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We are not materialistic enough 
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Abstract 

This is an edited version of the keynote address given by Seetal Solanki at the 
second national design writing conference Object Subject (8–9 November 2019), 
presented as part of the DESIGN Canberra festival. 
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We are often told we are materialistic. It seems to me, we are not 
materialistic enough. We have a disrespect for materials. We use it quickly 
and carelessly. If we were genuinely materialistic people, we would 
understand where materials come from and where they go to. (George 
Monbiot) 

We are never without materials. These seemingly mundane fragments and blobs of 
metal, plastic, ceramic and glass are the stuff from which our whole civilisation is 
constructed. Yet, perplexingly, while they do so much for us, we rarely pause to marvel 
at them. In fact, most of the time we ignore materials. Their ubiquity is precisely the 
reason it’s so easy to forget just how foundational a role they play in our experience of 
the world – of how we relate to and express love for one another; of the way we sculpt 
our bodies and identities; of how we fabricate the present and future of everyday life. 

Throughout history societies have discovered and developed materials, made tools and 
artefacts from them and, in so doing, constructed themselves in the process. In many 
ways, we’re living out the material dreams and needs of our ancestors, with much of the 
lifestyle that we’re accustomed to today standing as a product of past inventions. This 
raises the questions: What will the next 50 years look like? What will we dream up? 
And, most importantly, who gets to take part in the process? 

As avid inventors and consumers of gadgets, we talk a lot about the role technology 
plays in our lives and how those who shape it shape society. What we forget is that, in 
equal measure, so too do those who participate in the development of materials. It is 
precisely for this reason that materials demand special attention in the present 
moment. The field of materials is expanding at a rate faster than we can study (let alone 
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master), with a recent estimate counting over 160,000 unique materials in the world. 
What’s more, when we begin to study a material, we’re immediately launched into an 
ever more complicated system of scales and structures. It’s by looking at a material 
across these different scales – the nano, micro, meso and macro – that we can begin to 
understand its molecular makeup, mechanical properties and experiential qualities. 
Complexity at this order of magnitude defies any single way of knowing. Rather, it 
necessitates an array of techniques, from computational modelling and measuring, to 
experimental trial and error, to sensing and observation. 

We still have so much to learn from the planet. Exploring, experimenting and working 
with the earth’s materials has led to so many ground-breaking discoveries; from the 
everyday to the unexpected and awe-inspiring. To date, human civilisation has never 
existed without materials – they are the glue of our very existence as ultimately, 
everything is made from something. But we’ve abused our time on earth, stretching its 
resources to the ultimate brink in a bid to feed our all-consuming culture and ever-
growing need to own and to experience. 

All forms of life are equally precious and so are their needs; the universe, contrary to 
common belief, was not created for humans alone. But human behaviour tells a 
different story. Today, we create, cultivate and continue to extract more from the planet 
without looking at the copious amount of produce that we already have. This mass 
consumption has resulted in piles upon piles of waste in landfills that we either export 
to other countries to deal with or burn, creating an insurmountable amount of 
pollution. We have all seen the tragically disturbing images and headlines and sadly, 
will continue to. These are the earth's responses to our relentless activity. It is 
absolutely impossible to ignore the connection between human action and the 
accelerated environmental crisis we are currently experiencing. Indeed, our epoch has 
officially been named the ‘Anthropocene’ – marking the age of significant human 
impact on the earth's geology and ecosystems, including the climate crisis. But what 
can we do independently and collectively to curb this disaster, if at all? 

In order to address the planetary scale problem and climate disaster, humanity needs 
to address its own internal imbalance. Our relationship with consumption is taking an 
enormous toll on our planet, which is in fact the evidence and external reflection of an 
incredibly damaged relationship with ourselves. Ultimately, in order to understand 
ourselves, we should first understand that our values interlink with our beliefs, which 
steadily influence our habits. Working backwards, we should start with the knowledge 
that we’re part of something a lot bigger, if only by understanding that it is our mutual 
responsibility to take care of the earth. If we are to divert the current narrative, our 
relationship with value needs to be reframed. 

We’re quickly moving into a world where the challenges and desires we’re trying to 
address are far too complicated for researchers in any single subject area at any single 
scale to resolve. The skill of the twenty-first century’s great thinkers will not be 
cleverness in one particular discipline, but rather knowing how to use materials as a 
bridge between disciplines. As a global society, we’re going to need lots of people with 
different skills to tackle the complex issues that face us today. The power of materials is 
that they transcend the boundaries of multiple disciplines. They can act as a catalyst for 
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bringing diverse groups of agents together, whether it be engineers, designers, 
architects, biologists, botanists, farmers, environmentalists or anthropologists. 

Could the responsible use of materials offer us an alternate reality? Materials grown 
from bacteria or mined from landfill could soon be a new mainstream reality. 

Harmful to helpful 

Lupin is a plant that was introduced to Iceland as a foreign species from North America 
in 1945. Since then it has been invading the Icelandic landscape. It flourishes so 
intensely that it’s suffocating the surrounding native flora and fauna at a rapid rate. 
However, rather than demonise this overzealous plant, students from the Iceland 
Academy of the Arts in Reykjavik, Elín Harðardóttir and Inga Guðlaugsdóttir have been 
using lupin to create a fibreboard that is self-binding, chemical-free and biodegradable. 
This new material could be used to create sustainable furniture in the future as an 
alternative solution for MDF which uses synthetic glues to bind the wood fibres 
together. The latest flat pack bookcase made out of lupin could be coming to an IKEA 
near you soon. 

Landfills are goldmines 

According to data from digital analysts at GSMA Intelligence there are now more 
mobile phones than there are people on this planet. Approximately only 13% of 
electronic waste generated around the world is recycled on an annual basis. Within the 
rest of that non-recycled electronic waste lay large quantities of precious metals such as 
gold, silver, copper and platinum. 

Through their work, Formafantasma scavenge gold from discarded electronic items and 
use it to create surface finishes on various objects and products. They draw attention to 
the vast amounts of digital waste and obsolete electronics, as well as the valuable 
materials used in them such as gold in computer circuit boards and palladium in hard 
drives and mobile phones. Through their projects, Formafantasma reference a future 
world in which natural metal reserves have been exhausted and where scavenging for 
metals and precious minerals in our man-made world will overtake conventional 
mining. It forces us to take a more responsible approach to electronic product design 
with the end-of-life disposal at the forefront of the design process. 

Colour grown from life 

According to environmental news agency EcoWatch, the textiles and clothing industry 
is the world’s second-largest polluter, coming up closely behind the oil industry. From 
the chemicals sprayed on textile crops to toxic dyes leaching into waterways, fumes 
from burned dead stock and the extravagant amount of natural resources used in 
extraction, farming, harvesting, processing, manufacturing and shipping – fashion’s 
environmental impact is massive. 
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In order to find an alternative to this destructive production chain, Natsai Audrey 
Chieza of Faber Futures has looked to the convergence of biology, technology and 
design in order to create textiles that are dyed using bacteria instead of chemical 
fixatives. 

To do this, Chieza impregnates silk with a small amount of Streptomyces coelicolor – a 
pigment-producing bacteria. After approximately 34 days of incubation, vivid pinks, 
blues, greens and yellows form organic abstract shapes on the delicate silk scarves. 
Imperfections in the pigmentation are the result of rogue bits of fungus mixing with the 
bacteria. As the bacteria is a living pigment little to no water is required in the 
application process. This is revolutionary as, by contrast, chemical dyeing techniques 
require and ultimately pollute significant quantities of water having serious ecological 
implications. 

Changing states: From liquid to solid 

With coconut water becoming the hangover cure of choice, sales of coconut products 
have surged over 500% in the last decade. Although some of the coconut is used and 
bottled, much is still wasted. To address this waste, Malai, a studio based on a coconut 
farming facility in South India is creating a leather-like material made entirely from the 
bacteria naturally derived from coconut waste that could replace leather goods made 
from animal skins. 

During the process, the bacteria that naturally occur in coconut water are placed in a 
humid environment. Left over 14 to 21 days the mixture ferments and a layer of 
cellulose grows, eventually turning into a jelly-like substance at the end of the period. 
The longer it is left, the thicker the material becomes eventually developing into a 
leather-like material. Malai’s product not only offers a potential solution to the coconut 
waste problem but also represents a responsible alternative to animal-based leathers as 
the bacterial cellulose material is totally biodegradable, water resistant and vegan. 

Changing states: From soft to solid 

Design studio Really is obsessed with waste. Like many designers and campaigners in 
the sustainable movement, they see waste as a resource that can help us move to a 
better model of circularity. In their work, they take soft waste fibres such as cotton from 
Danish industrial steam laundries, fabric recycling plants in Italy and leftover wool 
from textile manufacturer Kvadrat. Once collected all of the fibres are broken down and 
pressed into a hardboard material that can be used to create furniture and products. As 
the manufacturing process Really use to make their Solid Textile Board involves 
established technology and the raw materials that are widely available, so it could be 
successfully replicated in a multitude of international locations. The work of Really 
shows how a simple intervention can challenge designers and manufacturers to rethink 
their use of resources. 
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From the experimental to ones used in large-scale manufacturing, from handmade to 
machine-made, from physical to digital, from natural to synthetic and from ephemeral 
to enduring. Overlaps between them prove that borrowing from other sectors and 
sharing techniques can help us progress towards a responsible future that is more 
accepting of an interdisciplinary design approach. By looking at materials’ potential we 
can shape new meanings, with positive social, environmental, economic and political 
effects. 

The twentieth century has left us with a design heritage – and burden – whereby 
industrial societies are consuming and polluting the planet at an exponential rate, 
towards alarming outcomes. The designers and makers are working to address these 
challenges by each placing a material in the foreground of their response. As readers 
we’re invited to witness this extreme variety and to contemplate more deeply the 
multitude of values and roles we ascribe to matter. Most crucially, we’re encouraged to 
recognise that the meaning of matter is fluid. Just as our quest to find and solve new 
problems is ever-changing, so too are the values and roles we ascribe to materials. The 
question is how this holistic approach to and appreciation for materials can transcend 
into our own daily lives. 

And in fact what we have “is not so much a crisis of materials, but of how we think 
about them, organise them and use them” (Philip Ross, MycoWorks). And I couldn’t 
agree more! Materials can help to expose the cracks of our ailing systems; because they 
have the power to solidify new norms; because they can make more preferable futures 
tangible. 
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