
Decolonizing Design Futures

Frederick van Amstel @fredvanamstel 
University of Florida 



References
Van Amstel, F. M. C. (2023). Decolonizing design research. In: Rodgers, Paul A. and Yee, Joyce (Eds). The Routledge Companion to Design Research 
(pp. 64-74). Routledge. https://www.doi.org/10.4324/9781003182443-7 

Van Amstel, Frederick M. C. and Gonzatto, Rodrigo Freese. (2022). Existential time and historicity in interaction design. Human-Computer 
Interaction, 37(1), pp.29-68. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1080/07370024.2021.1912607 

Mazzarotto. M., Van Amstel. F. M. C., Serpa, B. O., Silva, S. B. (2023). Prospecting anti-colonial qualities in Design Education. V!RUS Journal, 26, 
135-143. Translated from Portuguese by Giovana Blitzkow Scucato dos Santos. Available at: http://vnomads.eastus.cloudapp.azure.com/ojs/
index.php/virus/article/view/833 

Fabris, Y. (2021).A mao do povo brasileiro: cultura material popular e os projetos modernizadores brasileiros (1969-2016). Disponible en https://
repositorio.uchile.cl/handle/2250/195929 

De Castro, E. V. (2015). Cannibal metaphysics. U of Minnesota Press. 

Lucy Pei, Edgard David Rincón Quijano, Angela D. R. Smith, Reem Talhouk, and Frederick van Amstel. 2022. Assets and community engagement: a 
roundtable with HCI researchers and designers. interactions 29, 5 (September – October 2022), 44–47. https://doi.org/10.1145/3554975 

Bizotto dos Santos, W., Mazzarotto, M., & Van Amstel, F. (2024). Tomando um LADO: formação crítica e prática de liberdade no Laboratório de 
Design contra Opressões. Arcos Design, 17(1), 143–175. https://doi.org/10.12957/arcosdesign.2024.78425 

Gonzatto, R.F; Amstel, F.M.C.van; Merkle, L.E; Hartmann, T. 2013. The ideology of the future in design fictions. Digital Creativity. Vol. 24 (1). 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14626268.2013.772524 

Noel, L.-A., Ruiz, A., van Amstel, F. M. C., Udoewa, V., Verma, N., Botchway, N. K., Lodaya, A., & Agrawal, S. (2023). Pluriversal Futures for Design 
Education. In She Ji: The Journal of Design, Economics, and Innovation (Vol. 9, Issue 2, pp. 179–196). https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2023.04.002 

de Siqueira, I. L. M., & van Amstel, F. M. (2023). Service design as a practice of freedom in collaborative cultural producers. In Proceedings of the 
Service Design and Innovation Conference (ServDes 2023), Rio de Janeiro. pp. 315-325. https://doi.org/10.3384/ecp203016 

Gonzatto, R.F., van Amstel, F.,and Jatobá, P.H.(2021) Redesigning money as a tool for self-management in cultural production, in Leitão, R.M., Men, 
I., Noel, L-A., Lima, J., Meninato, T. (eds.), Pivot 2021: Dismantling/Reassembling, 22-23 July, Toronto, Canada. https://doi.org/10.21606/
pluriversal.2021.0003

https://www.doi.org/10.4324/9781003182443-7
http://vnomads.eastus.cloudapp.azure.com/ojs/index.php/virus/article/view/833
http://vnomads.eastus.cloudapp.azure.com/ojs/index.php/virus/article/view/833
https://repositorio.uchile.cl/handle/2250/195929
https://repositorio.uchile.cl/handle/2250/195929
https://doi.org/10.1145/3554975
https://doi.org/10.12957/arcosdesign.2024.78425
https://doi.org/10.1080/14626268.2013.772524
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2023.04.002
https://doi.org/10.3384/ecp203016
https://doi.org/10.21606/pluriversal.2021.0003
https://doi.org/10.21606/pluriversal.2021.0003


What do design futures have 
to do with colonization?



Modern colonization established a geopolitical division between the 
made world, Europe, and the world to-be-made, Americas, Africa, Asia, 

and Oceania.
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Europe did not recognize the worlds made by indigenous people and 
unmade them to make their world. What is now called America was 
once called Abya Yala, Turtle Island, Pindorama, and other worlds.
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For every Thing that was 
made in Italy, Europe, or any 
other metropolitan space, there 
was some Thing else unmade 

in a colonized space.



The coloniality of making is this mutual dependence experienced by 
both worlds. Both metropolis and colonies become colonized worlds 

(Escher, 1948).

Coloniality of making



The divide is not neutral, thus the relationship is not symmetric. 
Mutual dependence is not necessarily mutually beneficial. 

Coloniality of making



The metropolitan world accumulates most of the benefits. People in 
the colonized world end up having underdeveloped handiness 

(Gonzatto, 2022).



Underdeveloped handiness means not being able to develop in the 
same way as developed handiness. The promised future never arrives 

in underdeveloped nations because they keep being updated.
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What is left for former colonies, now underdeveloped nations 
(including the US), is returning to their nostalgic pasts, over and over, 

to make their world great again.

Let’s build walls!



How can a society 
hide the political 
aspect of making 

worlds?



By making a neutral form of  
making that replaces 
politicized making.



Indigenous making is an example of a politicized making that 
enables the coexistence of multiple species.



Welcome to the role of design 
in the coloniality of making.



European modern design made itself into the world to-be-made 
as (the only) good design.



Although favelas are as little design as possible, they were 
never considered good design, much less a desirable future. 

They are bad or not design at all. Yet they are still here.

Coloniality of making

By the way, I was 
born here



Due to the coloniality of making, underdeveloped nations 
imported modern design educational models from Europe.
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Modern design tried to replace popular forms of making. A Mão 
do Povo Brasileiro (Bo Bardi, 1969) tried to avoid that.



Modern design thrived in underdeveloped nations because they 
updated the colonial promise of a future that never fulfills itself.

Brasilia, capital of Brazil, 
built from scratch in the 

1960s.



The ability to anticipate futures 
was and continues to be design’s 
most important feature for the 

coloniality of making



Design also anticipates futures that are not so desirable. Brasília 
now hosts the biggest favela in the country…



Designers like to think of  
themselves as progressive people 
that can envision bright futures, 

but they are much more 
conservative and colonialist than 

what they think.



Designers play out with history as if it didn’t matter, as if nothing will 
ever change (Retrobottega).



Designers have their own glorious narratives of the past that they 
return to when change is urgent. We tapped into that in The Church of 

the Divine Design project (Gonzatto et al, 2013).



While changing the way the future looks like, design keeps the present 
structurally unaltered (European Union, 2020).



Remaking the future requires 
first remaking the past.



For centuries, indigenous people have been warning colonizers 
on the futures they were making impossible. Since they weren’t 

heard, they remade their past into the future (Kunumi MC).



Land acknowledgement is a good first step towards giving back 
land to indigenous custody and care (Native Land Digital).

I live here now



African wisdom: learning from the past to build the future 
(Wakanda-One, 2020).



Remaking your past should never be at the expense of 
unmaking someone else’s futures (New Gaza, as seen in WSJ).



Anticolonial design futures 
can only emerge from 
deviations of the past. 

Otherwise, the colonial past 
make its way into the future.



Futro is an anticolonial speculative design style that involves 
anticipating the development of a technology in the past and 
speculating about a possible alternative present in which the 

oppressed have better chances to react to oppression.



Futro requires understanding the personal and social histories of the 
objects invoked by the fiction.



Futro enables trying out different reactions to oppression with the 
whole body.



Futro uses what is available in current handiness. Example: a 
speculative mockumentary on the imperialist artificial intelligence that 
provoked the white coup that overthrown Brazilian President in 2016.



Before she was overthrown, I joined Ms. Rousseff team in designing 
the future of the social participation infrastructure (2015/2023).



Understanding design history is 
good for making anticolonial 

futures, but more important is 
understanding design historicity.



Designers have a heavy past 
in making history with the 

oppressors. How might 
designers make history with 

the oppressed?



Corais is a digital local exchange trading system (LETS) I helped 
to develop with collaborative cultural producers in Brazil.



This LETS enabled many cultural producers to have a future 
despite State budgetary cuts for the Arts and Culture.



What can a design student 
do to make history with the 

oppressed?



The Laboratory of Design against Oppression (2021) at UTFPR 
held several experiments of designing with social movements.



What if there is 
nothing like LADO 
in your institution?



The Future of Design Education working group on pluriversal 
design published useful recommendations (Noel et al., 2023).



Student organizations can push faculty to gradually or radically 
implement these recommendations.



Design futures may only 
contribute to decolonizing worlds 
if these are collectively designed 

by, with, and for 
 the oppressed.
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Thank you!
Frederick van Amstel @fredvanamstel 
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