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****

People have been worried about the ‘environment’ for many decades now. But do we 
have any clear ideas or consensus of what is meant by this word in public debates or 
even by experts? Today, the public might primarily think of the natural environment 
when the word is mentioned. It is still used in other ways for human or artificial envi-
ronments, though. And even the meaning of ‘natural environment’ is heavily debated 
today. Of course, this lack of clear consensual meaning is the case of most terms and 
concepts, if we look closer. But the environmental debate has mostly been going on, 
as if everyone agreed on the meaning. If we look at the first, broad, public debates 
on environmental issues around 1970, many of the very same phrases were stated as 
today. But did they mean quite the same then? In the end, the word ‘environment’ 
does not seem to have any specific meaning at all, and this might explain both the 
strengths and weaknesses of the concept. Around 1970, new debates started out with 
references to many sorts of environments, many others than natural ecosystems. And 
they were driven by very different scientific, professional, institutional and political 
agendas. We will trace uses and understandings of the concept of ‘environment’, or 
‘miljø’ as it was called in Scandinavia, in Danish design debates. In the period under 
examination, it carried meanings as living habitat, creative milieu and spatial de-
sign. In these ways, the ‘environment’ was central to ideas of a mental, cultural and 
physical transformation throughout any scale. The concept served as a lens both to 
gather  – but also muddle – the many perspectives of design practice, housing and 
consumption. And the field of design shows examples of ‘our’ environment as mean-
ing both very abstract and concrete things, as in this sweeping description by Victor 
Papanek published in a Danish magazine: “Our environment consists of landscapes, 
regions, cities, climates, shelters, tools, devices, information, products, happenings, 
messages and much else.” (1970b, unpgn.) To guide us through the complex discourse 
on the environment in Denmark around 1970, we have listed the following cluster of 
agendas and uses of this key concept:

Public design – ‘visual environment’
Spatial experiments – ‘creative environment’
Home culture – ‘domestic environment’
Critique of housing – ‘social environment’
Critique of city planning – ‘urban environment’
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Labour unions – ‘working environment’
Conservation – ‘cultural environment’
Pollution – ‘natural environment’
Overpopulation and overconsumption – ‘global environment’

The threats to natural habitats or global resources were not the primary agendas, 
though the issues were often interlinked and went in circles. Nature was not the pri-
mary meaning of ‘environment’ in earlier theories, where ‘human environment’ was 
more in focus (Banham 1969). The muddling of aspects and the dilemmas are still 
stumbling stones in our debates on ‘environmental’ sustainability today, so an un-
derstanding of the constraints of the initial, environmental discourse around 1970 is 
crucial, especially in a field such as design, where the framing of problems and actions 
is closely interlinked.

Environments, environmental discourse and conceptual history

Most historical investigations into the international upspring of environmentalism 
in design and architecture focus on the years around 1970 (Fallan & Jørgensen 
2017), and this is also where we find a veritable ‘bubble’ in the very widespread and 
versatile use of the word ‘miljø’ in Danish debates. Travelling back in time by read-
ing the environmental debates, we recognise many of the words and explanations 
about climate change, pollution and overexploitation from recent debates (Warde, 
Robin & Sörlin 2018, Kallipoliti 2018). This raises disturbing questions about the 
current situation: Has nothing changed at all? Have we experienced a collective 
amnesia leading us to repeat the very same arguments? We must remember, how-
ever, that both conditions and understandings have changed. During the intervening 
decades, different labels have been used for environmental concerns in design, as 
Pauline Madge noted early on:

Changes in term can sometimes indicate changing values and priorities, although 
they can also disguise continuities. In the design field the change from ‘alternative 
design’ and ‘design for need’-catchphrases of the 1970s – to ‘eco-design’, ‘green 
design’ or ‘environmentally affirmative design’ in the 1980s and 1990s reveals an 
underlying shift in social and political attitudes.

(Madge 1993, 149f)

And even if we repeat many arguments on the environment from around 1970, we 
might not refer to the same understanding, as the term ‘environment’ itself is highly 
ambiguous or fuzzy. Our aim with this investigation is to understand the versatility 
and differing uses of the term as both a strength and a constraint to the debates and 
to political and civic actions. We cannot just ask for a strict definition of the term, as 
the diverse sources quickly show.

[…] there is no guarantee that by getting to the root of a word we are making it 
unambiguous. Still, when we study the genealogy of terms we learn a great deal 
about their current use and thus about our current thinking.

(Pinkus 2013, 89)
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We have to look into specific uses and contexts of a term to note how it assembles 
meanings and develops into a general concept, referring to certain lines of thought 
or ways of looking at the world. “A word becomes a concept precisely because it 
gets involved in action stemming from a certain situation or context. It is made into 
a concept by speaking and writing actors” (Ifversen 2011, 74). Jan Ifversen here re-
fers to an approach to Conceptual History in the Koselleck school, having tracked 
the role and development of central concepts through huge political and societal 
changes. Key concepts could play a huge role, despite the fact that they were often 
contested and even used differently by conflicting groups. Investigating a concept 
such as ‘environment’ historically requires tracing its semantic development and 
grasping its contextual impact (Ifversen 2011, 83). Our case study will be limited 
to the aim to study the concept of environment in the initial phase of the current 
environmentalism, more specifically, in Danish debates on design and architecture 
around 1970.

This understanding of contested concepts is, of course, close to the Foucauldian 
approach to ‘discourse’. Discourses refer to common problematics of groups or pe-
riods rather than clearly defined topics. The architectural scholar Necdet Teymur 
did, in fact, make a contemporary, in-depth analysis of the environmental discourse 
in the 1970s. He was highly critical towards what the whole ‘ED’, environmental 
discourse, was really about because of many confusions. “It is an unresolved prob-
lem of the ED that it deals with birds and blocks of flats, images and buildings, 
forests and hospital corridors, ecology and interior design, ideal forms and sewage 
problems in one and the same term” (Teymur 1982, 57). To him, the references 
to anything ‘environmental’ seemed only metaphorical, and ‘environment’ itself a 
pseudo-concept. His book is an interesting example of how to analyse such a highly 
complex and confused interdisciplinary discourse. He is, however, more concerned 
with the mechanisms producing the messy debates than with any of the ideas or 
intentions. Instead, we will stick more to the content of the discourse and follow the 
uses and meanings of ‘environment’ as a concept or metaphor, whilst taking note of 
Teymur’s critiques.

If Teymur looked at the broad environmental discourses from outside, US art his-
torian Larry D. Busbea has dug into the most advanced and often speculative theories 
on the ‘responsive environment’ among North American scientists, artists and design-
ers in the period (2020). This was understood as the invisible environments, media, 
systems and patterns, which shaped our perception, understanding and ourselves as 
human beings. But the human environment was produced through history, culture 
and technology and could be changed itself as a responsive environment, so that both 
humans and the world changed. Busbea shows how these thoughts were crucial to our 
understanding of science, nature and humanity, and investigates how they took shape 
in both theories and design experiments.

There is virtually no theme, practice, or technological advance being addressed 
today that was not discussed at length at the end of the 1960s and the beginning 
of the next decade. If I choose here to return to this earlier context, however, it 
is […] to identify moments of ideological rupture that were much more explicit 
then than they are currently.

(Busbea 2020, xvi)
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We look for ruptures in the same way, only in the Danish debates. Busbea reads Ed-
ward T. Hall, Marshall McLuhan and Gregory Bateson, and the two first were trans-
lated and introduced in Danish in the period, Bateson a bit later on. We find, however, 
no specific references to their theories, nor any of the designers or artists he examines 
who made the often computerised experiments with responsive environments, but 
references to other international sources. So the ideas were very widespread, and influ-
ences blurred at this point. And Busbea’s cases are again examples of how the natural 
environment and global issues played a minor or rather implied role.

Historically, the word ‘environment’ (or ‘milieu’) covers a bewildering range of 
scales and contents from biology and sociology to psychology and aesthetics. This 
broad range often challenged the specific meanings of the word, but it has carried a 
basic meaning of interconnectedness and feedback between individuals and surround-
ings, of systemic development. It expresses a basic awareness of contextual conditions 
for both the living and our understanding and experience of life. As French philoso-
pher Georges Canguilhem stated in his 1952 book Knowledge of Life: “The notion of 
milieu is in the process of becoming a universal and obligatory means of registering 
the experience and existence of living things, and one could almost speak of its con-
stitution as a basic category of contemporary thought” (Canguilhem 2008, 7). He 
argued for a scientific episteme going back to early biology and sociology, but his own 
book became part of the extended use of the notion.

There are two basic aspects of the way of thinking that the notion  implicates – and 
they are, of course, interlinked. The first is the understanding of the living and its 
milieu as a large set of mutual impacts forming a dynamic equilibrium. This is under-
stood as a kind of balanced, chemical reaction scheme, but also projected on many 
other contexts. US designer Victor Papanek referred to the theories of cybernetics 
developed in this period as a way to understand the challenge and the full range of 
design in the Danish magazine Mobilia.

Design means coming to grips with our environment and doing so from a socially 
responsible viewpoint. Nigel Calder and Norbert Wiener have shown that our 
man-made environments are beginning to take on all the characteristics (feedback, 
interlocking, regeneration, self-duplication) of natural ecological systems.

(Papanek 1970b, unpgn.)

It is the responsibility of the designer to be aware of all the factors of mutual impact 
and establish an overview of the interdependences between humans and environ-
ments throughout any scale. The designer has the ability and awareness to register 
impacts at all levels, which then brings along a responsibility for the total environ-
ment, the whole system of production, society and nature. The second aspect is that 
this equilibrium might be disturbed, and that whole systems might break down. In 
nature, the huge, complex systems are often found to be very resilient. However, when 
human endeavours are scaled up, they might challenge this resilience and bring dis-
turbances at global or societal scales. The environmental theories shifted towards this 
less predictable and more catastrophic paradigm around 1970, according to Madge 
(1997, 50). Both Papanek and the Danish voices we will introduce were in the middle 
of this transition, and the confidence in natural resilience, technological progress and 
human empowerment was gradually decreasing.
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Broad responsibility and public design

Many examples of the use of the term ‘environment’ in Danish writings on design 
and architecture are rather sweeping, referring to a very broad and general concern 
for the state of things:

Horrified we discover these years, how badly we have exploited the rich possibili-
ties of modern society, how unfair the richness and goods are distributed over the 
planet, how we are about to suffocate in poison and noise. More than ever before 
we have to deal much more with comprehensive issues, with communities, with 
the environment.

(Møller 1972, 107)

And this cry of anxiety was just mentioned as an intro to a review of the Cologne Fur-
niture Fair that didn’t contain further calls to action. The most hesitant and loose use 
of the term might be seen in the early writings on public design, which was introduced 
as a new field to Danish designers and authorities in 1970. It was heralded by leading 
graphic designers as a ‘democratic art’ connected to the ‘wide spanning notion: envi-
ronment’ (Ejlers et al. 1970, 5). They did think of both objects and signs, buildings 
and print forms, but clearly thought of a purely visual environment, the comprehen-
siveness of signs and form in public spaces or state institutions. Another spokesman 
even warned about ‘cultural pollution’ in the form of bad and misleading examples 
of signs or public transport with direct reference to the brand, new Ministry of Pollu-
tion (Nielsen 1971). It was an early state department to fight chemical pollution and 
protect both the human and natural environment.1 Architects and planners, however, 
expected the Ministry to regulate and protect the visual environments of cities and 
landscapes as well, according to their professional recommendations. Such very broad 
references to public responsibility show how the term served as a buzzword in those 
years, to actors mostly concerned with highlighting their own agenda. We will, how-
ever, return to concerns of public spaces and citizens later.

Creative environment

In Denmark, the artistic experiments with playful environments had a long trajec-
tory from the 1950s with artist Gunnar Aagaard Andersen and his collaboration 
with designers Nanna and Jørgen Ditzel and through to Verner Panton’s spectacular 
environments around 1970. Aagaard Andersen drew his initial inspiration from the 
international, interdisciplinary Group Espace, and continued to collaborate with de-
signers and architects, retailers and manufacturers. His polyurethane armchair from 
1964 is widely known, but it is less known how it was made as part of a whole foam 
environment for an exhibition shown at the Museum of Decorative Arts in Copenha-
gen 1965. He had written on the subject ‘On creating environment’ in the furniture 
trade magazine Mobilia in 1963, based on his experiments at the Ege Carpets factory, 
Herning, where he contributed to a new showroom and made a temporary design 
of the workers’ canteen in 1960 (Andersen 1963). The latter was the most radical 
example, where the rooms were wholly draped in white linen, dipped in plaster. The 
idea of engaging artists to enrich the working environment with spatial interventions 
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spread to other manufacturers in the local area of Herning in central Jutland during 
the 1960s – and has had a continuous branding value as well.

This artistic understanding of and approach to environments was strong through-
out the 1960s internationally, from Allan Kaprow’s environments and happenings 
and Constant’s ludic constructions in his New Babylon-project, the latter both ex-
hibited and published in Denmark (Constant 1969). A strong inspiration to design 
creative environments came also from media theoretician Marshal McLuhan, who 
explained the comprehensive impact of new media technologies surrounding us in en-
vironmental terms. These dynamic environments are not perceptible to us, as they are 
the condition of our perception. But artworks can be counter- or ‘anti-environment’ 
and make the impact of media and technology perceptible (McLuhan 1966, 90). Such 
media theories, together with system theories and cybernetics, inspired understand-
ings of and experiments with spatial and visual environments on how they had an 
impact on human perception and behaviour. And how humans interacted with and 
changed their environment as a feedback loop (Busbea 2020) (Figure 2.1).

The playful and innovative furniture in foam and colourful textiles by Nanna Ditzel 
and later Verner Panton were challenging conventional behaviour, and urged people 
to let go, float and relax. The furniture elements were designed as modular systems, so 
the customer could build their own living environment, playing with forms, colours 

Figure 2.1  Ussing & Hoff, Sensation Room 4, Domus Danica, Bella Centre, Copenhagen 
1970. Copyright Carsten Hoff.
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and behavioural patterns. The show rooms by Panton at the Cologne Furniture Fair 
became more and more artificial and intoxicating with coloured lighting, scents and 
abstract, curvilinear form, associating to travels in outer space or inner bodily organs. 
In Denmark, however, they were paralleled by the series of Sensation Rooms 1–4 
made by the artist-architect duo of Susanne Ussing and Carsten Hoff from 1968 to 
1970. Ussing was trained in studio ceramics but took over the experiments with free 
forms of polyurethane foam from Aagaard Andersen (Hoff et al. 2017). In the first 
Sensation Room, visitors walked between hanging ‘clouds’ of foam, and in the later 
installation, the environmental effect became more intense and interactive, with for-
ests of transparent plastic tapes, spotlights and long serpentine bean bags one could 
rearrange in collaboration with fellow visitors. 

The visitors are participating by their presence in forming the space – in creating 
nuances. It is soothing to the mind to be able to get high without taking drugs in 
this room […]. It is the senses that are awakened and stimulated – we are totally 
involved and contribute to the physical surroundings.

(Schmidt 1970, 164)

The reviewer, architect Torben Schmidt, even preferred the environmental experi-
ments of Ussing & Hoff to Panton’s showrooms because of this facilitation of user 
involvement. This highlighted the overall ambition of making people aware of the 
comprehensive effects of environmental design on behaviour and perception and to 
emancipate and empower them to creative and responsive engagement with their own 
everyday environments.

Domestic environment and social milieu

The showrooms and public interior designs by Panton show, however, that this inter-
est stretched beyond mere avant-garde experiments and into the furniture industry. 
In the histories of Danish modern furniture, the years around 1970 are commonly re-
garded as the ‘decay’, but reading the contemporary commentators, their eager inter-
est just shifted more towards designing the overall atmosphere of home environments 
rather than singular items. The critic, Svend Erik Møller, even saw this care for the 
entire room as in line with Scandinavian traditions.

I am sure that the Danish furniture industry will aim more and more on the 
conceptual and stimulating correlation of the furniture in the coming years. In 
Scandinavia and perhaps especially in Denmark we have a significant talent for 
‘being cosy’. We have traditions for an environmental consciousness and have 
always put more effort in the overall coherence than in the detail.

(Møller 1972, 109f)

In this quote, the brief mentioning of the broad responsibility for inequality and pol-
lution we saw in the earlier quote from Møller on page 28 has gone, and the ‘environ-
mental consciousness’ refers only to a comprehensive home environment or ensemble 
of furniture.

In the same journal, editor Bent Salicath made a broader, historical reflection on 
the tendency towards Sensation Rooms and Floating Furniture (1971). He focussed 
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on the enrichment of sensorial and bodily experiences in modern interiors with ref-
erences back to church rooms and haystacks. His described Sensation Room 4, Fig. 
2, as a seabed, with beanbags as sea urchins moving around by use of the visitors or 
‘dunes of the furniture landscape forming a kettle hole for caprices of the body’ (Sal-
icath 1971, 72). The many analogies to natural habitats highlight the bodily eman-
cipation in all dimensions of the rooms, just like children exploring the full floor 
as a landscape to conquer. In the end, however, this romanticisation was countered 
by the more down-to-earth warning that most people would have to exercise to be 
able to get up and down many times from the very low seats. This article showed an 
effort to mediate the experimental attempts of creative environments into ordinary, 
domestic use.

The more critical voices presented the emancipatory experiments as direct attacks 
on the high modernist standardisation and industrialisation of housing. The critic 
Torben Schmidt saw the Sensation Rooms of Ussing & Hoff as based on the precise 
diagnosis of the lack of diversity, sensorial experiences and open living spaces, ‘al-
most gone in the depressive deep freezer called model housing’ (Schmidt 1970, 164). 
Ussing & Hoff took part in a common criticism of the large-scale housing areas as 
inhuman, physical environments in the late 1960s. “[…] you feel that these environ-
ments are frustrating, they produce aggressions, and they’re called slums from the 
very beginning. This might relate to the unambiguousness of the structure and shap-
ing of the environments” (Ussing & Hoff 1969, 27). The large housing schemes were 
initially planned out of the best intentions and scientific optimisations, but the results 
became fiercely debated.

In the same years, environmental psychologist, Ingrid Gehl, conducted a thorough 
study of the Living Environment in large social housing areas in the Copenhagen 
suburb of Albertslund (1971). This was in parallel with the seminal study of her ar-
chitect and urbanist husband, Jan Gehl, Life Between Buildings. Her book has never 
been translated, however (Peters 2016). She made the same kind of observations of 
human behaviour, just in the semi-public spaces between housing blocks, whereas her 
husband looked at the streets and squares of the Copenhagen city centre. In the book, 
she made useful distinctions between the physical and the social:

A living environment can be split into a physical environment and a social milieu. 
The physical environment is understood as the experience of the individual of 
that part of his surroundings not containing other people, that is, space, houses, 
materials, colours etc. The social milieu is understood as the experience of the 
individual of other human beings and relationships between them. Both the phys-
ical environment and the social milieu affect us.

(Gehl 1971, 12)

The contemporary social housing might have been designed to take care of the most 
basic needs, but the psychological well-being was challenged in several aspects. In-
grid Gehl suggested further needs to be taken into consideration in future design and 
invited ongoing discussions of the social sustainability of physical planning of built 
environments.

Turning back to the earlier text by Ussing & Hoff, Form, Space, Nature, Com-
puter, from 1969, it is significant that they seek the solution in self-grown, less or-
dered and more composite structures (1969, 28). This is inspired by the system theory 
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and cybernetics we also find in Papanek’s and McLuhan’s texts, where the same feed-
back loops are seen in many fields of nature and society. The challenge is to avoid 
solutions which are fully programmed by technology or the architect. “Can we as 
designers create more rich milieus, where the human being is not manipulated on 
our conditions? Environments that are not the expression of the architect’s personal 
aesthetic intentions” (Ussing & Hoff 1969, 28). They are interested in artificial ma-
terials behaving like nature, and want to make experiments with growth principles 
and processes open for user involvement and participation. In the Sensation Rooms, 
this means environmental experiments where amorphous foam clouds, plastic tape 
forests and beanbags invited people to change bodily and social behaviour. They even 
spoke of ‘cyberspace’ in this rather analogue fashion. The choice of artificial materials 
such as foam and plastics was parallel to international examples of ‘soft, responsive 
environments’, where, for example, inflatable structures suggested flexible and non- 
permanent solutions (Busbea 2020, 145).

Later, Ussing & Hoff expanded their social experiments to camps, where partici-
pants had to build their shelters together. This also led to an award-winning proposal 
for New forms of multi-storey housing, 1970 & 1973, where inhabitants should be 
able to choose freely between flexible housing modules or pure Do-It-Yourself sheds 
with very few limitations, so the overall impression of the environment would be 
very diverse and dynamic. We have discussed Ussing & Hoff’s work as social de-
sign elsewhere (Jensen & Munch 2020). They turn their attention more and more 
towards the social milieu with less control of the total environment. It is significant, 
however, that the base structure of the proposal of multi-storey housing is planned 
as an ‘artificial landscape’ of concrete – very far from Danish flats and off the track 

Figure 2.2  Ussing & Hoff, building modules and participatory constructions, the Thy 
Camp, 1970. Copyright Carsten Hoff. 
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towards nature conservation (Ussing & Hoff 1971). Their ideas were rather carried 
by a strong urge to stimulate ongoing human creativity and expectations toward 
flexible production technology, so inhabitants could keep on modifying their own 
living environment and avoid the permanence of concrete buildings (Ussing & Hoff 
1970) (Figure 2.2).

Human resources

Ussing & Hoff also saw themselves foremost as care takers of human environments.

As care takers for mental health, as artists, we have to create experiences and 
images that can enhance and sharpen the awareness to know that the physical 
environment can be different and better; that housing can also be a tool in the 
expansion of the possibilities of the individual as a human being.

(Ussing & Hoff 1970, 641)

They had, however, less confidence in the capabilities of architects as social engineers 
of large-scale housing, and focussed more on developing the awareness and agency 
of people to make their own experiences, consider their real needs and explore alter-
native spaces for dwelling. The temporary experiments in the summer camps, men-
tioned above, were made as part of this effort for ‘mental hygiene’. To make people 
able to construct and design their own living environment more permanently would, 
however, demand more flexible and accessible building materials, than the concrete 
slabs of contemporary building industry.

If the dwelling shall be applicable as an instrument for the removal of rotten 
layers of civilisation, destruction of alienation, the building industry has to be 
able to deliver completely different and manageable, more freely combined com-
ponents in open systems.

(Ussing & Hoff 1970, 639)

This is where they had hopes for more flexible components made of new, artificial 
materials and open systems calculated by computers. The main obstacle, as they saw 
it, was to wake up the slumbering or reduced sense of spatial possibilities and social 
interactions and try to scaffold open situations, where people could get new experi-
ences and redevelop basic instincts for creativity and expression.

This was a way of protecting human resources as irreplaceable, in accordance 
with British economist, E.F. Schumacher. In his popular book, Small is Beautiful. 
Economy as if people mattered, from 1973, he states that industrial mass-production 
breaks a basic rule of economics. “To use the language of the economist, it lives on 
irreplaceable capital which it cheerfully treats as income. I specified three categories 
of such capital: fossil fuels, the tolerance margins of nature and the human substance” 
(Schumacher 1973, 19). Again, we see here three rather different macro-perspectives. 
Besides the oil-based economy and pollution of nature, it is significant that he also 
mentions humans as an irreplaceable resource not to waste.

The critic Henrik Sten Møller presented Ussing & Hoff and other designers of their 
generation as embracing human needs at a new level (Møller 1975).
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If we are to survive the pollution of the environment and people that is taking 
place, we must unite in serious efforts to solve essential tasks. A new generation 
stands sneering at the society of surplus asking about the human content, seeking 
the will in each individual to consider more than just himself.

(Møller 1975, 260)

He thinks here more of the ‘pollution of people’ than of any natural environment, 
but he ends his book on Danish Design evocatively with a fictitious nightmare, where 
piles of waste and pollution grow around the city. The noise of trash grinders, the 
basic sound of our consumer society, stops as the garbage workers go on strike to get 
better working condition and wages under the increasing burden of rubbish. Under 
the endlessly growing mountains of trash, however, the walls end up falling and peo-
ple have to flee into the countryside. He ends on a more optimistic note with hopes for 
a new building technology, foam-based 3D-printing, to build us a new society. This 
rescue seemed rather far away, however. Radical architect Lars Ulrik Thomsen, men-
tioned in Chapter 7 as part of an exhibition curated by Møller in 1968, was portrayed 
in the book despite having given up design entirely years earlier.

Design education

We have already quoted Papanek’s An Alternative to Sterility, published in the Dan-
ish magazine Mobilia in 1970. The Danish translation had the title, On Design and 
Design Education, and it addressed the meaning of design practice and education. 
This text is also discussed in Chapter 10 on the student rebellion at the Danish de-
sign schools. Papanek attacks the ‘sterility’ of market-driven design and referred to 
environments to indicate the broader responsibilities and involvements of designers 
in social and global aspects. However, when he speaks of ‘coming to grips with our 
environment’ and lists many sorts of environments, he focuses mainly on social and 
societal responsibility (Papanek 1970b, unpgn.). The debates on reforms of design 
education were widespread across the Nordic countries, because of both the student 
rebellion and the general changes in industry and consumption, and they proposed 
many aspects of the human environment to be improved by design. See also Chapter 9 
with recollections from three, rebellious students. The Scandinavian Design Students’ 
Organisation’s summer schools organised between 1967 and 1969 had ‘Human and 
Environment’ as the overall theme, which was further elaborated in group work on 
urban, working, leisure and social care environments. Global solidarity and pollution 
were continuous concerns, but the main focus was to design for improving human 
environments.

In a comment on the student rebellion at the School of Arts and Crafts in Co-
penhagen in 1969, Torben Schmidt pointed towards two areas in which the crafts 
students could be trained: industry and design of environments (Schmidt 1969, 94). 
And in this case, there was no hint of contradiction, as the environment was clearly 
thought of as human surroundings, whether artificial or natural. This comment 
was written for the Swedish journal Form, and a brief look at their volumes from 
1968 and 1969 shows that the term ‘miljø’ or environment was even more dominant 
in Sweden at this early stage. It seemed literally ubiquitous, obviously in line with 
the way the concept itself encompasses any connections entirely. A special issue on 
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Nordic educational reforms in Dansk Brugskunst 1972 presented a Swedish pro-
posal where all branches of artistic education were somehow translated into envi-
ronments (Johansson 1972).

If we return to Victor Papanek’s reflections on design education, published in Mo-
bilia, he not only focussed on the human environment, but on human beings them-
selves, in masculinum. “Design is the synthesis of science, art and technology. It is the 
most powerful tool yet placed in the hands of man with which to alter his environ-
ment and, by extension, himself” (Papanek 1970b, unpgn.). It is central to the use of 
environment as a key concept that it is understood as a feedback relationship between 
people and their surroundings. Education is basically a concern for human resources 
and artistic education should establish creative environments. When Papanek stated 
his very broad examples of ‘our environment’, it was intended to guide and mould 
students into more responsible designers and make them conscious of any moral and 
social issues in the expanded field their designs would affect.

Our environment consists of landscapes, regions, cities, climates, shelters, tools, 
devices, information, products, happenings, messages and much else. To deal with 
all this, design must concern itself with moral and social issues, and, in doing so, 
help students in their search for an appropriate value system within themselves.

(Papanek 1970b, unpgn.)

Natural environment and global issues

In 1965, ‘environmental control’ would unambiguously refer to the adjustment of hu-
man, interior environments to a commentator like Reyner Banham, and any thought 
of accelerating power consumption would be answered with the confidence in min-
iaturisation and other technological progress (Banham 1965). The global, environ-
mental concerns did, however, sneak into the futuristic optimism of environmental 
design. In a text for the Scandinavian Design Students Organisation magazine, &/
sdo 2, 1968, Papanek writes on ‘Systems design for sustaining human life under mar-
ginal conditions’, and this paragraph shows a discrete change to the more critical 
perspective.

As mankind moves into jungles, Artic, and Antarctic new parameters for environ-
mental design have to be considered. But even more marginal survival conditions 
will be brought into play as suboceanic settlements and experimental stations on 
asteroids and other planets begin to make their appearance. Design for survival 
in space has already become important.

The pollution of rivers, streams and the air above our cities; the agglomera-
tion of cities, suburbs and exurbs into gigantic sprawling city-smears, that often 
stretch for a thousand miles or more, also make a re-examination of environmen-
tal systems design necessary.

(Papanek 1968)

In Denmark, the visible and smelly pollution of streams as well as the air pollution 
and congestion of cities were also the first issues of a broader public, environmen-
tal awareness. Emerging from a former students’ association of natural science, the 
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activist organisation, NOAH, made its entry in 1969 by a spectacular happening at 
a public seminar on pollution as a societal challenge at the University of Copenha-
gen, where the audience experienced fish dying in factory wastewater and the noise 
and smoke of a moped in the auditorium (Hougaard 2019). This debate inspired the 
establishment of the above-mentioned Ministry of Pollution, later renamed the Min-
istry of Environment in 1973. So, despite the initially somewhat superficial references 
and buzz, a concern for the global environment grew as part of the public debate in 
Denmark, strongly provoked by the Oil Crisis in 1973, of course. A much-debated 
call for reform of the whole political culture even stated: “If we wait too long there 
won’t be any environment left in which society can find its equilibrium” (Meyer et al. 
1978, 180).

A marginal, but much more persistent voice in this debate was architect C.O. 
Gjerløv- Knudsen. Since the early 1950s he had published small texts as critiques of 
technological development in agriculture, industry and culture, some even in English. 
In 1969, however, he changed to a more apocalyptic tone and prophesied the total 
collapse of industrial society and ecosystems around the year 2000 (Gjerløv-Knudsen 
1973). Inspired by the student rebellion, he called for a long list of reforms against 
overpopulation, waste, pollution, starvation, social, gender and racial inequality, co-
lonialisation, nuclear power, commercial exploitation and the arms race. Many of 
these aspects were woven closely together, so everything had to be changed by new 
mentality and behaviour, politics and values, in a reborn society.

In this way, the values are not to be sought in technological development or indus-
trial production causing further consumption, but in cultural activities searching 
towards understanding of mankind and its relationship to its historical, present 
and future environment. These activities will have to be cultivated through art 
and humanities in a world liberated from pathogens and poison.

(Gjerløv-Knudsen 1974, 17)

Both the Doomsday rhetoric and the tightly knit problems meant that this kind of 
wake-up call on environmental issues lead to few specific actions in politics and no 
plans for radical reforms. The fight against pollution and nuclear power along with 
nature conservation was the most successful actions in Denmark. Generally, how-
ever, it was immensely difficult to keep focus on global issues and translate them into 
any kind of action. The quotation from Gjerløv-Knudsen is significant in the way it 
vaguely indicates how cultural activities, arts and humanities (somehow) should take 
a lead and guide developments in technology and economics.

Lots of words and lack of solutions

To a contemporary reader, it might be surprising how little the natural environment or 
global issues were addressed in the broad use of environment as a key concept around 
1970. But when we look at the debate on the whole entangled global environment, we 
also see how the attention somehow bounces back and becomes either abstract and 
speculative or dissolves in a myriad of specific, disciplinary aspects. To conclude our 
reading of the Danish uses of the word environment, three kinds of problems seem to 
challenge common understanding and joint actions. First, the vagueness or abstract-
ness of the concept of environment. Second, illusions of transdisciplinary consensus 
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Figure 2.3 “Word …”, column in the periodical, Danish Industry, 11 November 1974.

dissolving in diverging foci and interests. And third, continuous discussions of the 
human being as both responsible actor or subject of change (Figure 2.3).

To Necdet Teymur’s critique of the environmental discourse, the complete blurring 
of any specific meaning was the core issue. “The objects of the ED are imprecise, 
vague, fuzzy and highly variational terms. They are too general to be of any use in 
the analysis of specific phenomena. Especially the word ‘environment’ refers to nearly 
everything (thus, to nothing)” (Teymur 1982, 51). All the cases or aspects discussed 
as ‘environmental’ had the same vagueness when it came to the overall perspective. 
Discussion oscillated between very specific and narrow fields of action and totally 
abstract ideas of connections. After the first years of public debate, a rather telling 
caricature appeared in the periodical of one of the usual targets of the environmental 
criticism, Danish Industry (Figure 2.3). It made puns on the very vagueness and seem-
ingly total lability of any specific meaning.

The term environment is now mainly used about our physical surroundings, as 
in the case of the Agency of Environment, not working with upper class, working 
class, folk high school or other such environments. In the popular understanding 
environment is something like half-timbering, thatched roofs and a well with 
flowers planted in the bucket. However, environment can also emerge, where 
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people can sit in the sun drinking beers. In the fight against economic growth or 
any kind of development, the term environment is used in some specific mean-
ings. In this way, environment is among other things:

1) something emerging in and around any building, just before it is going to be 
torn down,

2) something discovered in any site, no matter how dreary, if there is any risk it 
could be used for industry, trade, traffic or any superfluous activities.

Environment is in this sense mainly a good thing. 
(Dansk Industri, 1974)

Of course, this was written in defence of unrestrained industrial and commercial de-
velopments, but the imprecise meanings popping up anywhere anyone had any reason 
for resistance, is recognisable.

To Teymur, the very concept of environment itself became an obstacle to obtaining 
any consensus and searching for solutions. “[…] ‘environment’ cannot designate phe-
nomena which can be handled, and whose ‘problems’ can be solved” (Teymur 1982, 
52). He was right in the sense that the term had much more power in making aware-
ness about the connections and entanglement of problems than in convincing any on 
specific solutions. The singular issues had, and still have, to be translated somehow 
into more specific discourses of socially and economically sustainable scenarios.

This translation is a huge challenge, as the importance of problems seems to fade 
and even become ridiculed, when discussions oscillate between overall connections 
and specific areas of action. Busbea also points this out. “Environment was at once 
ubiquitous and elusive, totalising yet absolutely localised in its discipline-specific man-
ifestations. In retrospect, this lent the concept its simultaneously banal and obscure 
characteristics” (Busbea, xiv). This is, however, often the case with key concepts, 
that the very vagueness is part of the reason for their role. They might mean slightly 
different things to different groups, but combine diverging interests in a powerful 
framework. The protagonists of a discourse might not even agree, but constantly ne-
gotiate the right meaning to confirm their own position. “Even among the proponents 
of change there might be disagreement as to how to conceptualise the new, and with 
which words. That is why basic concepts are contested and controversial” (Ifversen 
2011, 75). The success of the term ‘environment’ might exactly have been its plasticity 
and vagueness towards different meanings and uses.

We have investigated the Danish debates in the broad field of design. And ‘design’ 
itself was both a term and a field of practice that expanded during the 1960s and 
1970s. According to Busbea, this was closely linked to the concept of environment. 
“To be more precise, during the period in question, environment was widely appre-
hended not just as a problem or an object of design but rather as the very fabric of 
design itself” (Busbea, xvii). Design became a way to unfold understandings of envi-
ronmental feedback on humans and to address environmental aspects in any physical 
and visual context. In Denmark, only a few professionals labelled themselves as ‘de-
signers’, but professionals from architecture, art and studio crafts joined in through 
projects on ‘the environment’. The disciplinary differences and diverging interests 
made their marks, though and formed the core of the second problem we have de-
tected, the illusions of transdisciplinary consensus dissolving in diverging foci and 
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interests. The ‘environment’ was not only a mutual challenge to everyone, but also 
fields of expansion for many disciplinary and professional interests. They all gained 
influence by reproducing the vagueness of the concept and expanding its use, instead 
of making clarifications, discriminations and specifications. Everyone called for ac-
tions to start in their own domain. In this way, any consensus on cause and effect 
constantly slips away, and singular interests lead away from mutual concerns for the 
whole. Even if everyone speaks of the ‘whole’, it turns out to be different ‘wholes’, 
different understandings, perspectives and interests (Martin 2004; Mestrovic 2017).

The most basic confusion was whether it was human environment or natural en-
vironment that was the main concern. This is clearly shown in the Danish examples, 
where most ideas addressed the human environment, while the global concerns for 
climate and nature were mentioned rather as a call for urgency. It exemplifies the 
third problem we want to state: the continuous confusions of the human being as a 
responsible actor or subject of change. It is a challenge of environmental thinking, 
how environments are understood as responsive systems, where humans are moulded 
by environments as well as shaping environments. “Response hints at a state of un-
certainty regarding the locus of agency in complex systems” (Busbea 2020, xvii). Both 
agency and causality are constrained notions here. In the end, the concept of envi-
ronment is defined by the perspective of perception. To whom are these surroundings 
the environment? In his biological vocabulary, Canguilhem explained the ‘milieu’ as 
defined by perception.

The milieu that is proper to man is the world of his perception, that is to say, the 
field of his practical experience in which his actions, oriented and regulated by 
values that are immanent to his tendencies, carve out certain objects, situate them 
relative to each other and all of them in relation to himself. This occurs in such 
a way that the environment he is supposed to be reacting to finds itself originally 
centred in and by him.

(Canguilhem 2008, 26)

If the environment is only perceived as a whole to us and is only environment in 
our perspective, then we lack a joint perspective to act responsibly. As a key con-
cept, ‘environment’ is based on perception in the sense of producing awareness of 
the entanglements we are part of as human beings. The problem might be that this 
awareness reaches far beyond aspects one can specifically react to. So, the downside 
of the strength to produce wide-reaching awareness and global concern is constrained 
consensus and a constant confusion of agency.

Our Danish cases show how designers, architects and artists reacted to environ-
mental issues within their own domain and confirmed their own competencies by 
mainly aesthetic responses to visual, physical, spatial and social environments. They 
perceived the challenge of environmental crisis out of their own tradition, the avant-
garde attempt to reform society through artistic experiments, physical planning and 
visual communication, through redesign of homes, public spaces and consumption. 
Everyone spoke of ‘the environment’, but their actions addressed innumerable specific 
environments. If ‘the climate’ has taken over as the key concept today, we might ex-
perience political consensus and agency at a higher level. The very awareness of en-
tanglement and totality is, however, still based on the fuzzy, environmental discourse 
that was a prerequisite for many scientific, philosophical and creative disciplines to 
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share interests in the very vaguely defined area of environmental issues. We just have 
to deal with this fuzziness as part of the challenge (Pinkus 2013).

Note
 1 This ministry was enlarged with an Agency of Environment in 1972 and renamed to 

Ministry of Environment in 1973. Together with the Swedish Environmental Protection 
Agency from 1967 and the Norwegian Environmental Protection Department from 1972, 
it is among the first governmental organisations to protect the environment.
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