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Recycled Posthuman Furniture – What has furniture become is a 
project that aims to explore the relationship between humans and 
furniture from the post-humanist perspective. Post-humanism is 
understood here as our capacity of giving non-human items the sense 
of humanity in terms of ethics and effects. Accordingly, we might 
consider the furniture has some certain human values. Therefore, 
this paper aims to demonstrate a new relationship compared with 
current states through a transdisciplinary design and speculative 
design with the goal of changing people’s understanding towards 
discarded furniture. Through the knowledge of current issues, this 
paper is tended to bring different perspectives of thoughts and 
questions in order to be aware of surrounding issues with the hope 
of changing current states to deliver a better future by chance. As 
the result, this paper puts forward a new sustainable lifestyle which 
advocates equality and inclusiveness among human and nonhuman 
and thus helps to solve survival crisis. Human is not the almighty of 
the world and all the existences are valuable as well. As humans, we 
must change our thinking patterns and begin accepting and treating 
other nonhuman equally. We are required to wake emotions that are 
hiding deep down in our heart and apply them on furniture and treat 
rejected and abandoned furniture as human. Only in this way can we 
decrease environmental pressure, reduce the discharge of solid waste 
and deal with the global crisis. Taking furniture as a start, humans 
should open their emotions and care for all objects that are living on 
the earth, focus on collective interest instead of individual interest.
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Introduction

Recycled Posthuman Furniture – What has furniture become is a project that 
aims to explore the relationship between humans and furniture from the post-
humanist perspective. Post-humanism is understood here as our capacity of 
giving non-human items the sense of humanity in terms of ethics and effects. 
Accordingly, we might consider the furniture has some certain human values. 
Therefore, this paper aims to demonstrate a new relationship compared with 
current states through a transdisciplinary design and speculative design with 
the goal of changing people’s understanding towards discarded furniture. 
Through the knowledge of current issues, this paper is tended to bring 
different perspectives of thoughts and questions in order to be aware of 
surrounding issues with the hope of changing current states to deliver a better 
future by chance.

Discarded and abandoned furniture is one of the major solid wastes when 
collected in the landfill. This waste affects our environment and might lead to 
serious health risks, environment injury, and infections, etc. Overconsumption 
is one of the main factors in the creation of furniture waste. The purpose of 
this thesis is to observe people’s behaviour concerning the use and discard of 
furniture and speculation under the earthly situation, developing and building 
the relationship between users and furniture for decreasing furniture wastes. 
The author believes that the reason of increasing furniture waste is due to the 
lack of emotional attachment to furniture.  

Methodologically the author will analyse the topic with the current context 
(from the perspectives of being a human and the relationship between 
humans and nonhumans) and explain with human and nonhuman case 
studies. Some facts and a hypothetical context of 2080 will be presented by 
building a speculative scenario and fiction story to understand what situations 
we are facing now.

The research program is guided by a series of research questions:
1. What has furniture become?
2. What will furniture look like in 2080?

Finally, this project hopes to bring the topic on the table and have an open 
discussion in public to raise the awareness of the sense of crisis to the current 
facts from a global perspective, thus creating a long-lasting world.
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Context and Background

With the development of industrialization, the standard of human life is 
gradually improving. For example, electrical appliances make it easier for 
people to communicate with others, intact transportation enhances the life 
efficiency and stylish furniture makes our home more comfortable and cozier. 
Industrialization plays an essential position in human development, but while 
we rejoice with this success, we should not forget that everything we have is 
built from the past foundation, the experience, and the previous perception. 
In the future, if we still want to have such a good life and comfortable 
environment, we should begin to pay attention to what is happening around 
us. If you are too addicted to the status quo and get lost in material life, you 
will inevitably have no understanding of what is going on around you, such as 
global warming and energy crisis. Life will not be altered in a sudden, and it is 
changing step by step. Our gratitude for the status quo should not be limited 
to papers or just be remembered in mind. It is necessary to speculate and 
protect the future, so that the bright future can be continued, and it is also a 
way to show respect for the past. 

The growth of the global economy has outstripped our "Green Efforts" at this 
stage. If we do not deal with the current consumption situation, our planet 
will collapse as a result of the climate crisis, and then all the beautiful things 
will only exist in the memory of the past. "Rich nations devour 28 tonnes of 
material per person per year-including everything from fish to forests, plastics 
to metals,”(Hickel, 2019), and it requires a lot of energy to extract, produce 
and transport all these substances. 

By using less energy, we can reduce global energy demand and make it 
easier to get the economy off the carbon. This requires more than persuading 
individuals to live a simpler life. It is about changing the way our economy 
works and liberating ourselves from the irrational demands to unnecessary 
increase of the consumption. At this stage, we have legislation to extend the 
warranty period for products such as washing machines and refrigerators for 
30 years instead of 10 years; the prohibition of planned phase-out products 
requires manufacturers to fail or reduce the creation of products with failed 
designs; faulty products should be maintained and repaired through “repair 
rights” in order to reduce the need of purchasing new products.
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In South Korea and France, waste is reduced by banning food in landfills, 
disposable plastics and disposable coffee cups, and a sharing economy 
such as bicycles, cars and lawnmowers can “free us from the psychological 
pressures of having to buy stuff just to feel good about ourselves.”(Hickel, 
2019)

Furniture is one of the critical components in the house. Furniture, “as a 
household equipment…has a variety of different purposes”(Anon, 2019, p.1). 
In Cambridge Dictionary, it is defined as “things such as chairs, tables, beds, 
cupboards, etc. that are put into a house or other building to make it suitable 
and comfortable for living or working in.” Who has the right to decide if it 
is suitable for living or not? The user or the creator? What else do they offer 
besides comfort? What else can we as human feel besides the function they 
offer? The living and working space does not define what it means to be 
furniture and what furniture is going to become. 

As a furniture designer, I have been studying furniture for more than three 
years. With my passion for making furniture, I chose the furniture as my major 
to probe into at the undergraduate level. I am passionate about furniture 
because it is close to our daily lives and the history connected behind. When 
I was young, my parents were always busy with their work so that they did 
not have enough time to stay with me. I was alone at home in the most of 
my spare time, so I was given plenty of time to investigate something else 
since I had no other options to entertain myself besides assignment. At the 
age between 8 and 18 years old, there were not any electronic devices for 
me to play with: no phones, laptops or TV. I spent most of my time at home, 
classroom and library, and I believe that is typical for most of the students at 
my age. However, rearranging the space and observing furniture at home 
became my entertainment when I had free time at home, and it brought me 
joy and happiness. 
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The feeling that furniture offered to me in the space has already beyond what 
they have assumed, and I saw these pieces as important companions and 
lively entities that spent time with me in my childhood. The time we spent 
together has become my precious memory. I appreciated it and it motivated 
me to study and know more about furniture. During the past three years 
of studying in Malaysia, the university offered different knowledge of how 
furniture become furniture. For instance, research helped designers to know 
what would be needed to fit the target group; hand sketching and technical 
drawing made my imaginary picture come true; materials like wood and metal 
became furniture in my hands. I believe design has developed as a “practice 
and discipline”(Mazé et al., 2013), and the aim of making people’s lives better 
and easier motivated me to get into the field to use furniture as medium to 
make life better. 

For me, furniture is not only an object of design, but also brings me 
opportunities, letting me know about different relationships between human 
and animals. Non-human objects can bring me the equivalence of human 
emotional attachment. From post-humanistic perspective, it tells us that 
we are connected with “humanity rather than the divine or supernatural” 
(Forlano, 2017, p.5). Based on this thought, it “formulated in reaction to the 
basic tenets of humanism” (Forlano, 2017, p.5), and it opens up my horizon 
to understand different existential and perceptual consciousness, which 
challenges my knowledge and feeling about the past as a human being. 
Other beings can bring us perception, and people or other living entities 
such as animals are no longer the only carriers that bring me emotions, which 
requires people to perceive and explore by themselves. It is a new field with 
full of excitement and freshness. It critiques what it means to be human and 
it needs further discussion from different perspectives. Perhaps human are 
no longer supreme. What does it mean to be a human? What do these labels 
represent? When viewed from post-humanism perspective, the boundaries 
between humans and nonhumans are blurred, which means that our primary 
consideration is no longer human beings. It is a new mode of living in the 
future and it questions our current states of existing, but only then can we co-
exist and survive.
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Storytelling - Renovate my father’s old cabinet

My father was born in 1930. It was an age with a shortage of resource and 
many families could only afford to eat, so it took many years to save money 
just for buying a piece of furniture at home. The average living condition of 
families of this generation was basically as simple as "the Bedroom in Arles" in 
Van Gogh's painting: a bed, a chair and a table. The furniture was even lent by 
the company to employees and it must be returned when the employee left 
the apartment, so many employees were "proletarians". A family with a few 
pieces of furniture was perceived as a sign of affluence. Some of the furniture 
can be kept well for a long time. It was my grandparents who had worked 
so hard and walked dozens of miles to the bazaar to buy wood, sawed it 
into a board, carried it back by hands, and asked a craftsman to make it into 
furniture. My grandfather put so much effort into it that he was not planning to 
throw away the old furniture. The old furniture has been quietly staying in the 
corner of the house. Although it does not match other furniture styles, we just 
keep them there. 

My mother prefers furniture of simple style (because she said it is easier to 
clean and organize the space). In her opinion, 80 percent of the furniture 
in the house is not used often, so as long as the furniture is used more than 
80 percent, we can keep them. She even thought of reusing my father's old 
furniture which was bought forty years ago. When she suggested the idea and 
my father readily agreed. We started to do a little renovation for the furniture. 
The design of that furniture in the seventies and eighties of the last century 
was not keeping up with the latest style, but the design at that time paid more 
attention to practicality. 

Furniture transfomation "Before" vs "After". 
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As a result of the original production, all the 
drawers in our house have no metal guideways 
or nails. They are made with traditional Chinese 
moisture and tenon structure because they are 
traditional wood furniture. What we need to do is 
polishing off the painting on the surface and then 
apply a transparent wood stain on the top. However, 
the process of transformation is not as easy as we 
expect. One of the difficult parts of refurbishing 
old furniture is to remove the original paint, which 
requires a lot of time to remove because of heavy 
coverage. We choose to renovate four pieces of 
furniture, following the steps of painting, polishing 
and varnishing, which takes around one and a 
half months to finish. My partner is a craftsman; 
his fingers inflamed after scraping the paint. After 
removing the painting and polishing, surprisingly 
we can smell the fragrance of wood. If the place 
where I am staying is less humid like Guangzhou, 
honestly, I want to keep the smell from the furniture. 
When we apply transparent wood stain to the old 
furniture, the original pattern and colour of wood 
tend to be visible, which brings new vitality to our 
home, and the shape and design are concise; it is 
not abrupt to arrange in the modern decoration 
interior. My father and all of the family members are 
satisfied with such results.

Sharing the experience with the process of renovating to the future designer 
The followings are about the experience of renovating furniture: 
The first is to polish the paint of the cupboard. Removing the coverage of nitro 
paint is very difficult, and even with the grinder it is hard to knock it off. At last, 
my partner could only scrape it off slowly with a razor blade. After finishing, 
his fingers could not even bend. The two bookcases were originally smeared 
equally with toner paint for a few times, and then applied with transparent 
varnish, so it is much easier to grind. 

Picture of fixing "my" father's cabinet.
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Following the above steps, my opinions are:
1. It is better to use logs to make furniture even though wood is relatively 
expensive, but less decoration is simpler to renovate. 
2. Use the original colour as far as possible; do not over-decorate, otherwise it 
might increase the challenge to grind up later on. 
For example, our cupboard was just redecorated (a medium height cupboard 
with length, width, and height respectively 110cm, 50cm, and 120cm). It takes 
at least 3 to 5 days to remove the nitro-lacquer with strong coverage, while 
the cabinet with only one layer of varnish takes at least 3 to 5 days. The other 
one with only a layer of transparent wood stain only takes two days to finish it. 
It is much more sustainable and it is less likely to get bored with such a simple 
design. Here is our cupboard. It may not be the most beautiful one, but this 
was the furniture 40 years ago. Now it has taken on a new look and presents 
its unique charm after re-decoration.

From this storytelling and interview, it can be seen that the furniture 
demonstrates different charms in different ages. In 2019, we do not face the 
same situation as 50 years ago, and the living condition has greatly improved, 
thus different targets are set accordingly, and furniture can be regarded as a 
metaphor for representing the way of living as I can see from the story. 

Picture after renovating "my" father's cabinet. We decided to renovating more old furniture after 
that.
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As one of the millennial generations, I certainly understand our concept 
of furniture. By communicating with other millennials around me, I realize 
that furniture is a manifestation of function. It determines the use of space 
and balances visual weight, representing personal style. I agree with these 
statements that there are too many differences between the previous 
generations and us. The aesthetics are different, and the material needs are 
also different. The previous generations went through different eras. At that 
time, it was relatively hard to get anything in need, so they cherished everything 
in life more than us. We care less about furniture, perhaps because we want to 
live a life free of material domination. For example, IKEA furniture is used by 
many people. For them, being esthetical and practical is the most significant 
feature of furniture. "The unifying sentiment toward the vast majority of this 
furniture was apathy."(Anne Helen Petersen, 2017) As explained in a recent 
article in " Furniture Today," the IKEA generation is "the most dissatisfied 
group of their furniture - they have very few things." (Anne Helen Petersen, 
2017)According to the current lifestyle, most people rent apartments; they 
move more often. It is inevitable that furniture will be damaged during the 
handling process, or considering the cost, it is more convenient to choose 
second-hand sale or the furniture is directly discarded. On this basis, it is 
not difficult to understand the existence of furniture is less critical compared 
with the previous generation. The current pace of life is generally faster and 
more stressful than before, and everything has been efficiency-based. In this 
case, few people worry about the furniture. Instead, people will go and buy 
a new one and throw the old one away on the dump. ‘While that’s good for 
manufacturers, it is increasingly becoming a problem for consumers.” (Lucas 
Laursen, 2019) Compared with the achievements, personal goals or pursuit 
of dreams and happiness like travelling around the world, furniture is not a 
must. In the era of my grandparents, having the pursuit of goals and traveling 
around the world are too extravagant. They pursue family happiness by 
satisfying the most basic needs of life, eating enough food and wearing warm 
clothes. 

Furniture is a kind of extravagant existence, but it is necessary because it is 
one of the components to make one’s home comfortable and stylish. Furniture 
has witnessed the growth of a family, and it is a proof as well as precious 
memory. It should be realized that humanity is not always offered by a human; 
under certain conditions, furniture can be seen as a post-human item. I see 
them as “a living entity…as in indivisible whole”(Ainge Roy, 2017) instead of “a 
perspective of ownership and management”(Ainge Roy, 2017).
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“the river has been granted the same legal rights as a human 
being, we consider the river an ancestor and always have. Rather 
than us being masters of natural world, we are part of it. We 
want to live like that as our starting point. And that is not an anti-
development, or anti-economic use of the river but the begin with 
the view that it is a living being, and the consider its future from 
that central belief.”
                                                                              (Ainge Roy, 2017) 

 I can understand the similar approach happening in the Whanganui River in 
New Zealand. After 140 years of negotiation, 

The way of connecting with furniture might not work on others. The data 
presented from Statistics Sweden (SCB) shows that in 2019 “household 
consumption increased by 1.1 percent in January compared with January last 
year”, and household and similar wastes in 2016 reached to 1765000 tones. 
To some extent, it means that others have not or cannot feel the emotional 
attachment in the same way as I am, which might lead to increasing furniture 
waste and consumption every year.

View of Landfill.
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‘Right to Repair’ Movement

EU member states voted on the efficiency and maintenance of  the 
dishwashers in January 2019. The purpose of the rules they put forword is 
to find a low-cost and simple solution to reducing the risk and minimizing 
the damage of throwing away the dishwashers. Regulators intend to pass 
these proposals to promote the manufacture of household products that 
are stronger and easier to repair. Besides, they take this as an opportunity 
to enable consumers to learn how to control and maintain their property. 
Although it may be detrimental to the manufacturers, it is beneficial to solve 
the problem of municipal garbage accumulation and to reduce the discharge 
rate of solid waste.

We are in an era of mass production and furniture waste crises. As furniture 
designers, what can we do to help change the current earthly situation? How 
can we establish a connection between furniture and people so as to reduce 
furniture waste? What can designers do to make furniture transcend the 
perceived limitations of being furniture? How can furniture be made to exert 
greater influence than what it currently can do, and how can its functions be 
extended? More and more questions come to my mind, and I think there will 
be more with the increasing number of people. It is not easy to deal with them 
but good to be aware of them. 

One way to stop overconsumption is to legislate extended warranties on products, so washing 
machines and refrigerators last for 30 years instead of 10.’ 

Photograph: Phil Noble/PA
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As the saying goes, more hands produce a stronger flame. So I need to 
have a try to start with myself.  This way of thinking has not only challenged 
my previous knowledge that I learned in the university, but provided new 
possibilities of approaching things, including non-human ones. Thinking 
inclusively and breaking norms can help me to perceive things, which 
indicates that it is not essential to make contact with the past for the feelings 
are always there. What I have learned from school is still the human-centered 
design. So what if I speculate about how furniture can live with others and 
interact with its surroundings from the perspective of it? Will I discover 
something different or something new? What kind of relationship should 
exist between furniture and its users or the environment? To figure out 
these questions, I am going to make some investigations and discoveries to 
elaborate on how a furniture designer can contribute to furniture waste.

Several solutions are put forward to reduce solid waste, such as the adoption 
of biodegradable and recycling materials. 

Ikea started to use the fungi packaging as part of its efforts to reduce waste 
and increase recycling.  

Mushroom-based packaging went mainstream when the furniture giant, IKEA announced that it will replace 
Styrofoam packaging with EcoCradle for all its products.
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“Our common future” (Brundtland Commission, 1987)will be filled with the 
concept of “sustainable development”, which refers to the “development 
that meets the needs of present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs”(Djuric Ilic et al., 2018). Then we may 
realize that those current solutions to dealing with materials do not address 
the core of the issue. “The problem with the existing plan is that it doesn’t 
address the paradox of growing energy demand.”(Hickel, 2019). 

Thus, my aim is to build an emotional attachment to humans to “consider 
the current” non-human turn, to control the “growing energy demand” and 
to “decentre the humans in favour of a …concern for the nonhumans” by 
understanding the posthuman furniture(Hensel, 2019). This concern breaks 
the boundary of what it means to be humans. Besides, it reflects the central 
ideas of post-humanism as well as indicates that furniture and other entities 
are all posthumans that deserve to be treated equally. The final goal is to 
understand that “care is given to the maintenance and regeneration of its life 
cycles, structure ad functions and evolutionary press” through posthuman 
furniture (Hensel, 2019).
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Campus – Investigation for a week

This investigation is mainly taking the student dormitories of Linnaeus 
University (VÄXJÖ) as a reference with students as the target groups who have 
faced a series of resource shortages, such as furniture. 

The student apartments on campus are basically divided into two types, 
furnished and unfurnished, although most of which do not provide the 
furniture. Every time the new semester starts, the freshmen will stay and 
some students move from the old residences to the new ones, which is a 
must to purchase the furniture and needs a massive supply for students in 
the home aspect. Although we have a local second-hand trading platform, a 
stuff sharing group and a student business on Facebook, we may still face the 
shortage at the beginning of a new semester. However, when the term ends, 
a large number of students because of graduation and moving, have limited 
time to sell or remove the items and they may discard them in the garbage 
room,  some outdoor places or around. As a result, they will face poor weather 
and various challenges such as the location leading to that many of their 
products are damaged and cannot be directly used. So far, there have been 
no specific places in the school to collect good and functional idle stuffs. 
In the gap between a new semester and the vacation time, there is a lot of 
waste of resources in the surroundings. Some of the students, because of the 
boredom caused by the long-term use of the same items may discard, throw 
away or damage them to make it difficult to repair them. Most of the students 
who need the furniture will also face other problems, such as limited budgets, 
transportation problems and so on. Thus, I wonder how much abandoned 
furniture I will collect in a week.

A week of observing in campus (Linnaeus University-Växjö).

16



“As a student living in campus, I was shocked at such scenes in the first year. In 
my memory, it has been increasingly frequent for us to see them every year.” 
“I remember when I first arrived here, it was just at the beginning of the 
semester, and it was difficult to buy the furniture because everyone needed it. 
So I slept on the floor for a month.”
“I need to use it until the end of the semester, when everyone started to sell 
the furniture, I was busy with study and did not have time to do that. 
“At that time, everyone had to leave, and very few people would buy the 
furniture. So, I had to leave them on the first floor.”
“It's a pity for me every time I see the furniture out there in the basement, 
the garage and the river even if most of it is very good and clean. However, 
because of the need to clean the room, there are no other places to store it. 
Sometimes I may collect small pieces and put them in my storage room to 
wait for the beginning of the semester to give them to those in need, but it is 
difficult for me to deal with some big ones.”
“I live abroad, so I cannot take them with me, but I do like them.”

Finally, I decided to set up an experimental workshop to help students solve 
the problem of furniture shortage in campus while raising their awareness of 
furniture abandonment. Based on my own experiences, I did upcycle several 
pieces of my furniture and wondered if it would be acceptable to others. 
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Upcycling Workshop

It is an experimental workshop by adopting the method of Participatory 
Design to explore and discover what the students' opinions about upcycling 
are. “Participatory Design processes that included both prototyping of future 
design concepts and the possibility for stakeholders to try out new roles, 
relationships and practices that follow with a new design.”(Brandt, Binder and 
Sanders, 2012, p.169)

Upcycling is a positive challenge for designers in “creating new things and at 
the same time also raising people's awareness of its importance”. (Nawwar 
Shukriah Ali, Nuur Farhana Khairuddin and Shahriman Zainal Abidin, 2013, 
p.798) Upcycling presents a greener and more beneficial way to reuse 
materials. It is a practice of refashioning something useless into something 
useful. Its benefits are not only about making its own creations but also 
showing the knowledge that “items can often be upcycled multiple times, 
as there is no degradation of the material” (Wilson, 2016). “Upcycling is 
regarded as a coping strategy”(Wilson, 2016), as is called “Landfillharmonic” 
in the documentary (Allgood and Townsley, 2015), which illustrates how 
customers from a poor town of Paraguay have redesigned the items that were 
discovered in the local landfill so as to produce the musical instruments. It 
also proves that it is more likely for consumers to turn waste into useful items 
because of resource shortages under the background of poverty. People in 
the Pyramid contexts or those individuals living on little money a day have 
been upcycling for decades, which is mainly due to the scarcity of resources. 
This character is similar to that of the conditions that we students are facing 
now. Indeed, although the consumers' practice of upcycling has not attracted 
much attention of the marketing literature, or been labelled as such in this 
field, the existing research does provide numerous examples of turning 
waste into new technologies that serve useful ends (Wilson, 2016). In a sense, 
upcycling offers a new life to products after death and is therefore a means 
of “greening” a product. When a product can be replaced by a similar one 
with the same function, the consumers may also avoid using it to perform the 
required function.
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When referring to upcycling, student may seek various of advantages of 
engaging in it, such as “aesthetic appeal, economic savings, environmental 
benefits, and intrinsic enjoyment”(Wilson, 2016, p.396). Students usually are 
young generations whose lifestyles might be affected by the current trend, the 
social media and their consciousness. Upcycling can be considered as a green 
practice for a number of reasons. When a consumer upcycles something, he 
is repurposing that item rather than dividing it into the waste category. “While 
recycling might be an alternative, it is important to bear in mind that recycling 
requires energy, water or other resources” (Wilson, 2016, p.396). From the 
point of some consumers, upcycled products are beneficial for their aesthetic 
appearances and their visual appearances may be superior to the equivalent 
new items. In other words, this type of consumer may prefer the look of 
the end products. Creative customers can save money by designing useful 
household items from the existing ones. Taking Jose Avila as an example, 
she is a creative customer redesigning FedEx boxes into the furniture. In the 
meanwhile, consumers motivated intrinsically may have something with the 
output of their efforts than with their experience of participating in creative 
activities. 

After the completion of the design, the workshop started with only 5 
participants. 

I let them use the materials that I had provided to upcycle, perform and 
imagine they were the new students who had just moved to the new 
apartments without furniture, and build a temporary student apartment model 
room during the upcycling process. 

Picture of workshop - Introduction
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The process is better and faster than 
expected. In the follow-up discussion and 
sharing sessions, they said the first part 
designed by I was to redefine the sample 
getting from the shape by touching 
materials and many other aspects to 
broaden the horizon and develop a lot of 
imagination and inspiration not bound by 
what the eyes could see and our original 
cognition. There are many situations 
when there are no thoughts at first, but 
through the constant transformation and 
the physical touch, it inspires creativity. For 
many times, we have no intention to act 
but have no idea, and then there is no way 
to execute these thoughts.

Then we would try to think about what 
they might face and what kind of situation 
they would be in now. After creating the 
context, they began to touch the materials, 
research their functions, redefine all the 
tasks and the use value, in cooperation 
with everyone to achieve a primary 
purpose of the upcycling of the apartment. 

Picture of workshop - Discussion and operation with 5 participants.

Picture of workshop - Result of upcycling student apartment.
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Some people are worried from both the safety and the aesthetic perspectives. 
After the establishment of the workshop, we have concluded that the safety 
issues cannot be ignored. However, there are still a lot of potential and non-
existent security problems indicating that the materials can be used carefully, 
for example, people can share the furniture that is going to be abandoned 
or discarded. The same is for the aesthetic perspective, from which the items 
can be processed through the post processing or decorative processing 
transforming the visible image into an acceptable range. It turns out that the 
imagination affects the executive power, and it is easier to operate if you can 
open up enough imaginary space and get creative ideas. It is essential to have 
the consciousness first, for if you have the awareness of doing what you want, 
and the executive force can be cultivated later. It can also directly or indirectly 
affect the surroundings, thus promoting the sustainable development of 
the campuses. Finally, we end up with a discussion about how to solve the 
problem of the abandonment and storage of furniture, such as turning to the 
contact staffs and the local housing companies for help. To make these ideas 
put into practice, we need further investigations.

Generally speaking, I have proposed my goal intention of the workshop. In 
addition, from the perspective of participants, they start to realize there are 
many other ways to help to solve the furniture issue on campus. According 
to the needs and characteristics of the user group, a multi-angle analysis of 
whether the upcycling can be accepted and of the high satisfaction in the 
program, we hope to better figure out whether the upcycling is the best 
solution and the most suitable plan in this context from various aspects.
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Design Project

Design Project

Speculative Design

Here are some of my thoughts and understandings after working with the 
help of Speculative Design within a few months. It is a report written to myself 
when I just started to do this project, and also to some other designers. It is 
the third time that I have used this method during the design process, which is 
an efficient and helpful tool for the ideal development, especially in the early 
stage. But even if it is still a new field to explore, I have already benefited a lot 
from my project, and I would like to say it is a field I am willing to continue to 
study.

As an industrial designer, I have been always told that the aim is to solve 
the problem and it is a UCD (user-centered design). Everything that we 
have discovered and done serves one goal that we need to try to address 
issues and find solutions. Everything that we have learned is mainly about 
how to build physical objects such as furniture (how to make it ergonomic, 
more functional, comfortable, etc.) and products (how to hold them more 
comfortably, how to make them user-friendly and what kind of material 
is suitable for them, etc.). Later, I started to enter the field of Speculative 
Design, which is not for solving the problem but raising problems and also 
asking questions. If using my project to describe what is my feeling about 
the adoption of Speculative Design, I would say the industrial design for me 
is more like working with physical and practical objects which require some 
technical and practical skills (such as how to operate the machine and use 
the software building prototype). What's more, Speculative Design tends to 
be more abstract and focuses more on thinking, giving you the freedom to 
design without too many solid skills such as the software ones. But it requires 
a lot of introspection and investigations, that is to say, we may think ‘out of 
the box’ - thinking and standing from different perspectives, just as I stand 
from the post-humanist perspective.  On the book “Speculative Everything, 
Design, Fiction, and Social Dreaming” written by Anthony Dunne and Fiona 
Raby, it explains that "When people think of the design, most believe it is 
about problem-solving.” Even though the more expressive forms of design 
are about solving aesthetic problems, we may still face huge challenges such 
as overpopulation, water shortages, and climate change…’. As we can gather 
from the text, it has explained what we initially thought about design and what 
we are trying to approach, which is something ‘bigger’ than ‘solving aesthetic 
problems’. 
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It is a global issue or upcoming challenges for all the entities living on the 
earth. Sometimes, we need to be aware of the power that we have made and 
created. It is a way more than we have expected and we even do not have any 
concepts or ideas of what we have already done, such as a furniture designer.

‘Do not focus on what we can see in front of us; It is not true for what we 
see for all the time, and try to figure out something behind us that has not 
concerned.’  It is my thought about being aware of what the earthly challenges 
are. Just imagine, after buying a piece of furniture from IKEA (since I am a 
fan of IKEA or just anything you like), you open and assemble it, and end 
up with getting a particular indescribable and unexpected joy. After using it 
for some time, you may find it starts to get crapy and scratched because of 
some reasons. What would you do? Will you throw it away or fix it? Since it is 
cheaper and easier for us to buy IKEA furniture, most of us might choose to 
throw it away. It is as natural as we usually do, but here let’s think in a deeper 
and further way. What if it might be thrown into the landfill, and become one 
of the furniture waste that will unintentionally affect the environment? What if 
it can be fixed just in a few minutes or be dealt with by some other solutions 
such as upcycling? Can you have those ideas in your mind when throwing 
them away? It is the power that Speculative Design brings to me. It might 
not exert too much influence on most of us since it is something from the 
speculation in the possible future. But what if we start to think before making 
actions? We use 'what if' to speculate on what might happen. It might affect 
our decision making and change our behaviors, and this is a great way to start 
and lead us to concern our humanity more than ourselves.

                                                 
This form of design thrives on imagination and aims to open up 
new perspectives on what are sometimes called wicked problems, 
to create spaces for discussion and debate about alternative ways 
of being, and to inspire and encourage people’s imaginations to 
flow freely. Design speculations can act as a catalyst for collectively 
redefining our relationship to reality.                                                                                                                              

(Dunne and Raby, 2013, p.2)
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Here is another example. Before people decide to buy a piece of furniture, 
they might have several options in several places, just to make sure that 
the one that people are going to buy is what they want. After all, a decision 
sometimes may be affected by the size, color, price and promotion and so on. 
Is it common to see in your daily lives? Have you ever tried to care whether 
the furniture is new and clean enough to use? Why do you care about it ? I 
guess the answer is that you will pay for it. Buying furniture will make the life 
more comfortable and it is something that is related to one’s own life. From 
my perspective, I do not want to waste my money to buy furniture that does 
not fit my interior design and go with mood. So, this concept is what we call 
own-centered. 

Have you ever cared about what might happen to the discarded furniture 
when you throw it away? Have you ever been to the landfill area? The landfill 
is too far away from the living area, so you may not notice how harmful it is 
for the environment. If you are living near the landfill, or the discharge affects 
your living condition, you will care more and start to complain about people’ 
throwing too much waste. This is something we can call human-centered. In 
fact, we share the same space with other human and non-human creatures. I 
develop such awareness after speculating future situations. It is a new field , 
which requires me to think out of the box, and break away from original way 
of thinking and the norms, but it is worth a try, especially for designers. A 
designer not only can make life better, but also can help people to be aware 
of what they have not concerned enough.
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Back-casting 

The tendency from 2018 to 2080 can be shown in the back-casting. The 
scenario represents waste pollution, resource shortage, life in the landfill and 
how I spent my last day with ‘the last tree’. The scenario is conceived based 
on some facts and the tendency from 2018, and it is a dystopia scenario 
happening in 2080 when people will live in the landfill without new material 
and animals, with only the last tree left. It is a time when people recall the 
old times and cannot walk in the forest and hear sounds from other entities 
anymore. To survive and to maintain the view, much attention should be 
paid to solid waste and resource use. If people continue producing waste 
regardless of the consequences, the scenario will be around the corner.

                                                 

The back-casting is used to speculate what might happen in the future in 
order to arouse people’s awareness and encourage them to do some changes 
and take necessary measures.

Backcasting - Timeline from 2018 to 2080 
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Mood Board

Mood-board is a tool which helps me explore more different possibilities. 
When I have no creative ideas, some pictures can bring me inspiration. 
For me, it is like a digital mind-map, and through visual language, I can be 
accessible to a new area and exposed to some fresh thoughts while doing 
design. 

Mood board exploration
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The format is not limited, which can be shown by color, sculptures, exhibitions, 
products, objects and so on. It also fosters my ability to analyze problems and 
sheds light on how to make a topic go further and more profound. Sometimes 
the visual analysis can lead to different ideas and directions. At the same 
time, it develops skills of summarizing thoughts into keywords, through which 
people can search for matched pictures. I often use this method while doing 
research and searching for pictures to describe my idea.

Landfill illustration
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Posthuman Chair

This chair is made of an abandoned chair and other rejected materials which 
intends to remind me of the chair in "my" memory (based on my fiction story- 
diary 2080). If we lived in a world that was filled with rejected materials and 
had no new materials, all the good things would only exist in our memory. 

The process of building Posthuman Chair
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In the story, the chair turns into a substitute, a shadow of my beloved cat, to 
arouse the good time in the past. In reality, the chair is the only evidence to 
prove my existence. It is a reflection of all the good and cherished memories 
of the past. All the scratches on the chair stand for the passage of time and 
question me: what can I retrieve during the time when I exist? 

Building storytelling atmosphere.
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Poster Design

Thanks to mood-board and back-casting, the visual image can be gradually 
created in my mind, and the poster can be displayed with the help of some 
software skills. The poster represents the project and my thought, which is 
actually a visual communication between visitors and me, between my ideas 
and me.

Poster Design
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Fiction Story

Diary 2080

I will make it to the ripe old age of 100 after today's midnight. As for an old man 
living for a whole century, the feeling is more complicated than I thought. Neither 
where to start nor what to say am I aware of. Whereas, what I can share are both 
the external and internal changes which I have seen and gone through in this 
world. These changes are challenging my perception every time, which I still have 
no idea whether they are good or not. Nevertheless, I am glad that I have been 
through so much. Although life did not always turn out the way as I imagined, I 
survived all the difficulties.
I was born in a small village, which was quite low in population and not very 
wealthy. However, what I can recall now is just the happiness of childhood. (Of 
course, this is the understanding on life after I have experienced everything). 
Without mobile phones and computers, only endless forests and fields exist. But 
you can breathe the fresh air, and look up at the starry sky, which is boundless and 
profound at night.
Along with my growing up, mobile phone and TV appeared gradually. To be 
honest, I was surprised and even addicted for a while.  From my perspective, most 
people share the same feeling with me at that time. The development of industry 
has brought numerous conveniences to our lives. For instance, people can live in 
comfortable houses and sleep on soft pillows. In an era of innovation, due to the 
constant change of people’s aesthetics, interior decoration and clothing are most 
sensitive to introduce adjustments in order to comply with the tidal current lives. 
The poor have a poor lifestyle, and the rich own the rich lifestyle. We can decorate 
our house at an affordable even cheaper price. Although sometimes the quality 
of the house might not be so good, I was very satisfied the moment I owned 
it. That is what I pursued as home and the life I wanted to live. Under such a 
material wealth circumstance, I had never imagined that the good life would end 
one day with such a belief of living a better life. As I said, more choices inspire 
more desires, which seemed difficult to be suppressed along with the pleasure it 
brought. It had never come to me that the pleasure would cause such an effect in 
a few decades and what an unexpected life I would live one day.
Back to now, the life in my memory has become very extravagant, despite of 
which, I am still gratified that I have experienced it, due to the fact that I would not 
cherish it without comparison.
I missed the time when I sat under the tree, having a picnic with my family;
I missed the time when I stroked my cat on my lap;
I missed the time when my cat made the sound of snoring;
I missed the time when I could sit in a chair, watching the leaves in a daze;
I missed everything at that time, even though I didn't realize how precious it was.
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If you lost after you have owned, the accompanying pressure would be enormous, 
taking a lot to tolerate and adapt. Whereas, I forced myself to accept it again and 
again until I get used to it, taking in all changes numbly. I don't have a clue it's for 
better or worse, but by the time I have been eventually awake, the only thing I am 
aware of is that everything is too late.
I remembered when I was a child, my parents always brought up their lives in 
a previous time, which contained both difficulties and happiness. I just listened 
to the stories and didn’t have mixed feelings at that time. Since there are still 
differences between listening to stories and experiencing for real after all. But if 
it were possible to go back to the past and predict what would happen now, I 
would hope everything not to happen.
During this time, it is a world where you would rather sleep in your own dreams 
than wake up every day. If I put it in this way, you might consider it a terrible world. 
Of course, I won't say how miserable it is, but in my view, I can't imagine anything 
worse than it, at least I haven't experienced anything desperate like that. 
Waking up every day with the fear of bowing down or looking around, I just dare 
to look up to the sky, because it is too desperate. I hope that I can block all the 
senses, thus I will feel a little better at least. This is an awful place where everyone 
lives on the rubbish. The so-called land has no soil now, which is built of trash and 
waste. Of course, the height of the garbage could reach dozens of meters, at 
least it is of great difficulty to dig into the ancient land.
What is the chirp? What is a butterfly? These are my hazy recollections of the 
past, which have already been blurred. What else? Ah, the most common things 
may be diseases, parasites and other animals, and what? I really don't know. I 
believe that 2080 reveals an era not far from extinction. I really don't want to live 
anymore. What supports me to live on every day is the tree in front of me. It is not 
only a miracle but also my hope. The tree passed through massive rubbish heaps, 
rooting in the original land, and still insisted on growing. In comparison, what 
qualification do I get to give up easily?
Every day when I stare at the tree, it seems like I go back to the past before the 
nightmare has happened. This is the last touch of green on this land reflecting 
the last struggle, which reminds me not to give up. On the contrary, I am still 
not aware of what I am supposed to insist on. Maybe I am afraid of death, but 
everything around has already been worse than that. In a problematic situation 
accompanying with food shortage and sparse population, desolation after 
desolation has swept over me. I fell asleep gradually with the hope of living 
forever in the dream I built. I see myself sitting in a chair, caressing my cat, and 
hearing its happy voice every now and then. And if that is a fond dream, I hope I 
will never wake up.

To Myself
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Summary

This paper focuses on the relationship between human and furniture in 
the light of sustainable development. To deconstruct and obscure the 
definition of the human through posthumanism, this paper puts forward a 
new sustainable lifestyle which advocates equality and inclusiveness among 
human and nonhuman and thus helps to solve survival crisis. Human is not 
the almighty of the world and all the existences are valuable as well. As 
humans, we must change our thinking patterns and begin accepting and 
treating other nonhuman equally. We are required to wake emotions that are 
hiding deep down in our heart and apply them on furniture and treat rejected 
and abandoned furniture as human. Only in this way can we decrease 
environmental pressure, reduce the discharge of solid waste and deal with the 
global crisis. Taking furniture as a start, humans should open their emotions 
and care for all objects that are living on the earth, focus on collective interest 
instead of individual interest.
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Discussion

I have communicated with interviewees from different backgrounds to 
accomplish this project. Some of them are researchers of western philosophy, 
some are schoolmates of my former college, others are my friends. Through 
conversations with them, I discovered the question that has perplexed me for 
a long time that there is no clear objective in my project. At first, I focused on 
furniture making because I love furniture. However, after thorough research 
on posthumanism, I realized making furniture is not the only way to express 
my love toward it. For me it seems after all these years of study, I have never 
understood what furniture is. I do not know the purpose of making furniture, 
thus I cannot explain the target of my project. Still, I hope that I can find out 
the answer in the project. The interviews with others are experiments to test 
whether my friends can change their cognition through communication and 
knowledge of sustainable development. During conversations, I found out the 
reason why I want to make furniture. I used to believe making good furniture 
is an evidence of my love for them. I want to prove myself by applying my 
knowledge on furniture design. However, I neglected that my study aims at 
solving the solid waste crisis through an understanding of furniture instead 
of displaying myself. What I am going to do is not making furniture, but to 
express the concept of furniture design and emotions that furniture brings 
to humans. The construction of emotions does not come from entities. If we 
ignore this construction, then all these entities are just shells.
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Exhibition Reflections

I had never expected that the exhibition could have such a significant impact 
on me.

First of all, while writing the thesis, I sat in front of the computer for a long 
time to think independently. Although I had small discussions with others, 
sometimes I was trapped in my thinking space, so that the whole idea did 
not develop at a particular stage. Although my project had practical hands-
on experience, it did not account for a large proportion of the entire project. 
I operated it from the thinking expansion to the last month, feeling uneasy. 
As this was my first time to participate in this non-product exhibition, I was 
anxious about whether the visitors could understand the message I intend 
to convey. This part is not simple, but I did not have any other choices. I was 
perturbed, procrastinating, and even escaped the arrival of this day. But 
time went by faster than expected, especially when I just wandered and did 
nothing. In fact I haven’t made much progress, but it took me a long time to 
get over it.

The nature of this exhibition is not quite the same as what I used to study 
in my previous undergraduate courses. What I used to display can allow 
people to know at a sight what I did and to clearly write such things as design 
statement, design objective, design criteria, and target users. The content 
of this exhibition is only part of my project, and everyone may have different 
ideas. Some people may not be able to understand what I have conveyed in 
the intuitive exhibits, but perhaps the magic lies in unpredictability.  There 
is no enough time to test whether it can be understood, which brings a big 
challenge for other students and me. But I still feel delighted to hold this 
event. 
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I used to believe that exquisite furniture will attract people and transfer 
information through the eyes. However, recently I have realized my object is 
to reduce abandoned and rejected furniture and solid wastes. Thus I began 
collecting all the rejected materials and abandoned furniture. I put them together 
to connect the exhibit with my own story. I made lots of scratches on the chair and 
used a garbage recycling bag to replace cushion to attract people’s attention and 
arouse people’s concern: why this furniture looks like this? The green whirlpool 
of different shades on the ground is also a method to attract people’s attention 
through visual effects. As for information transfer of sustainable development, 
visitors are able to receive them from the furniture itself and description on the 
card. This exhibit will arouse the feeling inside people and encourage them to 
embrace non-human beings with care and inclusiveness. That is the essence of 
sustainable development.

At first, I proposed to put the chair on the ground, and the green vortex I made 
hovered over the chair.  ( As i concerned, i think the best way to communicate is 
together with story and atmosphere created by sound effect -'cat snoring'.

Sketch for exhibition
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However, in actual operation, it hit the wall 
all over the place and did not develop 
as imagined probably because of the 
different angles of the space environment. 
Finally, with the chair floating in the air, the 
green vortex was placed on the ground. 
Indeed, After I discussed with exhibition 
tutors about which angle could work, the 
effect was much better. Without tutors’ 
help and support, I  would have not 
effectively and perfectly shown my work. 
Actually there exist some differences 
between reality and thinking.

It is necessary to consider the views of 
the exhibitor, involving the reasonable 
height, the selection of the spotlight, the 
sound, and so on. Experience comes from 
the actual operation, not based on what I 
initially thought when I sat in front of the 
laptop. Even if the decision was changed 
a lot, in fact I was more satisfied with the 
updated expression, which seemed to be 
more in line with my fiction storytelling. 
That is also the charm of listening to 
different opinions, which may help to 
jump out of a rational perspective.

There are a lot of things that have not 
been taken into account so that they have 
been tossed back and forth many times.

Co n c e r n i n g  a b o u t  t h e  s p a c e  a n d 
convienient, printed booklet version of 
my fiction story will be more easier to 
carry and read it after exhibition.
 

Illustration: The last green in landfill

Final view of exhibition.
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Fiction story - Booklet design

38



For example, due to geographical location, there is no better printing 
shop in the city center to print poster text, so I need to travel back and 
forth between school and museum(exhibition). Owing to some printing 
problems, the printing quality of the school was not very stable, so the 
effect was not always as good as expected. In addition, it was rainy 
frequently, so raindrops splashed on the poster, and reprinting the poster 
was costly and time-consuming. Fixing the printing problem is not the 
end of the story. When it comes to the control of the sound, considering 
security issues, instead of using IPAD in the exhibition, mp3 playback, the 
sound preparation, testing, re-adjustment of sound effect, etc. were carried 
out. Compared with other problems, it is not a big one, but it still cost a lot 
of time. Finally, I was still fortunate enough to finish it as scheduled until the 
last minute.

During the exhibition, much of the feedback I received was interested 
in the effect of the green vortex, and Hearing that my artefacts were as 
abstract as Salvador Dali’s work, I was quite happy to get both external 
and internal feedback. I have avoided too much involvement in my objects 
because I was curious about people’s reaction and expression. Whether 
visitors can understand my works on their own is a good way to test my 
design. Conveying the concept of sustainability is not a simple matter. 
What I want to do is not to have empty talk, but to analyze a specific topic 
and understand it better so as to arouse consciousness. I know there is still 
a long way to go, but I believe that many people are trying and struggling 
like me from the beginning, which is the beauty of art and is impressive in 
the exhibition. The sensory stimulation is far more intense than the pictures, 
accounting for why we are still keeping the physical exhibition instead of 
the digital one. In a word, the physical exhibition is of benefits for both 
designers and visitors.
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