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In this speculative look of design thinking through the lens of the Renaissance, the author draws our attention to the shocking similarity between the transition in today's world and the Industrial Era. In this comparison, he emphasizes the similar role of “arts in Renaissance” concept and Design Thinking. In this perspective, the author's concern is not about discussing how the Design Thinking process will be in the new era, but just speculating its role as a tool in such a transitional period.
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INTRODUCTION

I think the complex period that developed with the COVID-19 outbreak is leading to a transition to a new age. Design thinking may be more important in innovation and business development in this transitional period, but I think it may lose importance if a new age arrives (When I say design thinking here, I mean a collaborative problem-solving process to overcome wicked problems; Buchanan, 1992). In this stage, my concern is not about discussing how the design thinking process will be in the new era, but just speculating its role as a tool in such a transitional period.

Actually, it is very difficult to understand this speculation without knowing the historical perspective. In particular, I want to emphasize that if we can understand the transition from Renaissance to Industrial Revolution, we may forecast the future. I want to explain what I mean a little better.



TRANSITIONAL PERIOD TO RENAISSANCE

What caused the Industrial Revolution? What kind of transition has happened? I especially find it useful to analyze what happened at the beginning of the Renaissance to interpret this:

At the beginning of the fifteenth century, the center of science was Byzantium. Byzantine scholars had the advantage of learning from the works of scientists and philosophers who laid the foundations of scientific research in the past and developed ancient Greek thought. Therefore, they were scientifically at the forefront of the world (Runciman, 1970, p. 87). The use of Arabic as the language of science in the Ottoman Empire, which was the greatest state power of that period, also influenced this. At that time, science in the Arabian Peninsula was very advanced. Byzantine scientists took many elements from Arabs to support modern science, especially mathematics and accelerated their scientific development (Kümin, 2017, p. 173).

On the other hand, as the Roman Church increased pressure, Europe realized that something had to be done to stand against the expansion of Islamic influence (Berger, 2014). Their most significant advantage was Ottoman Empire's abstinence from science at that time. They often destroyed the incoming innovations and declared them illegal, fearing that these scientific advancements would destroy the empire's authority. For instance, the printing press was prohibited in 1,485 to protect the domination of calligraphy artists (Stark, 2014, p. 42). Overall, such concerns prevented scientific development in the Ottoman Empire.

After the conquest of Istanbul in 1,453, many scientists in Byzantium felt obliged to leave Istanbul, mainly because of the Christian world's fear of Islam (Thomas and Chesworth, 2018, p. 11). They shortly found themselves in Rome, Italy (Runciman, 1970). The mindset they encountered in Europe especially in the Protestant approach was more liberal. In this respect, the arrival of scientists who escaped from Byzantium triggered an enlightenment period, a liberal model; therefore, an explosion of scientific production occurred. Many discoveries occurred during this period, such as the evaporation of water at 100 degrees Celsius, research on astronomy (Merriman, 2009, p. 293), the establishment that the world is round, universal gravitation and progress in human anatomy studies (Kümin, 2017, p. 261).

This transition starting from the Middle Ages until the enlightenment period roughly took around 3,000 years (Stearns, 2010).



THE ROAD FROM RENAISSANCE TO INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

The term Renaissance usually recalls Leonardo Da Vinci's paintings. However, we must consider Renaissance within that period, not with today's mindset. The Arts of that time did not actually mean arts. Arts with the holistic perspective of that time, had an aesthetic sense of value (Conrad, 2014). Philosophers such as David Hume took a different view, including philosophy, and refused the official rules in art as the royal academies or religion heavily influenced them.

In this context, the idea of an ideal person who is competent in many subjects as a Universal person or a Renaissance man began to emerge (Merriman, 2009, p. 60). Leonardo Da Vinci worked in such an interdisciplinary manner and was seen as a reflection of the Renaissance man (Merriman, 2009, p. 60). Historians assert that Leonardo Da Vinci's machines, anatomy drawings, and innovations he introduced to science and art were unexpected new outputs (Merriman, 2009, p. 61). Like Da Vinci, the scientists of that period looked at science from a holistic perspective that integrated sciences and arts. Thanks to this perspective, many different inventions and views that transformed life in the West were able to emerge.

For instance, the printing press was discovered in the fifteenth century by Johannes Gutenberg in Germany (Merriman, 2009, p. 34). The printing press encouraged new forms of cooperation between science and art. For example, anatomical paintings painted by artists were distributed to the whole world with the development of the printing press (Kümin, 2017, p. 244). As the way of spreading knowledge cleared, European societies started to move from the scholastic perspective of the Middle Ages to the era of enlightenment. Technological inventions affected the economy and caused a socioeconomic change in societies (Brown, 2009). During this period, the bourgeois class was rising which largely consisted of economically independent businessmen (Gill, 2008, p. 29). This financial freedom enriched the bourgeois class. The enriched bourgeois class gave scientists freedom and the right to research (Heller, 1981, p. 149). Thus, there was a transition from the feudal structure to a new social structure.

Meanwhile, new continents were discovered. New mineral resources (e.g., gold, silver, diamond) were found (Brotton, 2004, p. 130). The enlightenment period in Europe, in conjunction with the discovery of new continents, caused colonialism to emerge. Processing and sending minerals back to where they were found became the new trade model. With the new capabilities of processing mineral resources, new payment methods started to emerge. For example, as an achievement of rapidity in marketing, the extracted gold and silver resources enabled the development of global currencies along with the increase in trade (Brotton, 2004, p. 44; Stearns, 2010, p. 65; Kümin, 2017, p. 208).

In the meantime, the search for a place that allowed faster-mechanized production started, especially since textile production by hand was insufficient. This need triggered factories to emerge. The first factory in the world is considered the silk factory by Thomas Lombe in Derby, England, in 1,721 (Powell, 1984). This was the beginning of the Industrial Revolution.



VITAL CHANGE AND THE EMERGENCE OF PROFESSIONAL DESIGN WITH THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

The transitional period from Renaissance to Industrial Revolution revealed a new awareness in human beings, whereas the Industrial Revolution unveiled a new lifestyle.

What were the outcomes of the Industrial Revolution? A new life emerged; it became necessary for the workers to live close to their factories since they had to work faster. People were removed from the large family structure and forced to work for long hours, days or even weeks without giving a break (Thompson, 1967). They took part in making simple shelters. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, especially in England, these people lived in these shelters and worked in jobs with unimaginable conditions. A new life plan was needed for this situation. People revolted to improve their quality of life and demanded newly designed houses to live more comfortably as a nuclear family. This was a lengthy and painful process. Big residential buildings were transforming into places where nuclear families could live (Plunz, 2018, p. 55). The basis of the lifestyle we live today was founded in the nineteenth century. The role of design professionals was essential in this change.

In the old school design practice, dictation, which imposes individuals how to live and what to use through artifacts, was necessary for design professionalism. In fact, this professionalism is still adopted by some designers. Although a much more democratic and user-centered approach is on the rise in the design field, some designers may still strongly value dictation. Those who still value dictation embrace a mission in culture to introduce people different flavors. However, the designer's mission is not only to have us experience new things but also to make us think, to provoke us to go beyond the ordinary when necessary.

With this perspective, we shall look at the famous French designer Philippe Starck's lemon squeezer (Philippe Starck. Juicy Salif Lemon Squeezer. | MoMA, 1988). This is not the archetypical lemon squeezer that we are familiar with. Philippe Starck envisioned a brand-new lemon squeezer for Alessi. This lemon squeezer is not considered useful; it splatters all over the place when you squeeze a lemon with it. However, it offers a change in behavior and is considered innovative. Alessi produced 550,000 pieces of this product (Woods et al., 2011), but it is not used today. Up to 10,000 gold versions of this product are available in museums and collections only (Aurisicchio et al., 2013). Strack's design is a good contemporary example of the designer's dictation.

This design culture of teaching the dictation of design and lifestyle became predominant, especially with the Bauhaus school (Droste, 2002, p. 6). Today, in design schools with traditional devotion, “You will orient the society.” is the most cliché saying young designers often hear.



THE SHOCKING SIMILARITY BETWEEN THE TRANSITION IN TODAY'S WORLD AND INDUSTRIAL TRANSITION

What kind of transition is present today? When we look at the past 20 years, it may be surprising to see that the transition steps in the Renaissance and the Industrial Revolution are almost the same. Their stories are also similar (Figure 1). What is this similarity?
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FIGURE 1. Similarities on the ERA transition.


Suddenly, a concept called the internet entered our lives in the 2000s. In other words, an innovation impacted our daily lives, similar to the time when the printing press was invented. Although, the internet was something that emerged in the 1960s with ARPANET (Hauben and Hauben, 1998; Ryan, 2010, p. 26). After 20 years, the internet became an indispensable part of our lives along with the emergence of social media platforms.

Although there may be those who do not use social media due to objection, social media is a platform in which we spend approximately 3–4 h every day. I believe there is no one who does not devote time to social media. With the growth of social media, the concept of individualism started to emerge, especially in Generation Z. Today, everyone can make a public broadcast of their own. Social media reinforces people's desire to become famous and share where they go and what they do in a day. In my opinion, for Generation Z, a more individual lifestyle may be observed as they leave their nuclear family. As a result of living individually and the influence of social media, Generation Z may start to demand more personalized products, designed especially for them.

On the other hand, we encountered another fact in 2009 with Bitcoins (Zheng et al., 2017). Bitcoins, which are unlimited, tax-free, and of an unknown owner, emerged as a brand-new trading tool (Surprisingly, seventeenth-century gold and silver began to be widely used as intermediaries in the world). Lately, Generation Z has been showing great interest in Bitcoins. The usage of this currency and how it is going to be taxed are still not certain; governments are looking for ways to get these aspects under control. Bitcoins are not currently under the control of national structures, and users still consider them as an unsafe tool (Alshamsi and Andras, 2019). It is still unknown if Bitcoins will be a move toward a tax-free life. Yet, new advancements in quantum technology and the shrinkage of transistor sizes (Moore, 1965) may create safer cryptocurrency systems. Therefore, if we trust these systems, our ways of trading may change drastically. We already see the traces of this. For instance, during the COVID-19, pandemic consumers demanded safer ways to shop. Thus, we witnessed the transition of many brands adapting numerous contactless payment systems. I believe this might be one of the initial steps toward transitioning our ways of trading.

People did not care much about artificial intelligence initially, which started to be developed before 2014. As computers are getting faster, artificial intelligence has rapidly become a part of our lives since 2015. Due to the growth of artificial intelligence, and automation in the industry, future jobs are at risk of vanishing (Zhu, 2004; OECD, 2017, p. 10). Artificial intelligence may also increase the structuring of our preferences. Its advancement may entail product concepts that are more aware of the user's needs and expectations before they even know it. Thus, more smart product concepts may emerge.

When we combine the developments since the 2000s, it would be fair to argue that we have entered a brand-new communication era. Similar to how the printing press was found and transformed our lives. As in the Renaissance, (i.e., enlightenment period), science is getting more widespread today.

Surprisingly, the 1918 Influenza Pandemic emerged right after the Industrial Revolution, and wars arose along with the epidemic. It is an interesting coincidence that today we encounter a similar extraordinary epidemic like the COVID-19 outbreak. Based on this similarity, I wonder if there will be any similarities between the contributions of these two critical events to the historical transition to be considered.



WHEN WILL WE ENTER A NEW ERA?

What we study on recent research also state that historical transition is faster than in previous eras:

Three hundred years are taken into consideration when we talk about the transition from the Renaissance to the industrial era. When we look at the earlier transition (from Medieval to Renaissance), we take 850 years into account. The transition from the ancient age to the Middle Ages happened between 1,000 BC-500 AD, about 1,500 years, a more extended period. The transition from Bronze Age to the First Age takes about 3,000 years, which is much longer (Stearns, 2010, p. 20). In other words, the long-term transitions evolve into transitions that take shorter years (Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2. Periods of ERA transition.


According to one view, with every invention that has a radical impact on our lives, the new invention's transition is shortened by 10 years (Theis and Wong, 2017). Further, 80% of the world's inventions have been made in the last 10 years (Koomey et al., 2010, p. 3). Therefore, there is an impression that a transition will take place much sooner than the previous one.

Well then, while there has been a 300-year transition from Renaissance to Industrial Revolution, will the pace of the inventions made between the years 2000 and 2020 continue? In how many years will we enter a new era?

The possibility of completing an era in 2040–70, whether it is possible to utilize dictation again instead of making decisions with collaborative thinking, also known as design thinking, and whether large firms may create a new feudal structure is among the topics that are always discussed.

For instance, in the future, I wonder if global social media and e-commerce platforms that are recalled as the most popular brands can impose consumers new behaviors and habits? If this assumption happens, will we witness more centralized product marketing communication tools?

Moreover, if it is to occur it is another matter of curiosity how this company-based feudal structure may be shaped by shared verification in the society that emerged with cryptocurrencies.

Different resources made different predictions about this transition. For example, according to one view, there may be a big change in every field from economy to technology in 2050 (Franklin and Andrews, 2012). While another view states that technological developments will peak in 2036 and our lives will start to change in the 2040s (Brian and Euel, 2016).



THE IMPORTANCE OF DESIGN THINKING IN THE TRANSITION WE ARE GOING THROUGH

As I mentioned at the beginning, my purpose in this speculation is to emphasize that design thinking will be an actor of the transitional period, not to manifest methods to apply it. If the above speculation happens then I believe, design thinking will lose importance and we might again fall back into the dictation of design in the new era.

I feel very lucky because I will be able to retire and go fishing in 5–6 years. However, it seems that the coming years will be a little painful for Generation Y. I think Generation Z will also suffer in 2040s. There may be other new technological inventions that will change our lives. There may also be brand-new epidemics, wars at a great scale. Therefore, the more Generation Z adapts itself to this changing environment with design thinking philosophy, the more easily they can manage the chaos that will occur.

Why is this important? In the next 10–15 years, those in Generation Z who do not adapt to the design thinking models and continue with the old disciplinary logic may lose the competition in their career development. We must think both like an engineer and as an artist like it was in the Renaissance, in the discipline of collaborative thinking (Brown, 2009).

Overall, for designers or design thinkers in Generation Z to undergo this process without being harmed, they must perceive the new logic and receive training accordingly in this transitional stage. This is highly important to develop new products, tools, systems, or innovative processes to tackle emerging complex and wicked problems of the new era. For this reason, everything may be different for them, which goes beyond the ordinary ways of thinking, has a collective thought, produces ideas, and can say “This is possible.” without saying “Is this really possible?”. If we look at what we have been going through for the last 1.5–2 years, we cannot foresee what we will experience in the next 5–6 years. The years ahead may be even more turbulent, I do not know in which direction the world will go. However, if the designer and design thinkers in Generation Z consider all possibilities, they can come out with a big gain. Therefore, we must go beyond the ordinary way of design with design thinking, in this stage.

I must assert that this is an opinion piece, that aims to trigger discussions for how Design Thinking might take place in the transition to a new era. Although this article is not based on a robust methodology, it triggers researchers to think about possible futures. For instance, what circumstances we may encounter if we succeed or fail to adopt AI could be examined further. In the scope of COVID-19, future research may collect rigorous data on topics such as the use of AI in vaccine development, or how governments use data to put lockdowns in action. How Design Thinking plays a role in such transitions could be explored. To conclude, based on the discussion points this article raises, I find it a valuable opinion piece raising awareness for future possibilities exploring the role of Design Thinking.
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