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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.
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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 '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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Tm awdlking, talking, post-maodern contradiction
like everyioody else. I do stutf every day thatt I'm totally
cisharmed of. You know, I drive into McDonald's cnd
buy a quick hamburger. Nolody's perfect”

—Kalle Lasn
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Cradle 1o Cradle

BOOK REVIEW

INTRODUCTION BY Kevin Grady & Andrew Smiles

In Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make Things, Williom McDonough and Michael
Braungart present a manifesto calling for a new industrial revolution, one that would ren-
der both traditional manufacturing and traditional environmentalism obsolete. It's a much-
lauded clarion call for both business big wigs and environmentalists alike, so we were d little
taken aback upon reading AIGA Book Group member Andrew Child's rather critical review
of the influential tome. (In fact, it's so influential that it's been adopted as government policy
for building in China, which needs to house 400 million more people in the next 12 yedrs.)
Still, Andrew's review brings up some provocdative points, whether or not we agree with all of
them, so we present it to you here. What do you think? Let us know at www.boston. aiga.org/
cradletocradle.

What the authors don’t mention is that ants can also display
We ShOU1d all be mOre the following characteristics:
111<e QDTS * Rigid class and social structure in which most females are

sterile and denied an opportunity to reproduce
* Erosion of diversity of species by decimating arthropods through
BY Andrew Child predation and by causing extinction of native bird species through
the elimination of their food sources (genocide)
* Engagement in systematic starvation of competing
_ colonies by denying them food sources and by stealing
food from their workers
* Dispersion of seeds of invasive plant species, thereby threat-

At least, that’s the impression one gets from reading William ening native plant species

McDonough and Michael Braungart’s book Cradle to Cradle. * Recruitment, training, and deployment of suicide bombers
The authors repeatedly hold up the simple ant as a paragon of equipped with toxic chemical weapons for attacking rivals
ccotopian virtue. Ants, the authors note, safely, and effectively ¢ Interference with plant pollination by successfully competing
handle their own material waste; grow and harvest their own for nectar with ecosystem’s key pollinators and by robbing
tood while nurturing the ecosystem; construct their homes, beehives and predating bees

farms and other “facilities” from truly recyclable materials; create  « Epslavement and cannibalization of the children of compet-
healthy, safe and biodegradable disinfectants and medicines; and ing colonies

maintain healthy soil for the entire planet’s benefit (pg. 79). And that’s really why the book is such a disappointment.
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The authors spend most of the book’s 186 pages selectively
choosing facts that support their point of view, glossing over
real-world trade-offs and exaggerating logical arguments to the
point of absurdity.

Do I really need to worry that the rubber abrading off
my sneakers will give my child cancer when we go out for a
walk after dinner tonight? I don’t think so.

Should I be concerned that “recycling” as it’s practiced
today is really “down-cycling” to lower-quality raw materials
with each cycle? Hmmmm, maybe [ should.

The problem is that the authors make both arguments
in Cradle to Cradle. While I'm inclined to agree with the latter,
the former is just so dubious that it (and similarly extreme
arguments) makes me question everything else in the book.

Which isn’t to say that McDonough and Braungart aren’t
onto something. The fact of the matter is that I actually agree
with most of the underlying principles they espouse. At the
core of their book is the simple suggestion that we should
NOT try to be less bad (reduce, reuse, recycle) and should,
instead, try to be good. We should design our things to be
recycled from the beginning — separating organic, biodegrad-
able “biological cycles” from inorganic “technical cycles” to
avoid cross-contamination of both. This simple concept would
shift the approach of consumer society from one in which
products are disposed (cradle-to-grave) to one in which they
are recycled (hence the title).

The authors offer several examples of simple manufactur-
ing processes in which this could work. While the vision is
enticing, the authors never really address complex manufac-
tured goods. Sure, a shoe could be designed in such a way that
its base components (organic and inorganic) could be recycled
separately. I'm guessing a toaster oven could be, too.

But how about an automobile? Well, maybe. But at what
cost? The authors conveniently skip from shoes to a utopian
vision of environmentalists and industrialists celebrating new
car sales.

Wouldn’t it be wonderful if, rather than bemoaning human industry,

we had reason to champion it? If environmentalists as well as automobile
makers could applaud every time someone exchanged an old car for a new
one, because new cars purified the air and produced drinking water?

Sure that would be nice. I'm willing to go on record as
being pro world peace, too. But, that doesn’t mean either can
or will happen in my lifetime.

If cost effectiveness of the Cradle to Cradle concept is given
serious consideration, a good starting point might be the book
itself. With a jacket price of $27.50 for a 186-page paperback,
it’s well over twice the cost of the typical paperback on my
nightstand. I suspect the reason is that it’s not really made out
of paper. The authors point out that the (rather expensive) book
I’'m holding is a step in the direction they advocate: “the design
of this ... book is to tell a story within the very molecules of its
pages.” (pg. 71) The book, you see, is actually made of plastic.
Polypropylene, to be specific which, in theory, makes it a num-
ber 5 recycling plastic.

While McDonough and Braungart assert that this book
can be recycled, I checked with my town recycling center and
they’re not so interested. A couple of phone calls and a lot of
Googling later, here’s what I was able to determine.

I called the publisher and was told that the book can be
“upcycled”. Works in theory but, in practice, recycling centers
like to recycle containers. Books don’t make them very happy
and are considered contamination, polypropylene or not.

The fact that the book is made of plastic means that if
it isn’t recycled, it will probably end its useful lifecycle in a
landfill where it will take a very, very long time to degrade.

It could, again in theory, be incinerated at high tempera-
tures with the only chemical byproducts being water, carbon
dioxide, and carbon ash. I'm thinking that’s not very likely,
though.

Interestingly, the book’s manufacturer doesn’t pitch
environmental friendliness as much as it does the waterproof
nature of its books. Apparently, the key sales point seems to be
that you can have sex in a hot tub while reading one of these
books without — and this is what makes it unusual — damaging
the book. Really, I'm not making this up. Go to http://www.
melcher.com and read the “About Durabooks” section.

Eco-eftectiveness gimmicks aside, Cradle to Cradle does
close with some very useful suggestions. The last 36 pages,
in particular, outline a process in which ecology, equity, and
economy can be assessed and balanced against one another
within the framework of the design process. Broken into five
stages, the process is simple and could be easily adapted to
print as well as other design media. The book is worth the
read for the last three dozen pages alone. If you choose to skip
the first 150 pages, just say to yourself, “design to recycle” and
you won’t have missed much.

Andrew Child is a freelance photographer and AIGA member. When
he’s not shooting or stepping on ants he participates in AIGA Boston’s
book group, which meets every other month at the Audubon Circle
Restaurant. See the event calendar at http://boston.aiga.org for details.
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AIGA Boston's Book Group
-]

AIGA Boston's Book Group meets in Boston every other month from 7-9 p.am. to discuss
a wide selection of design books and to exchange design- and business-related idecs
and information. The group is run by AIGA members and is made up of 10-15 people.
Books to be discussed at these very casual and friendly gatherings are suggested by the
members of the group, and then voted on and selected.

Some books previously read and discussed include:

Empire: Nozone IX
Edited by Nicholas Blechman

All Access: The Making of Thirty Extraordinary Graphic Designers
By Stefan G. Bucher

Chip Kidd: Book One
By Chip Kidd

A Smile In Mind: Witty Thinking in Graphic Design
By Beryl McAlhone & David Stuart

Inside | Outside: From the Basics to the Practice of Design
By Malcolm Grear

We're always looking for new members. Please join us! For more details on our book group,
visit http://boston.aiga.org.

BoNE Show 2009
I

The planning is already underway for the BoNE Show 2009. Waitch for the Call for Entries
in January. It's a handful of an event to put together and we could sure use your help
with it. If this gets you jumpin, contact us at volunteers@boston.aiga.org.
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Boston AIGA.Org
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Our webteam and advisory board are working smarter (not harder) to evolve our
current website into a walking, talking online design community. (Online communi-
ties require less paper = smaller footprint!)

Meanwhile, Some-
where in a Parallel
Universe. ..

..a parallel AIGA Boston chapter has
just published its own special issue of
The Journal. Pass the sunscreen!
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