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Introduction

Through the ages human beings have created and developed great monuments, prod-
ucts, art and values. Every civilization developed its own culture over time. Although so-
ciologists, historians and archaeologists studied the wide diversity of our world, there is 
an underlying common thread that links all of them together: love. Expressed differently 
all around the world, it seems love has a global impact that ripples across all cultures. 
I do not mean love as a means to a fertile potential aimed at furthering the human race, 
but about love as a relationship between human beings that surprisingly seems to con-
tribute to an existential potential.  Sharing emotions with each other is the way humans 
live together, and is a resource for creativity. Love is an essential element of happiness 
and sorrow, it forges our personalities and influences our actions and our values. Being 
human is intrinsically about loving, whether it is in the way we communicate, the way we 
act or the way we think. The story of mankind, both the best and the worse of it, is shaped 
by love. There are different types of love and all are emotional; they are feelings acting as 
stimuli, which lead to great constructions and destructions.
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Why does love fascinate me?

Firstly, having grown in a Christian family, I was brought up in an atmosphere conducive 
to the well-being of the relationships surrounding me. I have always considered love as 
a fundamental value since my early days as a child, similar to a symbolic quest for the 
Holy Grail and as the key to happiness. I realized later on that love could be experienced 
out of the familial surroundings through other human beings. Building and sharing new 
relationships with other people made me realize how cultural and human love was, but 
also how differently the concept of love could be viewed, not only by others, but also by 
myself.  Because love is such a wide subject and is linked to approximately all human 
concerns, I often struggled to understand it. Confused by its contrasts, I knew that I had 
to define the different types of love for myself in order to structure my identity and to have 
a peaceful soul, something I consider essential given that I believe that love is one of the 
keys that leads to a great freedom of mind.

Secondly, love is mysterious to all of us. It might surround us all but despite all of the 
greatest philosophical writings on the matter, we still get lost in this territory when it 
comes to its practicalities. Love is constantly moving, evolving, metamorphosing and 
perhaps there is no definitive theoretical explanation for it. As a designer, I am con-
cerned about humans and their needs. I believe the importance of love does not lie in 
its necessity for it to be understood, but in its necessity to be lived - an idea which I will 
develop in the third chapter. As subjective and irrational as love can be, I am deeply in-
terested in what it has to offer for future generations, and I believe this stands as a valid 
reason for me to further my interest in the subject.

Thirdly, I am really interested in the potential of Agape as a potential viable form of love 
for future generations. This interest not only comes from the fact that it has been con-
sidered as the highest form of love for millennia, but also because it is contradictory to 
most of our moral values. It goes against economic systems, political laws and, more im-
portantly, against the existential principles of Darwinian biology. Despite all these con-
tradictions, love remains one of the most powerful sources of sublime, and one of the 
most breathtaking emotions known to man. I am always amazed to see how ready people 
are to relinquish their own existence purely for someone else’s well-being. Christ, the 
Samurais, or more recently people such as Martin Luther King are icons of this form 
of love. I personally see this act of pure generosity as a potential for the 21st century. 
Without necessarily falling into the drama of self-forgetfulness evoked by the examples 
mentioned above, I believe Agape love can be applied to the area of design and in our 
systems. Throughout this paper, I will illustrate the idea that Agape has a transcendental 
nature that is applicable today and throughout decades to come with concrete examples 
and objective statements.



My design concerns

I have always found that what I designed, whatever the product might have been, had an 
interactive aspect. I always felt the necessity to build a connection between the object 
and the user, between the user and myself. A physical or an emotional connection is 
important for me as I always considered that I wanted to participate to our world and, 
more specifically, to the human race’s future (progress). It has always been my first pri-
ority and my aim to make this world a better place because it is worth it, because life is 
worth it, because love is worth it and because future generations should have the same 
chances to experience it. Love is a human gift and a great potential to improve or at least 
save humans lives, because it can be turned into a powerful spiritual and mental driving 
force. Although I have always been aware of the brutality of human beings, I still have a 
particular fascination for this highly-evolved species which makes me want to actively 
help and contribute to the continuity of our species. Despite our violent nature, we are 
fragile and despite all of our cruelty, we are able to love.
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What is the aim of my writing?

Working for a masters degree in Design Products, I want to reinforce my design philoso-
phy. Design is intimately linked to human beings and their interactions, which is why I 
believe that this discipline is inevitably bound to the concept of love. The subject of love 
will enable me to define and discover the potential of various types of love in design for 
the 21st century. Understanding more about the history of love as well as its causes and 
consequences will, as a first step, enlighten my vision. Secondly, the issues posed by 
this awareness will help me to better anticipate the real needs of mankind and give me 
the necessary capacity to respond to it. Third, it will also lead my design towards a more 
empathetic approach to people, which is a key to good design. And fourth, I want to show 
that Agape is not just a doomed utopia considered too naïve to be applied in our system.

My writing will be divided into three chapters. The first chapter will describe the different 
interpretations of the word “love”. Love can be expressed in various ways but common 
semantics are too reductive and limited, which results in limiting “love” to this one word. 
In my opinion, this is one of the reasons why love is commonly seen and understood as an 
abstract and mysterious subject. To avoid any confusion, I think it is important to specify 
the different definitions. Moreover, this chapter will explain the benefits and the costs 
that they caused. In addition, the first chapter will also reveal my main focus, which is 
the concept of Agape love, an ancient Greek word that can also be found in other cultures 
(Judaism and Christianity in the main) and which represents what I consider to be one of 
the greatest opportunities for the future of our world. I will also offer examples as to how 
the three variants of love (Eros, Philia and Agape, which I will all come to explain further 
on in this paper) play out in the design of extant products. The second chapter will focus 
on the relationships of love in the context of design. This part will examine the relation-
ships between the designer and the consumer. The last chapter will question whether 
Agape love can be considered as a model. In other words, I will try to understand with 
concrete elements whether love is relevant in the field of design and whether it makes 
sense for a designer to use it in his work. This will help me to show how love has influ-
enced our world and why love as Agape is a great potential for the 21st century. 



Chapter 1: Love and its words

The meaning of love is always hard to explain. A common example would for instance be 
the fact that we constantly get confused in our relationships because they encompass 
different versions of love. We can be mad at our friends because they disappoint our 
conception of a good friendship, or mad at our partner who is not affectionate enough, 
or mad at our parents who do not seem able to understand our needs and ambitions. 
Whether this results in feeling betrayed, let down or disappointed, we feel there is an 
imbalance between what we give and what we receive. But this perception is not just 
about a lack of love from one side of the equation and the excess of love on the other. It is 
also about different expressions and values of love. This chapter will explain three main 
types of love coming from the Greek antiquity: Eros, Philia and Agape. These words will be 
defined and explained in the context of design with relevant examples.

1.1. Eros

The word Eros came to us from Greek antiquity through the works of Plato and symbol-
izes a love as desire1. You can design Eros. A clear example would be Apple. The reason 
why Apple could be classified within this particular type of love is not for economic profit 
or other economic principles of value, but it has much more to do with the relationship 
that Apple has created between its products and their consumers. The generation of the 
iPhone refers closely to the definition of Eros as these products develop an intense desire 
coming from the consumer, which translates into a shortage in the consumer’s material 
possessions. It is a time-bound research of beauty, which reflects the deficiency of the 
ego. Designers and other actors participating in the design of Apple products may love 
what they design and may create useful products, which are loved by a specific audience, 
but they created products that follow the idea of love as Eros. Designers working for Ap-
ple are more related to Eros because there is a win-win relation between the designer 
and the consumer. The consumer is satisfied by the product because of the purity of its 
design and its usefulness as a social need. This product procures a positive emotion and 
is experienced differently depending on the person. Some may be happy, others proud, 
but regardless of the form the reward takes, it remains an emotion propelling the con-
sumer to a “higher stage” of life, flattering his ego. From the designer’s perspective, his 
work results in great satisfaction and in real pleasure. We can have this positive feeling 
when we give something to someone, which triggers this typical emotion. The designer 
from Apple is also looking for that detail that will make the product perfect. It is similar 
to the feeling one gets when one is happy to know that their gift makes someone feel 
good. The designer in this case is really looking for a personal enjoyment and fulfillment. 
This desire becomes about being accepted, as his product has to be well received by the 
user and result in a calculated relationship between the designer and the consumer. The 
designers need to be heedful of the users’ needs but also of themselves in order to cre-
ate a product that leads to a positive relationship. Indeed, the success of Apple comes 
from an excellent dialogue between the designer and the consumers, who both find their 
gain.

1Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2016), Socrates and the art of love in Plato on Friendship and Eros
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Apple products are like temporary mirrors: people look at them and imagine themselves 
with them for a short period of time. Their image blurs increasingly when another clean-
er mirror appears in Apple stores. Apple understands the power of desire and turns 
it against the consumers whenever they want; it is a form of manipulation that Apple 
mastered thanks to the tools of Eros. They provide happiness, but all is controlled and 
dependent on their will. In a relationship between two people, this would be perceived as 
an unhealthy relationship, as the partners are not completely free and remain constantly 
bound to each other due to their individual interests. In the case of Apple, designers 
and consumers reflect this relationship although designers largely remain puppets of 
the business founders of the company. This indirectly demonstrates the same results of 
dependency in which the designers participate.

Another example would be the Hay studio. This Danish company sells products based 
on their designers, and participates in a way to the cult of the designer. This business 
stimulates a design philosophy where designers are looking for individual projections 
and self-achievement in order to find an ideal beauty that would distinguish the designer. 
It is reflective of the era of star designers in the 90s such as Philippe Starck for instance 
or Ross Lovegrove who designed “Eye”, a camera in elastomere in 1992.

Since the early 20th century, designers use this Eros “tool” to make economics go round. 
However, the 20 th century was scarred by financial crises in the 1930s as well as the 
First and Second World Wars, which created a context in which this propensity of con-
sumerism made sense. People were starving, global economics were stuck and a solu-
tion needed to be found. It therefore made sense to understand and use Eros at that 
time in order to capitalize on efficiency and convenience in order to reboot the system, 
which ended up saving Europe from dramatic issues. But nowadays we have to question 
whether this is still responding to our needs. I will answer this question in the chapter 
devoted to love as model.

Apple products



1.2. Philia

Philia is a love related to the relation between parents and children or between life-long 
friends1. It is a devoting love that shows respect for others. Philia is a symbol of relation-
ship and affection that can also be found in nature between elements or in chemistry 
with molecules attracting each other. A hydrophilic molecule is a molecule that “likes” 
hydrogen and builds a magnetic attraction to hydrogen. This attractive nature of cer-
tain molecules is also fundamental in human beings as we are complex compositions of 
molecules, and it finds an echo in some Western disciplines such as neurochemicals for 
instance, as well as in Buddhist spirituality were the body is part of the whole cosmos’s 
energetic field. Regarding the field of design, this mark of philia is apparent elsewhere. 
It will be difficult to prove that a designer working for a company would be attuned by 
each new project submitted by the company. Even if the designer is fundamentally curi-
ous, in this case he would be adapting his work to a new subject or theme rather than 
being attracted to a particular project that strikes him personally. The designer will show 
empathy to understand and learn about the subject but if the subject is not profoundly 
striking or - to put it in another way - if the subject does not find a deep echo in the de-
signer, it will result in a rational, cerebral and mental work where the designer will have 
to play with emotions. But until he reaches that stage of being driven by his emotions at 
the embryonic stage, we cannot talk about philia for a designer. It is a rare form of design 
models because it is not a modern feature of commercial design.

Studio Glithero is a studio headed by Tim Simpson and Sarah van Gameren who studied 
at the Royal College of Art. They created a range of products from furniture to installa-
tions. Even though they work as freelance global designers, the biggest part of their busi-
ness model lies in the trust their clients confer into their work and their sensitivity. This 
enables them to work as much with their conscience and knowledge as with their heart. 
In the 19th century, Ruskin introduced this idea to reconnect the hand, the head and the 
heart; a romantic theory that was in conflict with prevailing economic principles and the 
new values brought by the booming industrial revolution. This theory, brought more than 
a century ago, finds today an echo with the work of Studio Glithero in the sense that there 
is a transcendental aspect to every new project they engage in. They come up with ideas 
that are really related to their mentality and the way they feel. They design in a really 
human way regardless of market needs and other economical variables, which enables 
them to come up with projects that show respect and spirituality for human beings. It is 
a relationship based on trusting this human feeling in order to create human products 
brought from human needs; human needs that are not only coming from what they know 
(i.e. culture) but also from what they sense. It is a natural and instinctive way of designing 
that reminds me of natural relationships between brothers and sisters or parents and 
children, like a mother who knows what her child needs or a big brother knowing when 
he has to be kind or affective with his sister. In this sense, philia as a philosophy of design 
is related to sensitive human needs rather than constructive needs, it can be felt by oth-
ers rather than having the necessary requirement to be analyzed.

1Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2016), Friendship and Moral Theory in Friendship
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Studio Glithero, Blueware vases1 

1 Studio Glithero, Blueware vases, video available online at [http://www.glithero.com/blueware-vases]



1.3. Agape

In ancient Greece, Agape was considered by Plato as the purest form of love1. Although the 
meaning of Agape differs slightly through time and cultures, it has retained its meaning 
as an extreme unconditional love that shows a pure covenant from the lover to the loved 
one. The lover is in this case relinquishing his own needs in order to provide substance 
for the good and happiness of another. Although agape and philia seem very closely re-
lated, philia is specifically related to a brotherly love, which follows the principles of an 
equivocal and balanced relationship. Agape strictly relates to the idea of unconditionally.

In the context of design and designers, a designer motivated by an agape-type love is put-
ting himself in danger for someone he cares about, whether it is a group of people, a civi-
lization, the next generation, or the whole of mankind. One example of such a designer 
is Victor Papanek. Regardless of his own good, he was deeply in love with mankind. So 
much so in fact that, for him, it became necessary to preserve life and make life better 
for all those who faced crucial existential needs. Regardless of well-paid projects, glory 
or a star designer status, his social and humanitarian projects showed where he put all 
his effort and energy in. He actively involved himself and tasted the misery of mankind 
in the third world. 

But agape design is not only opened for humanitarian designs as was the case with Pap-
anek. Let us take another character who generates billions of dollars and is today among 
the ten most powerful men in the world: Elon Musk, founder of Paypal, Tesla and Space 
X. Musk does not respond to the humanitarian type. However, he has a profound at-
traction to other human beings and more precisely to the next generation of mankind2.  
He loves the idea of a better generation of humans and pushes his limits to extreme 
financial risks. One of his famous stories, which also made his success, happened in 
2009 when Tesla faced bankruptcy. Elon Musk had only two options: abandoning Tesla 
or putting all of his own capital to have a chance to save the company, which he did. This 
colossal risk was not a question of raising more money, or a question of pride or dignity. 
Elon Musk completely devoted his life to his work because he cares too much about the 
well being of the next generation. Leading companies such as Tesla and Space X are, ac-
cording to him, the best way to participate to the evolution of mankind . For him, progress 
is key to happiness. In this case, he is using love as agape and it is this love that drove 
his breakthrough ideas. Of course the example is more complex than that, because Elon 
Musk is combining different kinds of love within his work, perhaps most noticeably the 
eros form of love. Using Elon Musk as example for an agape love is however not entirely 
meaningless or odd. Indeed, in order to fulfill such big ambitions and if you want to have 
the chance to make your ideas flourish, then you need strong financial backings, which 
means you need to play by the rules of the current economic system and participate in 
consumerism, the promotion of your brand’s image and develop something that people 
desire, which requires the use of eros as a form of design in order to create valuable 
products today. 

1 Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2016), Moral Doctrine, virtue in Saint Thomas Aquinas
2 Startalk Radio, The future of humanity with Elon Musk, available on Soundcloud at [http://www.startalkradio.
net/show/the-future-of-humanity-with-elon-musk/]
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The 19th and 20th centuries constituted in the apology of eros objects, eros mentalities, 
eros systems. We started with the first decade of the 21st century with the same idea 
in mind, but we slowly come to realize that adopting new values emerging from the era 
of the Internet, the individualization of production, sharing economies and green move-
ments all lead to a shifting platform which I will discuss in the third chapter.

Agape design in a humanitarian context

  Agape design in an innovation project
Musk, E. , Hyperloop test



Chapter 2: Relationships of a designer

2.1. Introduction

Although love is about feelings considered as irrational and hard to understand, love 
has also always been structured by social, political and economic circumstances1. I will 
explain this concept in further points. Whether love is responding to cultural values or 
not, it is obvious that it participates to the whole foundation of all civilizations. And as 
each civilization evolves over time through new generations, new relationships are cre-
ated. Some relationships disappeared, while other remained and anchored themselves 
deeper into cultures. As relationships defined men, they therefore participated to their 
motivations and their decisions, they shaped and still currently shape our world in all 
kinds of disciplines ranging from science to the arts, from social to practical ones. The 
buildings, constructions and products of today can be seen as a result of a multitude of 
relationships since the first man. Whether we consider that love is a cause of what we 
create or not, it is important to understand which main relationships a designer had in 
the past and today in order to understand the potential of love in the future and how it 
will be applied into our creation.

2.2. Love and culture

During Middle Ages, romantic love dominated. Romanticism had also arisen earlier in 
Plato’s idea that love generates beauty2. But the concept of romanticism as we know it 
today appeared much later, more specifically in the 11th century during the Middle Ages 
with troubadours who evoked poets such as Ovid in Ars Amatoria (which dates back 
to the 1st century BC), in which the man expresses a deep respect for the woman (the 
Lady). Not looking for his own interest, the romantic truly considers the spirit of his love 
and is able to dedicate his life to it with passion. But behind all these romantic concep-
tions there is another reality that reflects a political nature. At the time, Christianity was 
declining and individual emotions were perceived as defying God’s will. In other words, 
this was a reaction against the politics of the Church. There was also another reason 
that can be seen in the royalty and the aristocracy. During that time, nobelty titles were 
so prestigious and politically significant that even a woman could defy the power of a 
man. Arranged marriages were common practice and love became a utopia rather than 
a reality. The romantic 11th century is actually a consequence of a lack of love. In other 
words, it is a reaction against the system of the Middle Ages that was severely dogmatic 
and dictated by Christianity. Another interesting phenomenon linking love to its culture 
happened in the 19th century: the advent of the bourgeoisie reshaped the whole system. 
Power was not reserved to a restricted aristocratic “class” but it opened the gate to many 
industrialists. From then on, a new economic system which had an impact on relation-
ships and love was born. A new range of products was designed for the 19th century 
bourgeoisie, one that evoked the success of the family. New forms of expressions that 
distinguished the bourgeoisie from the popular class saw the light of day, from deco-

1 May, S. (2011) Love as affirmation of life in Love : a history, Yale University Press, New Haven and London, pp. 
188-198
2 Plato, (2006), Symposium, Love and the Ascent of the beautiful, in Plato on love, C.D.C Reeve, Hackett Publish-
ing Company, Inc. Indianapolis / Cambridge, pp. 28-30



ration through the arts and crafts to expensive materials such as porcelain and silver 
ware. Indeed, this period was characterised by a separation of spheres between men and 
women, between the work area (dirty and rough) and the home (clean and nice), and men 
started to maintain relationships with women that consisted in offering them presents 
(dresses, jewelry, cosmetics,…). The gentleman for instance is a typical conception of the 
19th century. It is man that can afford the needs of a woman. But because of the indus-
trial context, the needs of the bourgeoisie were related to materialistic needs. The love 
relation started to look more materialistic and took on a bigger scale compared to the 
18th century. Consumerism (which is a consequence of industrialization) led to the first 
marks of individualization. “Romantic” love became more popular and more expressive 
in the 20th century. In the 1960s, an era marked by sexual liberation, love became freer 
and more experimental; marriages became less serious because they were too formal 
and considered as a restricted concept of love. 

Each of these phenomena came from economic or political causes and always had con-
sequences on the way we perceived love. This statement clearly shows the metamorpho-
sis of love in adequacy of its culture. But the way we love is not always a consequence of 
cultural norms; it also appears as their cause in influencing or even creating cultures. 
We were previously dealing with generations and their involvement in culture, but what 
would generations be without their mothers, without their love? Sebastiao Salgado for 
instance showed in his photographic work Exodes how powerful love can be between a 
mother and her child and how universal it is, regardless of any geographical location, 
cultural background or time3. There is this natural attunement that is essential to the 
child’s evolution. We are made and built from our bones to our soul by our mother and 
this is caused by love. Who we are, our actions, all the cultures we will build with all other 
human beings are directly and indirectly caused by this maternal love.

In addition, being ‘in love’ makes us do irrational things. Love has this power to influence 
our actions. It is inside ourselves but also beyond our control, but love makes us write 
letters, poems, makes us paint, build, do things we would normally not be interested 
in, we are stimulated by this uncontrollable order of love. We dedicate ourselves with 
passion and strength for the good of someone because it is beautiful, because making 
someone’s happiness is also a source for our own happiness and it participates to a 
free expression and a spiritual awareness that transcends our lives. It is transcendent 
because we are in a sharing action that involves more than one life. With love, most par-
ticularly with philia and agape, we are not individuals anymore but multiple ones. Feeling 
alive is aspiring to multiplicity. Life is about growth, it is about spreading other lives, and 
one of the most powerful tools for this is love. So it is relevant to consider this tool to 
design, as we know that design is affecting people’s lives. We are talking about design 
that makes our lives easier and better, or, in other words, design is also an extension of 
our body. As the goals of love and design are similar in that they are both concerned with 
caring for people and life, it makes sense to combine them. 

3 Wenders, W. & Salgado, J.R. (2014), Exodes, in The Salt of the Earth, ‘1:05:12’



2.3. The romance between designers and consumers

In each conception of a product there is a certain relationship starting in the first idea 
of the project. A designer responds to a need. Whether he builds out of empathy or not, 
the designer is already entering a relationship because he considers the existence of an-
other individual - or at least he considers his own. At this stage he is not sharing anything 
with anyone but himself, he is in a relationship with himself. Throughout all his work pro-
cesses, he will think about materials, technology, social contexts and other disciplines 
but they will all relate to the process of making something. The passion of the designer 
comes partly from all these relations that he builds and shares through his work. Be-
cause the faculty of a designer is not to be an expert, he always discovers new territories 
that stimulate and inspire his creation. There is a romance between the designer and the 
consumer through his creation. “A good product is a product made with love” is a phrase 
that we can often hear in cooking classes but it is not so far from the reality of design 
either. When we see William Morris’s work - his tapestry for instance (The Acanthus 
and Vine)- on which he spends more than five hundred hours per unit, we get a better 
understanding of this concept of designing with love. Passionate by his craft and making 
his own design from the idea to the final realization, William Morris was a passionate 
designer who dedicated his life to his work. He wanted to be in an intimate relationship 
with his creation and create a close dialogue that was about feelings, about touching the 
material, about mastering the technics with perfection. This philosophy of design is also 
quite linked to Ruskin’s idea of reconnecting the hand, the head and the heart. 
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Chapter 3: Love as model

Before I start this chapter in which I will further discuss the emergence of agape, I need 
to introduce some historical facts in order to deliver some context on the 21st century. 

3.1. Contextualization

As I mentioned above, eros has dominated as a philosophy of design since the early 20th 
century. Since the way we design is linked to our economy or politics, we have always de-
veloped products that respond to adequate values. But over time, values have changed. 
The 1980s started to fragment our world, and we saw new types of cultures arise from 
new wave to rap and hip hop, chic choc, rock, etc. Clothes, jewelry and cars for instance 
are direct witness and reflections of the complexity of our world. The great declination 
of products started to draw a world that seems to look like a giant fractal map. Design-
ers such as Ron Arad for instance explored these multitudes of culture, from his “Well-
tempered chair” for the punk style in 1986 to the “Big easy chair” created in 1988 for 
the neo-barroque style. Such pieces show that designers were playing with styles and 
cultures and that it had a tremendous impact on the design of objects. Memphis is one 
of the big players that experienced the diversity of styles by showing how diverse objects 
can appear and how differently the relationships can be experienced by people. Indeed, 
as I have mentioned before, love is intimately bound to culture.

In the 1990s, with the fall of the Berlin wall and the rise of the Internet, the world became 
even more socially fragmented as well as globally united. Websites and social networks 
led to new means of communication and created new kinds of relationships. MSN Mes-
senger, Facebook and the rise of digital consumption as well as the release of the very 
first iPhone provided the quintessence of individualization, Facebook for instance mir-
rors individuals as who they would like to be perceived rather than as who they really are 
and constructs new digital identities. 

Things were going faster and became easier, which participated to the exponential as-
cension of digital consumption. As we became increasingly conscientious of this reality, 
it evolved into a fever; people got lost in a cloud of information whose rules became 
increasingly unclear, there was no path to follow anymore. People struggle to identify 
themselves because this culture has become too wide. But we are starting to get used to 
it, we are adapting ourselves, much like in Darwinian biology, and the digital phase of our 
era is becoming increasingly less hostile to us. The Internet is not only about individuali-
zation that led (at least in the beginning) to meaningless values and self expression but 
is also about sharing. We are now living and working in a huge collectivist system. With 
all these new interconnections, we spread our relations all over the world, which means 
we have now another approach to mankind. When it comes to creation, this is fruitful 
because ideas and knowledge gravitate on a much bigger scale than they used to and 
they can reach each other easily in order to build new things. The downside is that it is 
also a dangerous place for confusion and disinformation. This means that we still need 
to improve the way we use our new tools, like a child has to learn how to play with his 
new toy and understand the uses and misuses of it.



3.2. The emergence of Agape love in the 21st century

Before I start this chapter, I will open a parenthesis in order to explain what an agape 
system means by introducing a short definition. An agape system is based on agape pro-
jects stimulated by agape values such as sharing and the idea of an unconditional love 
in order to catalyze the culture of a civilization and contribute to the proper functioning 
of the agape system. The aim to create an agape system is to make a symbiotic loop that 
would centralize the importance of life - rather than that of the individual - in order to 
protect it.

We are in a world of images where physical contact becomes rare. We are deprived of 
our senses, which is useful to build our relationships. But today we also become self-
aware, probably due to a reaction from this lack of physicality, but we use the tools of the 
Internet to create new physical relations. Air Bnb, Uber, … all these new companies are 
shifting today’s economic, social and political values. Mankind wants to use more of the 
Internet’s facilities for all its benefits (speed, ease, connectivity, etc) but for a human and 
physical purpose. As in the Middle Ages where religion caused a lack of love and a lack 
of expression, now we are hit by the same effects (lack of love, expression and humanity) 
coming from a different cause Just as romanticism appeared in the 11th century, this 
love of humanity is endemic to our time, a reaction, against the two previous centuries. 

As love contribute to our history and can be seen in different ways, it is important to 
know which type of love will shape our new century. Just like an architect can shape a 
landscape, a designer drives the world by creating objects, invoking new forms and func-
tions, new interactions and new systems. A designer stimulates the world by the means 
of agape love, which could generate an agape system.

Sebastiao Salgado is a world-famous photographer who travelled all over the globe 
through some of the most horrifying human disasters1. In The Salt of the earth, a film 
reflecting on his work, Salgado discusses his experiences with human beings. After his 
project titled ”Exodus” made from 1993 to 1999 in which he showed large-scale demo-
graphic changes and the distress of our world, he lost his love for human beings and was 
disgusted by the cruelty of our world; he “couldn’t believe in a salvation for our species 
anymore” and argues that “nobody deserves to live” because “we are a terrifying and 
fierce animal” and “our story is a war story.”  
Salgado was dying although his diagnosis was completely positive. It wasn’t a health 
problem, but his body was rejecting life because he did not have faith anymore and had 
lost his love for life. But when he returned to his home country of Brazil, he decided to 
lead a new project with his wife named “Instituto terra”. The idea was to rebuild the Mata 
Atlantica, a forest counting 400 different species of trees and plants which had disap-
peared since the familial property had become too arid to sustain such a flora. They had 
no book to learn from, but this colossal challenge succeeded because they had regained 
this hope that life could grow there and could show its beauty. They designed with the 
heart in order to recover the surrounding ecosystem. This shows how agape love can 
appear from an urge created by a surrounding and all-encompassing chaos. It is an 
essential stimulus that helps people move forward and design what is essential, what 
is really necessary to human life. With all the complexity of our world and with all the 

1 Wenders, W. & Salgado, J.R. (2014), Exodes, in The Salt of the Earth, ‘1:07:00’ – ‘1:08:10’ – ‘1:08:29’
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chaos that remains from the 20th century, agape love could be helpful to realize where 
our priorities lie.

3.3. Agape love is a utopia

We have seen through the preceding chapters that love has always been part of our his-
tory. However, although agape was already considered in Plato’s writings as the highest 
form of love2, it has never really been applied to our system yet, possibly because it is 
against existentialism principles or economic values. Agape never really had the chance 
to grow, flourish and being part of the roots of any system. Although agape appears in 
the politics of the Vatican, where the constitution is based on the New Testament and so 
follows values of Caritas (or charity), which are similar to agape, or in some bouddhist 
villages where spiritual virtues join agape love principles, it has never been applied per-
manently to a system. Agape is about loving despite of ourselves and is still seen today 
as a utopia. But is there any chance today that this utopia can be brought into existence? 
The answer is of course yes, as we can notice some concrete correlations with agape 
love’s values and our actual system. However, the real question is not whether it can be 
brought into existence but how it can. 

2 Lewis, C.S. (1960), The four loves, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, New York, p. 181

A photograph from Salgado S. - Instituto Terra



3.4. Design a greater world for tomorrow

There are signs in the 21st century that shows that people are more interested in others 
than ever, such as values of sharing that can be seen in economics with the rise of the 
so-called “sharing economies”, green movements that reveal the awareness and the 
consciousness of people about the fragility of our ecosystems which are for instance 
leading to concrete biomimetic projects. This is also visible from functional projects 
such as the non-pneumatic tires to poetical projects as “Smog free” from Studio Roose-
gaarde, which shows the magnitude of such concerns.

3.4.1. The Internet

Naturally, obstacles remain to make this utopia work. The current economy is still con-
trolling the whole train, political tensions are still an issue and severe demographic is-
sues have become common phenomena (e.g. refugee crisis). However, people are more 
linked to each other than ever, they communicate and form a global community that 
becomes increasingly more powerful. They are together because they share. Since the 
creation of the Internet, the amount of shared information between users has reached 
unprecedented numbers according to Statista Charts3 [in a graph comparing the number 
of users in 2012 and 2015]. Statista Charts also show that this tendency is not going to 
decrease over the next five years4. Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Pinterest,… All these 
social media gathered 2.3 billion users as of January 20165. This social media sector has 
taught and developed new types of human relations. They live together, listen and react 
to each other on a wider scale and therefore play a greater role in global affairs. People 
are more emotionally connected according to Stanford University marketing professor 
Jennifer Aaker and marketing strategist Andy Smith. This engagement of people also 
means that they feel more responsible for the world. It is a global conversation that 
turned into a global relationship. 

Of course these are only the early steps of such developments but they are moving for-
ward. If we look back to the launch of Facebook in 2004, the company only a few members 
from a selected portion of privileged Ivy League universities (Harvard, Yale, Stanford, 
Columbia), but it counts today 1.6 billion monthly active accounts6. Both young and older 
people from America to Australia have joined Zuckerberg’s platform. This phenomenon 
can be seen all over the world through many others social networks and it will continue 
being the case because this type of cyber relationship has been designed to become a 
reality that is now practically inevitable. 

3 Statista, Percentage of U.S. internet users who use selected social networks as of April 2015, available online at 
[https://www.statista.com/statistics/246230/share-of-us-internet-users-who-use-selected-social-networks/]
4 Statista, Social media advertising average revenue per internet user in the United States from 2015 to 2021, avail-
able online at [https://www.statista.com/statistics/459708/social-media-ad-revenue-per-internet-user-digital-
market-outlook-usa/]
5 Statista, Leading social networks worldwide as of September 2016, ranked by number of active users, available 
online at [https://www.statista.com/statistics/272014/global-social-networks-ranked-by-number-of-users/]
6 Statista, Statistics and facts about Facebook, available online at [https://www.statista.com/topics/751/facebook/]
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Coming back to agape, this idea of sharing constitutes its first essential feature. This 
is also one of the biggest consequences of the Internet. Surprisingly, this idea of shar-
ing information globally appeared recently in economic sectors too. Sharing economies 
show that we try to shift our economy to these values, Kickstarter being another example 
proving this shift. Kickstarter investors (or donators) fit the philosophy of agape as they 
are more interested in turning an idea and a concept into a reality rather than looking for 
a lucrative short-term return on investment. They are “self-less” in that they disregard 
an instant profitable present but are more concerned about giving someone the opportu-
nity to give their idea material physicality regardless of their own interests as investors 
(or donators). This reflects a kind of hope and utopia in which they believe and in which 
they are ready to risk to invest. If this act is fundamentally motivated by this agape pas-
sion, then we are getting closer to what I would call an agape system (probably thanks to 
its independence from politics).
 

3.4.2. Agape is shifting our economy

There have never been as many start-up and companies concerned by the next genera-
tion as today. Some of them even make it their business model. It can be seen in the 
car industry for example. The BMW group is, together with Toyota, the top-rated vehicle 
group for their engagement in electrical mobility and other innovative technology7 (such 
as self-driving technology). In 2014 they made their i8 concept car become a reality for 
consumers, which was at first considered as economically non-viable in 20098 after its 
release at the International Motor Show in Germany, but became a global hit in the auto-
motive market. Similarly, in 2O16 BMW made the “Next 100” car, which is again a great 
hit in terms of design challenges. Evoking the dream of greater future, they shared an 
honest discourse about the priority of the group with all their consumers. BMW has tak-
en enormous risks not only because they saw an advantage in this market they specify 
in, but also – and more importantly so - for this vision of a better future, for the pleasure 
of driving and travelling, for the good of next generations. And this is not only thanks to 
great design, this project posed serious technological challenges on which designers 
and engineers worked together, on the assembly of the composite and steel sheeting 
of the car for instance. Elon Musk and his company Tesla adopted a similar model: they 
went for a discourse of charity and generosity that really cares about our future. It is 
difficult to assimilate this empathetic act to a kind of donation for the future of human 
beings because there is this image of profit and capitalism when big companies operate. 
But these people are not donating money, they are donating ideas and they turn it into a 
reality. Their ideas are stimulated by an intimate love for human beings and hope that a 
better life is to foresee behind the chaotic horizon. In other words, the concept of agape, 
caritas or generosity can become viable models even in competitive contexts. In the end, 
making money is not as incompatible with Agape values as we originally thought.

7 KPMG, Global Automotive Executive Survey 2016, pp 12-13, also available online at [https://public.tableau.com/
views/KPMGGAES2016InteractiveDashboard/GAES2016?:embed=y&:display_count=yes&:showTabs=y&:toolbar=
no&:showVizHome=no]
8 International Motor Show in Germany, 2009 BMW vision efficient dynamics gallery, available online at [http://
www.supercars.net/blog/2009-bmw-vision-efficientdynamics-gallery/],



3.4.3. Love is also abroad

According to a UNWTO report9, no generation has traveled as much as today’s youth. In 
2002, there were less than 150 million international arrivals, in 2010 these figures rose 
up to nearly 200 million. This rise is logical in accordance to today’s transport facilities 
and networking technologies, but this trend also comes from the fact that we are people 
who share an intrinsic need to communicate. It seems basic at first, but the world of 
today enables us to communicate on a bigger scale, connecting the entire world digitally 
but also physically (as reported by the UNWTO for instance). We are getting closer to 
a great symbiosis with people but also with our planet Earth. We are moving forward, 
meeting new cultures, developing our civilization for the sake of our knowledge but also 
because we know that we are building a better ecosystem together. A concrete design 
example that shows the interest of travelling and the envy to participate in building a 
greater world would be the project “Solar sinter” created by Markus Kayser in 2011, 
where he explored 3D printer in symbiosis with natural environmental opportunities in 
the Egyptian desert. It illustrates well that we need to be aware about the movements 
of our surroundings. Getting a better understanding of our world in order to generate a 
better interaction with it. It is long-term projects such as these that show the first face 
of a new era of agape. Some conservatives are skeptical regarding the globalization of 
cultures because it would destroy all of them, but what we are building is adding to all 
the other archives of our history and is unifying them. 
A report from Sonia Roccas and Marilynn B. Brewer about “Social Identity Complexity”10 
shows that diversity is benefic for our society. It decreases what they call the “inter-
group prejudice”, meaning in other words that it has a positive impact on relationships 
between people in that it shows greater tolerance, which leads to greater acceptance of 
differences and greater attention to other individuals. Globalization and its process of 
integration confirms that people choose for diversity even if it threatens their own iden-
tity. This “Social Identity Complexity” therefore translates into a lesser need to maximize 
self-identity and shows a greater tendency to behave more selflessly.

9 Affiliate Members (AM) and UNWTO, 2011 Report Volume two, Introduction in The power of youth travel, p.4, 
published by UNWTO and WYSE Travel Confederation, available online at [http://cf.cdn.unwto.org/sites/all/files/
pdf/amreports_vol2_thepowerofyouthtourism_eng_lw.pdf ]

10 Roccas. S and B. Brewer. M (2002), Personality and Social Psychology Review in Social Identity Complexity, 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., Vol. 6, No. 2, pp.88-106, available online at [http://iseescotland.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/Social-Identity-Complexity-by-Roccas-and-Brewer-2002.pdf]

Kayser, M (2011), Solar sinter, Egyptian desert



Conclusion

With all of today’s informatization, we know that the well-being of our ecosystems are on 
a narrow ridge. Our species and many others are threatened. A sense of guilt is taking 
place because we do not want to be the persecutor of our children. The next generations 
are perceived like innocent children on which we play an important role. As their ances-
tors, we have to transmit life to our predecessors as our forefathers did with us. Like a 
mother loving her child unconditionally, we should feel responsible for what ours will 
become. What is interesting in this relationship is that there is no concurrence between 
generations because they are not in our present. They do not threaten our lives neither 
do they threaten our existence, we can only love them. Moreover they represent a hope 
for human beings in that they represent an ideal for our species. This proves that we 
profoundly love people, not always necessarily for what they are or what they do but we 
love humans because they live, because they represent the beauty of life. Agape love is 
probably the highest form of love because it makes life precious and beautiful to human 
eyes. It makes our species exist, it motivates us to procreate and is the reason why some 
sacrifice themselves to this cause. The obvious archetype of such ideas is the Resurrec-
tion of Christ, but today’s proof that these values still exist lies in the fact that we long for 
an agape life. We want to believe in this utopia. We start to realize how meaningful the 
concept of life is and how greater it is compared to our simple existence. It is a reaction 
of indivualization brought to a peak with the rise of the Internet, it is a reaction of egotism 
caused by materialism that started in the 19th century and that has not stopped storming 
since. Informatization gave us a clearer statement of the past and of the actual chaos we 
are surrounded by and on which a positive reaction is expected. In the end, we face a big 
question mark at the end of a road splitting two ways: which path should we choose? This 
awareness can be seen in the green movements that have emerged since the beginning 
of this decade. The oil company Total for example, which is partly responsible for this 
actual chaos with their billions of barrels sold every day, is shifting to a greener side. 
Since 2014, they have developed new fields of wind turbines, which shows the interest 
of the company to contribute to make the world cleaner for future generations. In this 
sense, the 21st century offers us a glance at a new hope in that it demonstrated that the 
design of a better world is not only reserved to the humanitarian type, such as was the 
case in the  1970s and 1980s with the designs of Victor Papanek, but that it has extended 
to the center of our global economy. The industrial and energetic sectors are essential 
to the operations of our world, and values coming from an agape love that were incom-
patible before with the system find an echo in today’s affairs. Agape values are not just a 
potential for today but could be concretely applied to these two fundamental sectors in 
order to create better products and conceive better systems. As a designer actively pro-
vokes changes in the world when he creates new products, he inherits the responsibility 
of pioneering upcoming systems and values. I consider myself as a humanist designer 
dedicated to the good of human life, and, as such, it becomes necessary for me to regard 
love as an essential factor of my design. I want my work to contribute to the efferves-
cence of life, and I conclude that love is the best possible stimulus of creation to achieve 
my duty as a designer. Love is the answer, and it has always been, but the 21st century 
let a new era of love enter, an era of agape, a new quest that glorifies human beings and 
honour life.
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