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Embed Environments into design

Abstract

Environment is a high-frequency word 
used in our daily life. How do we un-
derstand the meaning of the word “en-
vironment”? As a designer, does the 
definition of the word “environment” 
differs in the design context? In this 
article, I will explore the definition of 
“environment” to discuss deep how as 
a designer, “environment” should be 
embedded in design, and how to reflect 
the interaction between people, and 
the environment through design proj-
ects.
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“Environment” deriving from the Middle 
French preposition environ “around,” envi-
ronment , in its most basic meaning, is “that 
which surrounds.”(Merriam-Webster dictio-
nary)
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Environment

Tim Ingold (2008) wrote: “literally, 
a environment is what surrounds a 
thing, ...” How do we understand this 
sentence? How to define “a thing” in 
his words? 

Things
Tim endows the definition of “things” 
by demonstrating the question 
“where does the tree end and the rest 
of the world begin?” He believes that 
trees cannot be defined as “objects”. 
Because, from a micro perspective, a 
tree is a living body that gathers life, 
from microorganisms that draw nutri-
ents from branches and roots, to birds 
nesting in trees, and even branches 
and leaves that interact with the wind. 
At this moment, the tree is no longer 
an object standing upright in nature 
by accident. A tree is a living being, 
“tree-in-the-air.” He believes that 
“things” are “going on” compared to 
an “object” which stays still. “Things” 
are the place abundant events entan-
gle to each other. When we observe 
“things”, we are not the individuals 
standing outside and isolated by our 
observation, we are also a member of 
this entanglement. He stresses that 
“things leak”, it is always in the pro-
cess of decomposition and reorgani-
zation. The same idea can be applied 
to every “object” we see with our na-
ked eyes. When a stone begins to roll 
and joins the entanglement with na-
ture, the stone changes from a static 
“object” to a “thing”. When a kite

flying into the sky, interacting with 
the wind and having its trajectory not 
controlled by the person who is hold-
ing it, the kite changed from an arti-
ficial “object” to “thing”. Looking at 
the perspective of dialectical materi-
alism, “the whole world is the eternal-
ly moving material world” and “move-
ment is absolute, stillness is relative”, 
all “objects” in the natural world are 
in a state of motion and interact with 
each other. Therefore, Tim proposed: 
“To inhabit the world, by contrast, is 
to join in the processes of formation. 
And the world that thus opens up to 
inhabitants is fundamentally an envi-
ronment without objects or, in short, 
an EWO. ”

Meshwork - Surrounds a thing
Tim thinks the world is a huge kitch-
en. “In the kitchen, stuff is mixed to-
gether in various combinations, gen-
erating new materials in the process 
which will in turn become mixed with 
other ingredients in an endless pro-
cess of transformation.” “Things” to 
him It’s not just a single straight line 
from the beginning to the end, it’s 
more like the sum of the experiences 
experienced in the process of forming 
a line. It is a thread and it is “line of 
becoming”.
“… Swedish geographer Torsten 
Hägerstrand, who imagined every 
constituent of the environment – 
humans, animals, plants, stones, 
buildings – as having a continuous 
trajectory of becoming. As they move 
through time and encounter one 2



another, the trajectories of diverse 
constituents are bundled together in 
diverse combinations. “Tim uses the 
term” meshwork “to explain his defi-
nition of the environment.

Why we need to bring en-
vironments into design?

ship between matters, or people and 
the environment. However, the real 
fact is that the interaction between 
human and nature is never a causal 
relationship, but a performative rela-
tionship. It is to “do a little bit” and 
then observe, and then “do a little bit 
more” and observe further until the 
point of equilibrium or harmony is 
reached. He uses “Hylozoism” to elab-
orate his point of view, thinking that 
everything we need already exists in 
nature. What we have to do is to grasp 
it directly, instead of forcing the na-
ture succumbing to our establishment 
of privilege to achieve our purpose. 
The method of imposing our force on 
nature seems to be in line with the re-
sults of scientific research, but it has 
actually taken a detour.
From the perspective of “dance of 
agency”, putting human beings and 
the surrounding environment on an 
equal footing, opening up the next 
path little by little in practice, and 
actively changing the form of “dance 
of agency” according to the results. 
Among them we saw “learning by 
doing” or more accurately “learning 
by experiencing” as designers in the 
context of design. This is not “com-
placent monolog design” (Gerkan), 
this is dialogue design.
Taking architectural design as an 
example, Meinhard v. Gerkan (2010) 
thought “Only the interplay of free 
forces and natural elements with the 
structure of an intellectual and artis-
tic concept will result in their synthe-
sis in a “true” image of human soci- 3

To answer this question I would like to 
stress the importance for designer to 
understand the interactions between 
humans and environments.
Andrew Pickering (2013) refers to 
this kind of person-environment or 
person-”Things” interactive behav-
ior as “dance of agency”. “Agency”, 
a term that he used to refer directly 
to action, doing things that are con-
sequential in the world. He considers 
that “dance of agency” are symmet-
ric, they are not human-centered nor 
do they give human privileges. We 
are agents, rocks, stones, cats and all 
other agents-all these things interact 
with each other. They are equal and 
intertwined. When we put humans 
and the environment in an equal po-
sition, it is not difficult to understand 
that Pickering deems on those bases 
that the environment requires us to 
engage with performatively and it is 
uncontrollable. He wrote: “We can 
interfere performatively with it, and it 
will respond, but there is no guaran-
tee whatsoever that the response will 
be what we expect.”
He pointed out that in the field of sci-
ence and technology, scientists have 
always focused on the causal relation-



ety in architectural form. All major 
cultural achievements are the result 
of that dialog.” He claims the result 
of architecture design is the result of 
the dialog between the interior and 
exterior of the building. To extent on 
this basis, the interior of the building 
is the person, the physical and psy-
chological needs of the person; the 
exterior of the building is the environ-
ment, the materials, the structure, 
the shape, and even the place where 
the building is located, as well as var-
ious situations, natural and non-natu-
ral conditions. 
Fritz Frenkler (2010) believes
 “Rather than thinking in terms of 
conventional patterns, designers 
should recognize and analyze deficits 
and deficiencies through observation 
and self-experiments, and be able to 
generate appropriate superior solu-
tions. The ability to identify key socio-
logical context and to link them with 
others requires well-founded general 
knowledge and a continual dialogue 
with cultural and social events and 
public debates. This expertise pro-
vides the basis for every creative pro-
cess.”
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In the course of “Soft Architect”, we 
were asked to create a concept or 
prototype that can reflect people’s 
connection with and interaction with 
the environment, materials, and 
space through the existing materials 
of our surroundings. The course is 
divided into two phases.

Projects of soft architect

In the first phase, we went to Pula, 
Croatia, where we explored some 
abandoned buildings and military 
buildings in different locations, and 
also some natural landscape sites. 
In these places we were required to 
think about how to use the existing 
materials at hand to build temporary 
space; The diversity and specifici-
ty of materials; What elements and 
components are needed to build the 
atmosphere; Using different perspec-
tives to observe what results these 
buildings will have, and whether the 
space is certainly defined as an en-
tity? (Similar to buildings) and so on. 
After a week of field research, explo-
ration and inspection we were asked 
to create a prototype based on what 
we had found. The second phase of 
the course was after we returned to 
Zurich, we needed to transform our 
experience in Pula into the ZHdK en-
vironment and associate with existing 
environmental content.

Phase One
In the first phase of the course, my 
team and I created a device through 
a week of exploration and reflection. 
This device combines two feedback 
systems, tactile sense and sound. One 
end of the device is a handle that can 
be grasped by hand. The other end of 
the device is a PET bottle filled with 
water. Half of the bottle is placed 
in the water, and the other half is 
floating above the water. The rope 
connecting the two ends is tied with 
different materials of garbage, 



which we found around the area 
where we did our research. People 
can grasp the handle to feel the force 
traction brought by the rising and 
falling of the waves, and the combina-
tion of wind and waves pushing these 
different materials of garbage to col-
lide with each other. Moreover, it also 
produce different sounds by interact-
ing with the materials themselves and 
the rocks.
Inspired by Andrew Pickering ’s 
thought, we set our direction at the 
beginning of the study as a “dance” 
of reflection on the interactions be-
tween environment with us as human 
beings. On the first day of research, 
we went to the area we wanted to 
study, we were not in a hurry to enter 
the working and prototyping state in 
the beginning. We explored the dif-
ferent areas around us, and carefully 
observed and experienced the sur-
rounding ecological and artificial envi-
ronments. We took a lot of photos and 
recorded some interesting moments 
with video. Occasionally, we sat on the 
rocks and felt the wind blowing over-
head, listening to the sound of the 
waves crashing against the rocks. The 
first day, we mainly used to feel our 
environment and decided on which 
place we would like to work.
The next day, we started doing some 
attempts, in which we used the mate-
rials we found as a media try to con-
nect ourselves with the environment 
we are in. We split our group of four 
into two groups of two. We tried to 
explore the surroundings with various 

aspects and make as many dialogues 
with the “things” as possible and do 
some reflections out of those move-
ments. In the end, we found that 
sound and haptic feelings are two 
very attractive points for us, so we 
decided to start further research from 
these two points.
Stefanie Hessler (2018) mentioned in 
her book “ The influence of the ocean 
is not restricted to the waters and 
aquatic beings; it affects land and 
terrestrial life just as much, both as a 
source of food and as a threat when 
sea levels rise “We introduced Ste-
fanie’s theory in a visual and audible 
form in these two feedback aspects.
In our final prototype, we combined 
two feedback systems to reflect our 
interaction as humans with the sea. 
Through haptic feedback about the 
forces of the waves, we were meant 
to explore the attitudes of humans 
about “control” with nature. General-
ly speaking, as human beings, we usu-
ally place ourselves above nature and 
firmly believe that nature is “control-
lable”. In our installation, we tended 
to let the power of the waves control 
the movement of people. We gave 
the mindset “control” back to nature, 
and put human under the control. 
Perhaps, we want to show in this way 
that under actual conditions, the form 
of interaction between humans and 
nature is more like a dance than a 
relationship of control with being con-
trolled in the background of hierarchy 
form of human society.
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Phase Two
When we returned to school, we be-
gan to think about how to apply our 
experiences and reflections in pula to 
our current environment. We decided 
to focus on the haptic feedback to re-
shape the feeling of traction, “act and 
react” we experienced.
Brainstorming is always the best start. 
We use this form to reflect on our 
environment. What are we surround-
ed by? What materials are around us? 
What materials do we interact with? 
How do we feel?
In the end, we decided to use the 
most common and most exposed el-
ement of our environment: the chair, 
as our entry point. We built an inter-
active device based on this and con-
nected six black chairs with rubber 
ropes to reflect the interconnected 
invisible power of different individu-
als or groups in the environment we 
are in. We sprayed the chairs black 
to describe the individual or group in 
this environment. Black represents 
anonymity, and equal individuals or 
groups in the context of this device. 
The rubber rope connecting the chair 
is used to compare the connection 
between peoples, and humans with 
the environment. Different numbers 
of rubber ropes have different levels 
of pulling force. In order to shape the 
concept of “environment” more con-
cretely and also to echo with the term 
“meshwork” of Tim, we decided to 
use linear elements to “decorate” the 
whole space.
During the project, our purpose is to 

reflect the interactive relationship 
between us and the environment we 
are in through a fairly simple visu-
alization and playful device which 
could express the feeling of “dance 
of agency”. We tried to transfer the 
complexity of different kinds of inter-
actions into a unity. Pickering(2005) 
wrote:”..., of a multiplicity that is also 
somehow a unity, tracking through 
spaces of performativity and agency, 
always becoming.”
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