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It’s not easy to sum up what Massive Change, a project launched by Bruce Mau Design
in Toronto, is all about. Try this: ‘Massive Change is about the power and promise of
design… to meet human needs the world over.’ Or this: ‘Massive Change is not about the
world of design; it’s about the design of the world.’ Or perhaps you should just go along
to the Toronto Art Gallery of Ontario, where the Massive Change exhibition appears until
29 May, and see for yourself.
Failing that, read the book. Massive Change (Phaidon, 2004) offers a series of bold,
seemingly utopian claims: ‘We will create urban shelter for the entire world population’,
‘We will bring energy to the entire world’, ‘We will design evolution.’ (‘We’ is, I think,
here intended in a global sense – Bruce Mau is not claiming personally to have all the
solutions yet.)
Clearly, Massive Change is an ambitious and unrelentingly optimistic project. But its
architects insist that it is not utopian – ‘it is about what is already happening.’ The aim,
perhaps, is to present a possible goal, an outline of what might be achievable if we decide
we want it enough.
While many of these goals have an obvious scientific base, one of the few scientific
disciplines mentioned explicitly as a key component of Massive Change is materials
science. According to the ‘Materials economies’ section of the book, ‘We will build
intelligence into materials and liberate form from matter.’
The book celebrates today’s ‘super’ materials: superhard (such as CVD diamond films),
superstrong (synthetic spider silks), superlight (aerogels), supersmall (the inevitable
products of nanotechnology) and supersmart (shape-memory alloys, self-healing
plastics). The more versatile our materials, the more freedom they give the designer from
the constraints of the standard rulebook: structures become skimpier, materials become
adaptive machines, failure and repair are no longer an issue.
Materials science is also at the heart of Massive Change’s view of manufacturing: ‘We
will eliminate the need for raw material and banish all waste.’ Those are not claims to
please the purist, who will point out both that you have to start somewhere and that you
can’t evade thermodynamics. And it is hard to know whether nature’s apparently ideal
model of materials processing can truly serve for decidedly non-natural products (such as
high-performance alloys) or on economically viable timescales. But Massive Change is
surely right to flag the trends towards atom economy, soft and biomimetic processing,
and industrial ecology.

To this degree, Massive Change is probably not saying anything that the materials
community has not recognised or explored for the past decade or more. But it is good to
see these trends presented on a broader canvas encompassing economics, geopolitics and
demographics. And it is nice to see an optimistic vision that embraces rather than
demonizes technology. The challenge is how to avoid this all becoming the 21st century
equivalent of the gee-whiz science and technology fairs of the 1930s – a dream soured by
the harsh realities of the corporate and political worlds.

