Bruce Mau: Pondering ‘Massive Change’

Design has emerged as a powerful global
force, says Canadian design guru Bruce
Mau, placing us at the beginning of “a new
period of human possibility, where all
economies and ecologies are becoming
relational and interconnected.” This is the
premise behind Mau’s exhibition, Massive
Change: The Future of Global Design, which
is taking the design world by storm. Mau
visited the School in November to speak in
the ongoing Rotman Integrative Thinking™
Seminar Series.

The basic idea for the exhibition was
simple, he says. “The Vancouver Art Gallery

design, but the design of the world, says
Mau. “Lester B. Pearson once said that the
20th century would be remembered as ‘an
age when human society dared to think of
the welfare of the whole race as a practical
objective.” We believe the 21st century will
see this idea turned into action, and we see
it as a design objective.”

Mau believes that big, societal decisions
should be part of “a broader discourse.”
Sounding like a textbook integrative thinker,
he says “it’s all about distributed potential —
the image is broken into a million pixels, but

it all fits into a broader mosaic.”

asked us to put together a show about ‘the
future of design’. That seemed too broad at
first, but as we looked around, some very
clear patterns began to emerge.” Among
them was a clear desire to improve the world
through design. “The human race now has
the capacity to do just about any thing; but
with that ability comes a key question: ‘what
should we do?’ This requires a whole new
kind of stewardship of our resources.”
Massive Change is about moving away
from the visual aspects of design, and focus-
ing on design as a capacity to make change
in the world: it’s not about the world of

The Massive Change project organizes
the world into 11 types of ‘design
economies’. For instance, there’s the ‘urban
economy’. “We think of architecture as a
series of single projects, but it’s really a plu-
ral entity” A critique of the singular runs
through the Massive Change project. “Cities
aren’t stand-alone objects — they are part of
an integrated economy.” A second type of
economy is the ‘market economy’. “We
think of ‘the economy’ as always being there
— but it’s a design project, too. Market
‘designers’ decide what’s in it, every day.”
Mau spoke about the estimated $9.3 trillion
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of ‘dead capital’ in the third world. “We
need to work on releasing that. It’s sitting
right underneath the people who live there
— but they need an infrastructure for its reg-
ulation and circulation.”

We have an unprecedented capacity to
plan and produce desired outcomes through
good design, says Mau. “There is no longer
an ‘exterior’ to our economy or our ecology
— nothing has a ‘fence’ around it. It’s all
interrelated.” That, says Mau, is both the
scariest and most exciting thing about
Massive Change.
by Karen Christensen
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