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Abstract  
Design should not become a consumption behavior neither wasteful objects for rich 

people. Design can be brought to be a motive force for the changing of human society 
and its development. The research of the subject is to study the practice of the informal 
design in Shanghai, which indicates to those impromptu works for improving living 
condition made by common people. The way of solve problems represents a significant 
meaning for the real life. The conception and definition to this sort of creative practice can 
be called “Non-designed Design”, or unprofessional and non-productive design, and its 
spirit is in fact closer to the truth and genuine meaning of design. 
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Non-designed Design Definition  
Non-designed Design refers to an “alternatives” practice without conscious of 

design. Most of practitioners are living at the bottom of urban pyramid. These Shanghai 
common people recreate their life necessities to improve the daily living conditions. 
Limited by the economic resources, they reuse those materials mostly are free of charge 
and easy to be accessed. Non-designed Design practice is a kind of unique creation, and 
it is a process of consciously learning, introducing and reinventing the subliminal invention. 
It is unconventional and distinguished from our “good” professional and productive design. 
This kind of informal design shows common people’s wisdom and adoption to living 
environment. 

A Significance of Non-designed Design Practice 
Non-designed Design is a central driving force pushing forward us to change our 

conception and perception on design. When we inspect current design practice and 
reviewing the value of Non-designed Design practice for life, the meaning on design 
would be adjusted.  

The Background and Introduction of the Study 
In this study, the method of the research is not based on a theoretical study on 

varied literatures, but the phenomena in the reality.  

Non-designed Design practice makes a mockery of our formal design 
(professional design) and the role it has played in society. The study is to question the 
definition of design and practice we have conventionally. The composition of the study 
was aroused by my intuition to “mainstream” of design phenomenon in the world. 

In China, out of instinct, the informal constructive practices for living environment 
are very common and constantly revised as the complex social reasons. At the same time, 
this sort of social behavior has never been interrupted in the history and got respect from 
the formal design practice and authorities. But its importance, extended scale, and the 
meaning in the changing of urbanization throughout of the country have been ignored.  

Non-designed Design holds a gesture against the formal design out of the official 
campaign. In the context of constitutional roughness and partial out-of- control, Non-
designed Design creator rebuilt their environment spontaneously through a bottom-up 
approach. Different from the formal design, the construction of the Non-designed Design 
is random, un-linear and self-organized. Consequently, it is more flexible and adaptive to 
the change of life. Today, the formal design emerges as the service consumed more and 
more by current elite Chinese and those from privileged classes who are capable to pay 
the fee. Therefore, the original significance of design practice has been totally forgotten.           

The Shadows of Contemporary Design 
In today’s changing world where human development is progressing, how does 

design play a significant role? What sort of creative spirit is properly approaching the 
essence of design and its origin? Our conception on design practice should be reviewed 
by answering the following questions and principles:  

Question 1: Where could we see genuine meaningful design in our life today?  
We could not see many, even some we can see but to have them applied in life, it 

would cost too much money and cannot be afforded by common people. In those called 
“formal” or “good” designs, they are mostly with chic shapes, forms, unique presentations 
or in a mass production. They are endless and new artificial objects, which could not be 
used for more than a few years. Because these “chic” stuffs are so easily out of fashion 
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that should be replaced by new designed things. Dose design only work for the 
ornaments of life, stylish artificial objects, novel ideal and goods?  

Question 2: How could design play a real significant role in our society, 
while is rapid changing with wildly new techniques applied and global warming? 

The objectives of design practice are basic and aimed at three targets: First, 
design should lead our living ways, furthermore, design should help to establish a healthy 
living system rather than turn off to good looking things only. Secondly, design certainly 
should solve our varied life problems to enhance our living condition and quality. Thirdly, 
design should turn unfavorable factors into favorable ones for our ways of life and living 
activities.          

Question 3: How could design lead our life and human to a right direction in 
the future?  

This is a very significant aspect for designer. In the design practice when a 
designer is considering the application of design in reality, and reviewing its meaning of 
the result to the human social development in a rational way, doubtlessly design in fact 
will be abused by profitable power.  

What Changed and Changing What? 
In recent years, our living environment have been changing and moving on, and it 

is unbreakable mixed with artificial designed objects and varied air made by human being. 
We cannot escape from the reality. It is always difficult for us to find and meet the 
interactive things in the souls, in the places where we have been and lived. Our bodies 
and mentalities cannot take in these artificial objects that we possess, see, touch and 
smell in our everyday life. To get those non-artificial and lofty things, we have to search 
for either at the bottom of our hearts, or from the ancient items in which have exited for 
several hundred years. What can we do next? How can we change the reality of the life?   

Walking through this rapid changing city, Shanghai is on the way of urbanization 
and modernization with non-introspecting way of the changing. What is the most 
marvelous moment to see the changing? Certainly it is not the scene where those so 
called new “designed” environment and artificial objects.  

Here is the moment when you could sense the real life: the extraordinary human 
strength and wisdom. In Non-designed Design practice, the creations are not recorded 
and the works are imperfect. But the adaptability and flexibility in which those common 
people evolve from their harsh living environment are astonishing. These mostly no-cost 
materials are fully utilized in very smart and amazing ways. We try to depict such ideas by 
our study: the basic impulse to optionally and partially change the realistic world is 
exact the essence of design practice. The spirit of design should be originated from an 
experience on the real life.   

For the above questions on design practice and the significance, we can be 
inspired reexamine the right answers by a study on Non-designed Design, which made in 
the non-design trained people. From their unconscious designed items, we find the 
genuine human creation that deal with the harsh life. Here, the significance of the 
behaviors and practices are more profound than those formal design practices.   

In this document, the recorded samples are from Shanghai in these years, which 
indicate how the masses change used and reused objects for living. The various 
spontaneous of Non-designed Design rooted in the self-care wishes of the masses. Not 
only having no representatives of common interest, they are even repressed and insulted 
by urban administrators and nation controllers. From these creative and imaginative 
things in the works of Non-designed Design, we hope we could objectively present the 
truth by these “masterpieces” that we have seen. To think about man, life, society, nature, 
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and the correlation with each other in Non-designed Design, will do help us realize the 
practices, and appreciate their unconventional aesthetics. In such reason, an 
understanding to the meaning of design might become closer or properly. In the end, a 
new strategic design working system would be studied and worked out further.  

 

Cases Presentation (please see the attachment of the pictures) 
Captions 
01 A sputum is reused as a flowerpot.  2007.07.07  North Xiangyang Rd.  

Ready-found materials have been widely applied and existed in the thought of Non-
designed Design. Ready-made products are worked as consumed and recycled materials. 
And collage is one of the best choices to present the ready-made products. The materials 
are re-organized in a new conception through the forced ability and the human knowledge. 

02 A block is built in wasted bricks.  2006.07.08  Miyun Residential Neighborhood.  

A wall can be understood as being divided into a series of unites next to each other, but 
not reacting to each other. It guarantees the co-existing of diversities.  

03 A garden in the air, structured in a practical form.  2006.07.08  Miyun Residential 
Neighborhood. 

Garden is a pleasant and enjoyable environment. Traditionally it is planed in a backyard. 
The uncertainty and illegibility of the context lead to the fundamental change of the 
content. The space nature is redefined. 

04 A toilet paper box.  2006.07.09  Wenmiao Rd. 

05 A functional frame for the mops drying.  2006.07.09  Duolun Rd, Culture Street. 

06 A duty form for cleaning up the public.  2006.07.09  Wenmiao Rd. 

07 A frame for clothes drying.  2006.07.09  Duolun Rd, Culture Street. 

08 A free hand writing graphics for the repairing work.  2006.07.10  Lane 171, Tianshui 
Rd. 

09 A chair made of wasted materials in a new combination.  2006.07.10  Lane 171, 
Tianshui Rd. 

10 An advertising of bicycle repairing, made of wasted bicycle tyre. 2006.07.08  

No.123 Bus, Miyun Rd Stop. 

A defined object can be redefined as it is reformed or reorganized in a context of space.  

11 An umbrella pavilion, fixed in a sack of rice.  2006.07.09  Duolun Rd, Culture Street. 

12 The alternative cropland in a public corridor.  2006.07.09  Duolun Rd, Culture Street.  

A site can be generated other content with its own particular context, moving away from 
being just a piece of land. The predefined function disappears when some factors are 
wrong, or go beyond the tolerance in either the context or the content. A site could be 
transformed as long as the content of function misused. It means that the meaning of 
object could be considered and used as an undefined function object. 

13 The alternative farming land in a public corridor.  2006.07.12  Jixiang Lane 531, 
Middle Henan Rd. 

14 The alternative farming land in a public corridor.  2006.07.12  Jixiang Lane 531, 
Middle Henan Rd. 

15 A against regulations building.  2006.07.11  A house near Xin Tiandi area. 
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In the practices, the rigid and fixed structure is always ephemeral, whereas dynamic, 
adaptive and repeatable structure is every durable. For a certain purpose, the temporary 
structure attaches onto the unreliable major structure, engrafting into each other until 
flourishing the site. 

16 A against regulations building.  2006.07.11  A house near Xin Tiandi area. 

17 A used bamboo stick.  2006.07.12  Jixiang Lane 531, Middle Henan Rd. 

18 A hand made post boxes.  2006.07.11  A house near Xin Tiandi area. 

19 A lamp in a public kitchen.  2006.07.11  Lane 1299, Zhoujiazui Rd. 

20 Locked a private tap water in a public.  2006.07.12  Jixiang Lane 531, Middle Henan 
Rd. 

In order to prevent water from being stolen, each family has to give a lock to their 
respective tap. One of the most cheapest and easiest way is to use a pop can, abrading 
its mouth, burrowing along the jar mouth and perforating it with iron wires, covering to the 
top, locking through the iron wire buckle. In this way, the safety of using water for each 
family is guaranteed through the self-made way.  

21 Locked a private tap water in a public.  2006.07.12  Lane 157, Tianshui Rd. 

 

22 A combination of wasted chairs.  2006.07.12  Lane 157, Tianshui Rd. 

23 A combination of wasted chairs.  2006.07.12  Jixiang Lane 531, Middle Henan Rd. 

24 25 26 27  A method of space saving, an out of window-still is used.   2006.07.12  
Lane 1200, made by Zhang Wen's father. 

Interior is defined by the authorized boundary, the content determined by users, as well 
as the objects within. The interior is more controlled by instinct rather than self-discipline. 
The space functions are modularized the original boundary.    

28  A stacking roof house, made of used windows.  2006.07.12  Lane 1200, Liyang Rd. 

Originally roof acclaims the end of architecture at top. But here, it predicts a beginning of 
another construction, and another free site. In Non-designed Design, the structure is 
considered the practical function at the beginning. Then the energy is to be put into how 
to shape an ideal form. However, the ideal of Non-designed Design is usually the 
concocting of the advanced formal design. The form of Non-designed Design merges the 
either side of substance and spirit, a faked external skin with a practical core, which cares 
the harmony between neither different forms, nor the form and function.   

29 The broken glass is used for the safety on the wall.  2006.07.12  Lane 1200, Liyang 
Rd. 

30 The Pillows are dried on the roof, bamboo stick is used as a frame.  2006.07.12  
Lane 157, Tianshui Rd. 

31 The extended Balconies are used to receive sunshine, a floating land different from 
the enclosed interior.   2006.07.11  Lane 1299, Zhoujiazui Rd. 

32 If we forget the regular conception on varied objects, a basin could be anything 
when it is reformed.  2006.07.11 Lane 1299, Zhoujiazui Rd. 

33 The electric fan is changed to be item of whisking the flies off.   2006.07.30 
Huangdu Rd (near East Jiangwan Rd). 

34 A handcart made of used objects. The combination is functional and practical.  

2006.07.12  Jixiang Lane (Lane 531, Middle Henan Rd). 
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35 In order to extend interior space, the stairs is built up in a yard.  2006.07.11  Lane 
1299, Zhoujiazui Rd. 

36 A suspending corridor.  2006.07.11  Lane 1299, Zhoujiazui Rd. 

In Non-designed Design, the greed to grab more public space area, the expanding 
against each other among sites, the unexpected block at an exit, the chaotic occupancy in 
a corridor, and the stretching out of the illegal architecture, all of them force a crumpling 
path, which creates crinkled elevation, as well as intensively changing landscape along 
the way.    

 
In these non-planed and designed residential areas of Shanghai, Non-designed 

Design is round us, and we can easily find the problems solved in different practical ways. 
The creators are not designers, and they even do not know basic knowledge on design, 
but the belief of improving life. They always try their best to resolve the difficulties without 
cost by exploring bravely, utilizing the wastes and applying their creation and intelligence. 
The reasons are due to realistic situation that “good design” costs lots money, and formal 
design in fact could not be intruded into their life. Although their works are mostly clumsy 
and simple, and the thoughts are glittering, such creative spirit is indeed approaching the 
essence of design and its origin.   

Today, design has been being a tool or slave to stimulate users` visual and 
material consumption, the mission of design becomes a game of visual expression. 
The visual consumption does not mean only consuming the aspects of resource 
but hearts as well. 

When design is getting involved only with designers` forms of expression, or to be 
the means of commercial dealings, then design is a cheat of profit for the powers, but 
nothing to do with the realization of humanity. The reasons are: 

1. The endless of unique forms of expression in design means endless resource 
consumption. 

2. The stylish or individual design practices do not mean could make the life happier or 
better. 

3. The design with visual language orientation does not solve the social problems, 
especially for the crisis of our living environment.  

4. The “good design” judged by the visual perception would encourage designers to pay 
attention on the considerations of surface, so that the essence of problems come to 
overlooked.        

From the comparison with the formal “good design” and Non-designed Design 
practices, our realization and understanding on design therefore become clearly formed. 

A Personal Perception  
If I were a historian, I could find reasons and face the reality about our 

surroundings, by examining what have happened in our professional design fields. In the 
end, the time that now we have for design would become another tradition, which means 
it would be a part of the history as well. If I were an anthropologist, I could jump back to 
our real life to study the present human values of conception on material world, in order to 
insight the particular social reasons and related essence, with the traditional cultural spirit, 
value and content under the correlation in the context of the history.  

Due to the correlated contrasted from a cut section of the history in an 
introspected gesture, I ask myself and try to search an objective word to precisely depict 
our social phenomena. A result comes in my mind, the valuable and meaningful things we 
believed should be reassessed. The assessment I make based on the feelings to the life; 
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by those visual artificial objects; samples of human materials and their thinking on the 
reality; and by the comparison with the history of previous human cultures. Beyond doubt, 
all the phenomena that I could see from the artificial designed objects to the peoples` 
consciousness, is truly the reflection of the souls, and the aspirations to living space.   

I read the historical sediments of the culture yesterday; and today, I am watching 
the things surround me: From the changing direction of the social development to the 
details of mans` life; from the ways of peoples` thinking to their behaviors; from the 
general social value standards to the working systems of the society, I ask myself, how 
should I find the wisdom? Where could I reach an ideal world in my heart? Or should I 
have to have my ideal world buried? 

Escaping? 
By reviewing the world that we designed, I have finally read a mark that all human 

behaviors results represent human characters and instincts. The realistic world means we 
live in a complex life, and the life is full of different possibilities as well. As a negligible part 
of the procedure of human evolution, we are naturally formed in this age of the time, and 
laid at a certain geographic location. At the same time, we are involuntarily and baffled 
joined the variation of the cultural changing pattern of transmitting. The present situation 
of design patterns has annotated how the culture tradition evolved from one state to its 
opposite quality. It depicts a whole progress of the changing cycle. Now, from either 
internal or external contents, the beauties that people appreciated and understood for 
design are sorts of spurious “surface” and “affected” things. The meaningful and 
valuable aesthetic things are getting less and less.  

When the value of surface presenting is regarded as a lofty and ideal beauty in 
design, the way of changing for the society is therefore more harmful than non-change. 
The belief of design practice “design makes life better” is in fact a lie. In China, an ideal 
cultural state is far and far away from the reality during the fast change of the 
development. At the same time, we have to come back to the space of the common life, 
just to enjoy ourselves in the games of the complex and unique social systems. Somehow, 
before we go to swim in the plays, we know we are already become a retarded men, but 
we have no place to escape.  

Beyond the Vision of Design 
By the realization on the cases of Non-designed Design, it helps us to think our 

definition on design and the meaning, as well as the affection to the change of the society. 
A good design should not be assessed only by what we see, but the considerations 
of relationship built between human and material worlds and nature must be 
thought. It reminds us in which way to structure our artificial world.   

With China stepping into a process of rapid economic growth, commercial aims 
and profits naturally become the only measure of standard to most professions. It formed 
lopsided social values and mentalities. Could design face this sort of changing of the 
history in a new gesture, or initiatively participate the changing in the society? The answer 
is yes, the way of design practice need criticized.   

Thousands years later, when future archaeologists and anthropologists studied 
the human society for our age, the way to approach the truth of design practice, they of 
course did not need to necessarily study the philosophy of design we had, but the 
samples of design objects were enough. Today, the attached danger under the fast 
development of human hi-techniques has started to strongly impact and overturn human 
values, exists and whole social systems. It is not easy to adopt us to a new social practice, 
when the individual and collective ideologies changed from the changing of life. The 
history of design itself could not tell us what we should do now for our future life. The 
context of the content on design is not an artificial written form, and to know the truth of 
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the reality for what we can trust still depending on our hearts, and the intuition of the 
spirits. However, the problem is that due to our beliefs have been changed and twisted, 
the valuable things therefore could not been seen in life. So it is not any more the matter 
of man, but the things we made and the things that we supplied in design practices. 

If we accept and advocate with the spirit of Non-designed Design, we could reform 
a better or human world, and design practices could solve our social and life problems in 
new possibilities. In order to achieve the goal, there is two works should be formed: First, 
design genuinely intruded into conmen peoples` life. Second, to review our understanding 
on design and problems in design education, to have a new ideology intruded. 
Furthermore, a working system must be reformed in a practical and strategic way.    

Chinese society is not another case when urbanization has been generally 
thought an efficient and quick mode for the economical development. When treasure 
becomes a common and only standard to assess ones value of life and happiness from 
individual to collective, by fair means or fouls to chase wealth spontaneously are fair and 
reasonable. The fast change of the society asked for formal design extensively in order to 
construct the country, but in the names of formal designs have widely produced “new 
items” with high recourse consumption. The design in fact becomes one of crimes to the 
changing of environment crisis under a “nice name” of life rebuilding. Beside the design 
practices have changed the scenery of the social changing, the formal design has also 
changed the scenery of Chinese culture context. In these changing years, people more 
and more believe that formal design could be a magic power to make life more beautiful 
and practical. The “good design” deals therefore appeared and run wild throughout the 
country, the material living environments are called “nice looking” forms. Obviously, the 
results of life are superficial and not happier.  

 
The Value of Changing and the Value of Design  

The value on changing to the world naturally formed a value on design practice. In 
fact, for the masses, Non-designed Design has been a fundamental philosophy and 
strategy of living experiments in Shanghai. In a city where established institution and 
market systems have never existed, and “good design” costs in a high expense, Non-
designed Design is the only efficient possibility for commoner to express their creation 
and understanding on living environment. By both intellectual reflection and ethic 
solidarity, activities from different domains, or disciplines, should be regularly and 
systematically gathered and collaborate. Multi-disciplinary collaborations are an inevitable 
process open new spaces not only for more experimental design creation. Moreover, it 
urges the design practitioners to critically reflect at and redefine their own design activities.     

Design is not a creative thing related with material worlds, it could effect our ways 
of life, living and the working systems. In this way, design practice can dynamically 
contribute its potential and power for the human society. More than being an approach for 
the surface changing of human world, design should design our values and thinking of 
living. 

The reason for the problems of formal design is clear, when we do not know even 
about the meaning and value of life, or either the genuine meaning of design practices to 
human beings – these basic things, our endless and new forms of design objects or 
projects are of course dangerous to the human development. When GDP growing 
becomes governments’ main pursuing aims, and at the same time, materialism becomes 
what people admired, the practices of design are certainly used as the tools. This is what 
just happened in our current world. 

What is a genuine and significant design for human? The answer seems came 
from what value of happiness that we chose for. We can simply divide the conception into 
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two choices: One choice is that we live in a high technical environment with varied 
advanced machines or artificial objects surrounded; another is that we live in a place with 
limited artificial items, we can see cherry blossom every day when we just open a window 
in a calm mood. The choice certainly presents our understanding and judgment for the 
meaning of life, means a happiness of life. As one of creatures on the earth, the second 
choice certainly would attract human. When we know what we chose means what design 
should practice. 

The principle is simple, but in practice the practice of design is indeed very far 
away from the truth, and getting lost in a pure material consumed. The reasons are very 
complex in a social context, such as our social working systems, and the methods of 
human techniques inventions and applications. However, a root of the reason is indeed 
come from our consciousness and thinking.   

Therefore, the basic fundamental objectives that design need intruded:  

1. For the masses. 

2. Ecological. 

3. To guide a healthy life condition for both spiritual and material to human. 

In this case, the practices of design should not work on mere in the visual 
perception.  

 

Why Non-designed Design Intruded 
From the realization on the practices of Non-designed Design, we could learn and 

review formal design in a right gesture. For example, how to have formal design 
introduced a methodology of inventing, which is more adaptable to the reality, more 
suitable to common people. By the study to the principles such as instinct, demand, 
handwork, low budget and context-orientation in the informal behaviors of the genuine life, 
formal design would not be lost in the changing the world.   

For the sake of limiting natural resources wasting or consumption, a designed 
system for design practice seems more significant than design itself.  

How can design play a proper role at the era? To have informal design intruded, 
Non-designed Design practice is a key to understand the shadows and problems of “good 
design”. The works that we should complete are: 

1. To induce public discussion of the orientation on design. The main objective of this 
project is to evoke, in the design-field, re-evaluation and discussion on our designed-
design surroundings, in order to recruit a great deal of power of design potential as 
major components of a rebuilding design culture. Discussion also brings about the 
self-examination in the current design reformation, moreover, eliminates the 
established language of the authorities on design. 

2. To re-think design and everyday life, eliminates the grand narratives and myths in 
design creation and its application. It revolts against the control of authorities by 
actions, offering every different design activist more and better presenting 
opportunities. 

3. To create a practical working system of design for the masses. The conception on 
design serves the society in China remains in a relatively low level, even though 
numerous art and design institutions of higher learning have already established, and 
contributed to making discussions and development for the public. Nevertheless, they 
have not yet been transformed into part of the design habits of community. As a 
responsible designer and sociologist, we feel obligated to contribute a variety of 
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design practice, to enrich the means of design, and to change the general conception 
on design.      

        

Aims  
By the realization on the cases of Non-designed Design, it helps us to think our 

definition on design and the meaning, as well as the affection to the change of the society. 
A good design should not be assessed only by what we see, but the considerations 
of relationship built between human and material worlds and nature must be 
thought. It reminds us in which way to structure our artificial world.   

The objectives for Non-designed Design Studies 
1. From September 2008, we will proceed to arranging and conducting in-depth research 

for Non-designed Design into design education. The research results will be sorted 
from object, space, motivation, function, media, etc. for exhibitions, publications later.  

2. The literature of Non-designed Design will be archived and studied, being a part of 
philosophy of design in practice for design learning.  

3. A system of the working platform will be studied to have design served for the masses 
and developing countries. A proposal of the system will be created.  

4. To create a way of thinking theory about the combination between artificial objects 
and nature, between human techniques application and nature in design practice, and 
the work will be published. 
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