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I’m trying to envision a world where technology is not merely ubiquitous, but affordable. 



I’m told that such a place exists, that designers are applying their abilities to make it real, but I’m still 
skeptical.

1. Stairs, David. 2007. Why Design Won’t save thew World. Design Observer. http://www.designobserver.com/archives/027474.

html (posted August 20th, 2007)

Design for the Other 90% reviewed on Design Observer1



I’m searching for a world where access to communication is not based upon social caste.



No More Utopias 20062

Where healthful futures for all the world’s people are not based upon massive changes, but personal, 
incremental, community-oriented steps.

2. Stairs, David. 2006. No More Utopias. Paper presented at the biannual meeting of the Design Education Forum South Africa 

(DEFSA), September 21-22, 2006, in Port Elizabeth, South Africa.



A world where opportunity is so abundant that I am made professionally redundant, but the vision does 
not arise.

Rudyub begging outside Aristok Bookstore, Kampala  2006



In lieu of this imaginary place, I must be temporarily satisfied with ad hoc efforts to deliver opportunity 
to those less fortunate, less affluent, less connected.

Index awards website (www.indexaward.dk)



I must suffer the efforts of some to co-opt the world’s have-nots into globalized visual networks.

Indigo website (www.indigodesignnetwork.org)



Or accept the implication that disaster relief is the best way to help.

Architecture for Humanity website (www.architectureforhumanity.org)



Designers Without Borders volunteer Fred Quillin with Foundation for Development of Needy 
Community students, Mbale, Uganda

I’m not trying to re-envision the world in the image and likeness of my culture. Far from it! What I’m 
interested in seeing is what others do with the same set of tools that is available to me. How will they 
communicate? Interrelate? Anticipate? Will they lose themselves, their unique culture, or will they en-
hance it? Haven’t others been doing just that (enhancing culture) throughout centuries of technological 
exchange? Isn’t that what moves us all along, exchanging methods, sharing ideas?



S3 students (15 years) at St. M. Kalemba’s Senior Secondary School, Nazigo

What I’m proposing is what I’ve been doing these last eight years: Projecting design education and 
socially just practice into other cultures. Not unsuspecting victims of conquering colonial invaders, but 
willing partners interested in exchange, expansion, and access. 



Makerere University design student David Ssengendo (2004), now working at NUSAF (Northern Uganda Socail 
Action Fund) as an Information Education and Communication Assistant.

Education is the master metaphor of human evolution. Through it we create continuity by bridging the 
past to the future. Design education is my avenue of aesthetic, social, and economic interaction. I am not 
interested in intellectual privilege, or in the success of a given profession, but in the efficacy of design as 
an instrument of social change. 



Designers Without Borders3 (http://www.designerswithoutborders.org) is the vehicle, the vision, the means 
of focusing legal, financial, and technical resources on the goal of social change. It is both aegis and um-
brella, providing organization and context for the purpose of development through design. 

3. Founded in 2001 during a Fulbright research/lectureship to Uganda



When we speak about economic development through “globalization” I see only the manifest effects: 
marginalization. Instead of economic globalization I have begun to strongly believe in localization, a much 
better metaphor.



By marshaling available resources in an effort to assist those less well off, we focus not on the world’s 
difficulties, as the conventional media does, but on its possibilities.

Participants in the first DWB Online Mentorship Program 2007 (Julian Kiganda, project director)



Certificate for the DWB 2008 Online Mentorship Program



Through DWB my colleagues and I have devised curricula and delivered design resources to over 500 
students of Makerere and Kyambogo Universities, Mwereerwe and St. Kalemba’s Secondary Schools, the 
Foundation for Development of Needy Communities, the National Committee of Women Living with 
AIDS, and FHope, to name a few institutions, all located in Uganda.  

DWB Sappi Fine Papers’ Ideas That Matter grant winner (Sydnee MacKay and David Stairs 2003)



NACWOLA brochure (Sydnee MacKay 2002)

I will be the first to admit that this is only a beginning.  After all, as an individual I see only part of the 
larger picture. But this is how I have chosen to assist those less fortunate than me to seek broader ac-
ceptance and locate access to opportunity. As a result I have been called “idealistic,” “noble,” and “unprag-
matic.” 



MTSIFA website (David Stairs 2002)

Collectively we see further and better than individually. I am happy to report that I am only part of a 
larger movement. Designers  Without Borders is just one of many such initiatives being undertaken by 
designers worldwide today.



Uganda National Arts and Crafts Association brochure (David Stairs 2001)



Fhope website (José Rivas 2006)



FDNC logo (David Stairs 2006)



TM

Siyathemba poster in collaboration with Architecture for Humanity (Marlena Bucek 2005) 
 



 

Africa is key. The birthplace of humanity is today the world’s most disadvantaged continent. How this 
came to be is less important than what we must do to reverse things. We need to find ways to enable 
Africans to compete on their own terms and from a position of strength.

Henry Kakinda moving oxygen cylinders by bikeload  2001



Design has a place in Africa’s recovery.  And Africans, natural designers in their indigenous approaches, 
have a place in the world of design. Not as markets for Asia and the West, or as suppliers of commodities 
or tribal crafts, but as creators with living design solutions to longstanding everyday problems. Design is 
transformative. Design and education combined have the potential to be revolutionary.

“Eames” chairs at roadside furniture sales yard, Kampala, Uganda



The Design-Altruism-Project4 (http://design-altruism-project.org) is the nexus, the community, the online 
resource where we test the resilience of a new memeplexe. 

4. Founded online in 2006



Altruism as Design Methodology 20055



What, exactly does this mean? Scientists have speculated about the genetic basis of altruism since Robert 
Trivers, Bill Hamilton and Richard Dawkins in the 1960s and ’70s.6,7,8 The latter’s proposal of a “cultural 
unit equivalent to the gene” makes a great deal of sense when one tries to connect altruism and design. 
Does the meme for altruism extend to the practice of design and, if so, can it serve as the basis of change 
for our profession? Can “reciprocal altruism” result in a new model of design practice? Can design for 
the betterment of society evolve into the predominant paradigm for design professionals?

6. Trivers, Robert. 1971 .The evolution of reciprocal altruism.The Quarterly Review of Biology; 
7. Hamilton, W.D. 1964 .The genetical evolution of social behavior. Journal of Theoretical Biology; 
8. Dawkins, Richard. 1976. The Selfish Gene. Oxford: London. 



Some people take this very seriously.



In some places, the meme is already actively applied to education.

designmatters program at Art Center



In some minds, however,  it is more a matter for a complete reconsideration of the profession.



Okuwangaala (forthcoming from MIT Press) is the book, the document, the investigation of how another 
culture applies design thinking in its own inimitable manner, not as an import, but naturally, unselfcon-
sciously, as an element of human evolution. 



Okuwangaala: The Persistent Vitality of 
the Vernacular 20029



How do pre-industrial societies survive in the Information Age? Is it possible to jump-start economic 
development without suffering the same problems industrialized nations have encountered? What are the 
unique cultural products of vernacular design? What part does it play in balance of trade?



One Axle or Two? 200610



Indigenous design wisdom points the way toward possible solutions. 



Terra cotta “pasi” or charcoal iron by John Kitutu, Bunangaka, Uganda



Personal case (wire, recycled crown caps)



“Lugubire” or million miler sandals (leather, cloth ribbon, rubber strap, recycled tires)



Reverse-engineered popcorn makers



Akatebe, or basket stool (bent rattan and poles)



Hand made sign at Bujagali Falls near Jinja



“Wembley” or bananaleaf soccer ball



Metal “Keesu,” or footlockers (sheet metal, spray paint stencils)



Kerosene lantern (recycled tin, glass, wire)



Wrigley’s “Gum Bike”



Enlightened assistance acts as reinforcement for these efforts.

A proposal for Uganda’s first industrial design craft study collection



If we are to truly be agents of change, we must not be afraid to be confrontational. Some will choose to 
do this through conventional channels, working to encourage change of the corporate culture, applying 
old ideas to new problems. Others will be more radical. Either way works.  As my countryman Malcolm 
X once put it, we must proceed “By any means necessary.” We must make the choices that will sustain 
our momentum, encourage universal participation, and respect traditional wisdom. 

Fhope campus, near Bombo, Uganda 2006
(www.fhope.org)



The ultimate goal is exposure, inclusion, access, the smelly human closeness that occurs when people are 
mutually excited about a shared idea. This can be accomplished through a variety of means; education 
must play a role. In many places universal secondary education does not exist. To the extent that design 
can help to improve this situation, it should be employed. Technology transfer is part of the burden, and 
generally mutually advantageous. We cannot be afraid to take the risk of giving away what we have or 
know.

Workstation donation
Foundation for Development of Needy Communities
Mbale, Uganda  2007
(www.fdncuganda.org)



When these things are accomplished the world will be a more equitable place. In this way we will make 
the world more sound, more whole, more just, more livable for our children.  When the world is a more 
equitable place, our role as designers might not be as necessary any more. By making ourselves hyper-
pertinent now we may succeed in diminishing our roles later. But this is OK because when all men and 
women are rightfully seen as designers, as is naturally the case, then and only then will we have succeed-
ed.

Nagenda International Academy of Art & Design
Entebbe, Uganda 2007
(www.nagenda.org)



To paraphrase John and Yoko: “Change happens, if you want it.” 

Photograph by Frank Barratt/Getty Images



Let’s not just want change, let’s actively work to bring it about.  Webale enyo. Thank you for listening.


