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Asian Designer or a Designer from Asia?
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Recently, OLA, a ride-hailing company in
India, launched OLA scooters. There was a lot
of excitement, but as a designer, his question
was, so what? What is new? Other than the
advertisement with an Indian building in the
background, the design was not new. Did
globalization make the world flat? Or did we
miss something? He thought he could
answer the questions since he has lived in
many countries, spanning three continents,
but other questions arise. Is he an Asian
designer or a designer from Asia?

In 1996, he designed a mixer-grinder for
India. When he showed it to his friends in the
west, many said, "It is so Asian". What makes
them think it is so Asian? Or was there
something else that he is not reading?

In 1996, | got to
design a mixer-grinder
for India.

When | showed this
to friends from the
West, many said, "It
is so Asian!"

What makes them
think it is so Asian?
Is it because | am an
Asian?

Or was there
something else that
| am not reading..
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Experiments in Teaching Design through
Culture

Now that he is freed from commercial
responsibilities, he is free to experiment. In
2016, he was appointed as a visiting profes-
sorin India's School of Design, VIT University.
In the School of Art, Design and Media (ADM)
of Nanyang Technological University (NTU),
he has been teaching the postgraduate
module, "An Asian Perspective", and in the
School of Design of VIT University, he has
been teaching the postgraduate module,
"Culture Embedded Design". For this presen-
tation, he shared about the module in ADM,
NTU.

For part 1 of the module, students are
sensitized to transmigratory culture, giving
them a background of the history of
Singapore in the past few hundred years. The
island was part of the Malaysian peninsular.
Hence, the population living then was
Malaysian. However, in the past 300 to 400
years, Europeans from Holland, Portugal,
England, Spain, etc., have colonized the
island. Also, migration started about 200
years ago from China and India predomi-
nantly. Hence, that brought about a new
culture, new traditions, new dialects and
essentially a new identity. Some of them
inter-marriage and form new cultures, such
as the Peranakans.

The Peranakans brought in ideas from
China, India, and Thailand to create products
such as the tiffin box with a Peranakan style.
Now designers took it a step further to
embed the Peranakan culture into contem-
porary design. It is possible to create

products from cultural and heritage points of
view hiit how ta da that?

B Projects Born from a Design Framework

In part 2 of the module, students developed
a deeper understanding of the Chinese,
Indian, and Malay culture, heritage, and
religion to derive the design framework. He
shared some examples such as the
frameworks from Hinduism based on the
position of gods, colours and flower arrange-
ments, the path to Moksha (paradise) and the
mandala in temples. He also shared two
examples of the framework from Islam. One is
based on the holy book of the Koran, and
seven principles in design were derived from
it and the other, Zahir and Batin, the outward
expansion of beauty and the inward
expansion of beauty. These explorations got
students excited and wondered how it could
fit into their research, leading to part 3 of the
module.

In part 3, students executed their projects
based on their understanding. He showed
examples of some of the projects of the
master and PhD students. The first project,
Phrahmantara, is a combined compass
inspired by Hindu and Buddhist compass
properties, which can also be used in
world-building for creative narratives, video
games, construction of virtual realities, etc.
The second project, Thinking Hand, patterns
on gloves, was inspired by the seven chakras
design framework. The third project,
redesigning for surveillance camera based on
the framework from Islamic Koran.

He concluded his presentation with a brief
introduction to the Centre for Asian Art and
Design of NTU, where he serves as the
director. It holds conferences, looks into
continuing education, podcasting and
conduct various activities. One of the events
that are coming up is the "Asian Design
Education Conference" on January 8, 2022.
The invited speakers came from many
countries, including Kyushu, Japan. He
welcomed everyone to join the conference.
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