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“When you study molecules you don’t have to worry about what the world 
“means” to the molecules. But when you try to understand the reality of a human 
being, it’s a different matter entirely.”  

—Alfred Schultz 
 
Introduction 
 
Does is not seem strange that issues of culture, diversity, and creativity are taught in a 
windowless room with a whiteboard and a projector? It has always seemed strange to listen to 
other professors talk about how they are teaching their students about a certain culture by 
showing pictures, listening to music, discussing history, or, better yet, by empathically ‘becoming’ 
a part of a culture by engaging in activities or rituals that are common to the culture being studied. 
However, all of this is done in an urban setting, far removed from the culture being studied, and 
usually does not incorporate any of the people that are part of the studied culture. 
 
Learning In A Classroom versus Understanding through Experience 
 
Learning about a culture and understanding a culture are two different things. When learning 
about another culture in a classroom, it is important to understand that the knowledge is being 
gained from a distance, and in a detached manner. It is possible to learn many things about a 
culture and how its people live, celebrate, work, eat, entertain, and more importantly, how the 
studied culture has done this over a period of time, and how their rituals have evolved and 
changed. Anthropologists have employed methodologies that study artifacts and recorded history 
for years, mostly because they are studying a dead culture, or one that existed in the past.   

Hermeneutics, the continual interpretation and reinterpretation of texts, is a method that has 
been employed in anthropology and the social sciences over the years. It has been extended to 
the study of any body of text including political speeches, letters from soldiers in battle to their 
families at home, and transcriptions of doctor-patient interactions. The idea that culture is an 
“assemblage of texts”, as the basis for interpretive anthropology, was the basis of Clifford Geertz’ 
methods. Paul Ricoeur then expanded this method to include ‘action’, arguing that the study of 
free-flowing behavior could lead to insights too.1 This methodology is often the sort of cultural 
study that is used inside, and a bit outside of the classroom. Students are asked to read some 
books, look at some pictures, watch a film, or even go to some sort of cultural event that is put on 
by members of the culture being studied. At the limit, the class might even incorporate a type of 
empathic research in their process. Cook a meal, make some art in a style that is like that of the 
people being studied, or maybe even bring someone from the culture to the classroom to talk are 
some ways that empathic research methods might be included. 

Phenomenology, on the other hand, is a philosophy of knowledge that emphasizes direct 
observation of phenomena. 2 It is this methodology that has been implemented most often in the 
design profession, and cast under the title of ‘design research’ or ‘user research’. In a 
phenomenological study, the researcher tries to see reality through another person’s eyes. A 
phenomenologist tries to produce convincing descriptions of what he/she experiences rather than 
explanations and causes. Good ethnography—a narrative that describes a culture or a part of a 



culture–is usually good phenomenology.3 Unfortunately, it is rare that this method of research is 
taught in the undergraduate design environment. 

A number of years ago, while on a business trip to a number of small villages in Mexico, it 
became clear that current design research methods were not the best way to teach design 
students about the world around them and how they as designers could find a better way to 
understand and integrate into it. If teaching about a group or a culture nearby and easily 
accessed, more phenomenological methods can be incorporated. However, when trying to teach 
about a culture that is hundreds, if not thousands of miles away, this prospect becomes 
challenging for a professor of design. Recently, with the advent of a number of world events and 
disasters, design education has jumped on the bandwagon of introducing projects that address 
real world issues. The tsunami in Indonesia, earthquakes in Turkey, famine in Kenya—all are 
opportunities that are ripe for design solutions. However, how can the academic community teach 
future designers about how to go about designing responsibly for another culture, especially 
when it is so far away, and so different from the western culture that we live in? 
 
Future of Design Education and Practice 

 
The design profession is at a change point and design education should lead this change. Over 
the last year, many papers and articles have been written about the impending design and 
manufacturing monster called China, and all of these writings give quite a lot of information about 
the new economy that China is developing. These writings also scare the ‘you know what’ out of 
most of us, especially if we are used to seeing design as an endeavor that provides product 
solutions for the needs and wants of the western consumer—and whether we admit it or not, that 
is how most of us look at design. And why shouldn’t we? After all, it is a service that provides 
product solutions for the perceived world in which we live, and one that we are ultimately rather 
familiar with. However, when one looks at the rest of the world, yes, the four to five billion other 
people who live below poverty level, the design opportunities are endless and are different from 
what we are used to working on. However, imposing our cultural view, and our manner of 
interpreting need on these cultures cannot be tolerated, and even more important, won’t work. 

So, how do we as design educators go about educating our students for this future? Why 
should we? Can’t we just go on assigning projects that address the needs of the elite? Why not 
assign another hand drill, or athletic shoe, or cell phone design project? Well, we can, as there 
will be a need for these things in ‘our world’. However, if we are to compete with the upcoming 
cadre of designers that are going to be introduced into the manufacturing world in the next 5–10  
years in China, India, and most of Asia, we need to think differently about what design might be. 
Not for ourselves, but for the future designers sitting in our classrooms. The ones who are going  
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to live, work and innovate in this future. One doesn’t want to think that in 50 years, those four to 
five billion people are still going to be living off of what they live off of now. It can’t continue. Plus, 
why shouldn’t they have the access to products that can make their lives better? And who will be 
doing design work for them? 
  



Experience as a Designer 
 
So, how did these conclusions and thoughts get into the head of this middle-aged, but young-at-
heart, experienced designer and educator? It was that trip taken a number of years ago, thirteen 
years ago to be exact. Having been asked by a businessman in Mexico City to come and see the 
opportunities that existed in his country, I went down there, armed with five years of high school 
and college Spanish, and the knowledge of Mexico that I gained while living in a border town in 
southern California during my formative years. Those infrequent trips to Tijuana finally paid off—
or so I thought.  

The first day out started at 5 A.M. in his beat-up station wagon, having eaten a breakfast of 
eggs, tortillas, and coffee, we started heading west towards Toluca, the old capital of the State of 
Mexico and the highest city in the country of Mexico (2,680 meters). The paved road was full of 
potholes and bumps. We pulled off the highway onto a bumpy dirt road that made the paved road 
feel like and air-cushioned surface, and we drove for about 15 minutes. At the end of the road, we 
got out of the car and found ourselves in a small village just south of Toluca called San Pedro 
Tultepec. The artisan we visited invited us into his home. I can’t recall his name, but I can still 
remember his humble home, his children’s faces, and the rudimentary workshop he and his 
colleagues worked in to design and build custom furniture that they sold on the roadway heading 
into Toluca—beautiful, handcrafted, carved, sturdy, quality furniture, unlike anything you’ll find in 
IKEA today. He worked hard, his family helped him out when they could, and his first child was 
entering high school, the first in his family to do so. This scenario would be one that would be 
repeated, in either the same way, or in a less prosperous way, in every other village, home and 
workshop that we visited—San Mateo Atenco, Tunco, Ixtapan de la Sal, Tenancingo, 
Tenoxtepec, Malinalco, San Pablo Tejalpa, Texcaltitlan, and many others. Needless to say, none 
of these villages are in most tour books of Mexico and most people would find it difficult to 
stumble upon many of them as they are scattered throughout the country, off of dirt roads, in 
mountains, deserts and low lying lands everywhere.  

At one village, more a town these days, called Tenancingo, we were able to visit at least eight 
workshops within a stone’s throw of each other. Some of them made high-end ‘colonial’ style 
furniture. Others made traditional rustic furniture that you will see throughout most homes in 
Mexico. One family would turn the legs and backs on a lathe, another family would assemble 
them, the children would paint them, and the wives would weave the rush seats. It was a true 
assembly line that was operational seven days out of seven, unless a religious holiday or family 
emergency interrupted. On the other end of town, the families that wove and dyed special fabrics 
for traditional rebosas seemed to be living next door to one another. The same ingenuity,  
innovation, and hard work seemed to exist here, too. And, these sorts of scenarios exist in all 
countries around the world, in varying and different forms, with the artisans making all sorts of 
products. 

After many years of taking these sorts of trips and getting to know the people in these 
villages, a type of relationship developed between us. I became the ‘gringo’ who knew how to get 
their products up to the U.S. and get them sold for more money than they could in Mexico. First, I 
had to work with them for many years to get them to understand that the American consumer had 
different expectations of their products. Quality, consistency, and trendy colors and materials 
were of great importance to the American consumer. This had to be reflected in their objects, but 
not at the expense of the ‘ethnic’ qualities of their products. This was a hard line to walk for both 
of us, but in the end, some small success was gained in a couple of the towns. Personal issues 
have made it difficult to return for the last five years, but it is sure that things are still in progress, 
and the villagers are still learning. 

Would I have been able to do what I did without going down into these villages and getting to 
know the people? The simple answer, and the only one is, no. No book, no movie, no picture, no 
lecture could have taught me what I know today. None of those methods could have helped me to 
gain the intrinsic understanding of the village culture of artisans, in the state of Mexico, which I 



have today. As a bonus, I have also gained an understanding of Mexican culture that goes 
beyond food, language, and music.  

 
Experience as Educator 

 
About four years ago, while on vacation in Mexico, about two hours north of Puerto Vallarta, in a 
small village called Chacala, I met a woman, Laura, who owned the yoga retreat that we were 
staying in. Though, at that time I did no yoga—it just seemed like a pleasant place to stay. 
Chacala is a small fishing village, located on the north side of a small bay. The population is 
about 200 people and most of them make a living as fisherman. There is a small hardware store 
in the town, a number of restaurants along the beach, a couple of small corner stores, an 
elementary school, and middle/high school, and that is about it. In the last few years, the use of 
the town by outsiders has increased, due to the paving of the road into town about seven years 
ago. Now, lots of people come to beautiful Chacala on the weekends to hang out on the beach 
and camp with their families. The people of Chacala are mostly Mestizo, of European and Indian 
(indigenous) descent. The regional indigenous people are the Huichol, known worldwide for their 
surreal yarn and bead paintings that represent visions that the artist has had while experiencing 
peyote-induced hallucinations. 

Chacala presented some interesting opportunities from a research and design teaching 
standpoint. The decision was made, with Laura’s support, to try to bring a group of students down 
to Chacala that summer to live, learn and create. However, it was important that more research 
be undertaken in order to plan effectively and appropriately for the course.  

There are a number of organizations worldwide that undertake projects in ‘developing’ 
countries and work directly with artisans and help them to create a more prosperous industry for 
their work. Oxfam, based in London, England, is one of the first organizations to start this type of 
work. I met up with an older man in the State of Oaxaca, in the town of Ocotlan, who had worked 
with Oxfam to help him to build a wool spinning plant and to work with local weavers to develop 
specific products that would be of interest to consumers in Europe and America. Currently, the 
Lanara de Ocotlan is one of the premier sources of mohair wool in Mexico, and the world, and 
supplies much of the mohair that is used by weavers in the region. Additionally, they contract out 
to a number of the local weavers to make saddleblankets to sell in Texas, Arizona, and parts of 
Europe. 

Another organization, Aid to Artisans (ATA), located in Hartford, Connecticut, is a nonprofit 
organization that works with artisans in countries throughout the world. I met up with one of their  
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designers in San Francisco. Mimi Robertson has worked in a number of countries, bringing her 
expertise in retail, buying, design, and art with her. She studied painting at RISD and says that 
she came out with the priceless skill of ‘knowing how to think’. She pursued work in the 
experimental glass industry along with a stint being an expert in recreating crime scenes for the 
courtroom. Car chases, bricks falling and crushing cars, fires due to faulty smoke detectors—all 
of these are examples of what she could create with her hands to demonstrate the reality of what 
had really happened. Her interest in materials and wanting to work with her hands led her to a 



stint at the Nature Company as their Director of Product Development. Through this job, she was 
introduced to ATA. That was almost 15 years ago and she has worked as a consultant with ATA 
since then, along with doing some of her own work for Chronicle Books, Pottery Barn, Williams 
Sonoma, Target and other clients. Her work with ATA has taken her from Peru to Honduras, 
Guatemala, El Salvador, Costa Rica, Dominica, Jamaica, Johannesburg, Cape Town, Ghana, 
and to the most recent trips to Kurdistan. In each of these places, she has brought her expertise 
as an innovator, a creative solver of problems, a materials and processes guru, and her innate 
respect for the resourcefulness and the love of the spirit that is within all the people she has 
worked with in these far lands. 

 
Chacala, Mexico 

 
It is this same love that has taken me again and again to Mexico, and that has inspired a number 
of projects that have been undertaken on-site in Chacala with industrial design, graphic design 
and architecture students. The first trip, in May of 2002, was a leap of faith. I had prearranged 
everything with our host in Chacala (that yoga retreat written of earlier) and had planned out an 
entire three weeks in the village. Three mornings a week (three hours each morning) the students 
would be taking Spanish classes. The afternoons of the first week were filled with visits to nearby 
archeological sites, forays into the nearby town to visit the local history museum, a trip to Tepic 
(the capital of the state), and visits to archeological museums and artists workshops–all of this 
was guided by a local university anthropologist. One weekend, we all went to Guadalajara to see 
larger museums, more art, living culture, and just take some time off to have some fun. The 
afternoons of the second and third week were devoted to two types of projects. One was a 
humanitarian project, where students rebuilt a tile roof of a free medical facility in the nearby 
town. It is the only medical facility for about 50 miles in all directions, and it served most of the 
people of the surrounding areas. In over-95°F, 80% humidity weather, the students worked with 
the local craftsmen to remove, clean, reseal, and replace thousands of red tiles. It was extremely 
hard work and developed a level of consciousness in the students, about life in the region that 
they otherwise would have never really understood.  

The other project they undertook was a more personal project. They were invited to do any 
number of projects that could have included building, drawing, painting, or any creative endeavor 
that they pleased, but it had to be somehow linked to the community of Chacala and the region. 
One student decided to work with the local furniture craftsman and design and build a lounge 
chair for the pool in the yoga retreat. Another worked with local school children to develop a book 
that represented what was important to the children of Chacala. She then took the same process 
back home to Louisiana and worked with a group of children there to do the same thing. She then 
produced copies of the books and sent both copies to each of the schools. Now these children 
from different cultures could learn about each other. Another student decided to design and build 
markers that would line the local bird-watching trail up to the top of an extinct volcano rim. She 
incorporated many of the indigenous people’s symbols onto these markers so that a story was 
told. She then, along with some help of her classmates, lugged the 30-pound tiles, 8 of them, up 
the side of the volcano and placed them along the trail.  

What was not expected was the level at which the students would integrate themselves into 
the community. Coincidentally, at the same time that we were there, a very important political 
race was underway and the vote would take place about a week after we left. The woman who 
owned the yoga retreat, Laura, was supporting one of the candidates and was off most of the 
time doing campaigning. Sometimes she would give us rides into town in her van that was 
blasting political songs and speeches from the loudspeakers on the roof. The students would talk 
with the townspeople and started to get a bit nervous about how they were being implicated in the 
race, just by being associated with Laura. Heated political discussions would take place at night, 
the students being swayed by the poverty that they saw in the town, in comparison with the 
prosperity they saw at the yoga retreat. Students formed their own subgroups, some supporting 
Laura and her relationship with the town, others taking the community side. It was a very hot and 



passionate environment to be in, and it was not something that was expected as part of the 
experience. 

During the following November, we found out that most of Chacala had been destroyed by a 
large hurricane and were afraid that some of our friends had been hurt. It redefined what would 
be done the second time around. In May 2003, 12 students and their professor traveled down to 
Chacala. We stayed at Laura’s brothers home next door, as he seemed to be less controversial in 
the eyes of the community. In fact, he was well liked and seemed to integrate into the community 
much more seamlessly than his sister. Much of the program was the same, however some 
updates were made to both the academic side of the course and the project side. More local trips 
were made including a visit to an extinct volcano, a more intact archaeological site, and most 
importantly, a visit to a Huichol village in the low-lying mountains in the region. Students got to 
visit with, talk to, and eat with members of the community of Roseta. Additionally they got to visit 
their workshops and see some of the traditional Huichol art of bead and yarn paintings. Reading, 
mostly history of the region and its people, was assigned every week, and twice a week after 
dinner, we would have a class discussion about what they had read versus what they were 
seeing in reality.  

 
The projects undertaken that summer varied in that previous collaborations with the 

community had been arranged for the students to pick from. They could do one of the following: 
1. Design and build a small bridge for a local B&B 
2. Design and produce an architectural plan for a business and living space that had 

been destroyed in the hurricane 
3. Develop a business concept and product line for a local woman who was an expert at 

growing herbs and plants 
4. Work with the community to clear some land and design and build a traditional 

palapa structure 
5. Work with another student (from the previous summer course) to design and develop 

a community center for the town 
 

The students chose their projects and worked diligently with the community on all of them. 
Four students worked on the bridge, three on the restaurant, two on the business plan/product 
plan, and the remainder worked on the community center and palapa building project. The results 
were far more important that the last year’s projects, as this time, by engaging directly with the 
community on the projects, results could be seen immediately. Before we left, the local woman 
was already packaging herb products and soaps for the local tourist industry, a bridge to the new 
spa area was built and a palapa was constructed and being used. We learned that a lot can be 
done in three weeks. 

 
 
 

Jake’s Project 
 

The community center project mentioned above was an outgrowth of the previous summer’s 
work. Jake, the student, wanted to do a real thesis project, one that was grounded in reality. He 
obtained funds from the Center for Art and Public Life on campus, along with funds from his 
hometown, and went down to Chacala to work with the town and a local architect to develop 
plans for a community center. He engaged the townspeople from the start, through collaborative 
exercises and projects. He gained their trust. He worked with the mayor and the architect to 
develop the plan for how to get the work done. He learned about their system of permits, plans, 
and politics. He lived and worked in Chacala for four months and at the end, produced a package 
that aided the town in getting a parcel of land granted to them for the community center. The 
package included a site survey, a budget, a timeline, and a proposed design for the center that 



utilized a number of found materials and employed sustainable building practices. Further funding 
is being obtained to continue the work in Chacala.  

 
Positives and Negatives 

 
Doing projects like this has its drawbacks. The work of planning this sort of project is very difficult. 
Most of the planning, teaching, and the trip was organized and completed by one person. 
Granted, the experience of working and traveling in Mexico for the previous 10 years was most 
helpful, but it never was preparation enough for what more would be experienced and learned on 
these trips.  

 
Heat and humidity. Nothing can prepare one for what it is like to live in a jungle for three 

weeks with the associated heat and humidity—and no air conditioning whatsoever, anywhere. 
Even more so, doing hard physical labor, with the crudest of materials and equipment is made ten 
times harder by this environment. 

 
Cultural differences. Mexico is a different country in many ways. The way in which time is 

experienced in Mexico is an eye opener. After three days of running around like Americans 
normally do, the students collapsed from exhaustion. It took one to two days to recover. From 
there on out, they slowed down. 

 
Technology. Well, in a small village in Mexico, there isn’t much. Cell phones don’t work, the 

Internet is nonexistent (except in the learning center attached to the school, but it closes at 5 
P.M.), and ATMs are nowhere to be found. Not that much money is needed, but when it was, a 
twenty-minute trip by taxi to the nearby town was required. 

 
Food. In the two trips down there, the students (and their professor, unfortunately) got ill only 

once. The cane juice stand on the drive back to Chacala from Roseta is to blame. A stupid 
decision on the professor’s part—something in her hot, tired, and exhausted state that she  
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normally wouldn’t have done. The next two days were painful in many ways, but mostly it was 
painful to know that a stupid decision had caused so much pain and suffering for others. 

 
Problem-solving. These sorts of environments are a problems-solvers paradise. There is 

much that is needed by these people. However, it is important that the local people define what is  
needed. Only by really understanding their culture can one appreciate how important it is to get 
their opinions, directions, and feedback.  

 



People. As designers we have much to learn about whom we are designing for. The people 
of Chacala are different than most people I know. However they are also similar. They desire to 
get better, have more, and are willing to work to get there. However, getting electricity to their 
home, running water, or a toilet are often at the top of their list of needs. A cell phone is not going 
to do them any good. Neither is an iPod, a Mini, or a flat screen TV. 

 
Conclusion 

 
On one end of the spectrum, and the pessimistic one at that, what will happen to American 
designers (the students we are teaching today) when the imminent flood of Chinese designers 
that take over doing design for all of the TVs, DVD recorders, cell phones, MP3 players and 
automobiles that top-economic tier markets clamor for? On the other end of the spectrum, what 
about those four to five billion people out there in the world today that most of us, if we admit it, 
ignore? Why don’t we design for them? Can the skills and approaches that we teach our students 
today be enough to prepare them to design for the bottom of the pyramid?  

 
Immersing our students in experiential design research and development is one way to go 

about teaching our future designers. However, we as educators need to take the risk to develop 
course work that immerses our students into these environments in a more complete manner. It is 
no longer enough to just have our students read a few things and see a film. They don’t get to a 
point of understanding by using those methods. The examples in this paper just skim the surface 
of what can be done by educators to open up the possibility of designing for the bottom of the 
pyramid. 

 
Our current design education techniques need to be changed. The design community has 

discussed how to go about planning for the future. Well, the future is here.  
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