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The Journal:  Thanks for talking with us, Kalle. First off, 
what are your thoughts on the downturn in the economy? 
Does it have a potential silver lining, in that it might make 
people actually consume less?
KL: My feeling is that most of the affluent people of the world 
have been in denial for a long time. And especially the people 
in the United States. They have been living beyond their 
means for a very long time. The whole consumer culture 
has somehow blinded Americans as to the impact that this 
consumption has on the planet. And it seems to me that the 
way they are currently dealing with this crisis is very superfi-
cial. They’re talking about this crisis as being some sort of a 
micro-economic, macro-economic thing that can be fixed by 
changing a few regulations.  
The Journal: A nip and a tuck, and then it will be all right. 
KL: Yeah, so my gut feeling is that the real problem that has 
to be faced is one of chronic over-consumption. The price of 
oil has gone up and people are howling because they’re paying 
four dollars a gallon at the pump. 
	 The underlying problem is that the culture since the 
Second World War has somehow become decadent. I still 
remember my parents, with incredible seriousness, took this 
mortgage and then it took them 25 years to pay it off. And 
what a happy moment it was when they finally paid it off and 
owned the house. Today, we live in an age where neither the 
borrower nor the lender really expects to do their part. Many 
of the borrowers don’t expect to pay it back. They just want 
to have a good time while the good times last. And the lend-
ers, they don’t expect to get their money back either, because 
they package those things into a thousand mortgages and sell it 
off to some bank in Zurich.
	 So our whole sense of entitlement has grown, our sense 
of individuality and this feeling that, yeah, I deserve this SUV, 
and I should be able to buy this new gizmo that just came out.
The Journal: What the media often indicates is that “you’re 
worth it, you deserve it,” all those kind of catch phrases. And 
it’s exacerbated perhaps through such things as YouTube or 
MySpace. Everybody’s their own brand, and essentially the 
universe rotates around you. Time Magazine makes you the 
“Person of the Year.” 
KL: Yeah, our culture has created hyper-individuals, and it 
has become incredibly easy for these hyper-individuals to strut 
their stuff. And so this culture, in my estimation, has become 
decadent.
	 I believe that the real job of designers is to start tinkering 
with that culture. Graphic design is one of the few profes-
sions in the world that actually has the power to set new 
tones, to create new aesthetics and to add subtle medium- 

is-the-message level influences into what they do.  
The Journal: It’s evident in Adbusters that you clearly appreciate 
design. Can you talk a little bit about your own relationship with 
design, how you came to appreciate it, and how you reconcile its 
more commercial aspects with your personal beliefs?
KL: Well, before I started Adbusters almost 20 years ago, I’d 
been a documentary filmmaker for about 15 years. So I was 
visually oriented already. And many of the people who joined 
Adbusters in the early days were photographers or cinematogra-
phers or documentary filmmakers. So right from the start, we 
had a very visual side to the magazine.  
	 A good visual, wow, that hits you right in the gut. You 
don’t even have to think. So instead of writing 2,000 words 
of text, we would come up with a really smart layout idea that 
only used 300 words, but with a layout that communicated 
the message in a very visceral, powerful way.  
	 So, bit by bit, I basically taught myself to be a designer. 
And it’s got to the point now where I still feel a little weird 
about calling myself a designer, but I did art direct a few issues 
of Adbusters, and I’m basically the guy who comes up with the 
first mockup of every issue. 
The Journal: You’re more of a designer than many designers 
in the sense that you’re engaging thought and content into the 
process, which takes a sense of responsibility. It goes beyond 
making things look pretty.  
KL: Yeah, when I talk to some designers, I do get that feeling 
that they try to divorce themselves from the concept side of 
things, from what’s really being said. And then they lay it out 
in all kinds of thrilling ways. And they think that their job is 
just one of being a kind of a packager, and I think that is a 
fundamental mistake that I’m trying to tell designers not to 
make. I think that the real function of a designer is to get what 
they really believe into their work.
The Journal: And that means being engaged in the work.
KL: Engaged in the big issues of our time. Whether it’s global 
warming, or whether it’s the war in Iraq or just some local 
thing that’s happening in your community. Designers should 
be involved in the world. 
The Journal: I think what’s often missing in our culture is 
a sense of social responsibility, which comes down to both 
the individual and to corporations. If you’re a corporation 
and you sell a deadly product that kills a third of the people 
who smoke your product, well, maybe you shouldn’t sell that 
product. And as a consumer, if you’re going to eat lots of junk 
food, don’t blame others when your health takes a turn for the 
worst. 	
	 We’re in a society that likes to blame other people for 
our problems.  

Skin



AIGA 2008 Journal/Buffalo Issue    

39   

Skin



AIGA 2008 Journal/Buffalo Issue    

40   

Skin



AIGA 2008 Journal/Buffalo Issue    

41   

KL: Yeah, yeah. But on the positive side, I think that designers 
are much more aware than they used to be about social issues. 
On the green front, for example, I think designers have really 
embraced this idea that they should use responsible paper and 
weave sustainability into the work that they do.
The Journal:  Yeah, I think it’s true that designers are doing 
more. But it’s interesting. Whenever I read Adbusters, I feel 
like I’m not doing enough. It’s an uncomfortable feeling. Sure 
I’ve picked this battle and that battle, but I’m still driving my 
car all over the place and I still publish a magazine that relies 
on corporate sponsorship. Do you ever feel any sense of guilt 
based on your own actions and how you live?
KL: Yeah, all the time. I mean I’m a walking, talking, post-
modern contradiction like everybody else. I do stuff every day 
that I’m totally ashamed of. You know, I drive into McDon-
ald’s and buy a quick hamburger. I won’t go into my list of 
sins for you, but ... 
The Journal: Please do! (laughter) But the idea is you pick 
your battles... 
KL:  Yes, and nobody’s perfect. 
The Journal: You need to do something and every bit helps. 
I’ve been a vegetarian for a number of years and once in a 
while someone will point out that I’m wearing a leather belt, 
for example. I am, like you say, a contradiction. But I’m try-
ing. It doesn’t have to be all or nothing, you know. You can 
be an imperfect person and still recycle. 
KL:  Yeah, we live in a post-modern era where nobody totally 
understands what’s going on. And we all have to do our very 
best, and to start feeling guilty or depressed about the fact that 
you’re not perfect is kind of stupid. 
	 But I think that it’s important to realize that we’re living 
through a very dangerous moment in human history right 
now. We’re faced with global warming and it looks like it 
may be something that we and future generations may have 
to live with for tens, maybe hundreds, maybe even thousands 
of years. And on a psychological front, we’re into an epidemic 
of mood disorders, anxiety, and depression. And this is a scary 
phenomenon, because we don’t quite know what is causing 
this. And on the political front, we’re living in this never-end-
ing war against terror, which is partially caused by this huge 
imbalance between the rich and the poor people of the world. 
So on an ecological, on a psychological, and on a political 
front, you know, we’re in deep shit.   
The Journal: Yes, we are. 
KL:  And I think it’s important for designers to realize what it 
means to be in this deep shit, and to reflect this deep shit in 
their lives. And in their work.  
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The first 
rule of 
sustainability 
is to align 
with natural 
forces, or at
least not try to 
defy them.
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