
 way into difficulty,  
 we can design our  
 way out...  
 [But] To do things dif- 
 ferently, we must per- 
 ceive things differently” 

 John Thackara  
In the Bubble: Design 

-ing in a Complex World 
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By attending all aspects of this course and completing all tasks successfully, you 
will be able to: 
• discern the models of sustainability informing current sustainable design initia-

tives 
• discern the models of human/built environment relations informing current sus-

tainable design initiatives 
• evaluate the sustainability of everyday lifestyles 
• develop strategies for improving the sustainability of everyday lifestyles 
 

Course Outline 

Week 1 January 25th 
Title  Sustainability is not Permanence but it is Choosing what to Sustain 
Reading Cameron Tonkinwise “I  Sustainability (because Necessity no longer has 

Agency)” Design Philosophy Papers Issue 2, 2011 
Class Activity Commencing My Waste Task, Assigning Readings 
 
Week 2   February 1st   
Title Sustainability is not Nature Conservation but it is Affective Otherness 
Reading Denis Cosgrove “Images and Imagination in 20th Century Environmental-

ism” Environment and Planning A Vol.40 (2008) 
Class Activity Ecological Values Questionnaires, (Non-)Green Logo 
 
Week 3  February 8th  
Title Sustainability is not Organic but it is Imperfection 
Reading Cameron Tonkinwise “Plastics: Everywhere and Nowhere” EcoDesign 

Foundation http://changedesign.org/Resources/EDFPublications/ 
Articles/ArticlesMenuMain.htm 

Class Activity Stories of Product Aging, Stories of Organizing Stuff 
 
 

Week 4  February 15th  
Title Sustainability is not Recycling and Efficiency but it is Industrial Ecologies 
Reading Neil Maycroft “Re-valorizing Rubbish: Some Critical Reflections on 

‘Green’ Product Strategies” Capital & Class No 72, Autumn 2000 
Class Activity Waste Audit Comparison 
 
Week 5  February 22nd   
Title Sustainability is not Life Cycle Assessment but it is the Temporality of Matter 
Reading Eva Heiskanen “Every Product Casts a Shadow: But Can We See it, and 

Can we Act on it?” Environmental Science and Policy, Vol.2 (1996) 
Class Activity  
Assessment Task Hand-in My Waste Assignment 
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Week 6 February 29th   
Title Sustainability is not Pollution Regulation but it is Presencing Externalities 
Reading extract Ulrich Beck Ecological Enlightenment  

New Jersey, New Humanities Press, 1995 
Class Activity Stories of Personal Risk Assessment  
 
Week 7 March 7th  
Title Sustainability is not Climate Neutrality but it is Cosmic Finitude 
Lecturer Cameron 
Reading Rachel Heiman “The Last Days of Low-Density Living: Suburbs and the 

End of Oil” Built Environment Vol.33 No.2 (2007) 
Class Activity 1st Week My Standing Stock Comparison 
Assessment Task Hand-in 3 Reading Summaries 
 
Week 8 March 21st  
Title Sustainability is not Clean Technology but it is Innovative Social Fiction 
Reading  Peder Anker “The Ecological Colonization of Space” Environmental His-

tory, Vol.10, No.2 (Apr., 2005) 
Class Activity Auditing Status-based Consumption 
Assessment Task  
 
Week 9 March 28th  
Title Sustainability is not Efficient Building but it is Changed Comfort & Convenience 
Reading Heather Chappells & Elizabeth Shove “Debating the future of comfort: 

environmental sustainability, energy consumption and the indoor envi-
ronment” Building Research & Information Vol.33 No.1 (2005) 

Class Activity Auditing Label Reading Behavior 
 
 

Week 10 April 4th   
Title Sustainability is not Fostering Sustainable Behavior but it is a Being Social 
Reading Michael Maniates “Individualization: Buy a Bike, Plant a Tree, Save the 

World?” Global Environmental Politics Vol.1 No.3 (2001) 
Class Activity Commencing My Energy and Water Audit 
Assessment Task Hand-in My Stuff Assignment 
 
Week 11 April 11th 
Title Sustainability is not a Postmaterialist Frame but it is New Values  
Reading Tom Crompton et al. Common Cause: The Case for Working with our Cultural 

Values WWF-UK, 2010 
Class Activity 1st Week My Energy and Water Comparison 
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Week 12 April 18th  
Title Sustainability is not Product Life Extension but it is Being Careful 
Reading Peter-Paul Verkeek & Petran Kockelkoren “The Things that Matter” De-

sign Issues Vol.14 No.3 (1998) 
Class Activity Develop campaign for a New School sustainable behavior 
Assessment Task  
 
Week 13 April 25th    
Title Sustainability is not Service Systems but it is Usership  
Reading Oksana Mont “Institutionalizaton of Sustainable Consumption Patterns 

based on Shared Use” Ecological Economics Vol.50 (2004) 
Class Activity Socio-Technical Network Evolution Diagrams for other devices 
 
Week 14 May 2nd   
Title Sustainability is not Local but it is Less Mobile 
Reading Ezio Manzini “Creative Communities, Collaborative Networks and Dis-

tributed Economies” unpublished: http://sustainable-
everyday.net/manzini/?p=9 

Class Activity  
Assessment Task Hand-in My Energy and Water Assignment 
 
Week 15 May 9th   
Title The Sustainability of Excess  
Reading Kiel Moh “Compelling yet Unreliable Theories of Sustainability” Journal 

of Architectural Education Vol.60 No.4 (2007) 
Class Activity   
Assessment Task  
Assessment Task Hand-in 3 Reading Responses 
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Assessment Tasks 

1 My Waste (worth 20% of your overall grade for this course) 
Due to Your Recitation in the Week 5 (the week of February 22nd)   

3-4 pages of graphics and explanation 

A) Calculate your yearly waste amount 
Collect (or photograph before discarding), categorize and count everything you would normally dis-
card from when you are at home, at school, at work, at play or between any of these, for 14 days. If 
you live with others, divide your household waste by the number of people in the house: for example, 
if one milk carton is discarded over the fortnight from your household of 3 people, divide the carton 
into thirds to capture the one third of a cartoon that you are responsible for discarding. When you 
have your 14 day totals for each of your categories of waste, multiply them by 26 to get your annual 
amount of waste. 

How you categorize your waste is up to you and may be done in response to B) following: it could be 
material type (paper, plastic), by primary purpose (food packaging, media [magazines]) or waste sort 
(reusable, compostable), or a combination. 

B) Analyze your wastage 
Reflect on your types and amounts of wastage, particularly in comparison with a classmate’s, and in 
response to the question, ‘What would it take for you to live a zero waste lifestyle?’ Identify opportu-
nities for significantly reducing your annual waste levels, considering behavior change by you, source 
changes by manufacturers, or disposition infrastructures (different ways of collecting and handling 
waste streams).  

You can present your data graphically (photomontages, charts, flow diagrams of origins and/or desti-
nations of waste, etc) in ways that generate insight or are more persuasive than text alone, but avoid 
‘chart junk.’ 

 

2 My Standing Stock (worth 20% of your overall grade for this course) 
Due to Your Recitation in the Week 10 (the week of April  4 th)  

3-4 pages of graphics and explanation 

A) Calculate your current standing stock 
Count (and photograph if possible) the number of household things you own. The categories you 
should use to make sure you do not forget anything are: clothes and accessories; linen; luggage; furni-
ture and furnishings; artworks, objet d’art and memorabilia; music, films and books; electronic de-
vices; whitegoods; kitchenware; sports and leisure equipment. If you live with others, divide house-
hold items that are commonly owned or used by the number of owners or users: for example, you may 
own one third of a couch. 

B) Analyze your standing stock 
Reflect on how much you own (both the number of items and their volume/weight), particularly in 
comparison with a classmate’s, and the riot4austerity pact – to live with only 100 possessions. Making 
references to what you have learnt from the readings and the lectures, identify opportunities for sig-
nificantly reducing your standing stock, considering things you do not need, but also things that you 
need not own but could instead use through systems of sharing such as libraries and Laundromats. 
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3 My Energy and Water (worth 20% of your overall grade for this course) 
Due to Your Recitation in the Week 14 (the week of May 4 th)   

3-4 pages of graphics and explanation 

A) Calculate your current annual energy consumption 
Get access to energy bills (both electricity and gas or heating oil) from different seasons for your 
household, or if you cannot, for a household similar to yours. Determine from those energy bills your 
household’s average annual energy consumption. Divide that amount by the number of residents in 
the household, but factor in different weightings for i) differing numbers or types of energy consum-
ing devices owned and operated by the different residents, ii) differing habits of the different resi-
dents. For example, if one member of your household has access to a window box air-conditioner in 
his or her room, and is home most days during the summer, significantly increase their proportion of 
the overall energy consumption. 

B) Calculate your current annual water consumption 
Measure how much water flows from your showerhead in 10 seconds and then calculate how much 
water you use by multiplying by the duration of your average shower – or measure the capacity of 
your bath. Ascertain how much water is used by your dishwasher or clothes washer if you have one. 
Estimate how much water you use for other purposes (cooking, garden watering), etc. Multiply all 
calculations to get your average annual water consumption (apportioning the water consumption for 
appliances shared by household residents). 

C) Analyze your energy and water consumption 
Reflect on energy and water consumption levels, particularly in comparison with a classmate’s, and in 
terms of Factor 4 or Factor 10 reductions in consumption levels. Examine the energy and water effi-
ciency recommendations that are part of the campaigns of utilities, government agencies and envi-
ronmental organizations. Making references to what you have learnt from the readings and the lec-
tures, identify opportunities for significantly reducing your energy and water consumptions levels, 
considering changes to your everyday practices and designed devices or services that might help you. 

 

Assessment Criteria for Tasks 1-3 
> Thoroughness of personal research (any areas that have been neglected? how detailed has the audit 
been?) 

> Creativity and meaningfulness of the visualization of the audit results (strong visual analogies? clar-
ity or lack of ambiguity in the visualizations?) 

> Thoroughness of the verbal accounts of the differences with peers (well reasoned? self-critical? well 
expressed) 

> Thoroughness of the identification of areas for improvement (has there been a careful reflection on 
all aspects of the assignment? has there been reference to the notions discussed in the readings and 
lectures?) 
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4 Readings Review I (worth 20% of your overall grade for this course) 
Due to Your Recitation in the Week 7 (the week of March 7 th)  

3 x 1 page 

Choose 3 of the readings and write a personal response to each. You personal response should not 
summarize the reading, but instead critically reflect on the argument of the reading and how it is rele-
vant to your life. Your writing should be brief, but clear and well-argued. Opinions should be well-
reasoned and not just stated without substantiation. 

 

5 Readings Review II (worth 20% of your overall grade for this course) 
Due to Your Recitation in the Week 15 (the week of May 14th)  

3 x 1 page 

Choose 3 of the readings and write a personal response to each. You personal response should not 
summarize the reading, but instead critically reflect on the argument of the reading and how it is rele-
vant to your life. Your writing should be brief, but clear and well-argued. Opinions should be well-
reasoned and not just stated without substantiation. 

 

Assessment Criteria for Tasks 4 and 5 
> Ability to identify, and articulate in new ways, the readings’ key arguments 

> Ability to transfer the readings’ arguments to the context of you life (are your personal responses 
sufficiently relevant to the reading?) 

> Strength of reasoning behind judgments about the validity of the reading’s arguments for your per-
sonal life context (are claims substantiated with warranted evidence?) 

> Clarity and succinctness of expression 

 

 


