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Dear Friends and colleagues, together we have written a book, published this week, in 
Swedish called Köp dig fri!, which in English would be ”Buy yourself free”. The title is a 
provocation, of course. We don’t mean that anyone should buy themselves free from 
responsibility, but quite the opposite. That we all should be prepared to pay the full 
price for consumption, that is ethically ok.  
It is a book about things, all our designed stuff that we have around us. It’s about 
caring about them, just as we care about the food that we eat. It’s about how we buy 
our stuff and how that affects a sustainable development.  
A lot of attempts have been made during the last decades to grip the problems of 
sustainability, mostly from a green angle. Usually that means what companies can do to 
produce environmentally better and more sustainable products. In Köp dig fri! we have 
focused another angle. Here we tackle the situation from the perspective of the 
consumer. 
 
In that light you don’t see mainly the ideal ambitions or the ideally produced items – 
instead you see the whole landscape of products, the landscape of consumerism that 
any ordinary buyer is confronted with. As a consumer you can’t avoid all the warnings 
and alarms in the everyday news. Alarm reports about working conditions in faraway 
production plants, very different from the working conditions we have at home, alarms 
about poisonous emissions and products. There is also the depressing fact that 25-35 
per cent of the environmentally dangerous emissions caused by consumption in 
Sweden are actually emitted someplace else. Not here where we are causing them. 
As a consumer, how am I supposed to connect this kind of information to the 
products I’m confronted with in the shops, including the ones I’m actually buying - 
that was one of the questions we set out to answer. Because the connections are there, 
we all know it. 
 
In a newspaper interview with a pop musician – Christoffer Lundquist who has played 
a lot with Roxette, but also made records of his own – we found the matter very clearly 
worded. He said: 
“As a human being, how can I live a life where my actions don’t affect other humans. 
How can I live in order to counteract the incredible injustices that exist between 
people. And how can I avoid contributing to the ruthless exploitation of the earth and 
the life upon it – when I can’t even exit from Ica or Konsum without having bought, 
totally unaware, some stuff in which child slaves were used to harvest the raw 
materials.”   
 
This question, which is almost existential in today’s global world, was one of our 
starting points. 
Another one was about design. We are both design journalists, working in Sweden. A 
very clear situation here is that design is not seen as so important for society any more. 
Once, during most part of the 20:th century, design was seen as really essential for 
creating and developing “the good society”, which also resulted in quite good – and 
sustainable – products. But today design is seen primarily as something superficial. 
Something extra, something appetizing and enjoyable – but not totally necessary. Not 
on an existential level – as the questions of Christoffer Lundquist certainly are. 
We found that odd. As there are obvious links between those questions and design. 
Between the everyday products of today and design, of course. Those links we wanted 
to find and describe.  
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What we did was to reword those very wide questions into ten more specific ones, 
connected to our everyday consumption. Connected to design. These were the 
questions:  
 
Does it matter for a sustainable development: 
… if I buy new or old stuff? 
… if my things are unique or mass produced? 
… which materials are used in the products I buy? 
… if my stuff is recyclable? 
… if it’s produced nearby or far away? 
… if it’s cheap or expensive? 
… if I buy stuff or adventures? 
… if I buy the things or make them myself? 
… Do my choices as a consumer matter at all? 
… And – as a consequence of the questions earlier mentioned – what is a good thing 
today, a good product? WHAT IS QUALITY? 
 
To get some substance behind our answers we also did a poll. We sent the ten 
questions to policy makers, researchers, designers and business people and asked them 
to give us short answers, only a sentence or two. 
The answers we got were not as helpful as we had expected. There were certainly lots 
of good quotes – which we have used in the book as just that, as quotes – but no clear 
picture or evident tendencies. So we had to look for the answer elsewhere, or rather we 
hade to construct them as journalists do, that is through many more and deeper 
interviews and a lot of deeper research. 
 
We won’t go through all our findings here. But the really big issues, as we see it, are 
the questions of materials, production in faraway places, especially in Asia - and price. 
And they are all closely connected, also to design. What we might not always realize, 
talking about consumption, is to what extent some of our most ordinary materials 
cause serious problems. Cotton and timber, dominating our everyday products, are 
almost as big and globally important matters as the questions of energy supply. How 
often do we see that stated? Very seldom, we would say, practically never. Who are 
constantly confronted with the choices of materials? Designers, of course. Why aren’t 
their decis0ns seen as important for society as the providers of energy? 
Another, yet as important aspect that isn’t raised often enough is that the WHOLE 
cycles of the products should be focused, rather than just the ecological ones. Many 
different theories, that we have come across, state that there are actually some 
essential stages in the cycles of the products, ALL AFFECTING 
SUSTAINABILITY. Information about these stages also gives the transparency that 
combined with ethics defines quality of today, according to us. The stages are: 
* extraction or harvesting of raw materials. 
* manufacturing, including design 
* international trade, including transports 
* the consumer’s usage 
* and the handling of waste 
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Both the issues of materials and the large extent of production abroad are very much 
questions of price. Chasing the absolutely cheapest labour, sold by the employers 
almost as a raw material, as well as the usage of huge volumes of incredibly cheap 
cotton or timber for the lowest priced products are closely connected to exactly those 
alarm reports we spoke about before. Alarms which are ticking in regularly, without 
pardon. WHO, the World Health Organization estimates that some 5000 deaths and 
hundreds of thousands of cases of poisoning are caused each year by the pesticides 
used in conventionally grown cotton. And the emissions of carbon oxide, caused by 
deforestation all over the world is the second most important cause of the climate 
change, after fossile fuels.  
At the same time cheap stuff also has some positive values, like availability. Low price 
have a democratic flair, and to a certain extent rightly so. In a time when the gaps 
between rich and poor are growing dramatically all over the world many top designer 
products are far from available, rather getting a luxury stamp. Which is probably 
another reason why design isn’t seen as a socially important force any more. 
There was a brilliant example just the other day. Talk of the town during this Furniture 
fair has been an event at NK, the capital department store of Stockholm. 
 
As the majority of you probably already know a well known trend analyst, pr-
consultant and design gallerist had planned for a pop up store at NK with the well 
meaning theme of Conscious Design. But the title he gave to the store was Occupied, 
referring directly to the Occupy Wall Street movement, which is a leaderless resistance 
group with people of many colors, genders and political persuasions. The one thing 
they all have in common is that “We Are The 99% that will no longer tolerate the 
greed and corruption of the 1%”. The reactions on the NK pop up store have been 
outrageous. This is only one example: 
“I throw up, the upper class make design out of other people's problems.”  
To associate an event at a high end store with the socially underprivileged was a 
hopeless task, showing the potential class clash and the emotional power of words like 
expensive and cheap.  
So in today’s complex world it’s not enough to talk about “green” to find the 
sustainable solutions. Rather these issues are about ethics, global justice, transparency 
and – good design. If the challenge for the designers during the 20:th century was to 
create “beauty for all”, that is available, democratic design –this is no longer enough. In 
today’s global world we also need “good conscience for all” – an even greater challenge. 
 
Already during the last century designers had a crucial role between producer and 
consumer, between the conditions of the production and the expectations of the user 
and consumer. In the expanding era of mass production during the 20:th century this 
role also had a strong ethical touch. The designer was supposed to be sort of the user’s 
“representative or advocate” in the production. A role that’s getting more and more 
needed in the complex global world we’re living in today. Designers have to retake that 
position!  
Good quality in the era of Capitalism 4.0 is about adding ethics and transparency to 
the former goals of good design. Since the latest Economic Forum in Davos top 
western economists and business leaders are talking about the need for a new morally 
aware capitalism. The same need goes for shopping. 
 
Thanks for listening. And please remember: TWEED LASTS A LIFE TIME, BAD 
COTTON ONLY ONE SEASON. 


