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EMERGENCE VS. DESIGN

Emergence:

“the arising of novel and coherent structures,
patterns and properties during the process of
self-organization in complex systems." The
common characteristics are: (1) radical novelty
(features not previously observed in systems);
(2) coherence or correlation (meaning integrated
wholes that maintain themselves over some
period of time); (3) A global or macro "level" (i.e.
there is some property of "wholeness"); (4) it is
the product of a dynamical process (it evolves);
and (5) it is "ostensive" - it can be perceived.

Source: Corning, Peter A. (2002), "The Re-Emergence of
"Emergence": A Venerable Concept in Search of a Theory", Complexity
7(6): 18-30

We use the terms Emerged, Constructed, Natural and Artificial
to describe opposites, things that we determine to be more
naturally occurring vs. things that we determine to be made by
humans. These terms are Platonic ideals — we cannot cite any
existing perfect embodiments of them. However, the terms are
useful as descriptors, in that they help us classify things and
identify our cultural understanding of objects in what labels we
use to describe them.

Some reasons why it’s difficult to definitively label something
“natural” or “artificial”:

1) Humans are ‘undesigned’, thus any system we design
has an undesigned entity as its first cause.

2) Human-designed systems are subject to universal law,
which we did not design. For example, there’s no
escaping the slow return to chaos.

3) Our descriptions of the ‘undesigned’ world are ‘designed’
in that they are filtered and constructed by our intellect
and language, and colored by our motivations and
perceptions.

4) It's reasonable to wonder if human influence has not
been so extensive as to subject the global ecology to our
‘designs.’ We certainly have ‘designs’ on the whole
world.



So, although everything exists somewhere between ‘designed’
and ‘not’, we've seen our values and attention swing from
modernity’s project of purity and perfection (the ultimate
‘design’) to today’s puzzlement over biomimicry,
crowdsourcing, remix, multi-scale collaboration, user-generated
content, mass customization, etc. Designers trained in the
modernist school are experiencing a crisis of control and
authorship. Designers currently training may not yet
understand where their expertise fits in the various new models
of production and new chains of value. These domains and
resources require an evolved design process that
accommodates the new models.

AUTO-MITIGATION

Artist Robin Collyer gave a lecture at OCAD a few months ago,
the content of which was an overview of his work and creative
process. Collyer uses assemblage techniques in combination
with found items to construct the messages in his work. In his
presentation, he mentioned in passing that part of his process
is determining what decisions he will make, and what elements
he will leave to chance.

This struck me as an incredibly big idea, for a few reasons.
Consciously identifying the variables in each project, and then
selecting the salient variables with which he cares to concern
himself - that level of awareness and discretion felt refreshing.
But Collyer’s process may have something even deeper to
teach us about design and control in a time when the notion of
authorship is undergoing an all-fronts revolution.

“Choosing one’s decisions” implies to me that the designer, as
an explicit part of his process, can not only take inventory of
most variables in his design, but may also determine that the
designer himself may not be the optimum authority for
resolving some of those variables.

Digitally-enabled, analog, virtual and real-world platforms can
all provide designers possible sources and authorities to resolve
some design decisions. There are many types of design
decisions, and I propose that we can categorize the types of
decisions by the type of answer that best satisfies them.



The four main types of expertise/authority/response are as
follows:

One answer from one respondent

One answer from many respondents
Many answers from one respondent
Many answers from many respondents

PN

One answer, One respon dent

this corresponds with our traditional understanding of
authorship. The genius in the atelier or ivory tower applies
here, as does the case study method of research.

One answer from many respon dents

this corresponds with observing emergence in a complex
system, when many voices resolve into one clear voice. Broad
studies that reveal one strong signal or trend also belong in this
domain.

Many answers, one respondent

corresponds with the “fail early and cheaply” principle in natural
selection, the idea that many low energy-cost offspring is a
superior strategy to one blockbuster, high energy-cost
offspring. The Beal Pre-Competitive Innovation method, whose
outcome is many potentially viable directions, also applies here.

Many answers from many respondents
This is the principle of individual variation, or pluralism.

Each type of answer is best suited to a certain type of design
decision. The next step is figuring out what sort of decision, or
question, each type of answer best fits. Choosing your decisions
can become an important design capability, when so many
sources and types of answers are available, as the exercise
may maximize your efficiency and make the overall result much
more resonant with users. Why author content, for instance,
when user-contributed content would better suit the purpose
and use of the design?

The necessary design capability of discretion, here, then
expands to include laying a framework to accommodate the
responses of the source you choose. The design must contain
latent invitations to your chosen sources and must be receptive
to their participation in the process. The method a designer
selects to elicit behavior is a significant design decision unto
itself. In this sense, the designer is mitigating his own control
over the eventual outcome, but preserves his influence upon
how the outcome is determined.



/N

BEAL INSTITUTE FOR STRATEGI C CREATI VITY

Transformed by Imagination

CONCLUSION

In sum, the design capability required to take full advantage of
a context enriched with spectral authorship possibilities and
multivalent power configurations is the capability of choosing
what type of source is best for each design decision, how those
sources should be invited to participate, and how record and
exhibit the outcome of this consultation in the resulting design.



