
Social capital here refers to features of social organization, such 
as trust, norms, and networks, that can improve the efficiency 
of society by facilitating coordinated action.
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Design has been undergoing a profound, if unremarked, renaissance in the early twen-

ty-first century. In fact, as a system of thinking, the field remains uniquely positioned 

to materialize the immaterial.  From London to Cape Town, Los Angeles to Lahore, 

design methods and research have opened new opportunities to intervene in large and 

complex social and political systems. As “Social capital” makes clear, designers are in-

creasingly engaging with local communities to draw on ideas, experiences and collec-

tively held knowledge in a manner that is truly collaborative. But making this work 

visible to outside audiences is often difficult.

Of course, in the past, visibility was a hallmark of graphic commu-

nications; for some time, they were a prominent part of our public 

spaces.  To this day, posters and billboards decorate alleyways and 

roads, while wayfinding and directional signs fill civic squares and attach themselves to buildings.  

These older design forms proved potent and influential when they were first developed in the 

great cities of the nineteenth century.  An excellent case in point, the modern poster is a product 

of the Industrial Revolution.  These printed advertisements often covered the walls of commercial 

establishments and houses alike. And if such postings weren’t enough, they appeared on sidewalk 

flagstones, covered vans and commercial carriages that slowly trundled through city streets, and 

even appeared on the sides of boats on the Hudson and Thames rivers.  The theorist Walter Ben-

jamin later complained that, with such visual communications, “script is pitilessly dragged out into 

the street by advertisements.” Of course, as at least one historian has also noted, such design forms 

had “a spectacular energy” when they bounded into the nineteenth-century scene; and through 

the twentieth century visual communications continued to grow first with the rise of mass-mar-

ket magazines, then television and finally with the internet today. 

Of course, now websites and email, tweets and Tumblr feeds, not to mention postcards, booklets, 

and any number of intimately scaled printed items seem to have superseded older forms of public 

communications.   In fact, much of the material stuff of graphic design, for example posters, can 

seem today “to be lost in a time warp, endlessly repeating formal routines long since drained of 

any expressive or persuasive power. . ..” Desktop publishing, the internet, and a host of new imag-

ing and publishing practices have not destroyed design; but, the field is being reinvented, often in 

surprising ways and in unexpected places. 
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As “Social Capital” suggests, amid all these changes, not all design today is as visible as older forms 

like posters. The terrain of design has shifted considerably. But a different strain has also emerged. 

From the late 1960s to the present, design research has followed more ambitious ideas and asked 

bigger questions. In this newer realm, designers are often asked to function as ethnographers or 

anthropologists. Indeed, “Social Capital” draws our attention toward these newer forms of public 

design projects. By turning away from strictly commercial activities, we are asked to consider how 

design for social innovation might engage a community’s real social needs? 

In this case, “Social Capital” addresses a complex set of circumstances arising from a vexed period 

of recent Greek history. Understanding the social and economic background to the project is 

significant.  With the financial crisis and European debt woes of the Greek state, in recent years 

the nation has strained to stave off bankruptcy. 

Bailout negotiations, austerity measures, and in-

creasingly strained relations with the European 

Union left the country in a state of uncertainty. 

Such complex situations can lead to a loss of 

agency in local communities. Against this back-

ground, “Social Capital” marks an important 

moment for researchers to leverage design’s 

ability to problem solve. In so doing, it also 

echoes the recent work of design theorist Ezio 

Manzini.  The latter has argued that designers 

can help reinforce and bolster communities through carefully researched collaborations with local 

cultural and social groups. His is a generous approach, meant to transcend the economic, social, 

and political pressures of globalization.  Manzini urges work be done on small-scale but still sig-

nificant projects.  But Manzini also asks us to reconsider definitions of expertise.  Where designers 

have long been considered “experts” because of their professional training, Manzini urges us to re-

think their role.  Instead, he urges us to consider working and designing with the people primarily 

concerned with a project.  Thus, the design process begins with their experiences and needs.  In 

this way, working with the local communities in Kefalonia, the designers shaping “Social Capital” 

began a conversation about design as a form of social engagement.  As the designers learned, 



the region provided profoundly rich cultural roots in the area.  Kefalonia sits at the intersection 

between the Latin and Orthodox churches, and slipped between the Ottoman and Venetian terri-

tories, then from French, British, Italian and German rule. Having negotiated cultural complexity 

through several millennia, the populace was deeply engaged. 

Measuring and mapping, interviewing and collaborating with communities, the designers engaged 

grassroots groups as well as public and documenting histories of Kefalonia.  One such project, for 

example, focused on rediscovering buildings lost to the 1953 earthquake (an event that destroyed 

most of the island’s structures and changed the social and culture fabric of the region).  This proj-

ect, a collaboration between American and Greek students, proved fruitful.  The student designers 

discovered that the local communities and regional government were not always in agreement 

on key points.  And issues like cultural preservation could sometimes ignore community needs.  

As the designers pressed forward with their project, however, what emerged was a strong sense 

of place, a portrait of a resilient communities, and a larger sense of engagement; the surrounding 

community felt active not only in preserving recent history, but also gained a sense of ownership 

of the historical projects themselves.  As “Social Capital” suggests, the careful examination of com-

plex issues of identity and agency can bring a sense of collaborative cohesiveness to such projects. 

But also, if design research is to continue to develop, we need to highlight exemplary design 

projects that show us how the field can be shaped and grown. “Social Capital” is one such project, 

providing a reference point for how design research can impact larger communities far beyond the 

confines of classrooms and the design studio itself. 

— Elizabeth Guffey is the Juanita and Joseph Leff Distinguished Professor of Art and Design History, 

Theory, Criticism at SUNY Purchase College, and is the author of Designing Disability: Symbols, Spaces 

and Society, Posters: A Global History, and Retro: the Culture of Revival.  
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Interviews. 

Portable boxes as matrix based on cross 
referenced categories with 17 visual 
references. The references are placed 
in the box depending on how people 
sort both value and settings based on a 
set criteria. The boxes are also used in 
negotiating  issues in dialogue between 
individuals in small groups.

Visual animations based on the pre-
dominant themes: borders and ex-
change, EU membership, etc. in consul-
tation with interviewees. 
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ST: One of the things we have talked about 

is learning from local knowledge. That’s an 

important part of the work in western Greece, 

especially since I had well-meaning miscon-

ceptions at the beginning. In 2015 as I began 

new work in Kefalonia, “Grexit” focused a lot 

of media attention on Greece. It seemed that 

the country was coming apart. For example the 

New York Times presented a photo-essay done in 

the style of Life magazine photographers like W. 

Eugene Smith et all in the mid-twentieth cen-

tury. Part of the essay revolved around a heroin 

addicted prostitute and her partner in Athens. 

The look was more about how Americans cre-

ated images at a certain time and place rather 

than what was going on in 2015 in Greece. 

Even though I was self-critical going into this, 

my original exploratory research was framed 

partially based on those kinds of views. 

MP: This makes me think how important 

it is to be active readers and listeners: there 

Maria Patsarika and Scott Townsend

A discussion about ongoing work 

In the summer of 2017, a joint project began in 
Thessaloniki, Greece between Dr. Maria Patsarika 
of the American College of Thessaloniki and Scott 
Townsend of North Carolina State University, and 
their students (Social Sciences and Design respec-
tively) researching the Stoa (“Arcade”) Malakopi, 
a once thriving commercial center now in the process 
of reinvention as a new public space. Rather than 
disseminating the results only to an outside body of 
academics or policy makers, design strategies are 
developed to encourage participation in the commu-
nity, to visualize and communicate different practices 
and ideas about the space, as well as to invite au-
thorities to find ways to work with innovation and 
resources that the community has developed. 



creative classes were interpreted by many as 

hopeful signs of neighborhood renewal— 

all this in years of acute financial crisis for 

Greece. Recently, a more gentrified sense of 

place surfaced: under the financial bur-

den long-standing small businesses closed 

and problem such as noise, vandalism and 

unauthorized appropriation of public space 

by shop owners, became prominent. Stoa 

Malakopi thus seems to be imbued with 

multiple, contested meanings... this ambiva-

lence actually helped myself and students to 

pay closer attention, loosen our researcher/

outsider approach and try to listen more, 

understand and, effectively, engage more.

ST: Trying to understand really comes down 

to observing and participating in what people 

do as daily practice rather than putting people 

into formal roles where they ended up formu-

lating a cosmopolitan opinion in an interview. 

This is one of the things that’s hard to get 

across in an exhibition like this. We tend to 

think more about our identity first and how 

our opinions reflect that, rather than dealing 

with the ambiguity of a place we really do not 

know, yet where people are just trying to get 

on with their lives. 

MP: It’s hard to maintain this kind of 

openness, particularly when the dogma of 

correctness, political or other, has spilled 

over into so many arenas and has come to 

replace the simpler “respect for difference.”  

of the building and more quotidian issues 

concerning the maintenance of the building 

or the cleanliness of toilets. The identities 

that stakeholders attached to the landmark 

building varied. Their personal experience 

of place was different and so what one 

might consider as “culture” another would 

interpret as “problem” or, even, both! The 

hype surrounding the area over the last 

couple of decades as a club zone and the 

emergence of various youth cultures and 

are many voices behind what gets attention 

in what we read and see. Depending on the 

source, the same story comes with alterna-

tive meanings and we, too, re-tell that story 

trying to figure it 

out based on who 

we are and what we 

believe. What made 

you challenge your 

preconceptions? 

ST: Many people 

had a kind of opinion 

that reflected their 

political bias, while 

daily life became 

much more of a 

focus as we talked. 

What was more important was how issues 

played into daily life and livelihood, things like 

a son or daughter who has to live abroad to 

find a job, (and for some, remembering a time 

when the interviewee also did the same thing) 

or personal histories about living part of your 

life abroad due to various political issues and 

coming back with a strong commitment to 

do something positive in the community you 

grew up in. 

MP: Another way, maybe, of saying “the 

personal is political?” During our explora-

tion of people’s entrepreneurial trajectories 

at Stoa Malakopi, interviewees casually in-

terweaved so called higher-level narratives 

related to the historical, heritage character 
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as it is, seems to prioritize a shared ground 

for dialogue, which is inherently controver-

sial. Subsuming diversity in enforced shared 

understandings smacks of homogeneity, 

while I’m not sure if it’s feasible in the first 

place. I suppose what I’m trying to say is 

that we need to understand the story first 

before trying to represent it. Perhaps we 

need more dialogic participatory spaces 

in research and elsewhere, spaces where 

emerging differences in perspective con-

stitute meaning. This exhibition is a good 

place to start. 

There’s a tendency, starting from school, 

to embrace or condemn ideas and prac-

tices de facto, based on whether they are 

deemed “correct” or not, without necessar-

ily discussing and evaluating the particular 

circumstances, the context, the culture 

within which they are born. Dialogue is 

often regarded as argument and debate, and 

ambiguity difficult to accept. 

ST: I think that somehow goes back to the 

photo-essay comment about so called life in 

Greece in 2015. Somehow when we try to 

tell the story through 

representation that 

is not part of lived 

experience we miss 

out on what people 

are actually saying. 

MP: Part of the 

difficulty I believe 

also stems from a 

growing pressure to 

adopt the intercul-

turalism mantra, 

very popular in 

political discourse, 

when the sheer di-

versity of lifestyles, perspectives and values 

renders the acceptance alone of multicul-

turalism a challenging task. Multicultural-

ism, very much like dialogue does, leaves 

issues open to interpretation; intercultural-

ism, on the other hand, a policy mechanism 

Work group Kefalonia.

Projected animation. 

Installation of interviews and tangible 
visualizations.
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