
1/3

ALTER-REALITIES: DESIGNING THE PRESENT

Alastair Fuad-Luke
Curator of PDB'21

We are tired of real, imagined or manipulated multiple crises. Inaction 
deepens our weariness, blunts our intellect, dulls our bodies and erodes 
our souls. We need to (re-)make worlds1, (re-)animate ourselves and 
(re-)relation with Others while rejecting unsustainable hegemonies and 
divisive ideologies. Design as process, facilitation and catalyzation in the 
everyday, in the Now2, expands our aesthetic experiences and sensations3. 
Forget designing probable, possible and preferable futures4 — design, 
make and prototype the present! Through design we can rediscover our 
sense of wonder, renew our environment and build new alliances. We can 
reconstitute ourselves by focusing on experiences and things, pharmaka5, 
that generate a wider sense of well-being by showing us how to live better 
despite times of contagion and crisis.
 How might we orientate ourselves and set about this task? How 
might design help construct new social imaginaries? How might these 
experiments in Porto and Matosinhos be transferable to other cities, 
communities and contexts? Our first step is to individually, collectively 
and institutionally think about scale(s), bodies and effects in the “now”, 
the short- and long-term; within and across generations; and beyond our 
anthropocentric gaze. We build on the powerful lexicon created in the  
first edition of the Porto Design Biennale6 by developing four interrelated 
themes operating on complementary relational scales.
 Alter-Scapes focuses on creating new perceptions of the city as a 
means to reorientate ourselves. The cities of Porto and Matosinhos with 
their hinterlands, where city and countryside blur, are a layered, complex 
environment of socio-technical infrastructures embedded in diverse urban 
ecologies. What systems, objects, maps and interventions can we create to 
shift our current perceptions through alternative cartographies, mobilities, 
architectures and/or energy flows to “see” and experience our cities 
differently?
 Alter-Care focuses on care not only as a matter of human life, but 
of all life, continuous struggle, empathy, notions of Otherness and as “an 
essential feature of transformative thinking, politics and alternative forms 
of organizing…”7. Women continue to bear the burden of caring for families, 
dependants and others; we need to take action to remove the extra burdens 
placed on women and girls during these pandemic times and push forward 
the cause of women’s rights. Moreover, we need to examine our carefulness, 
and lack of care, in a wider scope called all life (zōē, Greek) by embracing 
human and beyond human entities. How do we materialize design as care? 
How can this improve the lives of women and girls? How do we deal with 
cultural, social and political differences in notions of care?
Alter-Production focuses on modes of production that can re-invigorate 
communities, neighbourhoods, craftspeople, small-scale industries, 
local food production, urban habitats and more. We can strive for a new 
“regenerative aesthetics”8 that enhances life through producing differently. 
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How might we combine local resources with open everything (design, 
production, software, information, knowledge) to re-imagine local ways of 
making things, services and experiences? 
 Alter-Livelihoods focuses on experimenting with diverse 
economies9, alternative hedonism10, and modes of designing that encourage 
autonomy, new relations and ways of being11 as a means to explore more 
fulfilling ways of living, working, playing and giving/receiving. Here we can 
build on some of the good habits (re-)learnt during these pandemic times 
while expanding our individual and collective competences. How can we co-
construct these livelihoods through design to give us pleasure, restore our 
dignity and protect our well-being? Can design slow us down, help us find 
meaningful work and generate novel forms of income?
 In this edition of Porto Design Biennale we aim to experiment with 
how to regenerate our local and wider world. We aim to help materialize and 
prototype new social imaginaries. We aim to encourage walking as a means 
to navigate, explore and participate in the Biennale. We aim for fruitful, 
pleasurable and meaningful experiences. We aim to achieve this with you by 
encouraging participation of citizens, amateurs and professionals through 
building practical, tactical and strategic alliances that continue well beyond 
Porto Design Biennale 2021. 
 Therefore, the overarching challenge of the Biennale is to ask “How 
can we make and prototype together, reveal, critique and amplify Alter-
Realities in order to reorientate ourselves towards futures where trust in 
each other is restored, where regeneration not destruction is evident, and 
where we find a new relationality between us and Others”?
 Together, we can make communities of difference. Join us! 

1 Here the sense of (re-)make is taken from Nelson Goodman. Ways of Worldmaking (Indianapolis, Indiana: 
Hackett Publishing Company, 1978), p.6. Goodman noted that “Worldmaking as we already know it always 
starts from worlds already on hand; the making is remaking”.
2 Brian Eno’s definition of ‘Now’ centres on the idea of a time frame. “We have the frame we operate in 
which we call ‘now’. ‘Now’ is all the things that are affecting me. All the things I can affect in a certain time 
frame I shall call ‘now’”. Brian Eno, in Time in Design. Eternally Yours, (Rotterdam: 010 Publishers, 2003), 
pp. 62-63.
3 The philosopher Jacques Rancière conceived aesthetics as the “distribution of the sensible that 
determines a mode of articulation between forms of action, production, perception and thought”. See 
Rancière, J., 2013 [2000]. Politics of the Aesthetics, London: Bloomsbury Academic, 86. First published in 
France under the title Le Partage du sensible: Esthétique et politique, La Fabrique-Éditions, 2000.
4 Hancock, T. & Bezold, C. 1994. “Possible Futures, Preferable Futures”. Healthcare Forum Journal, March/
April 1994, 23-29. See also, Dunne, A. and Raby, F. 2013. Speculative Everything. Design, Fiction and Social 
Dreaming. Cambridge, Massachusetts and London, England: MIT Press.
5 See Bernard Stiegler’s essay where he suggests that we need a new pharmacology of the mind and of 
the spirit through the creation of new symbolic everyday objects beyond the rationalization of capitalism’s 
adherence to continuous innovation and creative destruction (after Schumpeter). Here he invokes the 
Greek concept of pharmaka as both medicines and poisons. Stiegler, Bernard. 2012. Inter-objectivity and 
Transindividuation. In Jorinde Seijdel and Liesbeth Melis, eds. Politics of Things. What Art and Design Do in 
Democracy. Open No. 24., 52-63. Rotterdam: nai10 with SKOR.
6 See Post Millennium — Critical Essays on Contemporary Tensions, n. 1, 2 e 3, José Bártolo, Raquel Pais, 
Andreia Faria (eds.), Porto Design Biennale, 2019; and Pestana, Mariana (ed.) (2019), Fiction Practice — 
Prototyping the Otherworldly, Onomatopee.
7 Puig de la Bellacasa, María. 2017. Matters of Care: Speculative Ethics in More Than Human Worlds. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota.
8 A term used by the author at a talk given to the ADESSO Symposium. “Aesthetics of Design for Social 
Innovation”, July 4th, 2019, Dipartimento di Design, Politecnico di Milano, Milano, Italy.
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9 Roelvink, Gerda; St. Martin, Kevin; and J.K. Gibson-Graham, eds. 2015. Making Other Worlds Possible. 
Performing Diverse Economies. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.
10 Soper, Katie. 2008. Alternative hedonism, cultural theory and the role of aesthetic revisioning. Cultural 
Studies, 22(5), pp. 567–587.
11 See, for example: “Autonomous Design” — Escobar, Arturo. 2018. Designs for the Pluriverse. Radical 
independence, Autonomy and the Making of Worlds. Durham, NC: Duke University Press; “Ontological 
Design” – Willis, Anne Marie. 2006. “Ontological Designing”, Design Philosophy Papers, 4:2, pp. 69-92; 
and “Relational Design” — Fuad-Luke, A. 2014. “Design(-ing) for Radical Relationality: ‘Relational design’ 
for confronting dangerous, concurrent, contingent realities”, pp. 42-73, in MA Jin and LOU Yongqi, eds., 
Emerging Practices in Design. Professions, Values and Approaches. Shanghai: Tongji University Press.


