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Introduction to Session Il
Food, Culture and Systemic Design

Dario Russo

The second session of the conference opens with a reflection
on the role of design within contemporary transformations, and
in relation to the themes of ecology and food systems. At first
glance, the association between design, food, and environment
might appear improper — especially if design is understood in its
most widespread sense, tied to the form of objects. Contemporary
design has, however, progressively expanded its field of action,
configuring itself as a discipline capable of operating on complex
systems.

One speaks today of systemic design, strategic design, service
design, and policy design: domains that attest to how the project
no longer concerns solely the configuration of artefacts, but the
organisation of relations, processes, and decisions. In this sense,
design can be understood as a “hinge” discipline, capable of con-
necting different forms of knowledge and activating forms of inte-
gration between traditionally separate fields.

A useful conceptual reference for understanding this transforma-
tion is the figure of the “royal art” evoked by Plato: a practice capa-
ble of orienting and coordinating other techniques, deciding when
and how to deploy them. Design, in this perspective, contributes
to defining the framework within which problems are posed and
addressed, before intervening on them directly.

A reflection on the term “technique” also makes it possible to
question a distinction often taken for granted: that between the
technical and the artistic dimensions. The term derives from the
Greek fechne, which denotes at once art and operative capacity.
Design positions itself precisely in that hybrid space where aes-
thetics and function are profoundly intertwined.

The hybrid nature of design translates into an intrinsically transdis-
ciplinary vocation. Unlike multidisciplinary approaches — which
involve the co-presence of multiple disciplines — or interdisciplin-
ary ones — which favour their interaction — design tends to produce
new syntheses in which disciplinary boundaries are transcended.
The result is a novel configuration capable of generating perspec-
tives that exceed the sum of the knowledge involved.
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The conference is conceived as a space for critical dialogue and
construction, not for the exposition of already consolidated knowl-
edge. The contributions presented should be understood as stim-
uli, hypotheses, and points of view to be discussed and, where
necessary, challenged. The audience — and students in particular
—is called upon to play an active role, participating in the process
of knowledge elaboration.

This approach responds to the need to restore to design a public
function capable of bearing on social and cultural processes. In
a historical moment characterised by systemic crises, the project
cannot limit itself to responding to contingent needs: it must con-
tribute to orienting transformations, assuming a responsibility to-
ward the future.
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