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Abstract
In this thesis, I propose an alternative conception of speculation within
design-research that moves away from envisioning provocative futures and
towards processes of ethical engagement. This informs a new framing of
speculation within the context of design-research, that is first explored in the
context of my designer-led inquiry and then revisited and troubled through
contact with a participatory HCI research with LGBT young people.
I reflect upon critical and speculative design through the lens of recent
developments in speculative research and feminist STS to form an
account of these as a practice of ‘staying with the trouble’. I situate
speculation not as an abstract thought experiment or future vision but as
an embodied, material and social practice that is produced through the
coupling of design and research. By hyphenating design-research,
I view this practice as a co-production which is neither defined by the
fixed prepositional relationship of through/into/for, nor is comfortably
hybrid. This framing draws focus to the borders and breakdowns of
design-research and as a result my reflective and diffractive account of
design-research practice centres on a series of transformative events.
By dwelling on these moments of uncertainty and metamorphosis,
I examine how design-research produces a tension between being
present and making representations. Across these events, I find that
design-research as a speculative practice is haunted by a range of absent
presences that both enable and constrain speculation.
I propose that design-research is a diffractive as well as reflective
methodology that produces knowledge that makes a difference in the world.
I explore this common ground between design-research and diffractive
methodologies (Haraway, 1994, Barad, 2007) and use these to shape the
structure and style of this thesis. The resulting stories of dysfunctional wifi
networks, haunted transcripts, camp machines, idiotic encounters, drunken
screens, absent police officers, radio reporters, evangelists, and wearabledata analysis paint a picture of design-research as a practice that produces
knowledge in material-discursive forms that can translate speculative
events into shared spaces of wonder and concern.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

1.1 Design-research
This thesis, like all PhD theses, is the story of how I became a
researcher. It is a story that comes from a hyphenation of two practices:
design and research. It is the story of what happened when I stopped
working as a designer and began working in a university, and learnt to
be a researcher. I didn’t stop being a designer though, and so the two
practices became joined together: design-research.
This was not the first, nor the last, hyphenation in the history of my
practice. It is one link in a long chain, stretching into my past and pulling
me towards a future. However, it can seem difficult to make a link
between design and research in a way that feels secure. The coupling
of design and research has a tendency to bring about prepositional
anxiety in its practitioners: we sweat over whether our practices are
joined by ‘through’s, ‘for’s or ‘by’s (Frayling, 1993), as if defining the
precise nature of the joint would give it stability. Alternatively, some
have argued against making the distinction altogether, that design was
research all along (Franke, 2009), ignoring the tensions that result from
divergent disciplinary histories.
Neither of these approaches seem adequate to describe my experiences
of being a designer-who-researches and a researcher-who-designs. From
the moment I began this PhD, I have not once designed without being a
researcher nor researched without being a designer. I cannot separate out
the two. However I have had to negotiate too many contradictions to be
able to elide design and research into a single entity.
Instead, I prefer the blankness of the hyphen, which joins without
necessarily definitively naming the nature of the relationship. Designresearch doesn’t fix the relationship between the two practices implicit in
terms such as research through design. Nor is it a hybrid that collapses
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the two into designresearch. Design-research is a coproduction. Where
hybrids are two things which have been joined together, coprodutions
are an ongoing process making and maintaining links (Haraway, 2014,
Devendorf and Rosner 2017). Coproductions are ‘processes of mutual
shaping in which boundaries or differences between categories are
questioned and explored, not resolved’ (Devendorf and Rosner, 2017,
p.996). Devendorf and Rosner have described how ‘coproductions
investigate generative potentials of the “-” to a greater degree than the
individual categories it holds together’ (ibid, p.997). As such, in naming
my practice design-research, I want to put the generative potential of the
hyphen at the centre of my investigation.
I would like to claim that this naming device of design-research not only
applies to my practice, but is a helpful lens with which to investigate
a broader field of practices that couple research and design. Never
intended to be definitive categories (Durrant et al. 2017) research
through, into, and for design rarely happen in isolation from one
another (Yee, 2010). Research through design has developed to name
not a single relationship between design and research but multiple,
sometimes competing, configurations (Forlizzi et al., 2018). Even
within the same project, design and research have been observed to be
‘coupling, interweaving and decoupling’ (Basballe and Halscov, 2012).
The problem with these definitions is that too often in an attempt to pin
down what one practice is doing, the definition must create an image of
what it is not. Critical design needs affirmative design to define itself
against (Dunne and Raby, 2014), participatory design needs elitist design
(Bardzell, 2018), constructive design research needs critical design
(Forlizzi et al., 2018) and so on. Not only do these definitions preclude
certain couplings of design and research, they impose a relationship
between design and research on other people’s practices in ways which
might not even be recognisable to those practitioners themselves
(Bardzell, 2019).
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In an effort to avoid this, I propose to use design-research as an
inclusive term for describing a range of practices, but also as a way of
leaving open the question of how design and research relate to each
other. As such, I propose that design-research allows us to read the
combination of design and research diffractively. Diffractive reading is
part of a methodology developed by Karen Barad and is an approach
defined, not by reading texts, objects, or practices against each other,
but instead ‘reading insights through one another in ways that help
illuminate differences as they emerge: how different differences get
made, what gets excluded, and how these exclusions matter.’ (Barad,
2007, p. 30). By reading design, research and design-research through
one another, diffraction offers a more productive way of marking the
continuities and discontinuities between my practice and others; but
also leave open the possibility of new ways for these practices to come
together to articulate knowledge.

1.2 Shifting Framings
The design-research practice discussed in this thesis began in 2014
as a critical design inquiry into the emergence of networked public
space. My initial aim was to enter into a critical and reflective dialogue
with the growing amount of technology that was being built into the
public spaces in the city where I lived and worked. Newcastle-uponTyne in the United Kingdom seemed to be a good place to ask these
questions thanks to its history of radical visions for the city. The 1960s
aspirations to make Newcastle the ‘Brasilia of the North’ is still evident
in the slightly dilapidated brutalist architecture and elevated walk-ways
(Pendlebury, 2010). In 2014, there were plans to install a city-wide wifi
network in Newcastle, though this also never fully materialised. My
research was framed by questions about what kind of social relationships
these invisible public networks would create and how they mediated
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our access to the wider world. The wifi networks were only the start,
soon a new wave of digital advertising screens arrived in the city. These
screens seemed to be bringing a new layer of visual communication to
Newcastle. As a graphic designer and newly-fledged researcher, I was
wondering what kind of discourse might be possible in this city being
built from bits and atoms. But also, whose voices might be lost? What
interactions will be now discouraged? Which social worlds will be
pushed to the margins?
My response to this was to pursue a critical approach which drew
on the work of Dunne and Raby, particularly their work documented
in the book Design Noir that tried to make the invisible world of
electromagnetic waves tangible through a range of placebo products
which were given to volunteers to live with in their homes (2001).
However, I was also influenced by my background in visual and
communication design and the critical traditions and practices found
there. Dutch design thinktank Metahaven seemed to combine graphic
design and writing to produce research that demonstrated graphic
design potential to parse evolving political and cultural landscapes in
unique ways (Metahaven, 2015). I wanted to build on these practices to
critically and creatively interrogate the smart city narrative that was so
prevalent at the time.
However, as I have learnt, design-research rarely happens along
predictable lines. In the course of my investigations into public wifi
and urban screens, things started to happen which I couldn’t account
for, but couldn’t ignore either. They demanded a response from me but
gave obvious clues as to what this response should be. At first, I thought
things had gone wrong, that I wasn’t making design or research. After
some time, I realised that what was happening was that I was making
problems, just as I had intended to all along. One of critical design’s
defining features is a shift from solution finding to problem finding
(Dunne and Raby, 2014).
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However, having made some problems, I was still uncertain what to
do with them, either in terms of design or research. Eventually, I was
introduced to the emerging field of speculative research. Speculative
research has some of the same aims, methods and heritage as Speculative
Design, as defined by Dunne and Raby. However, it differs in a
number of key ways. Speculative research is often a form of ‘inventive
problem making’ whose aim ‘is not to solve a problem, or to explain
it away but rather to try to enable it to “speak” or to pose it in terms
that enable it to play itself out in productively creative ways’ (Fraser,
2010, p.78). However, rather than using design techniques for creating
future visions, speculative research constructs ‘adequate concepts and
devices for exploring possible latent futures that matter’ (Wilkie, 2017
p.347). These practices take on a constructivist approach that is also
distinct from the speculative realism of Object-Oriented Ontology that
has found traction in some corners of design-research (Coulton and
Lindley, 2019). Instead, constructivist speculative research draws upon
the work of A.N. Whitehead, Gilles Deleuze and Isabelle Stengers to
understand speculation as an imaginative jump that creates new thoughts
and realities, while insisting that ‘the jump doesn’t come from nowhere’
(Halewood, 2017 p.58).
By engaging with these speculative research practices and feminist
scholars like Donna Haraway, Karen Barad and Sara Ahmed, I have
reframed how I think about doing speculation as part of design-research.
Instead of projecting possible futures, the speculation I have engaged
in is part of an ongoing ethical commitment to responding to what is
present but also to wondering how this present could be reconfigured. I
found that the coupling of design-research was particularly well suited
to inventing new ways that people, cultures and technologies can come
together to form new problems. The resulting stories of dysfunctional
wifi networks, haunted transcripts, camp machines, idiotic encounters,
drunken screens, absent police officers, radio reporters, evangelists, and
wearable-data analysis paints a picture of design-research as a practice
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that prepares us to respond to transformative events as they emerge, but
also invites further transformation.
However, a core component of speculative research methodologies
is reflexivity, and as such I have also engaged in inventive problemmaking in relation to design-research methodologies. As a result, I will
also address questions of how I came to know through design-research
and the consequences of knowing in this manner. I will address how
design-research must balance making commitments to the subjects it is
studying with the necessity to translate these subjects to broader publics.
This means navigating between ambiguity and articulacy, dialogic
and dialectics, cutting and joining, becoming and halting. However,
ultimately, I will argue that while not innocent, design-research as a form
of knowing has the potential to know in ways that resist the alienating
forms of knowing that have emerged from what Zuboff has identified as
‘Surveillance Capitalism’ (2019).

1.3 Structure of the thesis
One of the immediate consequences of adopting a design-research
methodology oriented towards inventive problem making is the
conventional means by which research is framed and presented is
not always a good fit. When the aim is to inventively transform how
problems are framed, a research question which is introduced at the
beginning and then satisfactorily answered in the conclusion would
likely signal that speculation has failed to take place. Speculation
can transform research questions like ‘How can critical design create
alternative visions of networked public space?’ not just into a different
research question, but into entirely unanticipated articulations of
the problem. However, the result of this is that I have had to find an
alternative to a research question as a fixed point around which to
organise my account. Taking my lead from Fraser’s focus on events,
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each chapter is focused around an incident or series of incidents that
resulted in a transformation to my practice and inquiry.
This incidents come from three overlapping design projects,
documentation of which can be found in Appendices A–C. The first,
FreeAsInWifi, was a practice-led investigation into public wifi as a social,
cultural and technological space that I started in 2014 and continued to
work actively on until 2016. This work has been previously published
as part of the Research Through Design 2015 conference proceedings
(Gatehouse, 2015a) and exhibited at British HCI (Gatehouse, 2015b) and
at the Flare group show at Northumbria University in 2016. The second,
Feral Screens, took a similarly practice-led approach to exploring the
aesthetic potential of urban screens that I began in summer 2015 and
was active until 2017. This work was exhibited at DIS 2016 along with a
published accompanying text (Gatehouse, 2016).
These two projects form the basis for the first three chapters of the
thesis that build on the previously published work in order to give an
expanded account of speculative research in the context of designresearch. Across both chapters, network technology is the subject of
investigation but is also used as a reflexive device to question what it
means to be a designer-researcher in the era of big data. In Chapter 2,
I describe encountering inarticulacy in the course of trying to make
a critical and reflective wifi captive portal and discuss how such
inarticulacy can orient us towards speculation.
Chapter 3 builds directly on Chapter 2 by exploring what happened
when I took the chronically inarticulate wifi device out to meet the
public. I use the resulting encounters to reflect upon the tension between
dialogical tendencies in design-research (Wright and McCarthy, 2018)
that seek to make us present and responsive, and the requirement that we
represent these encounters to a wider public. I conclude that ambiguity
and inarticulacy are elements that allow us to be open to unanticipated
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ways of translating such encounters. However, design-researchers need
to be accountable, and answerable, for the consequences of such works
of translation.
Chapter 4 examines how in the Feral Screens project, I used photography
and material making as a means to make perceptual shifts that resulted
in inventive problem making. I use this as a case study for how designresearch constructs speculative apparatuses that enable us to look at the
world in inventive ways, while also enacting ‘cuts’ that allow us to bear
witness to encounters with inarticulacy.
The third and final project is the subject of Chapter 5. Here I take these
speculative and critical approaches, developed in the previous projects,
and apply them in the context of a participatory HCI research conducted
with LGBT young people. This interdisciplinary research project sought
to explore the potential for digital, or other design, interventions to
increase rates of hate crime reporting amongst LGBT young people.
This project applied elements to my often-idiomatic practice of designresearch in the context of interdisciplinary and participatory research.
This initial framing connected with concerns that had emerged from
the first two projects regarding marginalised experiences of networked
public space.
However, partly as a result of using a speculative approach, this
project became reframed more broadly around the gap between how
the young people understood experiences and identities and how they
were addressed. As a result, in this chapter I will step aside from some
of the questions about networked publics I have considered in this
thesis, to focus on wider questions about what it means to bear witness
to speculation. Though this takes us on a slightly tangential route, this
detour is an important one that problematises and sheds new light on
many of the issues introduced in the first two chapters. Chapter 5 is
structured as a ghost tour of the absent presences which haunt the work
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and the previously published co-authored paper (Gatehouse et al., 2018).
By conducting a hauntological approach to analysing speculation in
the context of interdisciplinary and participatory research, I explore
how speculation is enabled and constrained by making things absently
present, and presently absent.
The final chapter takes the form of a discussion which argues that, as
well as reflective and speculative forms of articulation, design-research
has a strong connection with diffractive methodologies, as described
by Donna Haraway (1994) and Karen Barad (2007), that help account
for design-research’s orientation towards details that make a difference.
I also consider the implications of these diffractive elements for how I
have approached writing as part of a design-research practice. This is
reflected in the structure of this thesis itself which has resulted from this
engagement with diffractive methodologies.
One obvious result of this engagement is that I have not written separate
contextual review and methodical chapters. Diffractive and speculative
methodologies emphasise the ongoing entanglements between being,
knowing and relating (Barad, 2007, Lenz Taguchi, 2012, Wilkie, 2017).
In response to this, I have integrated the contextual and methodical
elements into the description and discussion of the empirical work.
Not only does this structure reflect these diffractive methodological
underpinnings it also lends itself to a more experimental approach to
writing which reflects a heightened concern with the form research
outputs take as a result of hyphenating design and research. The result is
not the harmonious blending of design and research into a single voice,
but multiple modes of writing that move between voices, tenses and
structures. I hope that this approach to writing can act as an exemplar
for what is to be gained from approaching writing as part of a design
practice rather than just a tool to describe it.
I conclude by describing the speculative gaze as a distinct way of
looking at the world that results from engaging in a diffractive and
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speculative practice of design-research. I end the thesis by outlining the
three key contributions of this thesis and accompanying work in relation
to inarticulacy, speculation and diffraction as components of designresearch practice.

1.4 Ethical clearance and procedures
Ethical clearance and procedures for this research followed University
protocols. Separate ethics applications were made to the Departmental
and Faculty Ethics Committee for the practice-led projects and the
LGBT hate crime project. In the case of the practice-led project this
meant embedding informed consent into the user interface of the data
collection device I produced. However, as a result of the speculative
methods used, I have reported on experiences that were not anticipated
by the ethical procedures approved by the Faculty Ethics Committee
such as the brief one-off interactions with people in public spaces. As
a result, the accounts of these experiences have been anonymised in
manner that does not describe or depict any identifiable individuals.
The ethical procedures for the LGBT hate crime project were
significantly more sensitive given the ages and vulnerability of the
participants. I worked with James Pickles to develop research procedures
based on his previous experience working with the same population and
subject. This included informed-consent procedures for under 18s that
avoided potential harm from ‘outing’ participants to their parents, by
using service/youth workers as gatekeepers and appropriate adults. The
young people participating selected their own pseudonyms, with some
opting for ‘drag’ names or username-style descriptors. We were also
sensitive to the group setting and used scenarios to allow participants
to control how much they choose to share of their experiences. We also
ensured that the participants had access to appropriate support after the
workshops had ended. Copies of the consent form and information sheet
can be found in Appendix C.
11

Chapter 2
Inarticulate Devices

14

I want to make visible the technological, social and cultural life of
wifi so that it might be reimagined. I want to reach into the black box
and make its working clear for all to see. In doing so I intend to join
the tradition of critical practices that use the network to trace itself. I
decide to create a public wifi network which will trade data in exchange
for internet access. I describe the project in an abstract:
‘“FreeAsInWifi” is a wifi network and captive portal intended to
prompt critical reflection on the multiple meanings of ‘free’ and
‘public’ through a set of playful interactions. […] At a time when
technology is becoming increasingly integral to all aspects of
public life, this project aims to provide an opportunity for people
to reflect on their own understandings, beliefs and desires of
an ubiquitous public technology: freely available public wifi.’
(Gatehouse, 2015b, p.1)

Things start as you would expect, I design, deploy, and iterate the
design, I write about it, submit for review and publish initial findings,
exhibit the work to peers and the public. But somewhere along this
path, I find myself lost. The captive portal (always precariously
hacked together) stops working. All it is generating is mystifying error
messages. Even if I could get people to interact with the captive portal,
what then? The design of the web interface isn’t bad, but somehow it
doesn’t make sense. I can’t figure out how to make it make sense, or on
what basis it could be said to make sense. I had said I wanted to enter
into a dialogue with people about wifi, but the more I design, the less
I knew how to talk about it. I am like a kid who, having taken a clock
apart, is horrified to realise that, not only did they have no hope of
reassembling the parts, but they had lost the purpose of taking it apart,
or even a sense of what a clock was in the first place.
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2.1 Critical Networks
The desire to use design as a form of critical inquiry didn’t come out of
nowhere, it came out of a tradition within design and design-research of
using design to articulate issues of concern. There are plenty of critical
practices by artists and designers that employ the same tactics, to use
network technology to trace the network, to render it visible and to make
an issue of it. An early example of this would be Anab Jain’s Yellow
Chair Project from 2005, which explored wifi as an emerging social
space by placing a yellow chair outside Jain’s house and inviting passersby to use her open wifi network (Jain, 2005). This work reflects an earlier
era in which network technology seemed to offer the opportunity to
reimagine how space and resources could be shared more freely.
However, more recent work has taken a darker tone. Made in the wake
of the WikiLeaks revelations, Julian Oliver’s Transparency Bomb from
2014 is a wifi network designed to leak corporate or government secrets.
Taking the form of grenade, this wifi network is imagined as a means to
forcefully remake the power disparity between the platforms, government
agencies, and people whose data they gather and exploit (Oliver, 2014).
Another recent example shows a desire to take the wifi ‘off grid’: Aram
Bartholl’s sculpture keepalive imagines wifi not as cloud, but as a rock

Figure 1 keepalive, 2015, Aram Bartholl, Images cc-by-nc-dd 2.0 Aram Bartholl
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Figure 2 Transparency Grenade, 2014, Julian Oliver.
Image copyright Julian Oliver, GFDL

Figure 3 Maslow’s Hierarchy 2.0,
circa 2014, anonymous meme

(Bartholl, 2015). The boulder contains a fire-powered generator that
powers a local wifi network that gives access to hundreds of survival
guides. Tapping into survivalist fantasies of living independently off the
land, this is wifi reimagined for life in the wilderness, rather than the
complex interdependencies of the internet and cities. Bartholl’s sculpture
makes literal a meme called Maslow’s hierarchy 2.0, which places wifi as
the most fundamental of human needs.
All three of these projects examine the social, technological and cultural
role of wifi by making interventions into the design of wifi networks.
This includes not only the function and digital interface, but the physical
and social design of such networks. They are a small part of a wider
materialist turn in critical thinking about the physical structures that
shape networked technology (Kuan Wood, 2014). This concern with
‘rematerialising’ the digital is in part an attempt to move beyond a
material-digital binary opposition. This binary not does not reflect
the experience of using or designing ubiquitous network technology
(Pink et al., 2016), but the supposed immateriality of the digital can
be used to obscure the actual workings of such technology. Metaphors
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like the ‘cloud’ do not explain how network technology works, but
instead place it in a ‘black box’ which acts to hide how it is actually
functioning (Metahaven, 2005). Works like Ingrid Burrington’s field
guide to the network infrastructure in New York are an attempt to open
these black boxes and make the network legible. By producing work that
allows people to develop such literacies, Burrington aims to extend our
collective ability to navigate the complexities that networking makes
visible to us: ‘Learning to see and pay attention to the fragmented
indicators and nodes of networks in any city street is also a process of
learning to see and live within a world of large complicated systems’
(Burrington, 2016 p.13).
However, the three wifi projects described above go beyond trying to read
network infrastructure. They, in different ways, rewrite this infrastructure
in order to not just make the network readable, but to also invite audiences
to imagine how the network could be materialized differently. In this
manner, they share an approach exemplified by James Bridle when he
described his New Aesthetic project as being ‘undertaken within its own
medium: it is an attempt to “write” critically about the network in the
vernacular of the network itself’ (Bridle, 2013, online). Such critical
practices aim to draw attention to a mundane technology like wifi, in order
to engage a people in a discussion around its role in shaping our lives, and
also invite them to consider how it could shape them in different ways.
My aim in building a captive portal was to continue in this and a broader
tradition of critical practices in design.

2.2 Critical design and publics
The recent history of critical design is deeply entangled with Public
Engagement in Science (PES) practices and the idea of upstream
democratic engagement in science and technological development
(Kerridge, 2016, Michael, 2011). This engagement with PES has led to
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a specific framing of critical design as ‘design for debate’, particularly
tied to the work of Dunne and Raby and their students (Dunne 2008,
Dunne and Raby, 2016). The history of such critical practices could be
traced back to Dunne and Raby’s direct antecedents, such as architecture
practice Superstudio, who named their practice ‘counter-design’ (Van
der Velden, 2011). However, practices of design that aim to produce a
critical public discourse can be traced through multiple genealogies:
we could look to radical graphic designers like Jan Van Toorn in the
Netherlands or Grapus in France who fused political critique with an
interrogation of mass-media narratives and forms (Metahaven, 2014).
Some recent histories trace the origins back even further to William
Morris, with his utopian novel The News from Nowhere cast as the
original design fiction (Van Helvert, 2016).
Criticality, as a sense of a gap between what is and what could be, is
integral to design practices (Tonkinwise. 2015). Indeed, criticality in this
form could be argued to be a founding idea of design in its modern form,
which Lupton and Miller have argued brought a critical sensibility to the
ways in which products and media were produced during the Industrial
Revolution (Lupton and Miller, 1999). However, this critical sensibility
is always constrained and shaped by Design’s reabsorption into the
thing which it began by critiquing: ‘Design took shape as a critique of
industry, yet it gained its mature and legitimate status by becoming an
agent of the machine production and mass consumption.’ (ibid, p.67).
Design’s contradictory origins means that while it often positions itself
as serving a public good, it is also bound to serve the private interests of
clients. Van Toorn has described how this contradiction limits design’s
capacity for critique. The need to serve private as well as public interests
leads to designers ‘accepting the world image of the established order
as the context for its own action’ (Van Toorn, 1994, p.319). So, while
design can, and often does, implicitly critique the world by reimagining,
this is rarely done in a way that is publicly oriented.
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What makes critical practices in design distinct is that they explicitly
seek to intervene in public discourses. This differs not only from
conventional design practice where critique is either done in private
or to serve private interests, but also from socially- and criticallyengaged participatory design practices. For Participatory Design,
the locus of critical debate and action has traditionally been within a
bounded and known community such as a workplace (Le Dantec et al.,
2010). However, this has changed in recent years, with participatory
design increasingly engaging with problems and context that require
engagement with a broader public (Le Dantec and DiSalvo, 2013).
Critical design has also begun to recognize the need to engage more
with participatory media and methods (Metahaven, 2014), leading to
more cross fertilisation of ideas and approaches between critical and
participatory design (DiSalvo et al., 2014). These factors combined with
an increased demand and support for design-research has also expanded
the opportunities for design to produce publicly-oriented work.

2.2.1 Articulating Issues
Frequently, critical design practice positions itself as engaging with
publics through making designed interventions that aim to provoke
debate or discussion. However, beyond rhetorically positioning such
work as ‘for’ debate, critical designers have rarely given an empiricallyor theoretically-grounded account of how such provocations result
to public engagement (Kerridge, 2014). The result is a gap between
knowing what designers would like their work to do and knowing what
their work actually does when it comes into contact with publics. As
discussed in relation to Speculative Everything in the introduction, this
gap between claim and evidence is particularly problematic given the
increasing reliance on critical design having status as research. Carl
DiSalvo has addressed this gap in accounts of critical design practice by
drawing on the pragmatist political theory to understand how design can
act in the public sphere (2009). Drawing on the works of John Dewey,
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Bruno Latour and Noortje Marres, DiSalvo has developed an account
of how design can enable publics to form and developed an empirical
approach for studying this practice (2015).
In DiSalvo’s account, design can give form to ‘issues’ around which
publics can gather (DiSalvo et al., 2014). For instance, by designing
tools for visualizing and sharing pollen levels, individual experiences
can become a shared matter for discussion and action for those
concerned (Ibid). DiSalvo identifies a range of tactics by which design
can make latent issues sensible: this could be by projection of future
scenarios as in the work of Dunne and Raby, or by the tracing and
mapping of networks of power through critical data visualization, such
as in the example above (2009). Through these practices, designers
can give voice to previously excluded perspectives such as anxieties
about new technologies or demonstrate alternative possibilities through
reconfiguring ubiquitous technologies (DiSalvo, 2015).
Perhaps the most pertinent of these tactics to the creation of
experimental wifi networks is DiSalvo’s idea of ‘devices of articulation’.
These are connected devices that join together people, objects and
practices to form ‘material demonstration of possible alternatives’.
DiSalvo points to a design by Matt Kenyon called Spore 1.1 which
consists of a rubber plant purchased in Home Depot and a wifi-enabled
self-watering device to sustain the plant. The plant is connected to Home
Depot by a guarantee to replace any plant without question within a year
of purchase. Kenyon describes how the device built upon this connection
by further linking the plants health to Home Depot:
‘Spore 1.1 uses an on-board computer with a Wi-Fi connection to
monitor The Home Depot’s stock price at the end of each week,
keeping a database of week-to-week stock fluctuations. As The
Home Depot’s stock value grows, so too does the plant. If the
company suffers losses, the plant does not get watered. If the
plant should perish due to poor stock performance, it is returned
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to The Home Depot and replaced with another at no additional
cost—a burden that represents a real, if marginal, recourse against
poor corporate management.’ (Kenyon, n.d., online)

For DiSalvo, Spore 1.1 ‘produces an articulation of a corporation, its
products, consumers, digital networks, financial networks, and the
ties that bind them’ (2012, p.89). By making new connections and
reconfiguring existing ones, such devices create a ‘collective of sorts
that people can participate in to consider and question the components
of this system and their relations’ (ibid).
DiSalvo is here building upon the term ‘articulation’ in a number of
senses, firstly as a political process of making connections to produce
new forms of discourse and practice. In doing this, DiSalvo draws
on Latour’s theorisation of a political process centred on forming
collectives through articulation. For Latour, politics can be ‘more or less
articulated, in every sense of the word: that it “speaks” more, that it is
subtler and more astute, that it includes more articles, discrete units, or
concerned parties, that it mixes them together with greater degrees of
freedom, that it deploys longer lists of actions.’ (Latour, 2004a, p.86).
DiSalvo adds to this the additional sense of articulation as in the physical
engineering of joints and joins, to more clearly position design as a
material as well as discursive practice.
As an example of this, DiSalvo points to Mark Shepard’s CCD-me-not
Umbrella. This umbrella is covered in infrared LEDs that can be
triggered to disrupt the CCD sensing devices used in many CCTV
cameras. It is described by Shepard as ‘designed to let you flirt with
object tracking algorithms used in advanced surveillance systems’
(Shepard, n.d., online). For DiSalvo, the CCD-Me Not Umbrella
‘unhinges the joints that bind’ surveillance systems together in an act
of disarticulation which ‘occurs on a material level by leveraging the
material design qualities of one collective against the material design
dependencies of another’ (2012, p.109). By bringing these different
senses of articulation together, DiSalvo examines how design articulates
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issues through making material and discursive joins. Key to this is not
only making certain connections visible and sensible but making it
possible to consider the consequence of unmaking other connections.
This idea of articulation gives shape and focus to a critical design as
material-discursive practice, beyond a vague appeal to ‘design for
debate’. It also gives a frame of reference for criticality beyond the
discursive models of critique that reduce critical design to an applied
branch of the Frankfurt School (Pierce et al., 2015). DiSalvo’s vision
is for a critical practice which answers Latour’s call for the critic to
be ‘not the one who debunks but the one who gathers’ (Latour, 2004b,
p.264) and in doing so opens a path towards a more participatory mode
of critical design (DiSalvo, 2018). This model also gives us a clear basis
on which to evaluate such design practices: designs can be measured by
the extent that they are compelling articulation by the degree to which
they have succeed or fail to assemble publics. Marres, for instance,
has developed a distinctive research methodology for researching how
publics are formed around issues (2015, 2016), which could be applied
to evaluate the compellingness of such designs. However, DiSalvo also
suggests that forming these issues could be a form of inquiry in itself.

2.2.2 Critical Design as Inquiry
As well as providing a stronger basis for claims regarding design’s
potential for forming publics, DiSalvo’s account also leads to a firmer
sense of how these practices might be understood as research. DiSalvo
finds a parallel between articulations and Dewey’s notion of inquiry:
‘Through the process of inquiry, the elements of a situation are
discovered, analysed, and synthesized into a new whole — a coherent
object or event that has a perceivable structure and significance.’ (2015,
p.116). However, DiSalvo treads carefully here, he never claims that
these articulations, are themselves research outputs. The examples he
uses leverage material and experiential means of articulation rather than
using the standard textual forms of research communication. Given that
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the status of such artefacts as an effective means of sharing knowledge
in design-research is contested, it is perhaps safer to interpret DiSalvo
as positioning such articulations as research instruments rather than
research outputs. This distinction is more clearly stated by Matt
Malpass, where the objects, services and systems designed are ‘a
medium’ for inquiry, because they open discussions from which new
insights are gained (Malpass, 2017, p.43). However, there remains
some confusion between research instruments and research findings:
Many research papers share the aim of making complex systems and
their consequences the subject of debate and discussion with these
‘devices of articulation’. Additionally, authors of all research papers are
increasingly expected to evaluate their effectiveness through metrics
like citation counts and ‘impact’ measures. This difficulty in making
distinctions between outputs, instruments and subjects in designresearch is a theme I will return to in Chapter 4.

2.3 Unsettling Inquiry
And so, I set about making a device of articulation. I began to make a
captive portal design based on my reflections of my own experiences of
public wifi. By doing this, I hoped to make an object that could share
these experiences in a compelling and coherent way that would start a
reflective dialogue with a public. However, as my inquiry proceeded
the opposite happened. Things became less coherent, objects and events
became harder to understand, their structure and significance more
obscure. Rather than making the ‘messy elements of a situation into
an object and experience that allow one to sense it and make sense of
it’ (DiSalvo, 2015, p.118), things were getting harder to understand or
make sense of. In fact, I still can’t fully make sense of the situation.
As I retrace my steps through notebooks, draft papers, git logs, code,
sketches, publications, objects and images, I am as disoriented as ever.
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What follows could be considered to fit within the broad tradition of
critical incident techniques. Critical Incident Technique (CIT) has its
origin in studying pilot errors in the second world war (Flanagan, 1954),
but has been applied across multiple areas of professional practice as a
means to reflect upon and improve practice, to prevent such incidents
from reoccurring (Butterfield et al., 2005). This idea of critical selfreflection has also been recognized as an important component of
practice-based inquiry in design (Durrant et al., 2016). Gaver et
al.’s 2009 Anatomy of a Failure paper is an exemplar of the value of
reflecting on how and why design work can fail to engage people.
However, I would like to suggest that what follows is not a case of
design-research failing, if anything it is a case of it working too well.
Rather than a terrible failure of inquiry, I have come to think that this
disorientation I experienced is an important part of design-research.
To understand what I mean by this, it is helpful to draw on how CIT
has been developed in the field of Education. As discussed in the
introduction, Tripp considers Critical Incidents not as something which
just ‘happens’ but instead are made through a process of noticing,
reflecting, and analysing (Tripp, 1993, Angelides, 2001). For Tripp,
there is often as much to be gained from making a Critical Incident
out of a routine occurrence as there is with dramatic disturbances in
teaching practices. For Tripp, mundane incidents can be made critical by
making explicit their connections to, and significance within, a broader
practice of learning (1993). This approach to uncovering what mundane
experiences have to say about broader systems has clear parallels with
the tactics adopted by many of the critical practices discussed above.
Viewed from this perspective, Critical Incidents are not design-research
going wrong. Critical Incidents are what critical design-research is
aiming to produce. What I hope to argue for is that design-research is
often unsettling, inarticulate and incoherent but that these are valuable
and compelling qualities that support critical inquiry.
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My efforts to coax the wifi router into doing what I want is only
leading to frustration. I am not a developer or a computer scientist,
but I have always managed to make things work eventually. I have a
certain pride in my ability to figure this stuff out. I start by tracking
down open-source code, tutorials, blog posts, stack overflow threads
that might help me make my captive portal work again. The tutorials I
find fall into three categories: hobbyist home networks which produce
‘home brew’ versions of conventional wifi routers, ‘penetration testing’
applications in which white-hat hackers use wifi networks to test
and probe system security, or open-source projects that attempt to
realise something closer to dream of the truly decentralised network
architecture. But what I want to do sits somewhere else. Not in hobbyist
tinkering, not in the paranoid worldview of hackers and not the radical
openness of the techno utopianism. Instead, I want to articulate the
pragmatic negotiations with the uneven power structures of networked
technologies that reflect my experience of using public wifi networks.
What I want is simple to describe. Users should be able to connect to
my wifi network, interact with the locally-hosted website. Then based
on those interactions, users will be granted timed access to the internet.
And while I know, in theory, how this can be done, I somehow cannot
make the parts work together. I spend days staring into the blackness
of the command line, entering commands I only half understand in the
hope of making the parts join up. I ask around, and I am told by those
more technically proficient than myself that I need to start again. I need
an ‘enterprise’ level set up, rather than my hacked together code on a
raspberry pi. By this point, I can’t face the prospect of configuring and
cajoling an even more complex system into doing what I want. I have
used up all the mental and emotional resources I had in getting this far.
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I am beginning to doubt the project, doubt wifi networks: I begin to
notice all the ways in which so called ‘enterprise’ wifi networks were
unreliable: the bad security, the text-only redirects, the pop-up logins
which don’t work. I begin to suspect that this wasn’t just my failure, but
that wifi networking was far less reliable than I had previously noticed.
Facing growing disenchantment, I scale back the functionality. I
confine it to the local network only (I start to notice that most wifi art
projects do this). And it works in a limited way, until it doesn’t again.
Something changes in the broader ecosystem of the network. It’s hard
to pin down what exactly caused this breakdown, but I suspect an
update to mobile operating systems has changed the game. At this
point, I am feeling similarly broken. I have lost faith in my ability
to make things work, to join and articulate parts of the networked
systems. The thought of another day fruitlessly trying to manipulate
the device into saying what I want makes me feel claustrophobic, like I
am trapped in a small black box.
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2.4 Inside the Black Box
I had hoped to produce an articulation that made it possible to reflect
on public wifi as a mundane technology. I hoped that this would allow
myself and others to reflect on how this technology articulated practices,
values and beliefs. I hoped that, by doing this, it would be possible to
collectively imagine how network technology could be reimagined more
generally. I was trying to articulate wifi in a way which could make it
perceivable as an issue for such collective consideration. Public wifi
wasn’t generally perceivable as an issue for a different reason to the
surveillance technologies which the CCD-me Not Umbrella aimed to
articulate. In case of public wifi, it is a ‘non-issue’ not because it was
deliberately hidden from view or an emergent problem, but because its
ubiquity made it unremarkable.
Public wifi had become ‘black boxed’, not only in the sense used in
engineering to mean an opaque process in which only inputs and outputs
can be known. Black-boxing in Actor Network Theory (ANT) is a social
process through which something becomes uncontested (Michael, 2016).
‘A black box contains that which no longer needs to be reconsidered,
those things whose contents have become a matter of indifference’
(Callon and Latour, 1981, p.285). Things that are black boxed resist
being articulated as issues because they appear to be uncontestable,
natural or inevitable parts of the world. Public wifi is a good example of
the overlap between these two senses in which something can be said to
be black-boxed. While the majority of people with access to wifi-enabled
technologies can use wifi without problem, the exact details of how the
connections are made remains obscured by the user interface. The act of
connecting to a public wifi network is also a common-enough experience
of moving through public spaces, but one that is only remarkable if it
fails to work. I wanted to unsettle wifi in order to reopen both these
black boxes, to consider how it ‘worked’ technically, and socially and
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culturally too. To do this, I was aiming to redesign the experience of
connecting to a wifi network to produce an uncanny experience of a
mundane technology.
I began by reflecting upon my own experiences of using public wifi
and observed the pragmatic way I would disclose personal information
in exchange for wifi access. I didn’t do this in complete ignorance of
the possible loss of privacy, nor did I embrace an attitude of radical
transparency that was indifferent to how my data was gathered and used.
I was careful which networks I joined, but also aware of my reliance on
my connections to networks to travel, socialise, and work. Sometimes
I would abandon my worries about privacy because I really needed to
send an email, or because I was sufficiently bored in an airport waiting
lounge. I wanted to make an interface that reflected my experience and
perhaps prompted others to engage in similar reflections about the deals
that we strike to use network technology.
Implicit to this approach was an assumption that reflection is linked
to agency. That through the knowledge of situation gained through
reflection, I (and by extension my audience) would be granted some
degree of agency to change these practices. However, I was quickly
hit by the limit of my individual capacity to assemble this technology
differently. Within the limited technical, emotional and material
resources available to me, I struggled to find an articulation that reflected
my experiences. While other positions were technically possible,
they resisted my attempts to articulate them within the means I had to
build and maintain them. I also found that the agency to articulate wifi
differently did not reside in my hands alone. Instead it was distributed
across multiple overlapping systems: a change to the wider ecosystem
such as an operating system update can render my articulation nonfunctioning overnight. I do not know why exactly why the captive portal
finally stopped working, and I have come to live with not knowing
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why. However, in the wake of my inability to articulate my reflections
as a networked technology, what am I left with? My story begins with
pride in my ability to investigate and manipulate the network but ends
with me feeling in the dark. I began by wanting to open a black box of
technology but ended up feeling like I was inside one.
This could be seen as a major limitation of this kind of material
engagement as a form of inquiry. My ultimate aim was to envision
how a network could be articulated differently. However, by using the
materiality of the network itself, I was constrained by existing agencies
and the power imbalance inherent in it. I found myself unable to arrange
the technology to reflect practices, values and beliefs other than those
embedded in, and enabled by, the existing configuration of network
technology. This could be used to argue that less materially-engaged
critical practices like design fiction have an advantage in their potential
for creating alternative visions of technology. However, this experience
of inarticulacy had something to teach me about network technologies.
From this experience, I gained a better sense of the nature of my
agency and, as a result, I am perhaps a little humbler in my attitude to
working in these spaces. I also developed an increased sensitivity to the
ways in which wifi networks are likely to break down or fail. Together
these things sensitised me to the surprising precarity of even mundane
technology such as wifi, and the difficulties of effecting change in the
‘agential soup’ (Bridle, 2018, p.5) of network technology.
Perhaps most importantly, this experience sensitised me to the practices,
beliefs and values that networks resist, or are incapable of, articulating.
Networked public space, of which wifi networks are a small part, is
both a material articulation and ‘the imagined collective that emerges
as a result of the intersection of people, technology, and practice’ (boyd,
2010). Just as the printed word once reshaped how we imagined nation
states (Anderson, 1991), the materiality of the network gives us a model
for imagining not just itself, but also a model for imagining the world.
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Mariam Fraser has pointed to the way that what exists ‘will never fail
to fulfil its obligation to produce itself and its own values, even though
these values are not necessarily to be valued’ (Fraser, 2010 p.69). I found
the existing values of the network reasserted themselves in the face of
my attempts to articulate different ones. Crucially, this reproduction of
existing values extends beyond materiality of network technology and
into the network as a way of imagining the world. As Bridle puts it, ‘we
cannot unthink the network; we can only think through and within it’
(2018, p.12). Even our wildest fictions are shaped by the network as it
exists, often in ways we may be only barely be able to perceive. Designresearch as a form of critical inquiry can make us sensitive to the ways
in which the network is inarticulate through material and discursive
engagement with it.

2.5 The Failure of Data
To further explore what it means to think and conduct research ‘within
and through the network’, I will now turn to another aspect of the
inarticulacy that I encountered in the course of designing the captive
portal. My inability to make the network connectivity of the captive
portal function as I wished was only one part of my experience of
inarticulacy. For some reason, the visual and interaction design of the
screen-based user interface didn’t really make sense. While neither the
rationale for the design, nor the individual elements, were not obviously
faulty, as a whole, it didn’t present a coherent statement or experience.
It was meant to be a series of interactions that would generate data but
at the same time its aim was ask people to critical reflect on data as
currency. The design seemed warped by this perverse and contradictory
stance on data collection. This ambivalence was further complicated by
my position as a researcher. On one hand, I felt I needed data as the raw
material of research, but this need was complicated by the view afforded
to me by my engagement with wifi networking.
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Working with the captive portal afforded me access to a dizzying
amount of data. If I had wanted, I could have extracted all kinds of
personal identifying data. It is possible, for instance, to use a wifi router
to get a list of every network that a person has ever connected to. From
there, you could map the locations of these networks and then infer
where this person lived, their profession, where they had travelled,
where they drank coffee. While collecting this data would have been
difficult to justify within the norms of research ethics oversight, the
potential to do so is dizzying, seductive even. Network technology was
like a mirror. When I looked into it, I saw my researcher’s hunger for
data and participation reflected back. To be a researcher in the time of
big data is a troubling thing: collecting data on people and things which
are already so counted, measured and tracked is a challenge to what it is
possible and ethical to know.
Though as academic researchers, we would like to distinguish
ourselves from the popular ways of knowing that emerge from big
data and networked technology, we cannot escape this as the context
in which we work. ‘Big Data reframes key questions about the
constitution of knowledge, the processes of research, how we should
engage with information, and the nature and the categorization of
reality’ (boyd and Crawford, 2012). This has consequences even
for qualitative researchers working on smaller scales. Back has
described how reality TV and social media are marked by an ‘intrusive
empiricism’ which is ‘defined by revelation, occlusive detail, fast
turnaround and a data surfeit.’ (Back, 2012, p.25). This is the
backdrop in which we gather, analyse and share data. This changes not
only what constitutes commonly-acceptable data to be collected, but
changes what it is thought possible to know. Psychoanalyst Josh Cohen
has suggested that popular acceptance of, and compliance with, large
scale collection of personal data could be interpreted as a ‘tacit protest
against the black boxes of the self and the world, a fantasy of making
ourselves and everyone around us fully transparent.’ (Cohen, 2014,
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online). Big data tempts us to believe that there are no limits to what it
is possible to know, that with enough server farms, enough sensors, we
can know everything.
More than that, it is an imperative to know everything: ‘If the bigdata fundamentalists argue that more data is inherently better, closer
to the truth, then there is no point in their theology at which enough is
enough. This is the radical project of big data. It is epistemology taken
to its limit.’ (Crawford, 2014, online). To stand on the edge of big data
is to be tempted by an epistemic regime in which it is possible to do
away with black boxes entirely. Zuboff has written about how big data
platforms are informed by a perspective in behaviourist psychology that
‘reduces human experience to measurable observable behaviour while
remaining steadfastly indifferent to the meaning of that experience’
(2019, p.377). Zuboff argues that big data enables a regime she names
‘Surveillance Capitalism’. A central tenant of Surveillance Capitalism is
a belief that by collecting enough data about past behaviour, it becomes
possible to know and predict all future behaviour. The ‘black box of
the self’, as a psychoanalyst like Cohen would understand it, becomes
irrelevant, as only outwards behaviour is the only thing that counts and
is counted. However, big data isn’t without its own anxieties, as more
data leads to ever more complex models which exceed our individual
and collective capacity to understand them. As Bridle has observed:
‘the more obsessively we attempt to compute the world, the more
unknowably complex it appears’ (2018, p.46). The paradox of big data
lies in excess of information that hides as much as it elucidates.

2.6 From Data to Dada
Trying to parse these contradictions into a usable design became
challenging. The user interface for the captive portal was a website
which, while built using the same building blocks as most responsive
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interface, was slightly off kilter. On connecting to the network, people
were meant to be redirected to a page where they would be greeted by
two dialogue boxes explaining that their data would be collected and
asking for consent (the second of which was mandated by a research
ethic process). After consenting to this, people could select from a range
of tasks that would ‘earn’ them time connected to the internet. I dreamt
up dozens of these tasks, some more feasible than others: to add their
name to list of fictional names, to choose to catch or drop an imaginary
ball, to move 15 meters away from other wifi users, to take a picture of
something powerful, to trigger an anonymous Twitter account to tweet,
to make a flag, to judge computer-generated poetry, to rate the value of
all other tasks. For the brief period of time that the captive portal worked
at an exhibition, I watched as people were mostly baffled by this Dadaist
approach to data collection.
Even the tasks that weren’t completely baffling to users seemed to be
designed to baffle me. The task that engaged people best was called ‘the
dream’. It asked people to enter a description of what they dreamt about
last night into a text box. However, when they began to type, it displayed
symbols rather than letters, opening up multiple ways of encoding the
text. This was directly inspired by the question ‘How can you extract
user requirements from dreams?’ posed in Gaver et al.’s paper ‘Cultural
Probes and the Value of Uncertainty’ (2004, p.55). Cultural Probes as
originally conceived by Gaver et al. given to participants in order to
‘provoke inspirational responses’ (1999, p.22). They have been widely
adopted within design-research and HCI and are typically a collection of
‘designed objects, physical packets containing open-ended, provocative
and oblique tasks to support early participant engagement with the
design process’ (Boehner et al., 2007, p.1077). While probes have been
adapted in a variety of ways, the Gaver et al. Cultural Probes drew
influences from surrealist games which ‘subverted academic modes of
enquiry, and undermined the complacent certainties of the reasonable
and respectable’ (Gooding, quoted in Gaver et al., 2004, p.54).
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Figure 4 Interface sketches

Figure 5 The Dream

In this spirit, any data produced from interacting with ‘the dream’ task
would resist conventional forms of analysis, not just because of its
unusual form (should it be read textually or visually? Or both?), but
because a dream itself is a product of the black box of the unconscious
mind: ‘The dream is a dream precisely because it is created by and
accessible to the dreamer alone. In separating the dream from the private
life of the dreamer, you destroy it. The dream is communicated at the
price of its meaning’ (Cohen, 2013, p.91). Viewed through the lens of
big data, the contents of a dream, ambiguously and idiosyncratically
encoded in words and symbols, is illegible. Even if more plainly written,
a dream is inarticulate as big data because its meaning is derived the
‘black box’ of human experience that surveillance capitalism discards
in favour of outward behaviour. The insertion of the psychoanalytic
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discourse into networked data collection strikes at the heart of the
anxieties of big data: that black boxes have not been banished but remain
in a form that will always escape the gaze of surveillance capitalism.

2.6.1 Probology
My approach to absurdist data collection was not just an ambivalent
reaction to coming face-to-face with the invasive potential of network
technology. It also came from engagement with Cultural Probes and
the methodology which underpins them. Cultural Probes, as framed by
Gaver et al., represent a very different attitude towards knowing to that
displayed by big data. For Gaver et al., the epistemology that underlies
Cultural Probes is one that ‘recognizes and embraces the notion that
knowledge has limits […] That values uncertainty, play, exploration,
and subjective interpretation as ways of dealing with those limits’
(2004, p.53). However, the paper ‘Cultural Probes and the Value of
Uncertainty’ is in part a lament for the failure of this epistemic stance
to be taken up by the HCI and design-research community. Gaver et al.
are concerned that probes are being absorbed back into the epistemic
regime that they were implicitly critiquing: ‘Appropriating the Probes
into a scientific process is often justified as “taking full advantage of
the Probes’ potential”, as if, by not analyzing the results of our original
Probes, we had let valuable information slip away.’(ibid, p.53). This is
a fear of not fully capturing the information that Probes return, so that
design-research seems to be subject to the same anxieties as Crawford
identifies as besetting big data: that there is never enough data, or that
the data will never be enough (2014).
The discussion of how to approach interpreting probes has become a
focal point from which a number of different attitudes towards knowing
within design-research have become apparent. While few completely
forgo social scientific approaches to conducting and analysing research,
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‘probology’ as a methodology that embraces the limits of knowledge
still has influences on many design-research practices (e.g. Andersen’s
Magic Machine Workshops (2017) that I will address in later chapters).
However, as became apparent above, the implications of probology
have the potential to do more than support the inspiration of design.
Implicit in probology is an epistemology that is capable of making
peace with the anxiety that afflicts all epistemologies:
‘All epistemology begins in fear—fear that the world is too
labyrinthine to be threaded by reason; fear that the senses are
too feeble and the intellect too frail; fear that memory fades,
even between adjacent steps of a mathematical demonstration;
fear that authority and convention blind; fear that God may keep
secrets or demons deceive.’ (Datson and Gailson, 2007, p.372)

Big data seems to offer a way to overcome these fears, by making
it seem like sense and memory are without limit. However, big data
creates an overflow of information too complex for us to understand.
It puts the knower at such as distance from what is being known that
it makes it impossible to respond to such knowledge. In contrast,
probology, like psychoanalysis, accepts epistemological limits as a
starting point from which to proceed. This is not done as a nihilistic
disavowal of knowing entirely, but as a commitment to a playful,
empathetic, provisional form of knowing which acknowledges, or even
values, not knowing. Probology recognises that knowing involves both
revelation and occlusion but does so with emphasis on increasing our
capacity to respond to what we come to know. Zuboff has written about
how the viewpoint afforded by big data and surveillance capitalism is
marked by a tendency towards ‘observation without witness’, and that
this leads to knowing as a kind of ‘radical indifference’ (2019, p.377).
By discounting the interior life of others in favour of observing outward
behaviour, big data epistemologies cannot come face-to-face with
others. It cannot wonder what is in that black box, the content of which
will always belong to the black box.
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In contrast, Cultural Probes and probology are oriented towards
staging exactly this kind of face-to-face encounter. For philosopher
Emmanuel Levinas, such an encounter is the starting point for ethics
and responsibility founded in difference, which is non-indifference
(Barad, 2005). Here the face is not a literal one, but ‘rather it is how
Levinas thought of the other as alterity. In this account, the other has
nothing to do with me, in the sense that it has its own integrity’ (Rose,
2010, p.119). Gaver et al. described how they come to know participants
in ways that allowed them to respond as if they were friends: ‘They
create relationships with our volunteers that are a little like designing
for friends: We know them well, but that doesn’t mean we know exactly
what we should make for them’ (2004, p.56). And yet, the returns give
the participants an alterity that remains beyond the researcher’s grasp:
‘the [probe] returns are inescapably the products of people different
from us, constantly confronting us with other physical, conceptual, and
emotional realities’ (ibid, p.56). The probes bring the researchers into
contact with participants in ways designed to establish relationships of
care and response.

2.7 Events, idiots, speculation
In my efforts to articulate an issue around public wifi, I encountered
inarticulacy in two forms. Firstly, I found that my efforts to articulate
my experience of negotiating public wifi materially were met with
resistance. This experience sensitised me to other ways in which network
technology was inarticulate. The second form of inarticulacy was in
my inability to make the user interface make sense, as a result of an
ambivalent attitude towards data collection. This absurd approach to data
collection was the result of a conflict between the big data architecture
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of the materials I was using, and the epistemological underpinnings of
the methodology I was taking inspiration from. The result was a designresearch process and a number of outcomes that felt very different
from DiSalvo’s sense of designerly inquiry, in which ‘the elements
of a situation are discovered, analysed, and synthesized into a new
whole — a coherent object or event that has a perceivable structure
and significance’ (2015, p.116). While DiSalvo acknowledges that
articulating such structures may also require disarticulating certain
joins, inarticulacy is something different. Inarticulacy is a join that
resists being made or is made in way which makes the collective go
into dysfunctional spasm. In either case, such inarticulacy does not
seem likely to form the basis of compelling enough matter to form a
public. If the point of such inquiry is to articulate issues in such a way
that they compel a public to experience, consider and discuss them,
then what use is inarticulacy? What does a sensitivity to inarticulacy
bring to design-research?
Fraser’s discussion of ‘event thinking’ as an orientation offers a means
to understand what the value of inarticulacy might be (2010). To begin,
we need to depart slightly from Latour’s (and by extension DiSalvo’s)
view of the role of the critic as the one who assembles. Fraser asks
what if ‘the critic was obliged to attend not only to those entities that
are physically or conceptually present somewhere (just not here), but
to virtual multiplicities or singularities that have no corporeal presence
at all.’ (Fraser, 2010 p.71). This question shifts the focus from what has
been gathered, to the process of gathering, and by extension, to that
which resists or refuses gathering. A key point here is that, according
to Fraser, this shift does not come from moving away from reality into
abstract thought. Instead, it draws us closer to reality, by heightening
our awareness of the ongoing processes of becoming through which
reality is made.
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For Fraser, events offer us a way to become oriented towards these
processes and our place within them. An event here is not just
‘something that happened’ but is a transformative moment in which
elements don’t just come together but become together. For Fraser, such
events sensitize us to how things might come together differently, and
so allow us to imagine things that are not limited by the way that what
already exists to reproduce itself and its values. Fraser describes how
‘event thinking is ultimately judged by the extent to which it is able
to invent new (i.e. previously unidentifiable) concepts’ (2010, p.78).
Events sensitize us to processes of becoming and enable us to think
about how things might be able to become differently.
This idea of ‘event thinking’ as an orienting device has been put
to productive use by STS scholar Mike Michael. Michael’s use of
‘event thinking’, in conjunction with Stengers’ figure of the idiot,
makes the role of inarticulacy clearer. Stengers’ idiot is a conceptual
figure, a non-participant in events who cannot or will not explain
their non-participation (Stengers, 2005). Michael describes the idiot
as a persistent inarticulate presence which haunt events and meaning
making:
‘The idiot is at once absent (it can’t be bothered to contribute
meaningfully) and present (it hangs around on the sidelines).
Its absence enables meanings to be transferred as usual, yet
our awareness of its absence, or indeed our practical efforts to
exclude it, render it present, and that presence is disruptive,
perturbing the processes of communication (or ordermaking)’
(Horst and Michael, 2011, p.287)

The idiot won’t (and can’t) tell us why they don’t join the collective,
and so, by noticing the idiot’s presence, we become aware that the
current way things have been articulated is not the only possibility.
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As an example, Michael has used the figure of the idiot to examine a
genre of YouTube videos dedicated to destroying iPhones, to question
how science, technology and public engagement could come together
differently (2017). By looking at this seemingly ‘idiotic’ behaviour
in relation to current practices of PES, Michael speculates to open up
novel lines of thought and action.
As discussed in the introduction, this idea of speculation departs
slightly from that found more commonly in Speculative Design.
Speculative Design typically involves creating images and objects that
project the potential consequences of technological, political or cultural
developments, to make them the subject of public deliberation (Dunne
and Raby, 2014, Auger, 2013). In contrast, Michael is engaged in a kind
of speculation that involves engaging in practices that seek to make a
perceptual expansion of the possible. This kind of speculation is the
basis for an emerging method that aims to construct ‘adequate concepts
and devices for exploring possible latent futures that matter’, that
‘applies as much to the politics of explaining past events (what might
have been) as it does to the capturing of future possibilities (what might
be).’ (Wilkie, 2017 p.347). Michael’s use of the idiot is an example of
such a concept for exploring previously unthought of possibilities. My
inarticulate wifi network could be considered another speculative device
in the making.
Beyond supporting speculation, inarticulacy confronts us with our
limits. Stengers’s idiot demands ‘that we don’t consider ourselves
authorized to believe we possess the meaning of what we know’
(Stengers, 2005, p.995). This modesty is a corollary to DiSalvo’s
design-research practice that makes ‘messy elements of a situation into
an object and experience that allows one to sense it and make sense of
it’ (2015, p.118). A sensitivity to inarticulacy forces us to acknowledge
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that the messy elements will almost inevitably exceed our individual
or collective ability to sense them or make sense of them. Knowing
that the way we construct issues is always partial, always provisional,
enables us to understand that black boxes are not just open or closed.
Instead, we can see the world and ourselves in an ongoing process of
becoming, which opens and closes, joins and disconnects, reveals and
conceals. My encounter with inarticulacy is not necessarily a failure of
design-research, but a sensitizing device which alerted to the possibility
of becoming differently.
Importantly, inarticulacy is not an unfamiliar component of design.
As suggested by the discussion above of probology, designers already
know how not to know. Art and design have a long tradition of using
ambiguity as a way of making uncertainties visible (Eco, 1989).
Ambiguity as more deliberate form of inarticulacy has been recognised
as lending itself to a richness of experience within design-research
(Wright et al., 2008). Ambiguity is also valued in design because
it leaves space for dialogue and unexpected responses: ‘The most
important benefit of ambiguity, however, is the ability it gives designers
to suggest issues and perspectives for consideration without imposing
solutions’ (Gaver et al., 2003, p.240). The idea that design can present
issues, rather than solutions, is a common thread that runs through
many of the critical practices discussed in this chapter. It is an idea
echoed in Fraser’s work, in which event thinking is ultimately a form of
‘inventive problem-making’. The aim of inventive problem-making ‘is
not to solve a problem, or to explain it away but rather to try to enable
it to “speak” or to pose it in terms that enable it to play itself out in
productively creative ways’ (Fraser, 2010, p.78). Given its long standing
engagement with ambiguity, design-research as a practice of inventive
problem-making should not only be able to allow its practitioners to
notice inarticulate presences. Design-research also has the potential to
translate inarticulate presences into forms that allow them to ‘speak’ in
ways to invite further speculation.

42

2.8 Conclusion
The idiot ‘does not deny articulated knowledge, does not denounce it
as lies, is not the source of knowledge that transcends them’ (Stengers,
2005, p.997). Instead, the idiot reminds us that coming to know always
comes at the cost of some other, yet to be thought of, way of knowing.
My failure to make an articulate device forced me into a position where
I had no choice but to observe the ways in which network technologies
can be assembled in certain ways and resist others. This is perhaps an
extreme case of being confronted with inarticulacy, one which I am
not keen to repeat or recommend. However, like the idiot, inarticulacy
is always there whether we notice it or not. The question then is how
we respond to it: do we attempt to tame the idiot to make it serve our
agenda? Do we aim to minimise inarticulacy, or hide it away in favour
of making objects more coherent and comprehensible? Or is there
a place for letting inarticulacy make its presence known? Earlier, I
pointed to DiSalvo’s suggestion that critical practices could be judged
by their ability to produce compelling articulations of issues around
which people and objects would gather (2018). What I would like to
suggest is that inarticulacy can be compelling, that it has its own power
to assemble. To illustrate this point, I will tell you what happened next:
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This is not working. The wifi portal will not work, the interface makes
no sense. I need to do something, anything, even if it is just to prove
that this absolutely will not work. In an act of desperation, I decide to
go into the centre of town with the non-functioning wifi network. I make
a placard that reads ‘There’s no such thing as free wifi’ out of a sign
repurposed from a previous incarnation of the project, back when things
made more sense. I recruit a colleague for moral support and dress us
in lab coats; an absurdist gesture towards legitimising our status as
‘researchers’. I rehearse what I will say if people approach us, how I
will explain our inexplicable presence. Having kitted ourselves out to
engage the public, we head into the city centre. We arrive at Monument.
I stand holding the sign, shuffling from foot to foot to keep warm,
waiting to see what will happen.
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Chapter 3
Work in Movement

We are stood at Monument, mostly being ignored. We get glances, only
briefly interrupting people’s course through the space. Such displays of
civil indifference are familiar from whenever I have tried to engage with
‘the public’. Perhaps more surprising is that we aren’t ignored entirely.
We are approached by a group of teenagers. They are enjoying their
freedom, temporarily out of sight of school and parents. They move
ostentatiously through the public space, showing off to each other. They
begin by disagreeing with my sign. ‘There is such a thing as free wifi’
they tell me, it is in KFC. They seem to want me to explain, to play the
familiar role of a teacher. But I can’t play that role, I don’t know what
the sign means, I have nothing to explain. Instead I switch our places,
I ask them why KFC has free wifi. ‘Because KFC is chill’ one offers, a
non-serious answer to my question. Perhaps he senses a Socratic trap.
Another more earnestly explains to me that I should be careful about
the tick boxes to opt out of marketing emails. They don’t recognise
corporate wifi as a problem in the way that I am presenting it to them,
but they aren’t completely naïve either. They know they are striking a
deal when they agree to its terms and conditions. It isn’t so different
from other deals that let them occupy public space, such as buying fast
food in exchange for somewhere warm to hang out. My inability to
explain gives them space to display their own competence at navigating
public space, networked or otherwise. I have become part of their show
for each other, another opportunity to demonstrate to their peers their
ability to move and act independently.
After the teenagers leave, we move from Monument to Old Eldon
Square. It is bitterly cold; we need to move to keep warm. There,
we are approached by three Christian evangelists. They are from a
small church, and unlike the well-organised efforts of some of the
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larger denominations, their proselytising has a disarming, amateur
quality. They approach us and again we are asked about what the
sign means. I explain briefly that we are researchers and interested
in people’s perceptions of free wifi networks. They seem to accept
this as a reasonable premise for our presence and we begin to share
commiserations about the coldness of the weather and the general
difficulty of engaging the public. They greet us as fellow travellers:
we are both engaged in our own form of evangelicalism, hoping to
recruit people to our concerns. We chat mildly about the weather until
one of the evangelists spots an opening to bring the conversation back
to the task at hand. The internet is a temptation of the devil. We have
stopped being fellow botherers of the public and started being potential
converts. We accept leaflets and with both groups having failed to make
any progress in recruiting the other, we part ways so that we can return
to our respective evangelical efforts.
We return to Monument. We now share the space with a radio producer
working for the local BBC station. I watch her approach people for
interviews, and once she has exhausted the more obvious targets, she
approaches us. She asks us about what we were doing, and I gave
her the same brief explanation as I had to the evangelical trio. After
acknowledging that this sounds interesting, she asks if we would be
willing to be interviewed for the radio. She is conducting vox pop
interviews for a news story on mental health in the workplace. We agree
and answer a few questions about whether we would feel comfortable
talking to our line managers about mental health problems. Once more,
my position has switched from researcher, to become an interviewee.
After all that has happened, it is strange to speak as a voice of the
public. Despite my inarticulacy as design-researcher, I can still speak
as something else.
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3.1 Transformative Readings
The encounters that resulted from my strange presence quickly diverted
from the interactions I had expected between a critical designer and
a public: rather than explainer; I became a performer. Rather than
agonistic assembler; I became a potential religious convert. Rather than
gatherer of data; I became an interviewee. Rather than an author; I speak
as an unnamed voice of the people. Rather than my presence assembling
a new public; all three of the encounters were with actors who were
already, in some sense, engaged in a public performance. They were
compelled to gather me into engaging in their issues, controversies, and
concerns, rather than the other way around. The inarticulate device that I
put together, made up of both the visible components (myself, a lab coat,
a cardboard sign) and the non-visible components of the dysfunctional
captive portal I carried (raspberry pi, web server, firewalls, configuration
files, rails code, battery, wifi antenna, 4G router), did not seem to be
compelling enough to assemble a public. However, this dysfunctional
collective did seem to have some capacity that allowed other people to
try and incorporate it into their already existing publics.
In the previous chapter, I argued that inarticulacy can be a sensitising
device that alerts us to the possibility of becoming differently. It is
then perhaps unsurprising, that inarticulacy might also lead to things
happening in unexpected ways. Indeed, this is the hope and risk at the
heart of speculation: that we, by being witness to the becoming of the
world, cannot just see it differently but learn to become differently
with it. Fraser acknowledges that because of this orientation towards
unexpected forms of becoming, event thinking put into practice would
be a ‘dramatic philosophy for living’ (2010, p.78). She writes that
making a commitment to becoming differently would require ‘willing an
event in a way that involves neither resignation nor resentment, that is
affirmative and that transforms the quality of the will itself’ (ibid, p.75).
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Put more plainly, if we wish for something unexpected to happen, we
cannot complain if it is not what we anticipated. And since such events
are defined by the ‘co-becoming’ of all the elements involved, such
events are likely to transform the researcher and research in unforeseen
ways also. As Michael puts it, the potential for transformation from a
‘research’ event into something else raises the question of ‘what then is
the “researcher” witness to and involved in?’ (2016, p.135).
The risk of using inarticulacy in design-research as a speculative
device is that it may work: that a speculative leap might take place in
such a way that an event takes us beyond the framing of our research.
This seems to be what happened to me when I went out in public with
my inarticulate wifi network. As part of this inarticulate assemblage,
I became involved in a series of encounters where I was no longer a
design-researcher, but a design-researcher-idiot-performer-evangelistheathen-to-be-converted-employee-mental-health-having-member-ofthe-public. My inarticulate presentation resulted in a proliferation of
articulated identities and positions.
In this chapter, I will begin by examining how inarticulacy and
ambiguity are more generally used to create works that invite audiences
to make imaginative transformations. I will consider how these practices
utilise the tension created between dialectical elements which direct such
transformation towards anticipated ends, and dialogical elements which
remain open to surprise. I will also consider how such transformative
readings relate to wider discourses, particularly how the position within
the wider activity of ‘doing research’ creates a tension between being
present and making representations. In doing this I am not only tackling
Michael’s question about what I, as a ‘researcher’ have been witness
to by taking part in such speculative events, I will also consider what
it means to bear witness to such events in a manner that sustains a
commitment to responsibility.
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3.2 The Open Work
Inarticulacy, and ambiguity more generally, has a long history of being
used in the arts to invite transformative events. Umberto Eco has
described how what he terms open work, or work in movement, acts as an
‘invitation to make the work together with the author’ (1989, p.21) and,
by extension, remake the author and audience to a greater or lesser extent.
In design, open works are less common, with most design working to
limit the potential for audiences to produce transformative readings. As
Eco puts it, an artwork can be read in any number of ways and remain
an artwork, but ‘a road traffic sign, on the other hand, can be viewed
in only one sense, and, if it is transfigured into some fantastic meaning
by an imaginative driver, it merely ceases to be that particular traffic
sign’ (ibid, p.3). However, the rise of participatory media has meant that
producing ‘work in movement’ has become the predominate mode of
design. In my own field of graphic design, this has resulted in designers
having to rethink their role in communication. Graphic design think tank,
Metahaven has described this shift as one where graphic design is no
longer a privileged mediator of institutional communication, but ‘instead,
it is a message to and from an open-ended in-crowd’ (Metahaven,
2014, p.74). As a result, ‘[d]esigners, rather than directly designing the
messages themselves, may also create the formats to best channel them’
(ibid). Increasingly, graphic design is concerned with creating open-ended
forms for users to fill with their own messages.
These new kinds of practice require designers to examine how we think
about our agency. This is a particularly difficult task given that design has
historically struggled to position its own agency, tending to flip between
positioning itself as either as a neutral facilitator or an all-powerful solver
of problem (Manzini, 2016). This polarity is echoed by the contradictory
statements made by large digital platforms: Facebook, Twitter, and
YouTube all completely deny their agency or completely overstate it. At
times they claim to be ‘just’ a platform or marketplace, and thus are only
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minimally responsible for content (Dash. 2017). At others they claim they
can change the world, to shape and control behaviour or more prosaically,
that = can get our users to click on your advert. (Zuboff, 2019). The
challenge for individual designers and design culture as a whole is to
understand how in creating ‘works in motion’, design shapes interactions
and discourses, but doesn’t determine them.
This difficult job of understanding the agency of design in relation to
creating ‘works in motion’, is also present in discourses around critical
and speculative practices in design, particularly in relation to ambiguity.
Speculative and Critical Design (SCD) is frequently positioned as a
practice with a strong political agency, but also as a practice which
does not impose its views on audiences or users (Dunne and Raby,
2013). One of the ways SCD mediates this contradiction is through
the use of ambiguity: ‘Ambiguity frees users to react to designs with
scepticism or belief, appropriating systems into their own lives through
their interpretations.’ (Malpass, 2017, p.66). SCD aims to achieve the
opposite of the road sign of Eco’s example: rather than seeking to be
understood in a single way in a given context by as many people as
possible, SCD hopes to elicit as broad a range of responses as possible.
As discussed in the first chapter, presenting ambiguous scenarios and
designs supports SCD’s aim to provide a framing device for debate and
discussion. Creating work which is open or ambiguous would seem to
offer SCD a way to invite people to participate in a ‘work in movement’
which, rather than seeking consensus, aims to ‘create open, interpretive,
and participatory spaces of contest’ (DiSalvo, 2015, p.93).

3.2.1 Ambiguity and dialectics
But does ambiguity always render work open to transformation by its
audience or performers? Perhaps we should be more cautious about
what ambiguity does. I was acutely aware of this at the beginning of
my interaction with the teenagers. Even though I presented them with
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an ambiguous statement, they at first responded seeming to assume
thestatement was a pedagogic ploy to engage them in a teachable
moment. The ambiguity I presented to them reproduced a dynamic
whereby a teacher will ask an open question, but one to which there
is a correct answer. To some to degree, this was my intention, albeit
not one I was capable of fulfilling in that moment. This gets at an
uncomfortable truth: ambiguity has the potential to play the same role
as asking a question in the Socratic method. It seems to take the form
and appearance of an open dialogue, but one that is shaped to move the
conversation to an end point that is more or less foreclosed.
This dialectic use of ambiguity can be found in the work of Berthold
Brecht. According to Eco, Brecht’s plays present ‘the specific
concreteness of an ambiguity in social intercourse, a conflict of
unresolved problems taxing the ingenuity of playwright, actors and
audience alike’ (1989, p.29). Rather than presenting solutions to the
tensions articulated the plays, Brecht’s plays, e.g. The Good Woman
of Sichuan stage a collectively enacted working through of these
problems. However, for Brecht the solution is anticipated, and in his
view an inevitable consequence of a Marxist dialectic. ‘Brecht’s plays
appear to elicit free and arbitrary responses on the part of the audience.
Yet they are also rhetorically constructed in such a way as to elicit a
reaction oriented towards, and ultimately anticipating, a Marxist dialect
logic as the basis for the whole field of possible responses.’ (Eco, 1989,
p.37). The participation in the production of the solution to the dramatic
tension is then largely symbolic rather than generative. Ambiguity is
intended to act as a riddle to be solved, its presentation anticipates
a performance in which both actors and audiences are expected to
respond along more or less predictable, scripted lines.
Brecht’s use of ambiguity is intertwined with the teleological structure
of the Marxist dialectic. However, all practices are shaped by the way
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we are oriented towards some ends, and away from others. Engaging in
critical practice is rarely a simple matter of being ‘against’ something,
it is also animated by being ‘for’ something else (Ahmed, 2014).
Whether informed by feminist, post-colonial, Marxist, environmentalist
or other perspectives, critical work is animated by a belief that a better
world is possible and desirable. Such critical orientations can exert
the same force on us as the one which compelled the evangelist, I met
to inevitably bring the conversation back to Jesus. Our beliefs have
gravity that pulls our conversations inevitably towards the issues we
feel are pressing.
For Latour, the job of critical practice is to provide spaces to
assemble around matters of concern (2012b, 2005). This means that
it is not enough to design to articulate the facts involved in an issue,
but it must also articulate the impact and implications that these
facts have (DiSalvo, 2018). While there are multiple approaches to
this articulation, they share the ‘common work of communicating
controversy in a compelling manner’ (2018, p.478). An issue articulated
in such a way has the ability to draw people and things towards it to
form a public. But this pull must act upon the critic too. It must compel
the critic to speak and act in response to it. After all, if an issue is
compelling enough call a public into being, why would the critic be
immune to its power? Given this, it is unclear if the agency lies in the
issue or the designer. Do designers impose their values through their
articulation of the issue, or do the values of the issues assert themselves
on the designer? In either case, there is a risk that a designer’s values
can foreclose our engagement in dialogue towards particular ends. Is
there a way that we can ensure that when we ask an open question, our
anticipation of the answer does not prevent us from responding to the
actual answers we receive? Or must we, like the evangelists, respond in
ways that inevitably bring us back to same conclusion.
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3.3 Dialogical Design
One of the ways that design, particularly in the context of HCI, has
tried to make a commitment to open-ended engagement is through a
commitment to dialogic engagement. Peter Wright and John McCarthy
(2018) have used Bakhtin’s idea of the dialogical to inform an approach
that hopes to enable designers and users to meet as co-creators. A similar
perspective informs Manzini’s call for designers ‘to adopt a dialogic
approach, design experts must learn to listen, but they must also learn to
propose their own ideas and visions.’ (Manzini, 2016, p.58). In this view,
designers are careful listeners, who through attending closely are able to
be and become with others.
However, taken to the extreme, design as a practice of listening and
giving voice can position designers as mute facilitators. This can
lead to a position that Manzini calls participation-ism: ‘a sort of
cultural aphonia that induces design experts to refrain from expressing
themselves. […] the design process is reduced to a polite conversation
around the tables, as stakeholders undertake some participatory design
exercises’ (ibid, p.57). This is, in some ways, a return to a modernist
understanding of what designers’ do. In graphic design this position is
exemplified by Beatrice Ward’s argument that typography should be
like a ‘crystal goblet’, that is, a transparent medium for the author’s
words (Ward, 1956). Participation-ism sees design as a ‘crystal post-it’
which aspires to acting as a neutral medium through which the desires of
stakeholders can be communicated and then translated into designs.
This aspiration to transparency is a search for a different kind of
ambiguity from that of Brecht’s dialectical ambiguity. Dialectical
ambiguity expects the audience’s interpretation of the ambiguity
presented to reflect that of the author. Participation-ism uses ambiguity
to become something like a mirror, taking on and reflecting back
whatever values, beliefs and desires the participant wants. However,
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this use of ambiguity is not necessarily any less scripted, any more
capable of improvised response than the dialectical ambiguity. An
example of this can be found in the early chatbot ELIZA (Weizenbaum,
1966). Developed by Joseph Weizenbaum in 1966, ELIZA is a
therapist modelled on Rogerian psychotherapy. In this style of
therapy, the therapist repeats back statements that the patient makes to
them, typically rephrased as questions. ELIZA is a relatively simple
programme, mimicking practices of active listening by ‘answering
questions with questions, rephrasing the same statement as a reply,
drawing its interlocuters out while making no actual contribution of its
own’ (Hollings, 2014, p.243). ELIZA is arguable more scripted than
Brechtian theatre, since ELIZA can only repeat what is already there.
Latent in every performance of Brecht is the possibility of an actor going
off script, something ELIZA can never do.
Wilkie and Michael have argued that Post-it notes, the ubiquitous
tool and signifier of participation in design, share some of ELIZA’s
qualities. Post-it notes seem to promise a frictionless mediation of the
design process but ‘[h]ow they mediate relationships amongst the other
elements within the brainstorming event is under-determined. They
do not betray or problematise or structure or disturb those relations in
any discernible way.’ (Wilkie and Michael, 2017, p.92) As a result, the
‘openness’ of Post-it notes work to hide the presence of the designer
and of the materiality of design. They allow these elements to become
unremarkable non-processes that frame participatory processes. The
remarkableness of Post-it notes has parallels with the kind of listening
at the heart of talking therapies: the appointment, the room, the coach,
the therapist provides a frame which allow the patient to speak (Cohen,
2013). According to Cohen, this therapeutic frame is a fixed point, an
unchanging background for the patient’s speech and thoughts which is
just ‘there’. However, for both human therapists and ELIZA alike, there
‘will be times when this thereness is called into question, when the frame
is pulled out of the leaden dumbness and obscurity of the dark’ (Cohen,
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2013, p.185). These moments in which the frame reveals itself, disturb
processes of meaning making, but they are also moments in which both
frame and speaker have the potential to respond differently.
In Chapter 2, I contrasted the ways in which, as ways of knowing, big
data and probology created very different kinds of relationships with the
people they know. Big data has been linked with a ‘radical indifference’
towards the people and things that it collects data on. Probology, on the
other hand, seeks to stage research as a face-to-face encounter in which
the purpose of knowing is to respond to what we come to know. This
capacity to come face-to-face and to respond to others is also central to
Donna Haraway’s ethics as ‘response-ability’. For Haraway, the capacity
to respond requires ‘multidirectional relationships, in which always more
than one responsive entity is in the process of becoming’ (2013, p.71).
As such, respect for others involves an ‘understanding that meeting the
look of the other is a condition of having face oneself’ (ibid, p.88). And
so, a design practice that has ‘respect for the user’ needs to make itself
visible to the user. The alternative, design practice that cannot respond,
that does not have a face, risks becoming ‘the practice of business as
usual no matter what’ (Haraway, 2016, p.36). While it might not be
appropriate all of the time, the moments in which the frame of designresearch becomes visible are opportunities in which it becomes possible
intervene in business as usual, in order to respond differently to one
another.

3.3.1 Expertise
The importance of developing multi-directional relationships of response
between designer and user has been recognised by Wright and McCarthy
as vital to a dialogic design process. Wright and McCarthy describe
three ways in which designers have positioned themselves in relation to
users in user-centred design (2018). The first is an expert engineering
approach, in which the designers work to have complete oversite of
users and their interactions with a design. The second is one that inverts
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this relationship by positioning users as experts who designers must
learn from in a similar manner to Manzini’s ‘participation-ism’. Finally,
there is participatory and dialogical design, in which both designer and
user learn from each other’s expertise. In dialogical design, the hierarchy
between designers and users is not just inverted, but challenged, with the
ultimate aim of allowing designers and users to meet as equals.
For Wright and McCarthy, dialogical design’s creative potential
derives from Bakhtin’s idea of creative understandings: ‘seeing mutual
differences in perspectives on the situation, both parties can read into
each other and the situation meanings and possibilities that each alone
could not see’ (2018, p.574). Through encountering and responding
to one another, designer and user expand their individual expertise
and create through a dialogical relationship, that is ‘characterised by
equality in difference’ (ibid, p.577). However, in the desire to engage
with people as equal but different, there is a risk of obscuring the larger
structures in which this dialogue takes place. As Les Back has pointed
out, it is all very well to say that we are all experts in our own lives but
‘the difference between a professor and a bus driver is that a professor
can say stupid things with complete authority while the bus driver is not
authorised to make brilliant insights’ (2007, p.12). Equally, a professor’s
expertise might disqualify them from being perceived as the ‘man in the
street’ and so they might not be invited speak in a ‘vox pop’ interview
like the one conducted by the radio reporter I encountered. Simply
saying that everyone has expertise hides the fact of how wider discourses
determine whose expertise gets to count and in what circumstances.
The impact of wider discourse can be seen at play in my interaction
with teenagers. At the beginning of my interaction, we are on the edge
of reproducing the familiar roles of teacher and pupil. We all know
the script for this, and we teeter on the edge of reproducing it before
diverting from it. The teenagers initially recognised me as someone in
a position of relative authority but found this authority questionable
on closer inspection: I cannot explain, and they can’t quite take my
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questions seriously. They discover that the ambiguity I have presented
them with is genuine inarticulacy — an actual inability to say what I
meant — rather than simply an answer purposely withheld. So instead
of me explaining, or asking, them to perform my explanation for me,
they began to explain to me. Their counter explanation had echoes in
the dynamic whereby younger people might be expected to ‘explain’
technology to older people. However, the teenagers’ performance
of expertise was not entirely serious either. No-one had a serious
explanation of public wifi. In a manner similar to that observed by
Michael (2011), my attempts to present an engaging issue were
incorporated by the teenagers into their existing social practice, namely,
showing off to one another. Once absorbed into this, we played together
to produce a parodic performance of expertise and explanation

Figure 6 The Ladder of Participation, based
upon Arnstein, 1969. Image cc-by 3.0 DuLithgow
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Participation is sometimes visualized as a ladder with tokenistic
forms of participation at the bottom and full citizen control at the top
(Arnstein, 1969). In my encounter with the teenagers, it was not a simple
matter of handing over control to them. We did not entirely escape
the hierarchies that we mutually perceived between us. Instead, the
space made by my inarticulate presentation of public wifi as an issue,
allowed us to renegotiate, and play with, these hierarchies. Rather than
a linear movement towards a flat hierarchy, this encounter was closer
to how participatory art plays with agency: ‘The relationship between
artist/participant is a continual play of mutual tension, recognition
and dependency – more akin to the BDSM model [...], or even the
collectively negotiated dynamics of stand-up comedy – rather than a
ladder of progressively more virtuous political forms.’ (Bishop, 2012,
p.279). My interaction with the teenagers did not ascend to a position
where we could meet and share our expertise as equals. Instead, having
recognized a shared doubt in expertise, we collectively negotiated
deviating from the scripts that would normally shape our interaction.

3.3.2 Questionable Authority
This experience suggests a need for a way to think about participation
where hierarchies are not escaped from, but subject to on-going
renegotiation. In an early publication, I wrote about my hopes for
developing an approach to critical design based upon Freire’s pedagogy:
‘The approach I’ve outlined above neither imposes a designer’s
vision from above, nor leaves people to design the future
unaided, but enters into a mutual process through which reality is
known and re-created. ‘As [designers and audiences] attain this
knowledge of reality through common reflection and action, they
discover themselves as its permanent re-creators’ (Freire, 1991,
p.51). In this on-going dialogue, designer and participants can
act as a mirror for each other. And so design becomes the means
of inquiry through which we may reflect on and know the world
around us.’ (Gatehouse, 2015a, p.15)
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Paulo Freire’s radical pedagogy offers a model of how to engage in
dialogue committed to emancipation from existing hierarchies, while
recognising that hierarchies are not so easily done away with (1991).
In common with McCarthy and Wright, Freire’s work is centred on
dialogue as a method of engagement. Instead of depositing knowledge
or awakening consciousness in the pupil, Freire’s pedagogy is founded
in a co-production of learning through dialogue. However, for Freire,
such dialogue is always shaped by structures of power and authority:
‘Dialogue does not exist in a political vacuum. It is not a “free space”
where you say what you want. Dialogue takes place inside some
programme and content … Dialogue means a permanent tension
between authority and liberty’ (Freire and Shor, 1987, p.102). Dialogue
cannot escape these structures because these structures are what make
dialogue possible: ‘Discourse is not what is said; it is that which
constrains and enable what can be said’ (Barad, 2007, p.146). However,
Freire’s pedagogy is still committed to an emancipatory project, but
one whose practice is concerned with creating programmes and content
which enable authority which is not authoritarianism (Bishop, 2012).
In common with many critical practices, reflection has a central role
in Freire’s pedagogy. This builds upon Marxist and other traditions
of critical theory in which reflection allows us to bring ‘unconscious
aspects of experience to conscious awareness, thereby making them
available for conscious choice’ (Sengers et al., 2005, p.50). These forms
of critical reflection share the assumption that, through reflection, we
can bring unarticulated elements of practice into the open and thereby
change and improve practice that underlies Schön’s reflective practice
(1983). In suggesting that such reflective practice could be done in
dialogue with users, I was also building on Sengers et al.’s proposal for
reflective design as the practice of making objects and systems to prompt
and support a user’s ability to engage in reflection (Sengers et al., 2005).
As discussed in Chapter 2, my starting point was to reflect on my
experience of public wifi. The interaction of logging into a captive
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portal was one of the few places that wifi as piece of network
infrastructure is visible to users, so this was the obvious place to make
an intervention. By intervening in the unremarkable interaction of
joining a wifi network, by making familiar elements strange or uncanny,
I hoped I could make public wifi something that wasn’t just ‘there’, but
was a frame for other activities. As well as the absurdist data-collection
element described in Chapter 2, the design of the user interface also
had a background colour that slowly and subtly changed. This was
intended to act as a Brechtian frame-breaking device. My hope was that
these design elements would enable dialogue that would be reflective
in nature. As I have already detailed, my attempts to make the captive
portal did not result in being able to articulate my experiences in either
material or textual form. I hoped that by making space for the frame to
speak, I might invite others to reflect on their experience of networks
and maybe make more conscious choices about how they interacted
with it.
A lot had happened in the time between writing about my vision for
designing a reflective dialogical process and finding myself standing
in the centre of Newcastle with a placard and a lab coat. Things had
very much not gone according to plan. Despite my reflections, I had
not been able to articulate the choices I wanted through my practice
as a designer. In fact, in that moment, reflection seemed to have made
me more inarticulate. I was less able to present a coherent statement
about my experiences and practices in relation to public wifi than
when I started. The result of this was that the ambiguity I presented
to the world was distinct from both the anticipated outcome of
dialectical ambiguity and the blankness of participation-ism. I was
evidently interested and invested in wifi as an issue but, if asked, I
genuinely couldn’t tell you what I thought about it other than that it
seemed important. In other words, I had become idiotic. I was the
strange presence on the edge of public life who, by ‘operating with
incommensurable criteria of what is sensible / meaningful’ (Horst and
Michael, 2011, p.287) disturbed the normal reproduction of public life.
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From this position, I found myself engaging in dialogues with an
‘openness to the new and unexpected in the other, and an ability to
reconfigure the self in response to this surprise’ (Wright and McCarthy,
2018, p.575). Rather than being stuck in my concerns, I could enter
into conversations about showing off and the importance of KFC, cold
weather and Jesus, and mental health and the workplace. I was hailed as
an evangelist, a potential convert, a teacher, a fool, a woman in the street
and was surprised to find that these descriptions were true. However,
while becoming an idiot did undermine the authority that comes with
being a researcher (to explain) or designer (to solve), none of these
interactions were entirely characterized by ‘equality in difference’.
These dialogues were still shaped by larger structures of power and
authorisation. However, my idiotic ambiguity made space in which they
could be played out a little differently. In this way, inarticulacy allows us
to be witnesses to what is not us, and also has the potential to transform
how we witness ourselves. In the next section, I will shift focus to what
comes next and how we share what inarticulacy makes us witness to.

3.4 Idioms
I had a pang of sympathy as I watched the radio reporter approach
people for interviews, get turned down, only to try again. There is no
dignity in collecting vox pops. I had done surveys in shopping centres
in the past and found them completely exhausting. I had been surprised
to find myself greeted as a fellow evangelist, it seemed to me that I had
more in common with the reporter. We were both here to report on a
public. We would both take what we witnessed that day and translate it
into a form that could be understood by a wider public in a (presumably)
uniform way. The reporter would do this by editing and inserting the
voices she had collected into the familiar form of a BBC news report.
I would do this by translating my experience, memories, notes, and
photographs into academic text.

64

When the radio reporter approached me, she didn’t greet me as a fellow
traveller as the evangelists had done. She politely asked about the sign
and listened, but her need collect vox pops was more pressing. She
identified me not as potential author of texts, but as a potential nameless
voice of the people. Vox populi, literally the voice of the people, are used
as a means to insert citizen’s voices into news coverage as a means of
reflecting public opinion on the topic discussed (Hudson and Rowlands,
2012). Unlike other talking heads used in news coverage, ‘vox pops are
defined by the fact that they are interchangeable with any other person
from the population they represent.’ (Beckers and Harder, 2016, p.2).
When I spoke into the reporter’s microphone, it was not as a named
individual, it was not as an author of academic texts. I spoke as an
anonymous and interchangeable voice of the public that BBC local radio
imagined it was addressing.
When I began working on the public wifi project, I had expected to
approach people in much the same way the reporter approached me. I
thought I would address them as members of a public. In Chapter 2, I
suggested that critical design practices could be defined by its orientation
towards producing public criticism. It follows that a fundamental
assumption of critical design is that it is addressing a public. But what
kind of public? Who do we imagine we are drawing together? In what
style do we expect this public to discuss and deliberate the issue that
calls them into being. As previously discussed, SCD, particularly
in the UK context, has evolved as a practice in contact with Public
Engagement in Science (PES). PES aims to give the public a voice in
shaping scientific and technological developments and, in order to do
this, PES develops ‘techniques and mechanisms are generated that aim
to capture, ‘‘index’’ and package those voices’ (Michael, 2011, p.14)
in a similar manner to the vox pop. PES addresses its public as technoscientific citizens. However, though influenced by this paradigm, SCD
has a distinct mode of public address (ibid).
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Dunne & Raby have suggested that critical design should address
people as consumers as well as citizens: ‘Usually when we discuss
big issues we do so as citizens, yet it is as consumers that we help
reality take shape … By presenting fictional products, services and
systems from alternative futures people can engage critically with them
as consumer-citizens’ (Dunne and Raby, 2014, p.49). This form of
address surfaced in my interaction with the teenagers. I had expected
to engage with people through reflective dialogue in their capacity
as citizens, but the teenagers replied primarily as canny consumers.
Perhaps this should be unsurprising as it was primarily as consumers
that these teenagers were able to legitimise their presence in public
space. As young people, their presence in public space is often seen as
potentially disruptive or even criminal (Rogers, 2006, Cloke and Jones,
2005). But when they are consumers, when buying food in KFC, their
presence is valued and welcome.
But when they spoke as consumers, it was with more ambivalence
than Dunne and Raby’s empowered-consumer-citizen-model would
seem to suggest. The teenagers drew on the language and practices of
consumerist capitalism (‘KFC is chill’), but they did so to advise me
on how protect myself from it (‘be careful with those marketing tick
boxes!’). As consumers, the teenagers had agency that enabled them
to enact their desire for hanging out with friends, but it came at a cost
of being bombarded with marketing material, the effects of which they
had to work to avoid or limit. Though their explanations were perhaps
not entirely serious, their use of this discourse is indicative of their
limited access to citizenly publics. Dunne and Raby commit to taking
an idealised view of their audience as being made up of ‘people as free
agents, not necessarily rational, but free to make up their own mind’
(2014, p.161), but for these young people, they express their agency as
consumers because their status as anything else is contested or denied.
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To return to Freire’s point about dialogue, public address is not a ‘free
space’. While my idiocy allowed me to be open to transformation as
people engaged with me in unexpected way, this ability to transform was
not unconstrained nor symmetrical shared with people I spoke with. The
teenagers were not fully able to become citizenly members of a public
with me. The evangelists’ and reporter’s interactions with me were also
shaped by their duties as agents of publics and issues. However, to say
that such dialogues do not happen in a free space is not to deny they
have transformative potential. Instead, it is exactly because of their
transformative potential that we need to be aware of how they are shaped
by existing discourses.
Michael Halewood’s description of ‘situated speculation’ is useful in
understanding how discourse constrains and enables speculation. For
Halewood, situated speculation ‘arises in relation to a specific ground
(or problem) which is the starting point for the ‘jump’ of speculation and
also recognises the conditions that this ground places on such a jump.’
(2017, p.62). Situated speculation gains a capacity to be productive from
the world as it is, but it also requires a faith in a world in the making and
thus the possibility of becoming differently. Situated speculation shares
an aim with critical reflection in trying to support changes in practices.
However, it does so through very different means. In research practices
reflection is typically framed as ‘fundamentally an inner mental activity
in which the researcher supposedly takes a step back and reflects at a
distance from the outside of the data’ (Bozalek and Zembylas, 2017,
p.116). Speculation, like Fraser’s event thinking discussed in Chapter 2,
requires us to get closer to the empirical matter that we are studying, in
order that we can become differently with it. As I’ve said, the encounters
I had did not result in the reflective dialogue I was expecting. We did not
become mutually, consciously aware of our practices in order to change
them. Instead, the people I met took my idiotic presence and translated it
into the practices they had available to them.
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The result of these translations of my idiotic presentation of an issue
were quite different from the work of translation the reporter was
engaged in. Rather than creating a form of speech which could be
widely understood and circulated as a vox pop, for a moment at least,
we approached each other with curiosity and performed together in ways
which were unexpected to both parties. An Idiom is ‘a semi-private
language that excludes from a form of communication characterized
by an ideal of transparency and anonymity (inter changeability of the
speakers)’ (Stengers, 2005, p.994). Rather than distancing ourselves
from the world and our practices, we engaged an act of mutual
translation resulting in an idiomatic performance that is hyperlocal to
event that produced it.

3.4.1 Translations
Eventually, the people I spoke to returned to showing off, evangelising
or reporting. And I had to return to being a design-researcher too.
However, the task of translating these idiomatic encounters into a form
that could be circulated to academic and other publics was not as simple
as inserting vox pops into a radio report. In some senses, this difficulty
is an intentional part of dialogical exchange. Wright and McCarthy have
written about how, through dialogic engagement in design-research
participants are recognised as individuals rather than anonymous
subjects of research. According to Wright and McCarthy, Designresearchers like Jayne Wallace (Wallace et el., 2013) or Rachel Clarke
(Clarke et al., 2013) work to find dialogic structures that allow them to
be ‘attentive and answerably responsive to the particular named people’
(Wright and McCarthy, 2018, p.580). In doing so, they are transformed
from anonymous representatives of an issue so ‘[t]he projects are not
about dementia or violence. They are about Gillian, John, and Jayne, and
Rachel, Zahrah and [Saeeda]’ (ibid). Such dialogues present participants
and issues in a polar-opposite manner to the vox pop. Rather than
rendering speaker anonymous and interchangeable, dialogical design
aspires to enable participants to speak as named individuals.
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However, design-researchers often have to do extensive work to create
a discursive space in which participants and researchers can meet each
other in such dialogues (Balaam et al., 2019). The ability to address one
another as individuals is often hard won and is highly localised to the
context in which these dialogues are staged. These idiomatic forms of
personal address are unlikely to be translated into other contexts. This
is hinted at within the Wright and McCarthy text quoted in the previous
paragraph. While Gillian, John, Zahrah, and Saeeda are only first names
(some of which are certainly pseudonyms), the researchers are not just
given full names, but their work is cited. The researchers are not only
subject to be spoken about in academic texts but are authors capable of
producing texts themselves. So, while within the context of dialogue
itself it could be possible for all participants have equal voice, outside of
that context the hierarchies of academic speech reassert themselves. The
dialogic speakers and crafters Rachel and Jayne can never not also be
Clarke and Wallace, designers and researchers, which is to say authors.
For the voices within the dialogue to be able to travel beyond the
localised context, further translation is needed. This translation requires
the researchers to become authors and so reconfirm the hierarchies
between researcher and participant they had worked hard to undo.
This idea of translation opens up a way of thinking about how dialogue
takes place within broader structures. Informative here is Jacques
Rancière’s discussion of the ‘poetic labour of translation’. Rancière puts
translation at the heart of his writing on both pedagogy and performance
(2011, 1991)1. Translating here is not just between different languages,
but a result of a student or spectator ‘venturing into the forest of things
and signs’ and ‘putting her experience into words and her words to the
test; of translating her intellectual adventures for others and countertranslating the translations of their own adventures which they present
her.’ (Rancière, 2011, p.11).
1 To be clear, I am not talking about translation in sense the word is used in ANT
(Michael, 2017) either here or elsewhere in this thesis. There is potential for further
work in a diffractive reading between translation as used in ANT and Rancière’s
concept as I employ it, however I’ve not explored that in the current work.
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Rancière describes how, through the processes of translation and counter
translation, a new idiom is produced. Rancière’s framing of translation
can be overly romantic, and he has been criticised for his failure to
account for the uneven distribution of the labour of translation between
different groups (Bishop, 2012). For instance, Queer spectators must
work harder than straight to translate heteronormative texts into terms of
their own lives (Berlant and Warner, 1995). However, translation adds
to McCarthy and Wright’s account of dialogic engagement by enabling
us to think about where the relational dynamics at play in the microcosm
of an individual face-to-face interactions are translated into texts to be
circulated to a wider reading public.

3.4.2 Being present, making representations
Earlier, I drew upon Haraway’s idea of ‘response-ability’ as the capacity
to come face-to-face with others, in relationships of multidirectional
response, as a possible starting point for ethics in design-research.
Dialogical design, as described by McCarthy and Wright, is in many
ways centred on staging these kinds of face-to-face encounters between
researchers and participants. However, dialogical design’s ability to be
and become with others is made more complicated because it is also a
research practice. As such, these encounters are inescapably staged in
order that the design-researcher can report on them. Even as a designresearcher is becoming entangled in hyperlocal idiomatic events, they
are preparing to make a representation of it, because the event is situated
within a larger activity of ‘doing research’. This means that whatever
our desire to be present and response-able to what is in front of us, we
cannot forget the way we are entangled in larger structures which also
demand our response.
This tension between being present with people and things, and making
representations of them, is well recognised in ethnography (Clifford
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and Marcus, 1986). Crapanzano suggests that ethnographers perform
a form of cultural translation that ‘render the foreign familiar and
preserve its very foreignness at one and the same time.’ (1989, p.52).
Sara Ahmed has extended this discussion to consider how ethnography
involves getting close to strangers, to translate them and yourself
into the ‘not-quite-strange and the not-quite-familiar’ (2000, p.59).
However, this translation is always done in order to produce writing
that ‘has an institutional home, so to speak, and hence the writing of
strangerness must return home’ (ibid, emphasis in original). In other
words, ethnography comes to be familiar with strangers through
ethnographic practices in order to render them strangers to a community
of professional ethnography.
These concerns with how ethnography produces culture through writing
have led to developments in feminist and post-modern ethnographic
writing to present more polyvocal accounts, or to explore collaborative
models of authorship (Lassiter, 2005). However, Ahmed cautions
us that there is a risk that the ‘redefinition of the ‘informant’ as an
‘equal partner’ works to conceal the power relations that still allow the
gathering together of a document’ (2000, p.64). Instead, Ahmed asks
if we can’t overcome these power relations ‘implicated in ‘knowing’
itself, then is the answer to come to know how not to know?’ (ibid,
p.72). Ahmed proposes what she terms an ‘ethnography of failure’ that
can account for how ethnographers come to both know and not know
through contact with others:
‘Such an ethnography of failure does not necessarily unlearn how
to know, but rather learns how to know through failure (it learns
what knowledge can be had from who one fails to know – “I
knew … I was never truly part of their lives”). The natives are
almost knowable as both strangers and friends: they still allow the
knower to know precisely what she can and cannot know. Such an
ethnography of failure still belongs to the ethnographer.’ (Ahmed,
2000. p.72)
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Translated into design-research, the implications of Ahmed’s
ethnography of failure would mean acknowledging that what we learn,
or design comes from both our engagement in dialogue with others but
also a result of our failure to be able to meet others in an equality in
difference. This has overlaps with the discussion in Chapter 2 of Cultural
Probes and Probology as a methodology that embraces the limits of
knowledge. Gaver et al. describe how they come to know participants
‘like friends’ but also recognise that they remain strangers (2004). This
element of Probology suggests that design-research already has a model
with which to understand itself on the same terms as Ahmed’s proposed
ethnography of failure.
However, as Gaver et al.’s paper suggests, while probes are a popular
method, the underlying methodology has been less widely adopted within
design-research. The result of this, combined with the presence of a strong
positivist tradition in HCI, has led to a temptation to rhetorically position
the results as a straightforward representation of users (Boehner et al.,
2007). Crapanzano identifies a similar tendency in ethnography (1989),
that although ethnographers understand their interpretations of a culture
are provisional, their presentations of this interpretation are often framed
in far more definitive terms. Just as journalists will acknowledge that vox
pops are not random or representative but will edit them in such way as to
rhetorically position them as if they were (Hudson and Rowlands, 2012),
existing forms and conventions of reporting do not always give us space to
communicate this provisionality effectively.
In ethnography, the response to these questions historically was to grant
greater consideration to ethnography as a form of literature. In designresearch, while many will embrace provisionality and ambiguity as
positive qualities for research instruments, or design outcomes, very
few embrace it as a good quality in academic writing. One exception
to this is the use of design fictions as a form of academic output
(Blythe, 2014, Lindley and Coulton, 2016). However, while presenting
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a story as clearly fictional means that it is less likely to be presumed
straightforwardly representational of actual events, it also severs it
from the process through which it is constructed. While works of
fiction can engage in reflexivity (Green, 2018), framing work as fiction
risks distancing us from Ahmed’s notion that researchers should claim
responsibility for the texts they produce.
Is it not possible to insert elements of a sense of provisionality into
academic non-fiction also? Take the descriptions of events used
in this chapter, they are ‘made up’ in the sense that they are my
literary construction. The people in the descriptions are not nameable
individuals, they are not even anonymous representatives of a public.
They are to some extent my invention. However, I could only make
them up in this way because the things I have described happened to
me. If I had not met actual evangelists, teenagers and radio reporters,
I could not have invented my fictionalised ones. As in ethnography,
these descriptions exist in the grey zone of true fictions (Clifford, 1989).
However, if I am to take responsibility for texts, to say they are entirely
fictitious is to not be response-able to the way that their construction was
enabled and constrained by the world as it is.
As previously discussed in relation to situated speculation, to account
for the way that what exists shapes what we do, does not preclude the
possibility of transformation. In asserting our acts of translation are
provisional, we are inviting the possibility that other translations might
be possible. This is not in the scientific sense that someone might invent
a new instrument or method of translation that would result in a more
accurate rendering of the original. Instead it would be to take up Walter
Benjamin’s task of the translator (1970). Benjamin’s translator doesn’t
seek to produce as accurate rendering of a text in another language as
possible, but instead works to map the space between languages and
‘ultimately serve the purpose of expressing the innermost relationship
of languages to one another’ (1970, p.71). For Benjamin’s translator, the
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task is to trace the differences between languages in order to understand
them as unique. This style of translation has echoes in how Barad (2007)
and Haraway employ diffraction as a metaphor and methodology for
research that is about ‘making a difference in the world, rather than
displacing the same elsewhere’ (Haraway, 1994, p.63). Like Benjamin’s
translator, diffractive readings are a means to trace how differences
emerge, in order to not just document difference (as one might with
reflection), but in order to produce further difference (Bozalek and
Zembylas, 2017). By adopting this style of translation, design-research
can produce work that not only reports on speculation but invites further
speculative transformations.

3.5 Reorientations
At the start of this chapter, I raised Michael’s question of what it meant
to bear witness to speculative events. Central to bearing witness is
developing a capacity for multidirectional relationships of response.
This way of relating to what we study is in stark contrast to what Zuboff
(2019) described as ‘observation without witness’, that has come to
dominate the way that big data platforms view their users. I considered
how design-research uses dialogical forms to stage such face-to-face
encounters with participants in which we could be mutually open to
surprise and transformation. However, design-research is necessarily
committed to reporting on such encounters, which results in a tension
between our capacity to be present and our duty to make representations.
This tension limits our ability to truly commit to becoming differently,
since we must always be able to return to our institutional home.
However, I would like to suggest this tension also provides a way to
navigate between our capacity to respond to our entanglements on both
micro and macro scales. As I considered in my interactions with the
teenagers, the evangelists and the radio reporter, even when we were
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engaged in a highly idiomatic interactions, we were still entangled in
broader structures of ‘showing off’, ‘proselytising’, ‘reporting news’ and
‘doing design-research’. Imagining that it is enough to come face-toface only with what is immediately visible to us, that it is enough to be
committed to named individuals is to ignore the myriad other presences
in any encounter (including those too idiotic to be named).
Halewood’s description of situated speculation offers a means to
understanding how design-research can both engage with the world
as it is and remain committed to its transformation. However, such
speculation differs from other critical commitments because it requires a
commitment to becoming differently in ways that cannot be anticipated.
So, while Marxism anticipates a future in which the workers own the
means of production, or feminism anticipates a future in without the
patriarchy, speculation is a leap into the unknown. As such, speculation
asks us to put our ‘faith in the world, not as a fixed, eternal world, but a
world-in-the-making’ (Halewood, 2017, p.62). It also asks that we are
willing to become in unanticipated ways. The risk of speculation then is
that it might work, that we might be transformed in such a way that we
cannot return ‘home’ to design and research.
To some extent then, our commitment and orientation towards
speculative events must always be tempered by our commitment to
the larger ‘eventuation’ of design and research (Wilkie and Michael,
2017). Both design and research are creative activities that afford
experimentation and transformation, but also impose a teleological
structure that mean we must always return with something that renders
the results of these transformations both familiar and strange. These
teleological structures demand that speculation must be productive of
certain ends, be they designed outcomes or research outputs. As Horst
and Michael have pointed out, no matter how much we might wish
to commit to letting the event unfold in any number of unanticipated
ways, as designers and researchers we must draw a limit if we are to
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remain designers and researchers (2011). As such, the tension between
designers and researcher commitments to being present and making
representations also applies to speculation.
This is why, though the inarticulacy can help us to ‘know how not
to know’, it needs to be carefully managed for events to retain their
significance as events within design-research. In my case, I had become
part of such a chronically inarticulate assemblage that I could not
effectively manage this. This inarticulacy prevented me from effectively
anticipating responses to the work or sanitising the responses to the
work. As a result, my practice of design-research not just teetered on
the edge of mutating into something no longer recognisable on those
terms but threatened to not even be perceivable as an event at all. I have
made a lot out of the interactions that did happen, but it important not to
forget that I was predominately treated with indifference. For Stengers,
‘only indifference “proves” the limits of the scope of the event’ (quoted
in Fraser, 2010, p.65). In these terms the events I have described are
limited indeed.
Making something perceivable as a single work requires placing
boundaries on what it can become. Eco points out that all open works
have an element of Brecht’s dialectic anticipation, in order that they
‘be seen as “works” and not just as a conglomeration of random
components, ready to emerge from the chaos in which they previously
stood, and permitted to assume any form whatsoever.’ (Eco, 1989, p.20).
In my case, I risked total indifference because I had arrived at such a
position of inarticulacy in relation to the issue of public wifi, that I could
not anticipate what a meaningful response to this might be.
Perhaps worse, I risked not only indifference, but appropriation. In all
of my encounters, the people I met were able to translate my ambiguous
statement about wifi into their experiences, and ultimately co-opted
me into performing their concerns. In all three cases, this was a fairly
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benign act of appropriation. However, it is easy to imagine finding
oneself appropriated into much more harmful performances. This points
to another risk of speculation, which in its commitment to becoming in
unanticipated ways gives us no means to evaluate the event, except ‘in
terms of its consequences and effects. There is no “right” or “wrong”,
“good” or “bad” only what happens next.’ (Halewood, 2017, p.62).
Speculation can generate new values, but it gives us no guarantee that
these values are any more to be valued than the ones that already exist.
Perhaps then, critical orientations that lead us to anticipate certain
outcomes as preferable over others are not only inescapable but are
important to shaping how we respond to speculation.
This is why in feminist critical discourses there has been a large
emphasis on reflexivity, not just in terms of identifying the authors
social position, but in being as explicit as possible about critical and
political intentions (Rose, 2016). This is not done to undermine the
author’s argument in what Latour terms meta-reflexivity (1988). Instead,
it is infra-reflexive since, by identifying why a critical issue matters to
us, by making clear why we find it compelling we can perhaps recruit
others to also engage with our concerns. The importance of reflexivity
is especially true when we deploy ambiguity. A central theme to this
chapter has been that ambiguity is, well, ambiguous. Ambiguity’s value
and risk lies in its potential for transformation, but that transformation
remains subject to the same forces through which what exists reproduces
itself and its values. Inevitably, our own beliefs and critical orientations
will exert themselves on how we present things for debate, either
consciously or unconsciously. However, speculation allows us to not
become too fixed in our orientations; it invites us to remember that there
might be other values that we have not considered yet. If, as Ahmed
writes, the ‘starting point for orientation is the point from which the
world unfolds: the “here” of the body and the “where” of its dwelling’
(2006, p.8), speculation allows us to become disoriented, to imagine that
the world could unfold from different starting points.
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Earlier in this chapter, I pointed to the way in which design has
historically struggled to understand its own agency, and thus struggled
to engage productively with questions of ethics and responsibility.
Reflecting on my experiences described here, I found that it is difficult
to know one’s agency in a situation, because this agency is subject to
the same processes of becoming as everything else. These encounters
expose the fragility of my agency and the contingency of my ability
to respond. Horst and Michael point out that, while designers and
researchers are responsible to framing and curating responses to workin-movement, ‘such agency can be rather fragile: it is chronically
dependent on the will of the audience, the visitors, the participants
to play along. It is, in a word, relational.’ (Horst and Michael, 2011,
p.302). Interpellation is a two-way street: we might hail people as
users, participants, or named individuals, but they might not recognise
us as designers, researchers or friends. Inarticulacy is a type of
ambiguity, that rather than withholding an anticipated response involves
genuinely not knowing. This can render us response-able and open to
transformation, but it also exposes our vulnerability to transformation.
However, recognising that agency is relational is not intended to
diminish our ethical responsibilities. Instead, our understanding
of responsibility needs be reconfigured in order to understand
responsibility, not as duties which can be calculated in advance, but
instead a matter of making ongoing commitments and connection that
makes us ‘accountable for the lively relationalities of becoming of
which we are a part’ (Barad, 2007, p.393). Understood in this way ‘[r]
esponsibility is not ours alone. And yet our responsibility is greater
than it would be if it were ours alone’ (ibid, p.394). This framing of
responsibility as a capacity and willingness to be and become with
others, used by Barad and Haraway, offers a way of thinking about
agencies that are simultaneously mutual, asymmetrical, material and
performed. This responsibility to not just those with a human face but
extends to recognising the alterity of non-human actors, a subject I will
return to in Chapter 4.
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This ethical framing of responsibility does not make ethics a work of
abstract philosophising and thought experiments. Instead, it makes
ethics a matter of committing to the present. It demands we know how
to become further entangled in the world, in order to respond to it. This
is what Haraway calls ‘staying with the trouble’:
‘Staying with the trouble does not require such a relationship to
times called the future. In fact, staying with the trouble requires
learning to be truly present, not as a vanishing pivot between
awful or Edenic pasts and apocalyptic or salvific futures, but as
mortal critters entwined in myriad unfinished configurations of
places, times, matters, meanings.’ (Haraway, 2011, p.1)

Interpreted through this lens, a design that is critical must matter.
It cannot be a case of projecting possible futures for a debate that
keeps the designer at arm’s length from the consequences of making
such visions. Design-research that is speculative needs a faith in the
possibility of becoming differently, but one which knows it is always
situated in the world that exists and is sensitive to the limits of its
mattering.
As became clear through my engagement with Ahmed’s discussion of
ethnography, design-research has a particular response-ability for what
we translate speculation into. A speculative leap might not be mine
alone, but the ground it lands upon is my responsibility. Typically, the
teleological structure of design would demand that I produce a solution
that if ‘imaginatively transformed’, would risk failure in the manner of
Eco’s road sign. This would mean transforming my failed design into
something less chronically inarticulate. However, by coupling design
practice with research, I am given more choices for how I can translate
this experience of inarticulacy into a productive outcome. My design
may have failed to articulate public wifi as an issue, but I can recoup
this loss because I have been able to write about it.

79

3.6 Conclusion
This is where this story inevitably ends: with writing. Not with making
present, but with making representations. As a designer and researcher,
I can never just be present, because I must always be preparing to make
the moments present again somewhere and in a different form. However,
coupling design and research together also presents an opportunity to
write about events in ways that allow us to stay with the trouble and
disrupt the reproduction of what is, to invite further transformations.
In writing this chapter, I have tried to resist taming the idiotic and
idiomatic in such a way that instrumentalises their indeterminacy to
suit my arguments and practices (Horst and Michael, 2011). Key to this
resistance is remembering that writing is a practice, one which ‘is an
experience of metamorphic transformation. It makes one feel that ideas
are not the author’s, that they demand some kind of cerebral—that is,
bodily—contortion that defeats any preformed intention.’ (Stengers,
2012, online). In writing about these experiences, I re-inhabit them to
translate them once more into words whose meanings exceed my ability
to interpret them. By bringing this aspect of writing to the surface, I hope
to begin to understand how my responsibility applies across designresearch’s presence as an event in the world and a representation to be
circulated in it.
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I sit at a table to write, I cannot. I sit at other tables, in libraries, in
cafes, on trains. I sit on sofas, I sit on my bed, but still I have nothing to
say. I open my sketchbook; I have nothing to draw. I find the perfect call
for papers, but when the deadline comes, I have only stared blankly my
screen. There is an exhibition, I say yes. I rework the design once more,
its maybe a small move forward, but the effort exhausts me. The project is
dead, I know it. It’s okay, it’s a relief. I move on to other things.
But still, I find myself compelled to talk about it, even if I don’t know
what to say. I am presenting my work, and I find myself skipping
the slides on my new project and talking about what still feels like a
gnawing failure. I try and make it fit the normal story we tell about
design; the one where there is a problem that gets solved. It convinces
no-one. But people are kind, they ask good questions, some of which
I will find answers for. And I keep talking, to get it out from me and
back into the world. On two separate occasions, I am recommended
a paper by someone called Mike Michael (Jaz Choi, Toby Kerridge,
thankyouthankyouthankyou). I resist this for far too long but read it
and I know I have been given something important: Michael writes
about cats stealing tape recorders, teenagers who don’t co-operate,
participants who have something more important to say. I didn’t know
you could tell stories like these about research.
And now I have permission, the compulsion to keep talking about what
happened overtakes me. I tell anyone who will listen, copying Michael’s
style, repeating it until the copy morphs into something of my own. I lay
down the set-up, introduce the characters, but I am still unsure of the
twist, I follow the story to see where it will take me.
I find myself at a table, I find I have something to say. Too many things
to say, really. I am writing.
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Chapter 4
The City Looked Back

Figure 7 Screen, Northumberland
Street, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, April 2016
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4.1 The View From The Ground
In the spring of 2016, a new digital screen was installed in the main
shopping street in Newcastle. It appeared without much drama and
despite its size it blended into the landscape of the high street fairly
seamlessly. With proportions mirroring that of the surrounding
buildings, the rotating digital adverts seemed an inevitable extension
of the layers of historical and contemporary commercial graphics that
already lined the street. It quickly seemed like it had always been there,
and while the adverts it displayed were intended to be seen, the screen
itself was an invisible part of the landscape. I took a photo to keep it
from fading out of view.
It joined other digital screens you pass in the street, from the red LED
matrix used by small businesses to the storey-high colour screens in
Primark. It joined the stained glass of two female figures declaring
that cutlery and clocks were once sold within and the identikit shop
hoardings that make sure all high streets look the same. It joined the
grand window displays of Fenwick’s department store and the dark
doorways of Noble’s amusements.
Advertising is an invention of modern cities. Jules Cheret brought
lithographic techniques, learnt in London, to Paris in the 1860s and
started a ‘poster craze’ which filled the streets with thousands of
brightly coloured adverts produced each day that would come to define
the visual identity of Paris then and now (Wu, 2017). Ghost signs
of this era still haunt our streets, but they also haunt our dreams of
future cities. Science fiction cities brought to life on screen with ‘gritty
realism’ heavily feature advertising. Blade Runner, Minority Report and
Children of Men all give their future cities a ‘lived in’ feeling through
prominent use of advertising.
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Figure 8 Cloud Vision, Pilgrim Street, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, April 2016

In many ways these films anticipate the installation of the screens in
Newcastle. Digital-out-of-Home (DOOH), can feel like the natural next
step in this story. Just as Cheret’s posters used technology to enhance
the small black and white posters that came before them, digital
billboards are an evolution of the existing advertising spaces in the city.
These new digital signs just extend the existence of advertising media
in public spaces in order to introduce all of the promise and potential of
networked technology.
Around the corner, there was another new entry into the visual ecology
of Newcastle. In an empty shop, the windows have been blacked out
to make frames for large screens. ‘ADVERTISE ON THESE MEDIA
SCREENS. CONTACT CLOUD VISION’ read the black type on top
of an image of white clouds in an unnatural RGB blue sky. CLOUD
VISION did not last very long as an enterprise, the building was
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demolished and has now been replaced by shipping containers selling
yoga, street food and craft beer. However, its clumsy vapourwave
graphics and post-retail business plan seemed to confirm what the
first screen had been more subtly telling us. This was a sure sign that
a digital transformation had already happened: the city of the bits and
atoms was here! The post-digital had arrived! In Newcastle! What kind
of city was Cloud Vision clumsily welcoming? What kind of vision is
Cloud Vision?
The graphic style and invocation of ‘the cloud’ was reminiscent of the
work of design think tank Metahaven. In a series of visual and written
essays, Metahaven examine the gap between ‘cloud’ computing as
metaphor and rhetorical device, and as a material technology:
‘To users, the cloud seems almost formless, or transparent—
always available, ever-changing, hanging in the air, on screens,
in waves, appearing and disappearing, “formless cyberspace”
indeed. Yet at the core of this informational ghost dance lies a
rudimentary physical form—steel and concrete infrastructure.’
(Metahaven, 2012, online)

This gap between experience of the cloud and its infrastructure creates
asymmetrical perspectives between users and those who own and
operate these platforms. As Slavoj Žižek has pointed out, this creates a
paradoxical situation in which as a user interface becomes ‘increasingly
personalized, easy to use, “transparent” in its functioning, the more the
entire set-up has to rely on the work being done elsewhere, [and] on the
vast circuit of machines which coordinate the user’s experience.’ (2011,
online). While those who operate these platforms build themselves
a ‘god view’ interface that allows them to survey the entirety of the
network (Zuboff, 2019), the rest of us are left to wonder what is
happening inside the cloud, to wonder what those on the other side of the
cloud can see.
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The cloud in this sense can be considered not just a metaphor for
networked technology, but a distinctive visuality. A visuality is a visual
discourse that shapes not just the way things look, but the way we
look at things: ‘A specific visuality will make certain things visible in
particular ways, and other things unseeable, for example, and subjects
will be produced and act within that field of vision.’ (Rose, 2016, p.143).
If a visuality enables and constrains certain ways of looking, and being
looked at, then the cloud as a visuality takes black boxing to a new
extreme. As Bridle points out, many of the places we shop, bank, talk
with friends, discuss politics, read the news, watch films have been
absorbed into the cloud and thus have been ‘rendered less visible and
less amenable to critique, investigation, preservation and regulation.’
(2018, p.7). This not only creates a set of profoundly unequal power
relations between the few who have access to the god view but
this cloudiness makes it hard to know where to start to address this
inequality. A black box might resist a problematisation through making
its contents unremarkable, but at least its exterior remains visible. These
clouds seem to be an intangible presence that is everywhere and nowhere
all at once.
Walk a little further and there is another screen above the entrance to a
shopping centre. This screen shimmers and pulsates with coloured light,
showing off, flexing its rich spectrum like a cat stretching in the sunlight.
Like a lot of urban media, it is taking a moment to promote itself. On top
of this display of reproductive prowess sits the mark of its owner, Ocean.
Ocean’s logo is made up of two capital ‘o’s separated by a vertical
stroke. It is clever, it can be rendered in text like an emoticon: O|O. It
looks like two eyes looking out over us, but there is no mouth to this
face, so no way of judging its mood. Displayed on the screen, the logo
resembles the optician’s billboard from The Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald,
2000), but while the optician’s eyes were only symbolic of the eyes of
God looking down on the novel’s protagonists, the screen at Monument
actually watches us.
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Figure 9 The Screen @ Monument,
Newcastle-upon-Tyne, April 2016
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‘[A] Unique screen in Newcastle integrated with facial recognition and
high-speed WI-FI technology’ declares Ocean’s website (‘The Screen
@ Monument, Newcastle’ n.d.). In their ‘Technology Showcase’ Ocean
present a short video and case study showing how facial recognition
algorithms allow adverts to be changed to target the demographic profile
at any given moment (‘LookOut’, n.d.). Better than that, the facial
recognition can generate data about the number of views, and profile
of viewers, just like online advertising does. Included in this video is a
shot that seems to show the screen’s perspective, to demonstrate how the
algorithm identifies faces and sorts by age and gender. Coloured frames
annotated with classifying information track faces as they move through
the shot. These frames have become the near ubiquitous visual signifier
of computer vision, allowing us to imagine how the machine sees us.
Advertising media owners promote DOOH not only for its advantage
over print adverts in being able to quickly and cheaply place content
onto the screen, but for its potential to create personalised or interactive
content targeting specific audiences of the kind showcased by Ocean
(Ford, 2019). However, their actual ability to deliver these kinds
of adverts remains largely limited to heavily promoted but limited
experiments (Pollock, 2019). A central proposition of such DOOH
technology, then, is that advertising is not just something in cities for
people to look at, it is also something with which to look at people
in cities. Modernist Paris was a city that invited new ways for people
to look at, and be looked at by, one another (Mirzoeff, 2015). DOOH
proposes a new kind of visuality in public space, one in which we look
at cities and the cities look back. One in which cities become our mirror
as they reshape themselves around us, or who they think we are. The
vision for cities projected by DOOH is one small corner of the grand
vision of the smart city. The smart city isn’t just selling us advertising
space, it is selling us a vision of an infinitely flexible city as a cloud that
hides away the other city made of concrete, steel and sewage systems. It
is selling a vision in which the city is itself a sensing machine, one that
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promises to render itself entirely visible and knowable to operators of the
smart city. Central to the idea of a smart city is that network technologies
can be used to monitor and shape the city in real time (Kitchin, 2014).
The smart city emerges as a narrative about technology, proposed
predominantly in corporate future visions by technology companies.
However, it has also been adopted by governments, city planners and
researchers (Greenfield, 2013). The smart city narrative ‘mobilizes and
recycles two long-standing tropes: the city conceived as a system of
systems, and a utopian discourse exposing urban pathologies and their
cure’ (Söderström et al., 2014). The smart city promises technology as a
fix to these problems.
This narrative isn’t entirely new, the vision of the city as a computercontrolled cybernetic system can be found in both the utopian and
dystopian modes from the 1960s (Townsend, 2013). It could also be read
as an extension of the panoptic tendency in city planning that attempts to
render cities controllable through centralised monitoring by authorities
(Tiesdell and Oc, 1999, Kitchin, 2014). However, unlike the Panopticon,
where the point that the overseer may, or may not, be gazing from is
visible to the overseen, in the smart city the means of surveillance is
often hidden away. It is harder to internalise the gaze of surveillance,
when we only ever see the effects of this surveillance. One way these
effects of network surveillance has manifested itself is producing the
kind of experience Kyle Chayka describes as ‘Airspace’:
‘It’s the realm of coffee shops, bars, start-up offices, and co-live /
work spaces that share the same hallmarks everywhere you go: a
profusion of symbols of comfort and quality, at least to a certain
connoisseurial mindset. Minimalist furniture. Craft beer and
avocado toast. Reclaimed wood. Industrial lighting. Cortados.
Fast internet. The homogeneity of these spaces means that
traveling between them is frictionless, a value that Silicon Valley
prizes […]. Changing places can be as painless as reloading a
website.’ (Chayka, 2016, online)
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This is the smart city, but seen from a different perspective. While the
corporate smart city narrative emphasises the centralised perspective of
the city controllers, Airspace speaks to the experience of the networked
city on the ground. Airspace produces spaces that reflect back our tastes
and values. The gaze of surveillance is hidden away and so is difficult to
internalise. Standing in front of Ocean’s screen in Newcastle, it gives us
no indication that it might be watching us along with the countless other
CCTV cameras installed in the area. How else are we being monitored
so that the maps on our phone can direct us towards local branches of
this global Airspace? We know we must be watched in order to produce
these experiences, but it is hard from the experience alone to infer how
and where we are being watched from. And so, the cloud is no longer
just something accessed through the screens of our personal computing
devices, but increasingly part of the fabric of the built environment.
But is this the only way to look at a city made of bits and atoms? Is
it the only way for it to look at us? Is it possible to imagine other
visualities that could be invoked by these screens? This is what I am
wondering as I stand in front of these screens in Newcastle. And I
am not the only one to wonders this: concerns have been voiced that
these screens, and other smart city technology, might reproduce the
tendency for personalisation of websites and social media, creating
‘echo chambers’ and ‘filter bubbles’ (Flaxman et al., 2016, Allcott and
Gentzkow, 2017). There are fears that these flatten our experiences
in the way that Chayka recognises when he describes Airspace. The
concern is that these filter bubbles undermine democratic processes
by isolating us from people and ideas that are different from our own
(Spinelli and Crovella, 2017, Nelimarkka et al., 2018) (concerns which
seem to be justified by the reporting on the role of targeted Facebook
adverts in the Brexit referendum (Cadwalladr, 2019)).
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From these concerns a different vision for the city emerges. Perhaps,
it suggests, we could use technology differently. Urban screens, rather
than showing us what they think we want, can become ‘engines’ for
serendipitous encounters with people, places and ideas different from
ourselves (Foth et al., 2016). This proposal builds on a history of
creative practices that use the city as a site of encounter and surprise.
Examples include: the Situationists drifting through the streets of Paris
to uncover its psychogeography (McDonough, 1994); the unique portrait
of Venice that results from Sophie Calle photographing the streets as she
followed (stalked) a man she had met at a party in Paris (Belkin, 2016);
Fluxus member Milan Knížák’s surrealist sensory walking through
Prague’s old town (Bishop, 2012). Perhaps, tapping into this history,
we could find ways to tell a different kind of story about cities and
technology. Perhaps, we could think of the cloud city not as a space of
consumption and control, but also as a space of play and serendipity.
However, learning to see a different kind of city is perhaps harder
than it seems. Visuality, as with all discourse, shapes not only what we
can see, but what we cannot look at. Mirzoeff says that this aspect of
visuality is like a police officer who tells us that there is nothing to see
here (2015). In China Mieville’s novel The City and The City (2009),
the cities of Beszel and Ul Qoma share the same physical space, but
contact between them is forbidden so that ‘part of belonging to one city
is to be able to unsee the other city and its action: a sort of complex,
ongoing negotiation at the level of perception of what you see and what
you must not see, forming the tension of common and uncommon. Cities
are multiple, they overlap. One city multiplies into different zones,
experienced in different ways, but also governed, regulated in alternative
ways depending on your position, perspective, situation.’ (Parrika,
2015, p.203). Jussi Parrika has used this literary device as a means to
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explore how the same tension between ‘common and uncommon’ exists
in contemporary London and is reinforced by network infrastructure
(ibid). While ‘cloud vision’ might direct me towards Airspace, for others
these become exclusion zones. The hope of using screens as ‘engines for
serendipity’ is that we might find ourselves able to see and share the city
with others who fit less comfortably into our filter bubbles.
Walking through the streets of Newcastle photographing screens, I am
trying to find a new way to look at these screens. I want to find a way
to not only look at these screens differently but to look at the city and
the people I share it with differently. In doing this, I am not trying to
produce a single counter-narrative or visuality to the one offered by the
smart city, instead I want to produce a countervisuality of urban screens
that makes it possible to approach them as ‘that-which-must-be-madesense-of’. In doing this, I hope to expand the possibilities for stories we
can tell about the conjunction of technology, people, and cities.
In this chapter, I am going to be writing about looking in the context of
a thesis with the word ‘gaze’ in the title. Yet perversely, I’m not going
to avoid using this overly loaded term, for the time being at least. I
used gaze in the title of this thesis because of the ambiguity it suggests;
gaze encompasses both the possibility of connecting by meeting the
gaze of another but also violent histories of looking as a tool of control
and power. To gaze is an activity that has been richly theorised but to
write about looking as a component of speculative design-research, I
find myself wanting to step out from under the burden of this heritage.
Instead, I want to begin from the microcosm of my specific experiences
of looking. This is not because these experiences are separate from these
discourses about looking, but because they are tiny fragments of such
discourses that could all too easily get lost in the broad sweep of history.
And so, in order that I can allow these small stories about looking room
to breathe, I am going to hold the long history of writing about gazing
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at arm’s length for a time. Focusing on the microcosm of the events I
experienced at the cost of their broader significance would seem to be
contrary to the account of how Critical Incidents get made discussed in
Chapter 2. However, although I start by finding myself pulled towards
the details of events, eventually I will use these details as a starting point
with which to find new ways to connect with these broader histories.
And so, while I will initially avoid engaging with the word gaze and its
history, by the end of this chapter, I will return to the ethical ambiguity
of inventing new technologies to look at and with.

4.2 That which must be made
sense of
This search for other ways of looking might be considered a desire
for what Nicholas Mirzoeff calls ‘countervisuality’ (2015). Mirzoeff
describes the predominate forms of visuality as having been centred in
‘disciplining, normalising, and ordering vision’ (ibid, p.23). However,
while these discourses may at times claim to exert total control over
the field of vision, other visualities can and do exist. Central to some of
these alternative visualities is a desire to not just look at the world in a
different way, but the right to find new ways of looking on an ongoing
basis. Mirzoeff calls this assertion of the right to look differently
‘countervisuality’. He argues that to claim the right to look differently
is to claim a right to the real. This is different from the ‘realism’ of
dominate visualities which asserts control by managing the production
of the appearance of stable reality. Instead, countervisuality treats
reality as that-which-must-be-made-sense-of. As such, countervisuality
understands reality as contradictory and in process and, as a result,
sense-making is positioned as an ongoing project that benefits from a
plurality of viewpoints.
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There are parallels between Mirzoeff’s countervisuality and the
discussion of speculation in Chapters 2 and 3. On the face of it,
Mirzoeff’s countervisuality as a generative practice of looking differently
has clear parallels to speculative research, as a practice of expanding
the possible through close engagement with what already exists. And
while Mirzoeff comes from a different intellectual tradition to that which
underpins this form of speculation, the position he arrives at shares many
of the same interests and assumptions found in speculative research, such
as materialism, more-than-human perspectives and reality-as-process.
Bringing countervisuality into contact with speculation also highlights
the sensory and perceptual component of speculative events. This is not
a completely alien concept as Fraser describes the scope of an event is
defined by who and what feels its touch (2010).
It also reflects some of experiences of engaging with speculative
research approaches: in Chapter 2, I described how encountering
inarticulacy in my efforts to make a critical network device made me
more sensitive towards noticing other inarticulacies. Subsequently, I
reflected in Chapter 3 that this inarticulacy threatened to turn my practice
into a ‘non-event’ because people struggled to perceive it as a thing.
In practice, asserting the right to see differently through countervisual
practices and speculative research might often amount to the same
thing and entail some of the same difficulties. However, understanding
speculation through this overlap with countervisuality opens the way
to gaining a greater understanding of how it is shaped by visuality and
other sensory forms of discourse.
While I have been careful to distinguish between speculative research
and Speculative and Critical Design (SCD), countervisuality also
enables us to see that there are continuities here too: Mirzoeff’s idea of
visualities and countervisuality when brought into contact with SCD,
both has continuities with conventional framings of these practices and
opens fresh lines of thought. Reading SCD through this lens strengthens
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the argument for the importance of its aesthetic components. SCD
prototypes not just alternative technologies, but alternative ways of
looking at, and looking with, technology. Accounts of speculative design
emphasise an engagement with specific scientific or technological
developments or social issues (Kerridge, 2016). However, in Design
Noir, Dunne and Raby used a metaphor of cinematic genre, film noir,
as a starting point for designing differently (2001). They suggested
that most design limits itself to a single ‘blockbuster’ style and that by
introducing other genres, such as film noir, different kinds of ideas and
stories could emerge. SCD, as well as considering social or political
implications of techno-scientific developments, is also concerned with
speculating on how these developments might change the way design
objects look, and how we look at design objects.
The most vivid examples of SCD ask not just ‘what if …?’, but ‘how
would it feel?’. Given SCD’s roots in product and interaction design,
SCD is not just concerned with visuality, but considers aesthetic
experience in general. However, since for the most part SCD designs
are experienced predominately through visual media, even when other
senses are invoked, this is done through visual means. This emphasis on
non-visual aesthetics hints that a countervisual proposal lies at the heart
of SCD. By centring speculation about how things feel, SCD implicitly
asserts that there are forms of knowing that are not possible through
seeing or thinking alone, but instead need to be felt and experienced.
This can be seen in Sputniko!’s Menstruation Machine (2010), a
speculative wearable device that simulates some of the aspects of
menstruation. Central to this project is not just the question of the
social role of menstruation, but the possibility and limits of speculation.
The music video ‘Takashi’s Take’ shows ‘Japanese transvestite boy
Takashi, who one day chooses to wear ‘Menstruation’ in an attempt to
biologically dress up as a female, being unsatisfied by just aesthetically
appearing female’ (Sputniko!, 2010, online). In her artist statement,
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Sputniko explains how her interest in the social, biological and cultural
role of menstruation is connected with her own experiences of being
female and having periods. However, the character of Takashi, played
by Sputniko, adds another layer to the speculation. By centring the
video on Takashi’s experience, the question mutates from ‘why do
humans still menstruate?’ to the one the song taunts Takashi with: ‘can
you ever really know how it feels?’. Nonetheless, the soundtrack song
spurs Takashi on to commit to wearing the painful device on a night out.
At play in the video are the relationships between feeling, seeing and
knowing, not as something static, but as something to be reconfigured,
and hence it presents a countervisual proposal.
Countervisuality plays a more central role in discussions of critical
practices within graphic design. Jan van Toorn’s essay on ‘Design and
Reflexivity’ echoes Mirzoeff’s description of countervisuality. Van
Toorn urges designers to take on a more critical role towards their role
in reproducing ‘the circle of common-sense cultural representation’,
in order to raise questions with the public and ‘stimulate a more active
way of dealing with reality’ (van Toorn, 1994, p.323). In van Toorn’s
own practice as a graphic designer, he produced ‘dialogic images’:
dizzying collages of images taken from commercial media, occasionally
interrupted by mundane images of everyday life that present jarring
reminders of an experience beyond media representation.
While many of the stylistic features of Jan van Toorn’s work have been
appropriated into mainstream commercial graphic design practice, his
Brechtian methodology remains influential. One example of this is the
book Black Transparency by Metahaven, that I quoted from above. The
book renders in print form a post-internet media landscape where ‘[f]
antasy and reality, fiction and fact are made equivalent. They exist as one
surface — a single, shareable veneer’ (2015, p.164). High-production
fashion images, video stills, official documents (fake and authentic),
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infographics, and design proposals sit side by side, all framed by bright
RGB colours, random vector junk and distorted type. Infographics are
cropped across pages, or disappear into the binding, denying your desire
to grasp the totality. Instead, you get glimpses through leaks, slippages,
and die-cuts. However, both Van Toorn and Metahaven’s work highlights
some of the difficulties of attempting to find countervisualities through
design. Graphic design is a commercial practice intertwined with the
systems that reproduce dominant visualities. It struggles to escape this
entirely, and perhaps more often than it would like, can only point to the
limits of this visuality in the hope that it can be seen as less totalizing.
Both SCD and the critical tradition in graphic design engage with
questions about how seeing and feeling could be reconfigured, not just
in regard to a single issue, but as a whole. In doing so, they engage in
Rancière’s description of the Politics of the Aesthetic that ‘revolves
around what is seen and what can be said about it, around who has the
ability to see and the talent to speak, around the properties of spaces
and the possibilities of time.’ (2013, p.8). While they do not completely
escape from dominant visual discourses, these practices invite audiences
to consider how they might look or feel differently, and so make space
for other visualities to emerge.
Such practice’s potential to sensitise us to reality as that-which-mustbe-made-sense-of can be understood as having a similar effect to
Stengers’ figure of the Idiot. The idiot asks us to slow down, to consider
what we are busy doing, and thus can open new lines of speculative
thought about what else we could be doing (Horst and Michael, 2011).
Countervisual practices ask us to consider what we are looking at, and so
has the potential to engage us in speculation about how we might look
differently. Perhaps then, countervisual approaches could be useful to
speculative research’s aim to construct devices that allow us to explore
previously unanticipated possibilities (Wilkie, 2017).
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In this chapter, I will describe how engagement with such countervisual
approaches to urban screens did just that. And as with my engagement
with speculation in the previous chapters, I found this worked perhaps
a little too well because, not only did I start to see differently, I became
entangled in events which I could not entirely make sense of. In
Chapters 2 and 3, I described how through the development of a deeply
inarticulate network device I inadvertently became an idiotic figure
and was able to engage with publics in unanticipated ways. However, I
also noted the ways in which inarticulacy needs management so that it
doesn’t destabilise practice to the point where it becomes vulnerable to
becoming imperceptible as an event. While I was ultimately able to use
exaggerated inarticulacy productively, it was not an experience I was
keen to repeat. As I once again find myself on the streets of Newcastle,
I am not only wondering about how to look at screens differently. I
am also wondering if there is a more sustainable way to incorporate
speculation into a practice of design-research. And though I don’t know
it yet, I will find an answer to this second question that lies in the camera
I hold in my hands. First though, I need to tell the story of about how my
wish to look at screens differently came to make me witness to events
that I am still making sense of.

4.3 Going Feral
I started with two words: Feral Screens. A feral animal is one which has
once been domesticated but now lives in the wild. What would it mean
for an urban screen to go feral? What would it take for a screen to go
feral, to cease to fulfil its intended purpose and becomes its own master?
Anything could have the potential to go feral. Rather than a fixed state,
the combination of words hints that there might be a potential latent
within all screens to go feral by moving between a regime, identity, and
perspective (domesticity, citizenship, productivity) to another (wildness,
exclusion, excess). Reimagining technology through the lens of the
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Figure 10 Sandyford Road, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, November 2014

Figure 11 Making a Feral Screen

feral has precedents: Genevieve Bell has used cases of feral animals in
Australia as a model for thinking about the unintended and unforeseen
consequences of technology (2010). Another example is Natalie
Jeremijenko’s Feral Robotic Dogs project, that transformed toys into
civic environmental sensors (2014). That project was cited by DiSalvo as
an adversarial practice which reconfigured the relationships between city
environment, citizens, and civic institutions by ‘creatively appropriating
technology towards new ends and engaging the public in political issues
through compelling technological things’ (2015, p.1).
Feralness opens up a way of thinking about cities and technologies that
sits outside the corporate vision of smart cities by emphasising that
things exist on the margins or escape centralised control. It also troubles
notions of the civic or convivial city by drawing attention to the darker
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Figure 12 Feral Screen 1

aspects of chance and risk that these often ignore. By thinking about
feral screens, my attention was inevitably drawn towards the edges and
margins of city life: things that often go unseen in typical narratives
about cities and technological development.
The feral aesthetic that I developed manifested itself by inverting a lot
of the norms of civic screens. I made small-scale, low-res, obsolete
screens using non-durable, cheap materials crafted in amateurish ways.
I looked for unlikely, unremarkable or uncomfortable parts of the city
to imagine the screens. I wrote messages to display that they were
marked by, that had emotional confessional qualities. These kinds of
messages, though not uncommon online, are often avoided in civic or
advertising discourse. In employing this more personal and emotional
style of address, I was following in the footsteps of artists like Ken Lum,
Jenny Holzer and Gillian Wearing. Lum and Holzer, have in different
ways, injected unusually earnest statements into spaces usually reserved
for more official forms of address. Holzer’s Truisms were shown
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on electronic displays in Times Square in 1982 (2008). Lum’s work
plays with the ways that the personal and emotional sentiments can be
expressed in commercial signage (2010). Wearing’s work Signs that Say
What You Want Them To Say and Not Signs that Say What Someone Else
Wants You To Say (1992) consists of photographs of members of the
public holding hand-written signs with a diverse range of personal and
unexpected messages that enact a strange alternative to normal forms of
civic polling, such as the vox pop. Like these works, I wanted to engage
in forms of speech which didn’t imagine the speaker as either a named
individual or an interchangeable member of the public.
However, when I was making the screen, that was far from my mind.
It was a bright summer day and the underpass was just a convenient
location near my office. I was working with cardboard, in part, because
there was plenty to hand. I had grabbed some from a glut of packaging
for materials used in the undergraduate degree show. This material
brought me back to ‘Magic Machine Workshop’ run by Kristina
Andersen that I had participated in a few months previously (2017).
In this workshop, Kristina had instructed us to make magical devices
based on our fears and desires for our future selves. This materially-led
and improvisational way of working was a welcome break from the
conceptually-led, technologically complex design work I had become
embroiled in previously. To make in an instinctive, spontaneous way was
a relief. I grabbed some cardboard and an LED matrix from a previous
project and made a feral screen. Following the pattern of Kristina’s
workshop, I took it outside and photographed it in the underpass. I
printed the best of the photos and pinned them to the wall by my desk.
Over the next few weeks, I began to notice things in the underpass that
suggested it was being used by someone to sleep rough. This was not
the typical cardboard construction that are often used to make sleeping
outside more bearable. It was something wilder, a mixture of cardboard,
newspapers, food containers, coffee cups, clothes and piles of leaves
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and branches. Words and phrases were spray-painted in pink over the
cardboard and, on one occasion, strangely neat piles of crushed biscuits
were left around the pillars. These daily-changing tableaux had an
oddness that resembled an immersive art installation in their intensity.
They seemed deliberate and purposeful but served an agenda that was
not easily grasped by anyone but their maker. I was torn between a
strong desire to document the unfolding developments in the underpass
and an awareness that this was not mine to photograph. While the space
was public, these interventions seemed to be marking of territory, like
the unseen sleeper was claiming of this space through these private
rituals. While I had photographed the space before, I was now uneasy
about doing so now, as if I was trespassing. It reminded me that there
are things that take place in plain sight in public space that we are asked
to avert our gaze from, that we are told more or less subtly that there is
‘nothing to see here’.
It is a cliché to say the homeless are invisible, and they increasingly
seem all too visible. In the time that has passed between the events
I have described and writing this now, homelessness has increased
nationwide and also in Newcastle (Gouk, 2018). It now seems more
common for someone to sleep in that underpass than for it to go
unoccupied. The visuality of that underpass is now much more typical
of how we look at, and away from, homeless people. However, that first
summer, the arrangement of objects by the rough sleeper interrupted
this visuality. The arrangements of objects created something that,
to my eyes, resembled an artwork, that is, something to be looked
at. Simultaneously, it also gave me the sense that it was not mine to
photograph, that it was a private space controlled by the unseen sleeper.
The sleeper was enacting some powerful countervisuality in this space.
It wasn’t just making me look at the underpass differently; it was making
me look differently at the photographs I’d taken previously. It was
making me look at my designs, research and the place I lived differently.
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The screen I had made from cardboard resembled a bird house. This
was an arbitrary, slightly twee, choice on my part that took on new
meaning after encountering these arrangements left by the unseen
rough sleeper. My design was now uncomfortably reminiscent of the
cardboard the sleeper was using to insulate themself from the wind and
the noise. While I never saw the sleeper in person, I walked past these
cardboard constructions for the rest of the summer. This coincidence
of place and materials between myself and this stranger was unplanned
and uncomfortable. This event was a crisis that I could not resolve and
could not ignore.
The obvious way to respond, perhaps, would have been to attempt to
recruit the sleeper as a participant in my research. But leaving aside
whether the sleeper would have been willing or able to participate,
they were never there to recruit. I had no way of translating the things
I was witness to in the underpass into someone or something that could
participate in my research. Nor could these experiences be rendered
straightforwardly as an issue, as a topic for discussion. I have told this
story so many times, in different forms, in different configurations, to
different people, to try to figure out what it means. I know it is about
something, but I can’t get a firm grasp on what that something is. I
set up the story, reveal the twist and then … what? I find myself lost,
disoriented, unable to account for myself or the events that brought
us here. Almost every time I tell it, I seem to end up with a different
explanation, none of which satisfy me. What comes next? What have
I learnt from this chain of events? Is it about the city? Is it something
about homelessness? Cardboard? Screens? Concrete? Pigeons?
Photography? Is it about me? The elements won’t resolve into a stable
form. Kaleidoscopically, they fracture into a new complex patterns each
time I bring them to my eye.
But this lack of resolution is the thing that gives this story such a
hold over me. The reason I keep coming back to it, the reason that it
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continues to force me to look in different ways, is the very fact that it is
unsatisfying. In this way, what I was witness to had had a similar effect
to the figure of the idiot as a non-participant who refuses to make sense2.
The absent presence of the idiot acts as a ‘thorn in our analytic side’ by
unsettling the process of meaning making (Horst and Michael, 2011,
p.304). Satisfaction and conclusion are exactly what an absent presence
like the idiot is meant to deny us. This encounter with an unseen other
made me look again at my work in a way that disturbed the boundaries
of my practice, the procedures of research and the meaning of my
designs. Once I had made the connection between my practice and this
unseen other, I could not unsee it. I have been trying to make sense of
these events ever since. I could not respond to this event directly nor
could I ignore it. Instead I work with it in the periphery of my gaze,
reorienting the work, making me look at the world differently.

4.4 Apparatus
I got my wish, I got to see the city differently, though not in the way
that I imagined. Once again, I had encountered an absent presence that
gave me no choice but to speculate. How did I find myself here? The
agencies are complex, the cause and effect are not clear. These events
are not something I can straightforwardly claim to have made happen.
It is a story of something that I did and of something that happened
to me. And yet this time round, the route that led me here seems more
deliberately navigated than that the one described in the previous
chapters. This time, I seem to have been better prepared to respond to
these events without becoming completly derailed from what I am busy
doing. Earlier, I said that in looking at the screens I was wondering
about two things: firstly, how through speculation I might
2 Care is needed here to make the distinction between the idiot as a conceptual figure
and an everyday sense in which we might call someone an idiot. In this case, I am
not referring to an actual living person as an idiot in either sense of the word. As with
the encounters described in Chapter 3, the sleeper as figure is my construction, albeit
based upon actual events.
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come to see them differently and secondly, how I could incorporate
this speculation into a design-research practice in a more managed and
controlled way. It is this second methodological question I am going
to answer first, because in doing so I will also lay the ground for my
response to the first.
As I hinted at above, I have come to think that the specific way I used
photography in this project was a key to enabling me to manage the
speculative aspects more effectively in this instance. You can see me
beginning to articulate this in the following quote. The quote comes
from an interview conducted by Andersen about my experiences as a
participant in her research and was quoted in her doctoral thesis. I tell
her about how her workshop influenced me in making the feral screen.
The transcription captures me trying to verbalise something not quite
formed. I’m searching for an explanation that lies just beyond what I
can explain, the elliptical sentences bleeding into one another:
‘they’re not designed, actually … They’re kind of purposely
outside of my design skill set. Even the type, I just used what
the really simple screens are capable of doing. It’s almost
like a way of not designing, but then I feel like the … this is
another thing I found from your workshop. The performance
of the documentation I think is a really … for me, that’s where
the research really starts. Yeah. That’s what I’ve been doing.’
(Andersen, 2017, p.81)

Just about forming here are two thoughts about what making and
photographing the screens had allowed me to do. Firstly, using
the workshop structure had seemed have given me a way of ‘not
designing’. This aspect echoes my experiences described in Chapters
2 and 3 of finding myself in a position that unravelled my professional
identity and practice as a designer and researcher, in some way. Making
the screen required a degree of letting go of the ways of being and
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doing I had learnt through being a designer and a researcher in order
to see and become differently. Going ‘feral’ required breaking from
these professional norms of design or research practices. To make
the screens feral, I had to also find ways to make my practice feral
by becoming amateurish, emotional, vulnerable and instinctive. I
lurked in public places making strange things to look at. Once again,
I became inarticulate, idiotic. However, a key difference from my
previous experience was that this time I was much more readily able to
come back from this state in order to report upon it. In other words, I
much more effectively utilised the tension between being and making
representations that I identified in Chapter 3. This enabled me to bear
witness to the inarticulate elements of the events that I was involved
in much more readily, though in a form that resisted ‘taming’, or
instrumentalising, these elements within my design-research project.
In order to understand how I was able to more effectively prepare for,
and respond to, speculative events, in the next section I will consider
how my camera, along with other elements, acted as an apparatus.
Here I am going to draw on different but overlapping uses of the word
apparatus by drawing on the work of Vilém Flusser (2013) and Karen
Barad (2007). For Flusser, an apparatus is ‘a complex plaything, so
complex that those playing it are not able to get to the bottom of it’
(2013, p.27). Flusser uses the camera as a prototypical apparatus to think
about how it recruits photographers to engage in a ‘hunt for new states
of things’ (ibid, p.39). Writing at a time when personal computers were
beginning to appear, Flusser uses photography as a means to consider the
wider implications of ‘black box’ apparatus.
While Flusser useds the camera as his starting point to consider
apparatuses more generally, Barad begins with considering scientific
apparatuses. Barad argues that a scientific apparatus doesn’t just record
phenomena, but also has a part in producing phenomena through making
the boundaries that ‘enact what matters and what is excluded from
mattering’ (2007, p.148). In doing so, apparatus makes an ‘agential cut’
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that determines the boundaries of the object of study, both materially
and semantically. By bringing these two apparatuses into contact with
one another, I intend to better understand the relational agency involved
in speculation. Engaging with such apparatus makes clearer what Barad
means when she writes, ‘[r]esponsibility is not our alone. And yet our
responsibility is greater than it would be if it were ours alone’ (2007,
p.394). I will begin by considering the role of apparatuses within the
speculative events described above, before expanding the discussion
to consider the wider implications in relation to these ideas for urban
screens and civic technology more generally.

4.4.1 Preparing …
Flusser begins by tracing the word apparatus to its Latin root, apparare,
meaning ‘to prepare’ or ‘to make ready for’ and so for Flusser the
‘photographic apparatus lies in wait for photography; it sharpens its
teeth in readiness.’ (2013, p.21). In doing this, Flusser shifts away from
viewing photography as human-centred practice in which a photographer
carefully composes the image or recognises the ‘decisive moment’ in
which to capture the image (Zylinska, 2015). Instead, for Flusser, the
camera recruits the photographer to act as its functionary, to play a game
that the photographer has no chance of mastering.
Understood in these terms, the camera is a black box: ‘The functionary
controls the apparatus thanks to the control of its exterior (the input
and output) and is controlled by it thanks to the impenetrability of
its interior.’ (Flusser, 2013, p.28). Previously, I have discussed black
boxes in somewhat ambivalent terms. I have considered black boxes
as both devices or systems that resist inspection or problematisation,
and as representing the kind of alterity which is central to face-toface encounter. Both these senses are at play in Flusser’s writing, and
crucially it is this interplay between these two senses of the black box
that makes the camera an appealing thing to play with and against.
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Flusser uses the analogy of a chess set, whose pieces and rules shape
how the game is played, and yet also enable inexhaustible variations in
how the game unfolds. The photographer plays a game with and against
the camera that aims to generate an image ‘that is not predicted within
the program of the camera’ (2013, p.84). The apparatus allows the
photographer to creatively play by placing constraints upon them.
This use of constraints to enable unanticipated responses is a central of
the Magic Machine workshop that I used to help structure my approach
to producing the feral screen. Andersen describes how the workshops
build on a history of creative practices that use obstructions, randomness
and improvisational games as a ‘technique of un-discovery’ (2017, p.19,
emphasis in original) in order that workshop participants might engage
in the ‘imagination of impossible things’ (Andersen and Wakkary, 2019,
p.112). As I recounted to Kristina, I used elements from the workshop as
a way of ‘not designing’. The combination of these workshop structures,
the screen, and the camera became an apparatus that I could play with in
search of novel ways of looking at my everyday environment.
The apparatus I had assembled disrupted the normal way in which I
would produce images in the course of doing design-research. Through
playing, I could break away from the ways in which visual discourses
and my practice as a designer and researcher shapes the images I
produce. As with the idiomatic encounters discussed in Chapter 3,
this did not mean completely removing myself from my professional
discipline and its entanglement with reproducing dominant visualities.
However, through assembling and becoming with an apparatus, by the
introduction of new constraints, I could break the rules of a game I was
not fully aware I was playing. This change in practice did not come from
critically reflecting and making conscious choices to change my practice,
other than perhaps the choice to use such an apparatus at all.
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For Wilkie, speculative research seeks ‘to broaden the composition
of empirically given situations through concepts and tools that are
themselves actively involved in the very construction of possibilities’
(2017, p.350). Such speculative concepts and tools are apparatuses
that invite us to play in ways that are ‘not always transparent even
to the practitioners involved’ (ibid). As such, it is misleading to say
that researchers can make speculation happen in any straightforward
way. Such events that require co-becoming that does not allow us to
view ourselves as the sole agent of cause and effect. However, the
photographer must still choose to carry a camera, and in choosing to
‘make ready’, they are preparing to respond to the world that unfolds
in front of their lens. Similarly, in constructing an apparatus with which
to speculate, we are preparing to commit to whatever unanticipated
forms of co-becoming that result from this apparatus. I may not be
solely responsible for producing speculative events, but in bringing
together cardboard, LED matrices, a camera and the city I lived in, I
made a commitment to respond to whatever new connections these
elements might make. This does not guarantee that the response will be
good (and photography has a long history of harmful responses which
we could learn from). However, in making us capable of responding
differently, the apparatus makes it possible to make new commitments
and connections that expand our ability to bear witness to the world as
that-which-must-be-made-sense-of.

4.4.2 … To Cut
Taking photographs of the screen formed part of an apparatus that
prepared me to become part of events that resulted in my looking at my
work and the world very differently. However, photography did more
than make me ready for these events. As discussed in Chapter 3, in
taking this photograph I am not just engaged in ‘becoming with’ these
events, but also in making representations of them. Taking a photograph
stills such processes of becoming, halting or precluding certain forms
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of becoming and fixing others in place. On the face of it, this act of
‘cutting’ into events, of co-becoming, would seem to be at odds with
speculation’s quest for unanticipated forms of becoming.
However, as I found in Chapter 3, not cutting effectively can result
in these processes not being perceivable as events. Events are not
something which just happens; but they create a discontinuity
between before and after the event. A discontinuity that ‘signals that
something matters – that something has produced a variation or made
a difference – without specifying what that something is or to whom
or to what it will matter.’ (Fraser, 2010, p.65). Photography is one way
of doing this since taking a photograph is ‘an act of making something
significant, even if not necessarily making it signify something in any
straightforward way’ (Zylinska, 2015, p.141, emphasis in original). As
such, photography offers a means to support the production of events by
making ‘cuts where necessary, while not forgoing the duration of things.
… photography can be said to lend us a helping hand in managing this
duration of the world’ (Kember and Zylinska, 2012, p.81).
Barad’s discussion of the apparatus is useful here for further
understanding how such cuts have a hand in producing events. For
Barad, an apparatus is not a measurement instrument that is separable
from the physical phenomena it records. Instead, Barad defines an
apparatus as a material-discursive practice of boundary making,
that makes human and non-human bodies distinct from one another.
Apparatuses enact ‘agential cuts’ that ‘effect what’s real and what’s
possible, as some things come to matter and others are excluded, as
possibilities are opened up and others are foreclosed’ (Barad, 2007,
p.393). However, for Barad, such agential cuts are made iteratively, and
thus there is always the possibility of cutting differently. An event, as
discussed by Fraser, would be an enactment of such an agential cut that
reconfigures and redraws the boundaries around, and between, things.
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The question then is not whether to cut, but how to ‘cut well’. For
Kember and Zylinska, cutting well means ‘cutting (film, tape, reality)
in a way that does not lose sight of the horizon of duration or foreclose
on the creative possibility of life enabled by this horizon’ (2012, p.82).
Such cuts allow us to come face-to-face with the other, by making them
separate from us, and hence possessing an alterity that does not belong to
us. By making cuts in such a way that remembers the cut was made, we
can remain open to reconfiguring the boundaries between ourselves and
others, so that new cuts, new connections and new commitments to one
another, can be made. However, this does not change the fact that the
cuts that we must make are still acts of violence. We cannot escape the
fact that coming face to face in this manner comes at the price of cutting
ourselves and others off from countless other ways of being and relating
to each other.
Like Flusser’s apparatus, Barad’s agential cut makes clear that, as
humans, agency is not ours alone: ‘We are responsible for the cuts that
we help to enact not because we do the choosing (neither do we escape
responsibility because “we” are “chosen” by them), but because we are
an agential part of the material becoming of the universe’ (2007, p.178).
My agency alone did not produce the photograph of the screen in the
underpass or the events that followed. However, I am responsible for the
ongoing way in which these images enact cuts that make certain things
possible while foreclosing others.

4.5 Looking back
This brings me back to where I started: looking at a screen in Newcastle
looking at me, wondering if this mutual act of looking could happen
differently. In training computers to see, we are training them to make
cuts. Are we teaching them to cut well? Looking at this screen, the
answer would seem be no: By looking at us and sorting us into rigid

113

demographic categories of age and gender without clearly showing a
‘face’, there seems to be little possibility to engage with this screen in
multi-directional relationships of response. This screen appears to be
reproducing the kind of ‘big data’ visuality as previous discussed. It
seems to be the opposite of the kind of ethical encounter described by
Haraway and Barad. More than this, facial recognition technologies
such as this disturb the basis of face-to-face encounters as a foundation
for ethics. Artist Zach Blas has written that such ethical theories ‘cannot
account for the ways in which faces are controlled and instrumentalized,
especially by biometric facial recognition technologies’ (Blas, 2013,
online). As such, the way facial recognition technologies look at us
makes it harder in some ways to risk the vulnerability needed for such
encounters.
One response to the faceless gaze of big data is to attempt to become
faceless oneself. Normcore has been identified as a cultural trend
towards dressing and acting in such a way as to blend in to be a ‘face
in the crowd’, or an unremarkable data point, in response to the way
network-technology surveillance monitors users (Crawford, 2014).
Trends like this aspire to give no outward clue to one’s interior life or
do so in way that is not legible to the surveillance machinery. This leads
to an arms race between users and big data platforms: ‘[A]s people
seek more ways to blend in — be it through normcore dressing or
hardcore encryption — more intrusive data collection techniques are
developed.’ (ibid, online). The ability to blend in, to move through the
world unmarked by difference has never been available to all people.
Computer vision recycles the racialised gaze of western visuality,
simultaneously making black and brown faces both unreadable as human
while subjecting them to closer scrutiny and mechanisms of control
(Buolamwini, 2016).
For those who are able to ‘blend in’ in response to increased visibility
and scrutiny, the need to appear normal at all costs can easily spill over
into ‘business as usual no matter what’ (Haraway, 2016, p.36). This can
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perhaps most prominently be witnessed in the phenomenon that sees
certain politicians act in a way that resembles chatbots. In 2011, Ed
Miliband was branded the ‘Milibot’ after repeating the same answer to
every question during a BBC interview: ‘his drone-like repetition of a
single, studied phrase laid bare a structural protocol of governance, an
inability to deviate from a script’ (Metahaven, 2014, p.36). Theresa May
has, more recently, earned the title of ‘Maybot’ during her time as Prime
Minister, which has been defined by a complete inability to respond to
the crisis in front of her. What began as part of a political discourse Mark
Fisher dubbed ‘reality management’ (2018), that asserted there is no
alternative to austerity politics, has, ten years later, resulted in a paralysed
political system and opened the door to populist politics willing to
violently enforce the retrograde sameness of the ‘good old days’.
Perhaps this is exacerbated by the fact that power has moved elsewhere.
This screen is an apparatus in Flusser’s sense: it is a black box that
invites the play of information. Flusser’s apparatus seems to offer some
way of understanding why technologies that rely on an alienating and
controlling infrastructure also result in the production of experiences
centred on the work-as-leisure, mobility-as-play that are at the heart of
phenomena such as Airspace. The nature of Flusser’s apparatus also
makes clearer that, while the corporate vision of the smart city promises
city planners and governments control over their city, it makes them
functionaries who ‘control a game over which they have no competence’
(2013, p.28). The smart city narrative is so advantageous to technology
companies because it ultimately shifts power into the hands of the
apparatus and its programmers: ‘it is not those who own the hard object
who have something of value at their disposal but those who control its
soft program’ (Flusser, 2013, p.30).
Faced with this, it is vital to assert that there are, and always has
been, alternative ways for us to look at cities and for cities to look
at us. Alternative visions of urban screens can and do exist. Earlier I
mentioned one of these visions, which sought to use screens and other
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smart city technologies as ‘engines of serendipity’ (Foth et al., 2013).
This vision contains within it a countervisual sensibility. It seeks to use
screens as apparatus in the same way that I described using one to enact
speculation. Andersen’s Magic Machine Workshop format shares some
of the same artistic heritage as this vision, with both drawing on creative
practices that use obstruction, chance and participation to explore
elements of everyday life in search of unexpected elements.
This vision of technology has more to do with Cage’s prepared piano
than the Panopticon. A prepared piano is one that has been modified
by placing various objects (nuts, bolts, erasers) on and around the
piano’s strings (Myers, 2016). In doing this, unpredictable elements
are introduced into the performance that interrupt the normally reliable
reproduction of sound by the instrument and its player. Like Flusser’s
apparatus, the prepared piano both frees and constrains the player, in
ways that result in idiomatic performances. However, as an apparatus,
a prepared piano is still a system of control, and one that is trickier to
grasp than the panoptic form of discipline, which is at least transparent
(Delueze, 1992).
The apparatus’ unpredictability makes it a ‘nefarious kind of control—
invisible, apparently freeing and constraining at the same time’
(Lobsinger, 2000, p.133). The black-box qualities of apparatuses
make them enticing to play with, but they also deny us the kind ‘god
view’ or oversight offered by the smart city narrative. However, while
the programmers of apparatuses may not have total mastery over the
apparatus, who has the ability to reconfigure or make apparatuses
remains a vital factor in where power resides. This is why advocates of
civically-minded technology give a central role to participation in the
design of technology. By distributing control over the programming of
the system throughout the system, power is also distributed. However,
this more often than not is framed as democratising technology by
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bringing its development under democratic control. Computer vision and
other applications that result from machine learning complicate this.
Flusser, writing in 1983, predicted that computers would quickly become
better at playing with apparatuses than humans. And certainly, in the
quest for new moves, the computers are doing well. Recently, Google’s
neural-network trained AlphaGo program not only beat a human player
at the game Go but made a move that had never been played before in
the game’s 2500-year history (Bridle, 2018). How the program came to
make these moves is not knowable even to those who trained and operate
it. As a result, the program’s ‘own representation of those strategies is
illegible: we can see the moves it made, but not how it decided to make
them.’ (Ibid, p.149). By playing faster, by making vast numbers of
connections, these programs exceed our human capacity to understand
and the machine’s capacity to explain. These programs are black boxes
that cannot be opened, and therefore cannot be brought under democratic
control, any more than one can bring the inner lives of whales, mice or
humans under democratic control.
Perhaps, if we want computers to ‘cut well’, we need to recognise that
they too have a face. This is to say, to recognise them not as tools we
produce, control and own, but as something other than us that possesses
an alterity. This alterity is not only not ours to own, it is so radically
different that it exceeds our ability to think it. However, what remains
is our ability to play together and ‘through cooperative play rather
than post hoc analysis, we gain a deeper insight into the way in which
complex machines make their decisions’ (Bridle, 2018, p.160). So, it
is through playing with an apparatus that, together, we can invent new
ways to become together, new ways to draw the boundaries between
human and computer.
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4.6 Uncivic Technology
However, in acknowledging that apparatuses have a face, we also need
to think about how we recruit them to participate in publics. As discussed
in Chapter 2, in recent years design-research, particularly HCI and
Participatory Design, have drawn on a pragmatist theory of publics. In
this view, publics are gathered around issues of concern for collective
consideration and action. These publics include gathering non-human
actors, including computing devices and systems (Jenkins et al., 2016).
However, in recognising that these devices have an alterity, we perhaps
must also admit that apparatuses may not be entirely recruited to any
given public. In other words, apparatuses might have a private life.
The idea that participants in a public have a private life does not
necessarily undermine the existence or efficacy of publics. In fact,
viewed through a different lens, the existence of a private life is
an inherent part of the experience of participating in publics. For
Warner, this is a defining feature of a public as ‘a relation among
strangers’ (2010, p.74). In Warner’s metapragmatic view, publics create
relationships and even intimacy between participants. However, part
of what makes a public a distinct social form is that it creates unknown
relationships that require imagining. This is to say that a public whose
elements and relations are traceable and knowable in their entirety, is no
public at all. For Warner, this mixture of known and unknown elements
is precisely what gives publics their potential as a form of poetic world
making. Like Halewood’s situated speculation, Warner’s publics require
both practical knowledge and engagement with how things are, and a
faith in a world in the making, in the possibility of becoming differently.
As with Ahmed’s feminist ethnography of failure discussed in Chapter 3,
publics require us to know how not to know.
Beyond knowing how not to know, this understanding of publics as
dependent on private life also requires us to know how not to recruit
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non-participants to our concerns. Irani and Silberman have identified
a narrative within design they term the design saviour complex (2016)
which asserts a messianic belief that design has the unique capacity to
solve all problems. Participatory design practices are in some senses
an attempt to decentre the designer in order to move away from this
narrative. However, there is a risk that this same tendency can reemerge in participatory practice as a similar messianic belief that if we
assemble the correct people and objects in the correct configuration,
this participation will save us. The figure of the idiot is a prompt which
reminds us not only about the limits to our knowledge, but to the limits
of participation. Stengers warns us that when in the presence of the
idiot, ‘[t]he danger here is the temptation to enforce participation, to
demand the untold reasons (there must be some reason) or to try to
seduce’ (Stengers, 2005, p.1003). If, pace Latour (2004b), the role of
the critic is to be the one who assembles, the idiot is a reminder that
there will always be people and things that cannot be, or do not want to
be assembled.
As with my experience of encountering an unseen other in the
underpass, not everyone or everything is ours to recruit, no matter how
pressing our concerns. However, this does not mean we should ignore
such inarticulacies. Instead, Stengers suggests that we bear witness, in
order that we might ‘bestow efficacy upon the murmurings of the idiot’
(2005, p.1001) as an absent presence within public and civic discourse.
As with Ahmed’s call for ethnography to belong to the ethnographer
(2000), by bearing witness to people or things that resist articulation, the
result is our responsibility and not theirs. By bearing witness, we make
new connections and commitments, but should be mindful that such
connections are always partial and provisional.
This idea of bearing witness to non-participants highlights a difference
between DiSalvo’s positioning of Jeremijenko’s Feral Robot Dogs
and my feral screens. For DiSalvo, the Feral Robot Dogs reconfigure
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technology and social relations to extend the civic to include pollution,
toy robots and young people (2015). However, in reorienting these
actors towards civic issues and institutions, the Feral Robot Dogs are
perhaps more domesticated than their name implies. In contrast, my
feral screens are not oriented towards the civic, nor are they easily
absorbed into civic discourses or institutions. They are, in this sense,
an act of what Michael calls antithetical citizenship (2018). Michael
makes a distinction between citizens and the antithetical citizenship: a
citizen is ‘an actor whose political efforts aim to impact on the operation
of those institutions’. Antithetical citizenship is ‘is uninterested in
those institutions, its conversations lie largely outside the debates and
discourses that characterize those institutions’ (2018, p.733). However,
though acts of antithetical citizenship remain outside or marginal to civic
discourse, Michael argues they have a generative potential to allow us to
reconsider how the civic is done. This capacity to reconfigure the civic is
demonstrated by the second feral screen that I produced.
For this screen, I took as a starting point something that is a large part
of life in Newcastle: public drinking. I used the blue plastic bottles that
cheap, highly-alcoholic, cider commonly comes in. A screen, battery and
microcontroller are placed inside a cut-off neck of a bottle (with price
tag still attached). In the low light of the evening, the screen is the focal
point, seductively shining through the pretty blue plastic. However, in
the bright light of the morning after, the messiness of the materiality
becomes more apparent. The screen is a small LCD and the text
displayed appears ‘drunk’ by programmatically rearranging or adding
letters. The text displayed on the screen is a memory of drinking cheap
cider which, rendered through the drunk text filter, reads: ‘let mae jtell
yonu about the time qwe sat on the stoop drinking hcearp cider. it was
smwmuer ankd teh red brick shosne out against the bright blue sky.
we laughed like dnrais and porued in black sweetness uto underctu
ethanol sadness.’
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Figure 13 Feral Screen 2 (Day View)

I did not have a specific location in mind for this screen. Instead I set
out from my home to find a suitable location. This led me to explore
my suburban neighbourhood with new eyes: I began to notice traces
of public drinking (rubbish, broken glass, graffiti and other vandalism)
and efforts to deter that behaviour (prohibitive notices, defensive
architecture). I photographed the screen on park benches, in back alleys
and by railway bridges. When I got home, it struck me to take a final set
of photographs of the screen amongst the recycling sat on my kitchen
counter. Alongside the leftovers of the acceptable drinking culture of
the middle-class home, the feral screen brought into view the ways that
drinking, and drunkenness are organised around the social norms of
public and private.
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Figure 14 Feral Screen 2 Contact Sheet
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Figure 15 Feral Screen 2 (Domestic View)
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Figure 16 Feral Screen 2 (Night View)

The material design of the screens, combined with the drunken poetic
language, preclude any straightforward inclusion in civic discourses.
However, this screen is not entirely unrelated to the civic life of
Newcastle. The night time economy is a major selling point for attracting
both students and tourism to Newcastle. However, drinking habits have
changed, with a shift away from community pubs towards an increase
of drinking at home or in the anonymous blankness of Wetherspoons
(Hollands and Chatterton, 2010, Roberts and Townshend, 2013). These
elements of public life are rarely considered as part of civic life, except
as a public-health problem. The images and stories that result from taking
the screen for a walk don’t propose any solutions to the problem of
public drinking. Instead, this screen sensitises us to a complex nexus of
economics, history, culture, anxieties, pleasures, city planning, policing
and technologies, that offer ways that might enable us to rethink the civic.
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4.7 In the dark
‘For the sparks are microscopically short, scarcely a hundredth
of a millimeter; they last only about a millionth of a second. It
almost seems absurd and impossible that they should be visible;
but in a perfectly dark room they are visible to an eye which
has been well rested in the dark. Upon this thin thread hangs the
success of our undertaking.’ Heinrich Hertz, 1889

Heinrich Hertz sat in the dark for 15 minutes so that he might see the
tiniest sparks jump across a gap in a copper hoop and so prove the
existence of electromagnetic waves. When I heard this story, I couldn’t
help but imagine what that must have been like. I know from working in
photographic dark rooms how strange it can be to be in a darkness your
eyes will never adjust to. How odd it is to have no difference between
having that your eyes closed or open. There is no difference between the
dark inside and outside. It would feel like my eyes were trying to reach
out into the dissolving blackness. I think about what it must have felt
like when Hertz, having waited sufficient time, reached for the copper
receiver, each of his fingertips a pinprick lens.
Once in his hands, the metal warms. Afterwards his hands would have
smelled like pennies, machine oil and dust. The machinery to produce a
transmitting spark would have been loud. I have seen a modern version
of this equipment in use, it makes a shocking crackle of electricity in the
raw. Hertz must have been accustomed to this though, to keep his eyes
trained on the small gap in the copper ring, looking for the tiny sparks
which leap across. These sparks that proved the previously theorised
existence of electromagnetic waves. One of Hertz’s contemporaries,
Oliver Heaviside, wrote in 1891 ‘Three years ago, electromagnetic
waves were nowhere. Shortly afterward, they were everywhere.’ (Quoted
in Doyle-Burr, 2012, online)
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In some ways Hertz remained in the dark, famously unable to foresee
an application for these waves that were suddenly everywhere. He
could not anticipate a world transformed by information transmitted in a
medium (nearly) invisible to the human eye. He could not anticipate the
experience of the Cloud, or the new ways of seeing that it brought with
it. Like Hertz, our ability to see one thing always comes at the cost of
seeing something else.
I began this thesis by claiming design-research produces knowledge
through articulation, that it is a material-discursive practice of making
joins that move. However, as my story of becoming a designerresearcher unfolded, it has become clear that the opposite is also true:
that design-research also makes knowledge by making cuts. I found that
cutting is inescapable for the practice of design-research: Whenever
I became entangled in being and becoming with others, I was also
preparing to make a cut. And so, design-research produces knowledge
through these two contradictory processes: articulating, which joins
and flexes and cutting, which displaces and stills. However, as we learn
from Barad’s discussion of the agential cuts as intra-actions which ‘cut
“things” together and apart’ (2007, p.179), cutting and joining are not
mutually exclusive processes.
This ability to more carefully and deliberately enact cuts was a key
difference between the apparatus described in this chapter and the
inarticulate wifi network described in the previous chapter. Ironically,
it was the ability to make such cuts more readily that made this second
apparatus more articulate, more able to make and sustain connections.
However, I have tried to do my best to ensure that I have cut well with
this apparatus. I have tried to tell this story in a way that remembers that
the cut was made, that invites further cuts to be made. However, given
the diffuse and relational agencies involved in playing with apparatuses,
despite our best efforts we may cut in ways that cause harm. In light
of this, it is worth pausing to ask: what is the specific nature of the
apparatus we are cutting with in design-research?

125

In this chapter, I have moved towards an understanding of speculation
as the result of a perceptual shift. Speculation’s connection with
looking is part of the word’s inheritance. As Åsberg et al. note, the
word itself is ‘ripe with multiple associations. One etymological root
shoots off into the Old French “speculacion” as rapt attention and close
observation, another into Latin’s “speculationem” as in contemplation
and observation.’ (2015, p.151-152). In speculative research, there is an
emphasis on constructing devices and concepts that enable researchers
and participants to engage in this kind of close observation the empirical
in search of new possibilities. In this chapter, I have described making
two such devices which resulted in a reformulation of how I considered
civic technology as a problem.
There is a name for such a speculative apparatus: a speculum. Bogost
traces the origin of this word to pre-modern mirrors, whose distorted
surfaces allows us to ‘gaze earnestly but bemusedly at one another’
(2012, p.31). However, a mirror is not the first object to come to my
mind when I hear the word speculum. The speculum as a gynaecological
device has a storied history of looking into women’s bodies and in doing
so drawing all kinds of boundaries around those bodies, frequently
violently (Sandelowski, 2000). However, there is always the possibility
of cutting differently: in the 1970s feminist activists used the speculum in
combination with a mirror to perform self-examinations, to gaze into their
own bodies (Haraway, 1997). This not to say that we should abandon
speculative devices in order to distance ourselves from the darker
implication of the word speculum (or probes, for that matter). Instead,
connecting with such ambivalent histories serves as a reminder of the
potential for harm that can come as a consequence of cutting badly.
I have considered how speculative research construct apparatuses that
prepare us for events that involve novel forms of co-becoming. These
apparatuses allow us to engage with ‘a world in which everything is
repeated and in which everything participates in a significant context’
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(Flusser, 2012, p.9), that constitutes a kind of magical thinking. The
magic needed here isn’t necessarily supernatural, but could be the
‘magic of a moment, a book, a gaze, everything that enables us to think
and to feel differently’ (Stengers, 2005, p.1001-1002). Speculation then
becomes the art of ‘making ready’, to be and become in the presence of
others:
‘The efficacy of the ritual is therefore not the manifestation of
a Goddess who might inspire the answer but that of a presence
that transforms each protagonist‘s relations with his or her own
knowledge, hopes, fears and memories, and allows the whole
to generate what each one would have been unable to produce
separately.’ (Stengers, 2005, p. 1002)

The images and stories that result from such presences offer no
resolution to the problems I began with, but instead reformulated them
so that they might ‘speak’ and be spoken about in new ways. Rather
than supplying me with solutions or explanations of the questions I had
as I stood looking at the screens and wondering about the city, I am left
with new problems that invite further questions, further wondering. The
images and words that are the result of such inventive problem-making
refuse to sit still, refuse to tell a single story. Like a chess set, they have
fixed elements and rules that govern how they can be combined, but they
do so to invite an improvised play of significance. If it can be said that
these words and images are the result of cutting well with an apparatus,
it is because they themselves are apparatuses. The stories I tell about
these events continue to make me see differently and continue to prepare
me to become differently.
As discussed in Chapter 2, in design-research there is often a blurring of
lines between the instruments and outcomes of research. In most fields
of research there is a clear distinction between the research instruments
— like Hertz’s transmitting equipment, but also including surveys,
audio recorders, spectrometers, etc. — and research outputs in the form
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of journal papers, conference presentations and books. However, in
design-research it is not uncommon to see objects used and presented
as both instrument and output, albeit often alongside more conventional
instruments and outputs (Pierce, 2014, Hauser, 2018). This lack of
distinction between outputs and instruments that can sometimes make it
difficult to know how to present such objects in terms that will be legible
to research audiences, who expect them to be distinct.
However, this ambiguity over where to draw this boundary also presents
an opportunity to think about how we might cut differently. Speculative
research might not just produce apparatuses for speculation as an
instrument for conducting research. It could also be concerned with
producing apparatuses for speculation as the outcome of research. In this
way, speculation would not just result in the inventive-problem making
conducted by those directly involved in events but would also invite
further event and further problems to be invented.
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Chapter 5
Spectres

5.1 Haunting Presences
‘Put my face on everything … Everyone will want to download it.’

This single line of transcribed speech haunts me. I keep returning to it. It
demands a response and yet I don’t know how. It didn’t have this effect
on me at the time it was said. It was near the end of a workshop and
we were wrapping things up. We offered a last chance to contribute to
ideas or comments on the proposed designs. Alex exclaims it excitably
in response. It seemed to be part of the slightly manic, silly atmosphere
of the workshop. I took it as sign that we maybe should have wrapped
things up earlier; the group was losing focus.
But later when I read it back, it caused me to pause. I was checking
through the typeset transcripts before distributing copies to the
rest of research team when it jumped out at me. I had just finished
meticulously obscuring Alex’s face in dozens of photos. This was not
unusual, the university-approved ethical procedures for the project
included the standard anonymisation of the participants identities.
Alex and the rest of the participants are made unidentifiable through
pseudonyms, through the withdrawal of certain details, and through
hiding their faces. I stand by this anonymisation: there is too much
risk from exposure, too little benefit from doing otherwise. Alex, who
identifies as non-binary and genderfluid and asked to be referred to
by gender-neutral pronouns (they/them), was 15 at the time of the
workshop. They presented themself with a mixture of vulnerable
uncertainty and self-conscious outrageousness. When I met Alex,
they were delicately forming a sense of identity in a world that was
often hostile to them expressing that identity. To further expose Alex
to scrutiny seems unlikely to result in a positive outcome for them.
However, Alex’s request still bothers me: how do I respond to it?
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Figure 17 Transcripts

Perhaps a slightly different question is called for: who am I responding
to? Whose face is it that I am being asked to share? Is it the flesh-andblood young person, the one who chose Alex as their pseudonym, and
whose request I was too distracted to listen to in the closing moments
of the workshop? Or is it Alex, a figure created through the apparatus
of research, the result of transcription? Is it this second Alex that is the
spectre who haunts me?
Sarah Pink has written about how documents like transcripts are not
just ‘texts’ to be read and interpreted but are a way for researchers to
reconnect through memory and imagination with the moment in which
the research encounter took place (2015). More than texts to be analysed,
transcripts are a means through which to allow us to return to a past,
to once again be present in the workshop. As much as these research
documents are a form of solidly textual evidence of the events, they also
have an ephemeral aspect that connects with the immaterial means of
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recalling events. However, as queer theorist José Esteban Muñoz warns
us, ephemera is ‘a kind of evidence of what has transpired but certainly
not the thing itself’ (1996, p.10). Ephemera allows the moment to
reappear but, like a ghost, when the moment returns, ‘they “return” and
make their apparitional debut’ (Buse and Stott, 1999, p.11).
In some senses, Alex is my invention: I transcribed the speech, typeset
the transcripts, edited words and images to make Alex distinct from the
person who first uttered those words. And yet, Alex is not my invention
alone: there was and remains a flesh-and-blood person who uttered
those words, who took part in that shared performance captured in
still photography and audio recordings. A person whose speech often
resisted my efforts to transcribe it through whispering and shouting,
through making too much noise, or too little. Who, through expressing
themselves through sound effects and gestures, rather than words,
reminds us of all of the things in the workshop that the transcripts can
never render present. Alex on the page, the Alex’s whose request has a
hold on me, has an agency of their own, distinct from either my own or
the ‘real’ Alex.
In previous chapters, I have experienced speculation as an oftensubtle perceptual shift, a momentary glimpse of something previously
unanticipated that results from encountering something that can’t
explain itself. Almost by their nature, such events are unlikely to be
neatly or easily captured as data. In this sense, speculative research
is performative, in more than just in the sense that it is has a hand in
enacting the world, rather than just describing it. Speculative research
is also like a performance. Michael, along with others in speculative
research, are often keen to avoid using the term performative, favouring
instead terms like enactment or eventuation that less strongly connote
both the presence of an audience and human-centred agency (Michael,
2016). However, there is something to be gained from making this
comparison, particularly in regard to how performance studies has
tackled questions about ephemerality.
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Famously, Peggy Phelan wrote that performance ‘becomes itself
through disappearance’ (1993, p.146). Phelan asserted that performance
‘cannot be saved, recorded, documented, or otherwise participate in the
circulation of representations: once it does so, it becomes something
other than performance.’ (Ibid). This ephemeral nature of performance
presents a challenge to both an art world that is centred on objects
and images, and also for the research world’s concern for evidence.
However, Muñoz argues that, rather than a deficit which threatens
to undermine the material and empirical standing of performance
research, ephemera as a form of ‘anti-evidence and anti-rigour’ presents
an opportunity to expand and reformulate it (Muñoz, 1996, p.10). In
pursuing ephemera by ‘following traces, glimmers, residues, and specks
of things’ (ibid), we can open up the possibility of new performances,
rather than refining and reinforcing what has already come to be. In this
chapter, I will pursue the ephemeral request that Alex made on me in
search of more absent presences that haunt speculative research and keep
us wondering about what we have been witness to.

5.2 Background
The path that led me to encounter Alex and to ask these questions
begin with my work with James Pickles. James, at the time, was a PhD
researcher studying LGBT young people’s experiences of hate crime
and a youth worker supporting LGBT young people. We had become
friends through chatting about feminist and queer theory and drinking
coffee in the common room. On several occasions James mentioned that
based on his research and youth work experience, he had an idea that
reporting hate incidents might be made easier or more approachable for
LGBT young people if they could make reports using an app or similar
technology. While I was cautious about the capacity for such apps to
solve complex problems, I wanted to use my design practice to support
James in exploring these ideas. When an opportunity for funding a small
collaborative research project came up, I suggested to James that we apply.
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The funding was for interdisciplinary projects and so we recruited a
social psychologist (Matt), a participatory design researcher (Jo) and
a computer scientist (Shaun) to work on the project. We planned two
workshops to bring together young people and criminal justice workers
to discuss the reporting of hate incidents and to engage in participatory
design activities. These workshops would allow young people, criminal
justice workers and researchers to jointly speculate on forms of reporting
that could be better meet young people’s needs for recognition. The
results of these two workshops were written up as co-authored paper for
CHI2018. The paper described the study design and findings like this:
‘We conducted two design-led workshops intended to engage
participants, drawn from LGBT youth groups and criminal justice
workers (CJW). We used design to structure discussion on the
topic of hate crime and discrimination and used making activities
to explore the design space. The first workshop … was centered
on a discussion on reporting and the impact of hate crime. Here
participants were often quick to distance themselves from the
impact of such crime. However, when asked to produce a magical
device [(Andersen, 2014)] to report hate crime in the second
workshop, many of the participants produced devices which
enabled an immediate response, suggesting a desire for action
and justice, albeit one not oriented towards the existing criminal
justice system.’ (Gatehouse et al., 2018, p.109)

While this chapter will build upon some of the ideas discussed in that
paper, my intention here is not to directly address the findings of the
study in relation to the topic of hate crime and reporting. Instead, I
would like to focus on the second workshop as a site of speculation, in
order to re-examine and trouble the issues of ethical responsibility in
speculative research discussed previously in this thesis. Particularly,
I would like to examine the way that speculation introduces various
absent presences that can come to haunt those involved, but also gives it
the potential as a practice of inventive problem making with the capacity
to stay with the trouble (Haraway, 2016).
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Previously in this thesis I have discussed ethics in terms of responsibility
that comes from ‘difference that is not indifference’ (Barad, 2007,
p.392). In Chapter 2, I introduced Levinas’ ethics which is grounded
in the face-to-face encounter that makes us present and responsive to
another person who we recognise as different from ourselves. I also
discussed how some dialogical practices in design-research are centred
on staging such encounters. However, as discussed in Chapter 3, designresearch’s ability to be present and responsible within the context of such
encounters is inevitably shaped by larger commitments to producing
research and/or design outputs. The result of this is that our capacity
to respond by becoming with others is limited by the fact that we need
to be able to recoup such encounters into a practice of design-research.
Subsequently, I drew on the work of Barad (2007) and Haraway (2013,
2016) to understand how our responsibilities extend beyond what is
immediately present to account for the wider relationalities which shape
our capacity to come face-to-face with others (including, as considered
in Chapter 4, non-human others).
This interplay between being present and making representations is
complicated further by my engagement with speculative research. I have
shifted away from the common understanding of speculation in design as
the creation of probable, possible, preferable, or plausible visions of the
future. Instead, I have drawn on speculative research and countervisual
practices in design, to move towards an understanding of speculation
as a perceptual shift made through empirical engagement that expands
the possible. A recurring feature of making such speculative shifts has
been encountering an inarticulate presence in one form or another. As
with Stengers’ figure of the idiot (2005), these inarticulacies are absent
presences that create uncertainty about which presences to count,
and which absences can be safely discounted. I have described how
encountering inarticulacy can act as a disorientation device with which
to open up new lines of thought and action.
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These encounters with inarticulacy seem to have a haunting quality. In
the first three chapters, I reflected on how I felt compelled to somehow
keep returning to the events that I could not resolve, and could not
ignore. Alex’s request to have their face put everywhere had the same
effect, drawing me back into these events, making fresh sense of them.
Encountering inarticulacy seems to deny me the kind of resolution
that would allow me to move on. Instead, I find myself returning again
and again to these encounters, generating new meanings and new
problems. The experience of writing about these experiences does
not have a linear chronology. When I write about these events, I find
myself returning again and again to a past that seems to be constantly
unfolding. I find myself rehearsing and retelling accounts of events in
search of one that satisfies, until I learn to let go of being satisfied.
This haunting quality that I have come to associate with speculation
raises the question of when speculation happens. To begin to address
this question, I would like to return to Critical Incident Technique (CIT)
as used in Education (Tripp, 1993). In Chapter 2, I pointed to parallels
between design-research as a form of critical inquiry and CIT, since
both worked to make mundane instances of ubiquitous technologies,
or teaching practice, critical through a process of uncovering their
connections and significance within a larger system. Crucial to this
discussion of when speculation happens, for Tripp, critical incidents
are not things that just happen. Instead, incidents are made critical. For
Tripp, this is done in two stages: first it is made as an incident when
it is noted and described; then the incident is made critical through its
connection to a broader analytic framework. Something happening,
and it being noted as an incident does not necessarily have to happen
simultaneously. In fact, Tripp suggests that, more commonly, incidents
will be made from something that seemed unremarkable at the time it
happened, and it is only through a process of analysis that they become
critical. As such, incidents are made critical only retrospectively.
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I would like to suggest that the same is the case for speculation. That
in the moment when the perceptual shift occurs, it may not be clear
that this is a potential source of speculation. Indeed, it might barely
be noticed at all. This has been my experience with the cases of
speculation described in previous chapters. When the events occurred,
I was uncertain what had happened, only that it was unanticipated. It
was only as I became familiar with speculative research that I gained
the capacity to be able to understand these events as speculative. As
such, it may often be the case that these events become speculative
in retrospect. However, where speculative events differ from critical
incidents is that speculative events keep becoming speculative. I would
suggest that this open-ended process of becoming speculative is a
definitive feature of speculative events. Further events are not just made
speculative once, but events are made speculative through repeatedly
being made speculative differently. Speculation is often instigated
by an encounter with inarticulacy, the idiotic, or some other absent
presence. However, in my experience, speculation compels us to repeat
and reconfigure events and, in doing this, proliferates further absent
presences as we return to the past.
Hauntology, a term coined by Jacques Derrida, is a useful concept for
understanding the absent presences that are so central to speculation.
For Derrida, hauntology ‘supplants its near-homonym ontology,
replacing the priority of being and presence with the figure of the ghost
as that which is neither present nor absent, neither dead nor alive.’
(Davis, 2005, p.373). There has been a recent resurgence in interest
in Hauntology, particularly due to Mark Fisher’s use of the concept to
analyse the ways in which contemporary culture is ‘haunted not only by
the past but by lost futures’ (Fisher, 2014, e-book). Fisher identifies two
patterns to the hauntological:
‘The first refers to that which is (in actuality is) no longer, but
which is still effective as a virtuality (the traumatic ‘‘compulsion
to repeat,’’ a structure that repeats, a fatal pattern). The second
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refers to that which (in actuality) has not yet happened, but which
is already effective in the virtual (an attractor, an anticipation
shaping current behavior).’ (Fisher, 2012, p.19)

Hauntology has echoes of speculation in its shared concern with
the ways in which virtual entities can be perceived in order to shape
thought and action. What hauntology has to offer speculative research
is in expanding understanding how futures and pasts manifest in, and
act upon, the present, through an interplay of absence and presence.
Hauntology provides a heuristic with which to interrogate and situate
speculative research as an interplay between the virtual and the actual.
As I have discussed above, the practice of research places limits on our
ability to be present, at tension with the necessity that we must also make
representations. We can never fully entangle with the present, since
we are always preparing to represent it elsewhere. Our responsibility
then extends beyond being with participants, to how we represent
them. Speculation complicates this tension further, through devising
apparatuses which prepare us to make perceptual shifts that open up new
possibilities. Speculation expands our perception of what is possible
but does not realise, or even give us tools to realise, these expanded
possibilities. Often the outcomes of speculation remain tantalisingly
out of reach, something glimpsed but not grasped. Hauntology affords
a concept with which to examine what happens when responsibility
extends beyond what is immediately present to what once was, or in the
future may be, present. It sensitises us to the fact that ‘[t]he past is never
finished once and for all and out of sight may be out of reach but not
necessary out of touch’ (Barad, 2007, p.394).

5.3 Reporting Hate Crime
The stakes involved in the particular speculation considered in this
chapter are significantly higher through both the vulnerability of
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the participants with which it was performed, and the subject of the
speculation. Though progress has been made in the UK with increased
civil rights, legal protection, and popular acceptance for LGBT people,
discrimination is still a common-place experience. For young people,
these changes have led many to be more open about their sexual
and gender identities from a young age. However, homophobia and
transphobia are still common experiences across all areas of life,
including in schools, in public places, in the home, and, increasingly,
on social media (Chakraborti et al., 2014). This creates a gap between
these experiences of discrimination, and a popular perception that the
fight for LGBT rights has been won. As one of the criminal justice
workers who participated put it: ‘There are a lot of straight people who
think that homophobia is gone and who have never even thought about
transphobia’. And so, efforts to record these experiences are ‘part of
broader historical struggle for recognition and problematisation of forms
of inequality and oppression’ (Clayton et al., 2016, p.66).
Under UK law, some of these experiences of homophobia and
transphobia may qualify as criminal acts, but many of them will fall into
broader category of hate incidents (Chakraborti and Garland, 2012).
Distinguishing between the two is not always straightforward, even for
criminal-justice professionals. However, police guidelines resulting
from the Macpherson Report mandate police take an active role in the
recording of hate incidents, as well as prosecutable hate crime. Hate
incidents are recorded through direct reports to the police, but third-party
reporting centres offer a community-based alternative for groups who
have historically been over policed and under protected (Chakraborti
and Garland, 2009). Systematic surveys such as the national crime
survey, and those undertaken by researchers or third sector bodies such
as anti-LGBT violence charity GALOP, try to assess the gap between
reported and unreported incidents. However, most hate incidents go
unreported, with victims being deterred by fears that they risk being
further othered by police officers, or that the criminal justice system
lacks the ability to respond adequately (Chakraborti et al., 2014).
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Hate incidents are an inversion of a face-to-face encounter discussed
previously. In such incidents ‘the other is forced to embody a particular
identity by and for the perpetrator of the crime’’ (Ahmed, 2014, p.55).
Hate incidents are rooted in a confrontation with an other that seeks to
reaffirm boundaries and identities, which refuses to become with and
respond to that other alterity. In doing this, hate crime renders its victims
as harmable others ‘who have no presence, no face, that demands
recognition, caring and shared pain.’ (Haraway, 2013, p.71, emphasis in
original). Efforts to record and recognize hate crime and hate incidents
can be read, on some level, as an effort to restore the victims face in the
eyes of wider society.
Despite these stakes, what follows is funny, silly, joyful, and warm,
as well sad, painful, and serious. The young people who participated
in the workshops demanded ‘recognition, caring and shared pain’,
but did so with the humour and wit that they had learnt from a culture
and community of resilience, forged in the face of discrimination. Just
because the participants expressed themselves in all manner of silly and
non-serious modes, doesn’t mean the hurt they suffered was any less
serious, or the desire to have this pain recognised was any less heartfelt.
One of the things I learnt from these participants was that taking joking
seriously, and seriously joking, are more than coping mechanisms; they
represent sophisticated ways of parsing and navigating problems which
exceed our ability to resolve.
Hauntology shares some of this same spirit of playfully facing things
that exceed our ability to resolve them. And not just because it is a pun
taken very seriously. Hauntology asks us to respond to something we
can never fully grasp in the moment: ‘Attending to the ghost is an ethical
injunction insofar as it occupies the place of the Levinasian Other: a
wholly irrecuperable intrusion in our world, which is not comprehensible
within our available intellectual frameworks, but whose otherness we
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are responsible for preserving.’ (Davis, 2005, p.373). Alex’s wish to
have their face put on everything could be read as one such intrusion
into my world, one that brings into question how design-research can be
responsible for preserving the otherness of participants.
But Alex’s wish is one of many things from those workshops that
haunt me. The problem we initially presented (‘How can we make
better tools for you to report with?’) was largely ignored or avoided
by the participants. Through their engagement with speculation in the
workshop, the participants presented us with new, brilliantly inventive
problems. These problems open new ways to think and talk about hate
crime. However, unlike the original problem, these new problems
weren’t neatly located in ‘criminology’, ‘design’, ‘computer science’
or some interdisciplinary constellation of the three. These problems
demanded responses far beyond our collective abilities as a team of
researchers. Despite our collective commitment to respond to the
participants, we could not do so adequately, let alone imagine that we
might ‘solve’ the problems as designers and researchers.
In search of understanding the significance of these haunting presences
to speculative research, in this chapter I will perform a kind of ghost
tour of the research project. This will take us from the moments in which
I walked the aisles of a Pound Shop in preparation for speculation to
take place, to making the analysis of transcripts wearable as badges in
a muddy field in Newcastle. In between, I will consider how the notso-distant past and the anticipated future manifest themselves before,
after, and during speculation. In doing this, I will consider how designresearch can respond with commitment and care to problems that it
cannot solve through giving form to these haunting presences that invite
us to keep wondering what an adequate response might look like.
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5.4 Materialising Virtual Worlds
We went to the Pound Shop in preparation for the second workshop.
James, Matt and me. We had been unpacking the events of the first
workshop and preparing for the second. Going shopping for materials
seemed like a welcome break from the serious talking we had engaged
in, and I hoped a trip to the shops would help bring us together as a team.
I particularly needed James to feel invested in what we were about to
do. In the first workshop, we had used facilitation methods that directly
built upon his experience of youth work: we asked participants to place
pre-written scenarios describing hate incidents on a ‘washing line’ scale
from ‘definitely would report’ to ‘would never report’ and used this as
a structuring device for group discussion. While this had a material and
performative component, the focus of this first workshop was a verbal
discussions of hate incidents and reporting. The second workshop was
to move the focus from previous experiences, to speculating about other
ways to respond to hate incidents. This workshop would bring us closer
to my world of design-research and would heighten the creative, material
and performative aspects from the previous week.
This designerly approach was less familiar to James and he had
expressed uncertainty about how the material-centred making would
help foster discussions of reporting. On the day, James’s misgivings
seemed to be put aside once we entered into the flow of making.
However, at this point I knew I was asking him to make the leap of
faith needed to step outside his world and into mine. And because the
young people participating were recruited from youth groups where
James worked, I was asking him to trust me with vulnerable young
people to whom he had a duty of care that went beyond the scope of
research. I hoped that this shopping trip might help James feel a bit more
comfortable and invested in the process.

144

Figure 18 Washing Line Activity, Workshop 1

The second workshop was going to be based on Andersen’s Magic
Machine Workshop format (Andersen, 2014, Blythe et al., 2016,
Andersen, 2017, Andersen and Wakkary, 2019). As discussed in the
previous chapter, I had first-hand experience of such a workshop, and it
offered a means to structure open-ended exploration of complex topics
where there were going to be no clear solutions. What was becoming
clear from the first workshop was that, as well as the practical barriers
that prevented the young people from reporting hate incidents, there
were more complex reasons for their reluctance to engage with reporting,
as framed by the community-policing agenda. By taking the lead from
the Magic Machine Workshop, we could temporarily step outside this
framing. In asking the participants to make ‘magical’ reporting devices
we were not asking them to make serious design proposals; instead to
find other ways that these experiences could be recognised and reported.
As Andersen and Wakkary have subsequently written, these workshops
create a temporary discursive space in which ‘we may consider complex,
difficult and naive things; and propose solutions that, while they may
not solve anything as such, touch upon notions of dread or desire.’
(Andersen and Wakkary, 2019, p.112). As discussed in Chapter 4, the
Magic Machine Workshop is a speculative apparatus that, through the
use of structured activity, material-making and performance elements,
enables participants to engage in design-research as a form of inventive
problem making.
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Figure 19 ‘Snowballs’, Workshop 2

I planned to adapt the format to the context of this research study by
asking the participants to make ‘magical’ reporting devices in response
to scenarios like the ones discussed in the first workshop. In structuring
the activity, I stayed close to the format as I had experienced it. We
would begin with introductions and ice breakers, facilitated by James,
who would then hand over to me to introduce the activity. As an initial
prompt, we used scenarios like the ones we had discussed in the previous
workshop. However, rather than pre-written scenarios, these were to
be written anonymously by participants. We provided the beginning
of a scenario for participants to complete with a description of a hate
incident that had gone unreported and asked them to give a reason why it
wasn’t reported. These were then redistributed among the participants by
screwing up the paper into a ‘snowball’ that was thrown across the room.
These snowballs were picked up by a different participant to be used as
a ‘brief’ that their device would respond to. After that, the participants
would use the materials provided to produce a device, before presenting
the devices back to the group.
I knew the material that we provided for the central making activity
of the workshop was an important consideration since, as Andersen
puts it, these materials would inevitably ‘drag the outcomes in certain
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directions’ (2017, p.101). I also knew that in going to the Pound Shop,
I was choosing to deviate from the Magic Machine’s ‘recipe’ which
specifies materials that lend themselves to as broad an interpretation
as possible (ibid). However, in this trip to the Pound Shop we had an
opportunity to respond to what we had witnessed in the first workshop
through the materials we chose. It was in part a practical choice to go to
a Pound Shop, a result of working with limited time and budget, but it
also imposed constraints on us in a way that was distinct from creating
bespoke material, or even from buying from other online or other
high-street retailers with more predictable stock. Instead of finding the
‘perfect’ materials, we had to choose from what was in stock on that day.
This unpredictability of Pound Shop supply chains placed a limitation
on what we could supply: we could only include thing which had been
(incorrectly) anticipated by a global supply chain.
This shopping trip became a collaborative process through which all
three of us selected elements that would form the basis of the material
vocabulary we presented to the participants. We walked the aisles,
selecting materials, sometimes for construction potential (string, tape,
card, flower pots, balloons, etc.). Often though, we choose them for their

Figure 20 Making Materials, Workshop 2
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potential for resonance with our participants and their experiences: water
pistols, toy phones, diamantes, shot glasses, plasters, cocktail umbrellas,
fake moustaches, glow sticks. These objects were overloaded with
potential meanings, but also seemed to reflect the playful and even silly
atmosphere that had occasionally surfaced in the first workshop.
We didn’t fully verbalize our choices, but we tried to find a consensus
on the materials selected. This collaborative process foreshadowed the
thematic analysis of the workshops we would later conduct together. This
process of analysis was a shared effort to identify, and properly name,
themes from a vocabulary that linked the world we had created in the
workshop to a wider academic public. These themes would render elements
of the workshop citable within academic discourse and make it possible
to take the speech of the participants ‘seriously’. In the Pound Shop that
day, we were similarly trying to make elements from the first workshop
citable within the space of the workshop we were preparing. However,
as Berlant and Warner caution us, though such citational practices create
virtual worlds in which forms of talk normally dismissed might be taken
seriously, ‘it would be wrong to take this provisional seriousness for a fully
inhabitable world’ (Berlant and Warner, 1995, p.346).

5.4.1 Failed seriousness
In the first workshop, the ‘seriousness’ of hate crime had been a reoccurring source of tension between the message that the police were
delivering and the ambivalent attitude towards reporting, expressed
by the young people. While the police and criminal justice workers
emphasised how ‘seriously’ they took hate incidents both personally and
institutionally, the young people expressed concerns that reporting such
incidents would not be treated ‘seriously’ in how they were listened and
responded to. Indeed, many of the participants seemed to find adopting a
tactic of not taking such incidents seriously as a more effective means of
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Figure 22 Chris’s Device

Figure 21 Chris presenting his device, Workshop 2

dealing with discrimination than that offered by reporting. The apparent
‘seriousness’ of the hate-crime-policing message wasn’t connecting with
the experiences of the young people. This tension between serious/nonserious would be expressed by one of the participant’s magic machine:
‘“Stuart leaves Powerhouse and gets verbally harassed by some
drunk students. He doesn’t report it because he doesn’t think it’s
serious enough for the police to take notice”. Now I think it’s
very serious [laughter], so I’ve made this … I was originally
going to go for a suit of armour, like your words don’t hurt me,
but due to time and cost I had to scale it back to ‘fuck off please’
[laughter]. […] this little thing [indicates windmill], I thought if
it got too heated you could spin this and local authorities could be
contacted and then I put this [indicates ‘I love camping’ sign] in
to reassure myself and the students that I’m really camp and that I
accept myself for who I am and they can fuck off please’
(Chris, 15, gay man).
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The ‘I love camping’ sign was chosen by James; it was from the
‘outdoor’ section of the Pound Shop. To me, it seemed too narrowly
interpretable for use in the workshop, too specific and too verbal.
However, this sign’s very direct connection to histories of subversive
citation within LGBT communities and media, enabled Chris to
recognise and use camp as a resource with which to reframe the
discussion of ‘seriousness’ from the previous workshop. As Sontag
notes ‘[t]o perceive Camp in objects and persons is to understand Beingas-Playing-a-Role’ (1964, p.57]. In both workshops, camp was identified
by the participants as a resource available to them to foster resilience and
agency in the face of hate crime and social injustice. Chris’s deadpan
delivery of ‘now I think it’s very serious’ specifically uncovers an
element of camp in the police’s repeated insistence that they would take
reports seriously. Sontag notes that, in some cases of camp, ‘the essential
element is seriousness, a seriousness that fails’ (Sontag, 1964, p.58).
This failed seriousness, as identified by Chris and the other participants,
results from the gap between the police’s repeated claims that they will
take reports seriously, and their ability to take meaningful action to
respond to or prevent further hate incidents. For the participants, this
perceived lack of an adequate police response undermines any claims
of taking reports ‘seriously’. Chris’s presentation and device plays with
failed seriousness, but also opens up other ways in which seriousness
could be expressed.
Within the space of the workshop, and through citation of camp, Chris
and the other participants were able play with what it would mean
to take hate incidents ‘seriously’. As noted above, through citational
practices in both academic and non-academic forms, we can create
‘virtual worlds’ in which certain kinds of talk can be recognized
as serious or not (Berlant and Warner, 1995). The hope we had in
preparing for this workshop was to create a space in which seriousness is
reconfigured, in order that we could ‘temporarily engage in subjects we
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might not otherwise address; subjects that are either too difficult, or too
banal’ (Andersen and Wakkary, 2019, p.112). The materials we selected
from the Pound Shop already had ‘failed seriousness’ to them.
While there are typical types of products you might expect to find
in Pound Shops, they don’t have regular or reliable stock, instead
selling whatever can be purchased at wholesale on the cheap. This
often includes grey-market or remainder goods, things produced for a
speculative demand that never manifested itself. The ‘I love camping’
sign was produced for a market that never materialised. It anticipates a
cosy heteronormative world of family holidays, a return to nature, rest
and quiet, but it ended up becoming part of something very different.
Such acts of appropriation are not exceptional, or even unusual.
However, it is worth noting that while it is true that the sign might have
‘dragged’ Chris’s device in certain directions, Chris’s performance
equally had the effect of ‘dragging’ the material in same way that
drag artists subversively cite the signifiers of gender. By allowing
these material elements and citational practices to come together in
unanticipated ways, the workshop became a space of provisional
seriousness in which we could begin to imagine what it might look like
if hate incidents were taken seriously.
In the Pound Shop that day, we were preparing the ground from which
such speculative leaps could be made. The choices we made tried to
anticipate some of what might transpire in the upcoming workshop, but
they also represented a determined effort to leave room for unanticipated
responses. This tension between the anticipated and unanticipated is
a fundamental component of the workshop design as a whole: it is an
attempt to balance these two elements to enable participants to engage in
speculation about their own lives. This interplay between the anticipated
and unanticipated elements of the workshop reflect the discussion of the
tension between dialectic and dialogic elements in Chapter 3.
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Just as the responsibility for assembling the workshop ultimately lies
with the design-researcher, speculation requires an element of genuinely
not knowing. Muller has described how participatory design workshops
should aim to make a space in which designers and participants can
meet in a ‘mutuality of unfamiliarity’ (2009, p.1067). Our informal,
collective, under-articulated approach to gathering materials allowed for
this interplay between known and unknown elements. On the day, the
materials, structure and references we brought to the workshops were
joined by what participants brought. Importantly, the participants did not
just bring their experiences of hate incidents, they brought a range of
cultural, social and technical references to the workshops: they designed
for local landmarks, they referenced media like the ‘Hunger Games’
films and RuPaul’s Drag Race, they integrated their designs to work with
technologies like smart phones and social media. Within the structure of
the workshop, these came together in ways unanticipated by any of us.
Assembling the workshop in this way enabled discussions to move
beyond the deadlock of the failed seriousness of the community-policing
message on hate crime reporting. This enabled the participants to
engage in ‘inventive-problem making’ and opened up the possibilities
of different kinds of response to these incidents. This experience reflects
Haraway’s position that ‘[t]o get “in the presence of” demands work,
speculative invention and ontological risk. No one knows how to do
that in advance of coming together in composition’ (2013, p.83). Magic
Machine Workshop structure is a means by which we can paradoxically
anticipate the unanticipated. Workshops such as these create a temporary
world in which things could be reconfigured and so be articulated and
responded to differently. However, to return to Berlant and Warner’s
warning, we should not mistake these workshops for fully inhabitable
worlds. Eventually, we will need to return to the ‘everyday’ world.
What happens to the provisional seriousness we have created once the
workshop has ended? Indeed, are the worlds created in workshops even
fully inhabitable in moments in which they happening?
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5.4.2 Virtual Presences
Although such workshops create a temporary space set apart from the
everyday world, the everyday world still haunts the proceedings of
such workshops. For Andersen’s Magic Machine format, ‘The results
are visions of what-may-be, and as such they do not foreshadow the
future, in as much as they present an opportunity for the participants to
reflect on their everyday lives through the imagination of impossible
things.’ (Andersen and Wakkary, 2019, p.112). The workshop acts
like a seance, allowing us to make contact with the what-may-be that
haunts things-as-they-are. However, the workshops are limited in their
ability to make what-may-be manifest, even within the magic circle
they create. Magic Machine Workshops ask participants to imagine
impossible things, but they remain just that: impossible. Chris’s
speculative device didn’t suspend his disbelief in the police’s message:
instead it played with the ambivalence towards its believability. Camp
as an orientation towards Being-as-Playing-a-Role provided a resource
with which to express such ambivalent relationships with what is and
what might be. Speculation asks us to renegotiate our relationship
with what we perceive to be ‘possible, plausible, probable, preferable’
(Dunne and Raby, 2014). Devices such as camp offer a means of doing
this in more ambivalent and dynamic ways than the binary of belief
that can suspended or unsuspended.
Camp was one cultural resource that the young people could draw on to
help reposition themselves. However, it was notable that, as a resource,
it was far more widely used by the cis gay men present. Camp as
sensibility enjoys artifice, but for some of the trans men and genderfluid
participants a sense of being-as-playing-a-role was often more
ambivalent. This ambivalence can be seen across the two workshops in
how Alex managed, and played with, the role they played. Alex switches
back and forth between playing the role of ‘good workshop participant’
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(asking clarifying questions, offering thoughtful reflections) and
‘provocative trouble maker’ (swearing, talking over others, doing things
‘the wrong way’). Through these processes Alex asserts control over
how they are perceived by the other workshop participants (accepting
peer group, supportive youth worker, the researchers and participating
Criminal Justice Workers).
In the second workshop, this sense of play was heightened by the
unexpected absence of the police. Two uniformed police officers were
meant to attend the workshop along with a civilian criminal justice
worker. However, due to a break-down in communication, the police
officers could not find the venue. The absence of the police officers
became a running joke throughout the workshop: at various times both
the researchers and the participants commented that they are glad the
police weren’t there to witness ‘inappropriate’ jokes, subjects or designs.
In this way the police, while not physically present, were a remarkable
absence which had a strong presence.
For Alex, the absent presence of the police combined with performative
structure of the workshop allowed them to dissociate from the ongoing
responsibility of representing themselves to the world. Rather than
presenting themselves as a vulnerable and passive victim in need of
protection from the police, Alex’s plays with adopting a persona that
responds to abuse with cartoonish violence:
‘“Esther is on the Metro … is jolted by a man wearing a swastika
badge. She doesn’t report it because he didn’t say anything, and
she thought it wouldn’t be taken seriously...” So, I know I’d be
pretty intimidated … so [gesturing to their device] like, if they are
like getting close, connect with them and that would stab them
with the spikey thing.’

Alex continues to describe a ‘blinding flash’, a ‘deafening noise’, a
fly swatter for persistent ‘flylike people’ and their device’s various
defence features (ear plugs, flash bangs, escape routes). Alex’s device is
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Figure 23 Alex’s Device

Figure 24 Alex Presenting

structured as a series of semi-improvised and-thens, that add attack- and
defence- features to the design, but with little regard to how these cohere
or interact as a whole. Alex’s presentation had a child-like quality and
was the most highly-animated presentation of the workshop. Alex stood
to physically perform the potential uses of the device with sound effects
(‘This one is like a big force field, so like pheew’) in contrast to how the
other participants presented their devices: sat down, in a low-key fashion.
While Alex’s self-conscious management of other’s perceptions quickly
returned, during the presentation Alex is temporarily able to not care less
about what people see them as. The subject of Alex’s speculation here is
not only what it might be like to take violent action in the face of abuse,
but what it might be like to be less self-conscious of another people’s
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gaze. Despite having had a positive interaction with the police the
previous week, Alex and the other participants played with idea that we
had temporally escaped from the view of the authority of the police. The
carnivalesque unsettling of authority created a temporary space in which
Alex could play more extensively with being a ‘bad’ victim.
Many of the devices had a similarly violent component to them, albeit
framed in cartoonish ways. As researchers, it was difficult to know how
to respond to this. On one hand, we had explicitly asked the young
people to express themselves. We had even supplied water pistols, army
figures and fly swatters (though balloons, glow sticks and ear plugs were
also transformed into weapons). On the other hand, these expressions
didn’t fit within our understanding of what an appropriate response to
victimisation might be (Brown, 2014). In the closing discussion, as we
returned to the real world, James commented that the designs had ‘been
a bit too violent, slightly on the terrorist side’. Alex responded ‘Well,
you know what, it’s time we fight back...I’m sick of being the minority.’
What had been expressed in gleeful cartoon-violent and power fantasies
of many of devices produced, was more plainly articulated as anger by
Alex once back in the real world.
To return to Halewood’s account of speculation as an imaginative leap
that takes off from a specific ground, the workshop became a space in
which the participants could experiment with making such jumps. In
this case, the ground was prepared not only by the presence of people,
materials and cultures, but the absence of the police as representatives
of authority in the real world. In the absent presence of the police,
the participants were able to speculate about how they might perform
identities that fell outside the ones prescribed by victim-centred policing.
However, such leaps do not escape the place they jumped from: ‘We
do not “transcend” the problems that provide us with the ground from
which to jump. We must stay faithful to this ground, to what enables
us to jump, to speculate, at the very moment that we make our jump.’
(Halewood, 2017, p.58). Magic Machine Workshops are a means to
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prepare the ground for such leaps by lessening the gravity of what is
real. However, the pull of the real is too strong to be escaped entirely
and, as Halewood reminds us, the ground on which speculative leaps
must inevitably land remain uncertain. Speculation is then always
doubly haunted, once by the ghosts of the virtual it calls forth, and also
by the inevitable return to what has been actualised. For Halewood, this
leap requires faith that the ground that meets us is one that is capable of
responding to our speculations with novelty.
For the young people participating in our workshop, their prior
experiences made it difficult to have faith that the world is capable of
responding differently to their experiences of hate and discrimination.
The workshop allowed the participants to tentatively explore what such
a faith in the world might allow them to imagine. However real-world
concerns often reasserted themselves. This can be seen in GayArtist’s
‘Pronoun Corrector’ that was designed in response to a scenario set in
an LGBT space. GayArtist (22, non-binary/trans gay man) begins by
describing its function as giving a clearly visible indicator of a person’s
preferred gendered pronouns (e.g. he, she or they): ‘It has a beacon on
the top so everybody around you will know exactly what pronouns you
prefer [...] and then, when there is just a very stubborn person, there
is like a little mini army man on the top and it will shoot them with
the pronoun you prefer and knock them back into queerness.’ He then
clarifies the function of the device further (‘shoots them and also they
get misgendered’). However, GayArtist goes on to contradict his initial
desire for the device to be a clear signal of his gender identity; by ending
his presentation with ‘and also it’s invisible so there is no way they can
blame you for [being misgendered]’. This wish for invisibility echoed
fears expressed commonly by the group that reporting, or taking other
actions in response to hate crime, will only make things worse for them.
In making the device, GayArtist begins to imagine what taking action
might feel like, but his fear that such action will likely backfire continues
to haunt him.
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Figure 25 GayArtist’s Device

Speculation’s hauntological aspects does not make the world entirely
absent. Instead, speculation makes the presence of the reality that has
been actualised appear spectral. This spectral presence does not free
us from the compulsion to repeat the patterns that shape the world,
but gives us room in which it is possible to imagine how we might
repeat these patterns differently. However, after the speculation has
taken place, after the world has reasserted its presence, the newlyimagined possibility can be haunting in another sense — we now have
something anticipated but not realised. This second hauntological aspect
is arguably the more challenging and troubling part of speculation for
design-research. As discussed in Chapter 3, both the potential and risk
of speculation is that it will take us somewhere unexpected, somewhere
we might not necessarily want, or know how, to respond to. In the case
of our workshops, we were faced with difficult questions about what to
do with the anger we had given the space to be expressed. How could we
respond to it without risking the same kind of ‘failed seriousness’ as the
community-policing response?
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5.5 Responding Seriously
This question of how to respond in a way that takes the devices and the
desires the devices imagine seriously, troubles the underlying assumption
about what to do with the outcomes of such workshops. While in many
ways the format is designed to resist instrumentalised outcomes that can
straight-forwardly be translated into ‘design requirements’, the outcome
is still expected to elicit a designerly response in other ways. Andersen
and Wakkary draw parallels between the outcomes of Magic Machines
Workshops and that of Cultural Probes, as something that could ‘inspire
or caution design’ (Gaver et al., 2004, p.53). But how can anger inspire
design? What does anger caution us against exactly? The source of this
anger cannot be solved with the immediacy of the participants’ magic
devices. It demands response, but it also directly confront me with the
limits of my agency as a designer. I cannot ‘solve’ GayArtist’s fears,
Chris’s anger hidden behind irony, or Alex’s desire to be seen by the
world on their own terms.
While empathetic engagement with users has been a long-standing
component of human- and experience-centred design (Wright et al.,
2008, Mattelmäki, 2013, Koulidou and Wallace, 2017), only recently has
discussion turned to the work required to manage the emotional aspect
of such engagements. Balaam et al. have reflected upon the ways in
which researchers, designers and participants all work in different ways
to build and maintain the relationships needed for this kind of design
work (2019). The authors identify how empathetic engagement requires
a breaking down of boundaries between researcher and participants,
with researchers to a greater or lesser extent, ‘taking on’ the emotions
of the participants and vice versa. However, this frequently results in a
flow of emotions that threatens to overspill the professional and project
boundaries unless properly managed.
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In our workshops, the emotional overspill took the outcomes of the
project beyond the scope of (what was conceived as) a small exploratory
project to gauge potential interest in digital reporting tools. However,
if we are to embrace design-research as a form of inventive problem
making, the production of, and sense of responsibility for, problems
that exceed and redraw our boundaries is to be expected. This is not to
say that researchers do not need to manage emotional and professional
boundaries with participants. To claim otherwise would be to fail
to engage ethically with the inevitable power imbalances between
researchers and participants. However, the emotional overspill that
results from these encounters can also be what sets us in motion in
search of other ways in which such boundaries can be drawn.
Sara Ahmed has discussed the ways in which feminism has addressed
this difficult question of what to ‘do’ with anger (2014). Ahmed outlines
the importance given to making space for pain to be expressed and
listened to, as part of feminist practices. However, Ahmed also warns
that pain should not be allowed to form the basis of a wound culture in
which we become overly attached to pain and anger. Instead, Ahmed
suggests that feminist practice should learn to read pain in such a
way that its causes can be traced. In doing this, we ‘do the work of
translation, whereby pain is moved into a public domain, and in moving,
is transformed’ (Ahmed, 2014, p.173). Feelings of anger that result
from both our own pain, and reading the pain of others, can drive this
transformation by helping us to name the source of pain: ‘Anger is
creative; it works to create a language with which to respond to that
which one is against, whereby “the what” is renamed’ (ibid, p.174). In
our workshops, emotional boundaries were redrawn sufficiently that the
pain and anger felt and shared by the participants could be translated into
new forms.
However, these were not the only emotional boundaries to be redrawn.
The participants weren’t just fearful or angry. They were defiant, playful
and hopeful too. In the workshop, boundaries were redrawn around the
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Figure 26 Steve’s Device

relationship between the problem of hate crime and LGBT identities
in more fundamental ways. The Trollinator 3000, that was designed by
Steve (15, trans man, gay) to tackle online abuse that could not be traced
by the police, is an example of this:
‘I introduce to you the Trollinator 3000… Okay, concept: you put
this against your computer screen it absorbs through these sort
of pink sparkly and orange things, those are the troll. And then
these guys, are your personal sort of troll attackers and they will
cross land and sea. They will anywhere basically go, and like, stab
the trolls, in the fingers or something, something really like owh.
Stab in the fingers, if they get stabbed in the fingers then they can’t
write any more. And feel like these two are a couple that they fight
together. And that is it.’

While this is similar to Alex’s and GayArtist’s devices, prioritizing
(violent) direct action over reporting, in this narrative the Trollinator
is only incidentally related to LGBT identities. The presence of the
gay couple is not central to the device’s narrative or function, instead
it is a mundane part of the technology and the work of policing. Steve
presented the device in an unironic, deadpan manner that was received
with delight by the group. This device and its presentation not only
project a future where LGBT identities and hate crime are not inevitably
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interlinked, but even seems to suggest that it could be possible that
such identities might be considered barely worth remarking upon.
Steve’s device invites us to wonder about a world in which being gay
or trans could be a mundane point of difference, rather than one that is
vulnerable to being violently othered.
According to Ahmed, wondering, in the way that Steve’s device invites
us to, can act as a bridge between the pain and anger that results from
injustice and hope for a better future (2014). Ahmed acknowledges that
while anger can energize feminist thought and action, she also argues that
it can become stultifying if allowed to become too fixed. Ahmed suggests
that wonder offers a way to move through such sticking points without
dismissing them entirely. Wondering is a means of thinking critically
(I wonder why …), but one which is open to the surprise of becoming
differently (I wonder if …). Wonder asks us to see things, as if for the first
time, but not to cut ourselves off from the past: ‘This first-time-ness of
wonder is not the radical present – a moment that is liveable only insofar
as it is cut off from prior acts of perception. Rather, wonder involves the
radicalisation of our relation to the past, which is transformed into that
which lives and breathes in the present’ (2014, p.180).
Wonder as an orientation towards surprise and novelty has some clear
connection with speculation. However, Ahmed brings into sharper focus
the reason why speculation is both emotionally and politically important:
anger is energy that can drive our response to encounters, that demands
from us shared pain, recognition and care. Wonder, on the other hand,
allows us to be open to the necessary transformation that such response
will require. Ahmed argues that even hope can cause us to become
‘stuck’ if we become too stubbornly attached to certain hoped-for
futures. Wondering does not ask us to give up on either anger or hope; it
gives us a means through which these things can be transformed.
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Crucially, Ahmed’s wonder differs from speculation in that its
requirement for faith in a world-in-the-making is less dramatic. For many
of the participants in our workshops, experience had taught them that
the world that met them was too often hostile to commit to such faith.
However, where speculation requires a faith that asks us to leap blindly,
wonder allows us to feel our way to boundaries, to probe how they might
be redrawn. Wondering is not without risk either, but it suggests that such
risks might be shared as, for Ahmed, it ‘opens up a collective space, by
allowing the surfaces of the world to make an impression, as they become
see-able and feel-able as surfaces’ (2014, p.183). In our workshops, many
of the devices might have resulted in individual shifts in how hate crime
and reporting were perceived, and the presentations gave space for the
group as a whole to consider and build upon this shift. And so, while the
departure from what is might be individual, wondering can be a collective
practice where the ground on which such leaps land can become a matter
of shared concern and response.
This collective space of wonder extends beyond the immediate space of
the workshop. As researchers, a commitment to wondering asks us to
keep looking at the workshops as if for the first time. I was wondering
when I read those transcribed words: ‘Put my face on everything’.
Seeing those words as if for the first time led me to wonder what they
meant, in ways that never occurred to me when I first encountered
them. If the transcripts brought forth a ghost, wonder made me open to
making contact with it. Wondering doesn’t ‘solve’ problems, it doesn’t
even guarantee response, but it does allow us to keep coming back to
problems. And since Wonder accepts responses as provisional, it keeps
us open to the possibility of responding again and responding differently.
In the next section, I will reflect on how through my practice of designresearch, I could maintain and share the collective space of wonder that
the workshop opened up, as part of inter-disciplinary research practice.
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5.6 Wondering about Speculation
Despite many ways in which the workshops were troubling to me,
my response was to almost immediately start designing. I took charge
of producing the transcripts, embracing this as a graphic design task.
Once the transcripts were printed and distributed, Matt took the lead
on the process of thematic analysis, I was drawing in my sketchbook.
I started translating the workshops, and our discussions of them,
into drawings, mood boards, colour palettes, typefaces. Eventually,
these conjoined academic and designerly translations found focus in
addressing two publics in different forms. One form would be a stand
at the local Pride event. Both James and Matt had previous experience
of public engagement in research at Pride, and it was an opportunity to
present the outcomes of the findings to the wider LGBT community.
The second form would be an academic paper to be submitted to the
CHI conference. Both demanded very different ways of translating the
events of the workshops in order to present a coherent and compelling
narrative. However, across both sites we worked together to craft these
narratives in a way that didn’t just communicate the findings but invited
a collective wondering about what the workshops meant.
Northern Pride is a yearly event held in Newcastle. It draws people from
all over the north east and beyond. It begins with a march through town
that ends in Exhibition Park where a mini festival is held, complete with
music, performances, fairground rides, food stalls and bars. Compared
to some Pride events (Smith, 1997, Bruce, 2009), it is more celebratory
than overtly political, and welcomes both those in full fetish gear and
families. We had a market stall in the ‘rainbow village’ area occupied by
support organisations, charities, and businesses. Charities did outreach,
the Scouts painted faces, there were raffles, give-aways, and rainbowcoloured merch for sale. The stalls were arranged in rows and a steady
flow of people packed the narrow gap between them, moving slowly
past each stall in a one-way traffic directed by security guards. Our stall
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presented three of the devices from the workshop, general background
information, and a badge-making activity. The devices were presented
as posters and postcards that showed an image of the device annotated
to explain its function. We chose GayArtist’s ‘Pronoun Corrector’, and
Steve’s ‘Trollinator 3000’, both previously discussed, and Sapphire’s
‘Hate Crime Bomb’, as these three examples most clearly articulated the
workshop themes.
The Hate Crime Bomb produced by Sapphire is thrown at homophobic
attackers and covers them with rainbow-coloured paint. Sapphire (19,
cis man, gay) was slightly older, and seemed much more assured in his
identity as a gay man, than most of the participants. In the first workshop
he had been one of the most prominent proponents of an attitude
towards reporting that we would later dub ‘the greater good’. Sapphire
explained: ‘Although I won’t report things myself, when I was working
on the gay scene, I was always reporting things that I heard from
someone else’. This framing of reporting as something done for the good
of others was the one most commonly associated with positive attitudes,
or actual examples of making reports, by the participants. Sapphire also
most readily embraced a camp sensibility as a source of resilience (even
his self-selected pseudonym is a drag name). In response to a scenario
describing someone being followed and mocked for having a ‘gay walk’,
he says ‘that I hear quite a lot because, apparently I have a really gay
walk when I have music on, which I know I do’. Sapphire builds on
the idea of resilience: he ‘does’ have a ‘gay walk’. This ‘resilient and
fabulous’ position modelled by Sapphire, was mirrored more subtly by
other participants such as Chris across the two workshops.
Sapphire’s social influence carried over into the presentation of his
device. After Sapphire introduced the device, the group collaborated in
refining and extending the idea, with even the civilian Criminal Justice
Worker joining in (who had previously declined to participate in the
making activity). Together, the group began to wonder about what the
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Figure 27 Sapphire’s Device

Hate Crime Bomb might do to the attackers. Chris offered that it would
make the attackers’ ‘idiocy’ visible, ‘so you’ll be walking home, and
they’ll be covered in paint and you’ll be like, that idiot is a homophobe’.
The group then shifts the focus to thinking about how it might make the
attacker feel. In the end, Sapphire describes the effect of the rainbow
paint on the attacker as: ‘everyone will think they’re gay and they’ll have
to deal with what we have to deal with’. In doing this, the group has
shifted the function away from simply publicly shaming an offender,
towards the offender being forced to experience and acknowledge the
harm done to victims.
As well as this strong narrative developed by the group, the hate crime
bomb made for a compelling and funny image. The night before Pride
I did have a moment of sudden doubt about the wisdom of presenting
something called the ‘Hate Crime Bomb’ at a public event. However,
there is a sense of pathos about a balloon with some glitter pompoms
inside, with a shaky, hand-written label, claiming to be a hate crime
bomb. The gap between how the ‘bomb’ appears and its proclaimed
function reflect the gap between the power fantasy the device invites
and the reality that the young people are faced with. The device’s aim to
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have offenders acknowledge the harm they do is similar to the central
tenant of restorative justice. However, restorative justice is rarely used in
cases of hate crime due to the power imbalance and social disconnection
between offender and victim (Walters and Hoyle, 2014). The violent
imagery of Sapphire’s ‘Hate Crime Bomb’, like the ‘Pronoun Corrector’,
evens the score by putting the power in the hands of the victim. Of
course, outside the workshop, it reverts back to being a balloon.
The presentation of this device at Pride offered an opportunity to
play with this tension. As an event, Pride had a similar carnivalesque
atmosphere in which it might be possible to return to some of the
devices a provisional sense of seriousness from the workshops. As well
as the documentation from the workshop, I had taken hi-res product
shots of all of the outcomes. These photographs treated the devices as
if they were highly-finished, design artefacts. By treating them in this
way, I was presenting to the audience using a visual equivalent of the
un-ironic deadpan of Steve’s delivery in the workshop. In the context

Figure 28 Hate Crime Bombs at Pride

Figure 29 Our Stall at Pride
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Figure 30 Hate Crime Bomb Postcard

of Pride, visual style was an invitation to the audience to enter into our
‘game’, in which these propositions could be taken seriously. In contrast,
to illustrate the devices in the academic context, I gravitated towards
using the documentation photos taken in the workshop, uncropped and
unprocessed, to bring provisionality to what otherwise might be seen as
a ‘matter of record’.
At Pride, viewers often seemed initially uncertain of what to make of our
stall as a whole. However, once they engaged with the stories about the
devices and where they came from, the majority of people got the joke or
could relate to the need for such devices. The Pronoun Corrector seemed
to have a particular resonance, with many people explaining to me how
they would use it or even that they wanted it used on them. Sensitivity
towards pronouns is a relatively new idea in LGBT spaces and can be
a particular source of tension between older and younger people in the
community. The pronoun corrector seemed to allow for this tension to
be discussed in a non-serious way, without dismissing or diminishing the
legitimacy of being respectful and sensitive towards people’s identities.
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As the day wore on, as I told the story of the workshops and the
outcomes over and over again, I noticed it calcifying into a particular
narrative. I found that the more I repeated the story, the harder it became
to get back to the complexities and contradictions of the workshop.
The story I was telling was a positive one, and a different kind of story
than the one told by the police. For the police, the young people were
vulnerable individuals whom it is their duty to protect. This was more
than an individual position, but reflected the institutional framework of
community policing, reflected in a comment from one police officer in
the first workshop that ‘making sure that you are safe, that is the number
one priority from our Chief Constable’. While the police officers did,
at times, recognize a more nuanced understanding of LGBT lives, their
professional role determines this repeated positioning of participants as
vulnerable young people. The presentation of the devices at Pride recast
young LGBT people as active and powerful agents rather than passive
victims and, in doing this, we reproduced the ‘resilient and fabulous’
position favoured by many of the participants. However, the version of
the workshops we had constructed had the potential to become our own
‘party line’, just as we had noticed in the police messaging.

Figure 31 Police at Pride

Figure 32 Victim Support Charity Stall
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Figure 33 Matt’s Transcripts

Figure 34 Badge Sketch

In contrast, the badge-making part of the display was harder to explain.
Members of the public were invited to choose two phrases printed on
semicircles and to assemble them to be made into a badge. It didn’t
neatly fit into the straightforward narration of the research; it was
simply there. However, the badges did seem like a ‘natural’ part of the
ecosystem of pride. Many people added the badge made with us to a
collection of pins and labels they had assembled as part of their outfits
for the day. Badges as a simple form of fashion accessory tap into the
ways in which clothing is uniquely adept at ‘registering the culturally
anchored ambivalences that resonate within and among identities’
(Davis, 1994, p.25). The badges allowed us to share a similarly
ambivalent and dynamic sense of what the workshops were ‘about’.
The badges were designed in dialogue with the academic processes of
making sense of the workshop, particularly the collaborative process
of thematic analysis led by Matt. The idea of ambivalence towards
reporting was developed quite early in the debriefing sessions after
the workshops. Matt had introduced the idea from Queer Theory of
the Good Homosexual who assimilates into straight society, who is
contrasted to the Dangerous Queer who remains outside it, who is angry
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with or even dangerous to straight society (Smith, 1997). In the next
meeting, I had drawn a badge that featured Chris’s message ‘just fck
off pls’ which could be rotated to show a more moderate participant
quote (‘think before you speak’). In our meeting, Matt shared his codes
and initial themes from analysing the transcripts. I was fascinated with
the care and craft Matt took with naming the themes. The poetic and
pragmatic work of finding just the right words to express an identity with
nuance and precision was a familiar creative act from my graphic design
work. I joined the dots between the list of themes and the sketch of the
badge in my notebook.
By the time we were at Pride, this idea had turned into a collection of
phrases printed on little semi-circles of paper, ready to be assembled
into badges. In the end, the twenty-four phrases, chosen from a list of
over 150 possibilities, responded to the transcripts in multiple ways.
Reflecting the focus of the thematic analysis, these phrases were all
possible positions or identities that a person might take on in response to

Figure 35 Badge Making at Pride

171

Figure 36 A Selection of Badges
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experiences of hate crime. Some were direct quotes from the workshops
(e.g. ‘fck off pls’, ‘just be nice’). Others were descriptions of positions
derived from the coding of the workshops (e.g. ‘armoured glamour’,
‘just about coping’, ‘public shamer’). Some were cultural references we
felt were relevant (e.g. ‘ask me anything’, ‘dangerous queer’, ‘model
victim’). The phrases could be selected to complement or contradict
each other, and were designed to be worn either way up. At Pride, people
spent time reading the phrases before selecting two to be combined into
a badge that they could take away and wear.
This badge-making activity disrupted the static narratives and identity
positions communicated by the presentation of the devices on the stall.
They introduced dialogue and improvised meaning making. They
still had enough coherence to have meaning and a relationship with
the subject at hand, but were ambiguous enough to be generative of
multiple meanings and narratives. The badges were inspired by our data
rather than being the direct product of thematic coding. They build on
the dialogue within the workshops in a way that invites new readings
and new encounters with the ‘data’. The badges act as an invitation to
wonder about the workshops, to wonder about hate crime, to wonder
about how we can recognise identities that encompass both vulnerability
and resilience. This does not mean that the narratives we presented in
the posters and postcards were ‘bad’ designs. They were necessary to
frame and make sense of the badges. Instead, the combination of the two
allowed us to tell a story in a way that allowed us to see the data as if for
the first time.
Towards the end of the day, we were given another chance to wonder
again about the workshops and their participants. We wrote up this part
of the story for the CHI paper:
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Figure 37 Sapphire’s Badge

‘Sapphire was at the event, working on security. He visited the
stall and, after being amused to see our presentation of his
hate crime bomb, made a badge [Figure 37]. He selected the
phrases “kinda normal” and “armoured glamour”. Pleasingly,
“armoured glamour” was a phrase we had developed in response
to Sapphire’s “resilient and fabulous” position, while “kinda
normal” hints at a less performative version of Sapphire we did
not get to see in the heightened frame of the workshops. He added
it to his high-visibility vest, before heading off to keep an eye on
the “scene”, still working for the greater good.’ (Gatehouse et al.,
2018, p.109)

The badges were a form of hyper-localised idiomatic communication.
They were designed for a specific audience in a specific time and place
that enabled a knowledge to be articulated through poetic dialogue. They
revealed the ways in which we both knew and didn’t know Sapphire.
They left us open and responsive to such revisions. They reminded us of
the gap between ‘Sapphire’ and the young man who stood in front of us.
However, outside of this context, the badges require further translation
in order to be incorporated into a practice of knowing. The story of reencountering Sapphire is an attempt to insert a sense of provisionality
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into a form that typically is rhetorically structured to emphasise the
opposite. However, despite this formal tendency towards certainty and
fixity, research begins in wonder, not just as a desire to know once and
for all, but as a desire to keep looking. Design gives us tools with which
to make spaces in which we can continue to wonder.

5.7 Conclusion
What spectral presences have we encountered on this ghost tour of
speculative design-research? Mark Fisher identified two patterns to
the hauntological: the first is something that is no longer present, but
still has an effect even after it has gone. This can manifest itself in a
compulsion to repeat what has gone before. The second is something
that is anticipated, but never manifested. This anticipation can also
shape our behaviour, even if the thing anticipated is never realised.
In the process of doing speculative research, described in this chapter
both of these patterns were evident in multiple ways. While some of
these have been obvious — speculation could be defined as the attempt
to render previously unanticipated possibilities as effective virtual
presences — some of these have revealed the more complex and
troubling ways in which past experiences and anticipated futures act
upon the present within speculative research.
As we walked through the Pound Shop selecting materials, myself,
James and Matt were at a pivot point between recalling the events of
the first workshop and anticipating the events of the second. As we
collectively negotiated which materials we would bring, we walked
a fine line between anticipating what would be needed and leaving
space for unanticipated responses. We were working to make elements
of discussions from the previous week present, but in such a manner
that they could be played with and reconfigured such that they could
return differently. Our choice of materials was greeted by the workshop
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participants with their own sense of being-as-playing-a-role. Within
the structure of the workshop, these elements came together in order
to begin to make present previously unanticipated ways to talk about,
and respond to, experiences of hate crime. However, while these novel
forms of response were anticipated in the workshop, they were not
made fully manifest either in the workshop itself or subsequently.
It is also notable that while in the workshop the ‘real world’ did seem
less present, it wasn’t entirely absent either. The unexpected absence
of the police officers was totemic of the absently present authority
of the real world. The authority of the past to shape the present did
not disappear within the workshop, but it did appear to become more
distant. For some participants, this distancing of authority allowed
them to embrace being-as-playing-a-role with camp enjoyment, while
others more cautiously renegotiated the expectations of which roles
were available for them to play. For some, like Chris, the real world felt
distant enough that they could commit to the provisional seriousness of
the workshops. While for others, like GayArtist, their real-world fears
were never far away from their speculative concerns. These different
levels of caution in approaching speculation highlights the feature
that, while for some giant speculative leaps into the unknown may be
possible, others need to approach speculation in more tentative ways.
Ahmed’s concept of feminist wonder provides a model for thinking
about how speculation can be translated into a collective space in
which the fears, risks, surprise, and anticipation can be shared. This
kind of shared act of wondering could be seen as the participants
collaboratively discussed what the hate crime bomb does to a
hypothetical attacker. Due to the victim-centred framing of both James’s
research and the community-policing agenda, there had been very little
discussion of the people who commit hate crime and hate incidents up
to this point. Here though, the participants tentatively wonder what it
would take to transform the encounter with their attacker so that they
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could demand ‘recognition, caring and shared pain’ as Haraway put
it (2013). The workshop is haunted by the question of what it would
mean to take hate incidents seriously. And the perhaps uncomfortable,
often unworkable in the present, answer seems to have little to do with
strengthening the lines of communication between the victims of hate
crime and the police. Instead, it might be a case of finding ways to
change the relationships between the attacker and the victim in order
to restore face to both. As previously noted, such restorative justice
approaches are notoriously difficult to put into practice and as such
not considered a serious option by many working in criminal justice,
hate crime support organisations, and criminology. However, as the
participants bega n to wonder about it in the workshop, this proposition
takes on a provisional seriousness that invites us to wonder further
about other ways in which we can take hate crime seriously.
For me, in an effort to keep wondering, I worked to produce two further
hauntological sites. The first was at Pride, where we made the events
of the workshop present through presenting images of the devices
and telling stories about what we had been witness to. In doing this,
we allowed some of the provisional seriousness of the workshops to
reappear temporarily. However, through the inclusion of the badgemaking activity, we also invited people to reconfigure elements of these
past events. In remaining open to wondering about the past, we engaged
in a form of hauntology that was distinct from those identified by Fisher.
This hauntology allowed our past experiences and anticipations of the
future to be present in ways that could be open to becoming differently.
Design-research is uniquely capable of producing forms like the badges
that invite us to keep wondering about research. It is through the coproductive capacity of these two practices that we can give suitable
form to research findings that allows speculation not to just happen
once, but to keep happening. The design of the badges allows for just
this to happen within the specific context and audience at Pride. Without
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further translation, they do not have quite the same capacity to invite
people to wonder in other contexts. And while it would be nice to have
more opportunities to include bespoke forms such as the badges in
academic discourses, even within conventional academic forms designresearch can invite wonder. Through crafting stories with words and
pictures in such a way that keeps both ourselves and our audiences
wondering, design-research can open up a collective space in which
to negotiate difficult questions such as the ones raised in this and the
previous chapters.
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Chapter 6
Discussion

6.1 Towards design-research as
diffractive methodology
When I began this PhD in 2014, I thought that I would be doing
‘reflective practice’ as part of a research through design methodology
(Frayling, 1993, Schön, 1983, Gray and Malins, 2004). My
understanding of reflective practice was that, through reflection, I would
be able to name and change my practice in a way that could form a
critical inquiry into not just my practice, but the world in which it took
place (Sengers et al., 2005, Mazé and Redström, 2009). However, the
more I reflected on reflection, the more this metaphor didn’t seem to
completely capture what I was doing as I attempted to understand what
I was experiencing. Often, I would not find myself coolly looking at
my practice from a distance. Rather, I found myself pulled ever-closer
into the past as I revisited events and re-embodied experiences. I had
a growing sense that there might be something else going on here,
something I did not have a name for yet.
As things progressed, I also became increasingly uncertain about
the capacity for reflection to give me agency over my practice. For
instance, reflecting upon my experiences of making the wifi network,
offered no immediate answers about how to be less dysfunctionally
inarticulate. Often when I had reflected and named my practice, I found
that, rather than allowing me to make changes, this process seemed to
have the opposite effect. I found myself stuck to how my practice had
unfolded in the past. And while my practice has certainly changed in the
past 5 years, these changes often seemed only tangentially related to the
processes of reflection. One day I was reading a Haraway paper and I
came to this passage:
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‘So, for me, the most interesting optical metaphor is not
reflection and its variants in doctrines of representation. Critical
theory is not finally about reflexivity, except as a means to
defuse the bombs of the established disorder and its selfinvisible subjects and categories. My favorite optical metaphor
is diffraction—the noninnocent, complexly erotic practice of
making a difference in the world, rather than displacing the
same elsewhere.’ (1994, p.62)

I was instantly struck by these words, especially the last sentence. I
turned it over and over in my head. I had never considered that there was
an alternative to reflection, but these three sentences opened the door to a
much wider range of things with which to think about practice.
Reflection gives us a physical and experiential reference point for what
is otherwise a difficult-to-define style of internal discourse. The optical
properties of reflection, the ability to see a virtual image of the world
one step removed from our usual experience captures something of the
dislocation and distance that reflective thought requires. Reflection is an
old metaphor (Bozalek and Zembylas, 2017), and one that also warns
us of the danger of mistaking what we see for real, one that warns of the
danger of being seduced into to staring too long at oneself.
For Haraway, diffraction offers a metaphor for a different kind of
thinking process, one which involves how difference is made by coming
into close contact with the world. Karen Barad has built on Haraway’s
writing on diffraction to develop it into a distinctive methodology
and ethico-onto-episteme-logy (2007). For both Haraway and Barad,
their starting point is the physical phenomenon of diffraction. Barad
describes diffraction as resulting from the way that all kinds of waves
‘combine when they overlap, and the apparent bending and spreading of
waves that occurs when waves encounter an obstruction’ (2007, p.74).
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As a key example of a diffractive effect, Barad points to the way that
light bends when it passes along an edge and produces patterns of dark
and light that make the boundaries between things difficult to determine.
As a result, diffractive methodologies pay close attention to the patterns
created by the ways that boundaries are drawn. Through observing
these patterns, diffractive methodologies seek to understand how these
boundaries come to matter. By investigating these material-discursive
boundary making practices diffraction also aims to imagine how these
boundaries could be drawn differently.
For Barad, an important way that diffraction differs from reflection
is that it requires us to understand the world by getting closer to it.
Diffraction asks us to notice how our practices emerge from our
entanglement with the world by entangling further. As with speculative
research, a key component of diffraction is that the researcher is not
separate from the subject of research, instead research is a matter of
becoming with the world. A key term in Barad’s work is intra-action,
which describes the interconnected relationships between bodies, human
and non-human, that lack distinct boundaries but instead ‘are always
affecting or being affected by each other in an interdependent and mutual
relationship as a condition for their existence’ (Lenz Taguchi, 2012,
p.271). As such, diffraction offers a different starting point from which
research can begin, one in which observer and observed are not separate,
but are formed through intra-actions which ‘cut “things” together and
apart’ (2007, p.179).
In the case of design-research, diffraction offers a different interpretive
starting point from either qualitative research or hermeneutic critical
traditions found in the humanities, both of which assume that the
researcher is fundamentally separate from the data or text they interpret
in the course of doing research (Lenz Taguchi, 2012). This component
has been particularly crucial in producing this thesis because, while
I am confident in performing the kind of interpretive critical analysis

184

of design work that Bardzell et al. (2014) call for, I have always been
reluctant to use this approach for analysing design work that I have been
intimately involved in producing. No amount of reflexively identifying
my position can produce the assumed separation between text and
authorial intent which underpins the majority of critical interpretative
practices. In contrast, diffraction is a practice of close reading which
proceeds from an assumed entanglement between the interpreter and the
interpreted. By adopting a diffractive methodology, I am able to write
analytically about my design work as the designer of the work, rather
than from the position of a design critic or social scientist.
This critical closeness not only reflects the challenge and opportunity
of writing about one’s own design work, it means that we remain
connected to and answerable for the work we produce. Particularly,
diffraction requires us to pay attention to how differences emerge and
to take responsibility for how our practices come to matter. As a result
of this, diffraction asks us to be accountable for our part in producing
the material-discursive arrangements that make it possible for us to
produce and interpret design work in ways that go beyond conventional
reflexivity. Reflexivity asks us to situate our practices in such a way as
to avoid performing what Haraway calls the god trick, where we appear
to see and speak from everywhere and nowhere at the same time (1988).
In contrast, the performative and intra-active basis of diffraction resists
this tendency for reflection and reflexivity to re-inscribe positionality,
while still insisting on a situated account of research. As such,
diffractive methodologies ask researchers ‘to make matter intelligible
in new ways and to imagine other possible realities presented in the
data’ (Lenz Taguchi, 2012, p.267). Diffraction asks us to consider our
positionality in a similar way in order to imagine how they might be
reconfigured. As a result, ‘[w]hile reflection can document difference,
diffraction, on the other hand, is a process of producing difference’
(Bozalek and Zembylas, 2017, p.117).
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For me, it is this element which I find some of the strongest resonances
with between diffraction and design-research. As a designer, I often
find myself looking at the world with an eye on the potential to make
new connections. Spotting that cheap cider in comes in bottles made
from a particularly nice blue plastic, noticing that wifi captive portals
are quite prone to breaking, joining the dots between thematic analysis
and a badge design. Design has taught me to pay attention to the details,
looking for the ways in which they can make a difference. Similarly, a
crucial element of Barad’s diffractive methodology is attention to fine
detail. Reflecting on the history of physics experiments, Barad writes
‘Small details can make profound differences’ (2007, p.92).
I am not alone in finding this resonance between diffraction and designresearch. Andersen has used diffraction as part of a theoretical framing
which allows her to include ‘emerging and dimly-held knowledge’
(Andersen, 2017, p.17) in a way that reflects her practice. Maria
Alejandra Luján Escalante has used diffraction to support an emergent
understanding of values in codesign processes (2019). There are also
many who find that feminist Science and Technology Studies (STS)
more broadly has lots to offer design-research in its concern with issues
like hybridity (Devendorf and Rosner, 2017), dissemination (Chen et
al., 2017, Mazé, 2018), and more-than-human design (Liu et al., 2018,
Heitlinger et al., 2019).
Once I started to look for diffraction in design-research, I found it
everywhere. I found it in speculative design’s desire to know how to
feel differently. I found it in cultural probes’ delight in the unexpected
answer. I found it in the moments in which I was translated into
another person’s world. I found it in the apparatus I devised to prepare
myself to see differently. I found it in moments of profound, humbling,
inarticulacy and in moments in which words came together in just the
right way to matter. Design, once coupled with research, is perhaps
inescapably, a practice of knowing that produces differences. By
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understanding the ways in which diffraction shapes design-research, we
can better understand the consequences of hyphenating these practices.
I am not proposing that diffraction replace the existing ways in which
we think about how design-research produces knowledge. For instance,
I don’t propose that diffraction to replace reflection. Indeed, reflection
remains a near compulsory element of practice-based research and this
thesis. Reflection is the glue that coheres design to research. However
it does so at the risk of becoming too rigidly stuck. Diffraction offers a
way of making the join flexible — of keeping our articulations articulate.
In applying this diffractive methodology to design-research, I hope
to open new lines of thinking about design-research which respond
to Barad’s concerns for the ways in which ‘practices of knowing are
specific material engagements that participate in (re)configuring the
world’ (2007, p.91, emphasis in original). In this discussion, I will
outline some of features of diffractive methodologies that I have found
productive in the course of doing design-research. Barad’s diffractive
methodology is complex and has been applied in a variety of ways
across a number of fields. What follows is not intended as a definitive
mapping of diffraction onto design-research (after all, in diffraction
there is no final cut). Instead, I aim to tentatively mark out of some of
the ways that diffraction allows us to make different kinds of cuts with
design-research.
To do this, I am going to focus on three features of diffraction that
I have found the most productive to my design-research practice.
Firstly, I will explore how understanding design-research as a materialdiscursive practice reframes epistemological questions in order to
address the performative aspects of the knowledge it produces. Secondly,
I will address how by ‘rejecting authoritative descriptions to propose
multiple, entangled readings’ (Luján Escalante, 2019, p.63), diffraction
reconfigures writing practice in design-research. Finally, I will explore

187

how a shared orientation towards details that matter in diffraction and
design-research can produce distinctive forms of knowledge. Designresearch’s interest in how the material and the discursive produce each
other allow it to engage with speculation and other critical practices in
ways which have capacity for producing knowledge in forms that make
‘a difference in the world, rather than displacing the same elsewhere’
(Haraway 1994, p.62).

6.2 Articulating
Despite all of the attention I have payed to inarticulacy in this thesis, I
have tried to be articulate when I write. Generally, you might say that I
am being articulate if I speak clearly, or with precision. But, as DiSalvo
points out, articulation is also a matter of making physical joints that
flex and move (2015). To articulate this text, I have moved the 30 or
so joints in my hands and wrists to find the keys as I type. Connecting
those pressed keys to the printed marks on this page are countless other
digital and physical articulations that translate the movement of my
hands to words you are reading now. Articulation brings these ideas
together: putting something into words and the movement of joints,
human or otherwise. Articulation’s overlapping meanings brings together
a discursive act with an embodied practice. Articulation, then, is a pivot
point between a text and the practice of making it. And yet, often this
connection seems to get lost in discussions of how design-research
articulates knowledge.
To become verbally articulate is a central aspiration of design as a
research practice. Like many practice-based methodologies, designresearch begins from a perceived failure of design and designers to speak
for themselves. Schön’s influential book The Reflective Practitioner is
rooted in the ‘assumption that competent practitioners usually know
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more than they can say’ (1983, p.8). The understanding is that by putting
these unspoken elements of practice into words, practitioners can render
their un-verbalised forms of knowing as knowledge that can be shared.
As discussed in Chapter 2, Carl DiSalvo (2010) has considered the
material and political forms of articulation that are also part of designresearch practice, but there remains some ambiguity here as to whether
these count as either research instruments, research findings, or both.
In contrast to this ambivalence towards the material artefacts as
articulation, academic writing and verbal presentation generally
remain a privileged form in design-research (Pierce, 2014, Ross,
2018). Longer-established fields of research have histories of critically
examining writing, both as a form and a practice such as the discussion
of ethnographic writing practices (Clifford and Marcus, 1986, Ahmed,
2000) that I touched on in Chapter 3. However, within design-research,
as with other fields of research with roots in creative practice, many
seem to consider academic writing as a more-or-less neutral medium for
the transmission of knowledge (Green and Williams, 2018).
This privileging of verbal forms of knowledge has faced resistance from
many corners of creative-practice research (e.g. Croft, 2015) and in
design, there have been many who make the case for artefacts of designresearch as ‘embodying’ knowledge (Stolterman and Wiberg, 2010).
However, it remains rare for design-research artefacts to be presented
without a scholarly text accompanying them (Pierce, 2014). Pierce
has pointed to the ways in which, in the majority of design-research
practices, ‘verbal communications and material design artifacts can be
understood to function as hybrids with the “conceptual” and “thingly”
portions co-articulating one another’ (2014, p.736). This would suggest
that knowledge in design-research lies not in either text or artefact, but
in making links between them. This line of thought has informed forms
of dissemination such as annotated portfolios (Bowers, 2012) as a more
designerly form of communicating knowledge.

189

However, these arguments and forms of dissemination start by making
a distinction between ‘verbal communication’ and ‘material design
artefacts’. This creates a problem for me. I remain, despite all my
hyphens, stubbornly a graphic designer. Looking back at the things I
have designed in the course of this PhD, they are, more often than not,
a material artefact intended to communicate things. Words never seem
very far away when I am designing, whether it is in a dysfunctional
captive portal, mystifying placard, texts to be displayed on feral screens,
postcards explaining the functioning of hate crime bombs, or phrases to
be assembled into badges.
When I look at words, design is never far away either. My professional
experience working in editorial design means that it is all but impossible
for me to look at academic papers as anything but works of graphic
design (albeit more often than not in an impoverished form imposed by
clunky MS Word templates). For graphic designers like myself, even
the text/image divide is not straightforward. My practice has taught me
to see type as both text and image and to see a composition as form
and counter form (Lupton and Miller, 1999). This ability to make these
gestalt shifts, to let my vision dance between the textual and the material
compositions, and to witness how they produce each other, is a gift my
practice has given me.
As a result, thinking about what design-research produces as falling
into separate categories of ‘verbal communications’ and ‘material
design artefacts’ is not particularly helpful. Even thinking of them as a
hybrid is problematic because it suggests they were separable in the first
place which, viewed through the lens of my particular design practice,
is not possible. Even oral presentations of research, unaccompanied
by a slide deck, seem to me to have a designerly and material form
of communication, albeit more ephemeral in their nature. Beyond
the quirks of my practice, this entanglement between making design
artefacts and representing them in papers or presentations is common
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to all design-research practices. To put it in the same terms discussed in
Chapter 3, design-research artefacts is almost always brought ‘home’
in these textual forms to an audience of design-researchers. As such, all
design-researchers are graphic designers in this sense.
From the perspective of a graphic design practice, it is more interesting
to ask how the communicative and material aspects of both design and
research are always put to use to produce each other and to produce
particular kinds of knowledge. In this interest in how form and content
produce each other, I find myself in the company of Haraway and Barad,
for whom the material and the semiotic go hand in hand. From this
shared ground, it seems possible to reformulate some of the questions we
ask about the form of knowledge in design-research.
Often, debates about the form knowledge takes in design-research
seem to hinge of the question: where is the knowledge? With factions
favouring either artefacts, academic texts, or a combination of the two.
However, this discussion always seems to be haunted by the possibility
that the answer might be found to be ‘nowhere’. Scenography researcher,
Rachel Hann has argued that while the first wave of practice-based
research had to fight to have knowledge produced through creative
practice recognised as legitimate research outputs, this battle has now
largely been won. Hahn argues that second wave practice-based research
should turn its attention to how it can produce and share its findings
more effectively (2015).
In this spirit, diffraction offers a different way to address the question
of where knowledge is located. For Barad, knowing is not unique to
humans, or even conscious beings. The paper that this thesis is printed
on participates in the material-discursive practice of knowing because
it ‘knows’ how to be printed on and bound in ways that water, for
instance, does not. For Barad, material elements can and do participate
in practices of knowing. As a result, instead of considering in which
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discrete subjects or objects knowledge resides, Barad ask us to consider
how knowing as a ‘distributed practice that includes the larger material
arrangement’ makes us respond to and account for the ‘ongoing openended articulation’ (2007, p.379) of the world. The question is which
practices of knowing come to count as knowledge in the context of
formal academic research.
Read diffractively, the question of what forms knowledge can and should
take is shifted from, where knowledge is located in design-research, to
how knowledge is situated. This demands that we pay attention to the
ways that the artefacts and texts we produce reside, and act, in the world,
as part of the practice of doing design-research, rather than trying to
specify the particular artefacts or texts in which the knowledge resides.
This means accounting for the ways in which co-producing badges
derived from workshop data engages an audience and material culture
in knowing at Pride, but this same badge making-activity would not
constitute knowing at an HCI conference, unless sufficiently translated.
This performative view of knowledge that results from embracing a
diffractive methodology echoes the distinction Allen makes between
theory as a project and theory as part of practice:
‘Theory needs a project: a static construct, a persistent template
of beliefs against which individual actions are compared and
tested for conformance. In contrast, practices imply a shift to
performance, paying attention to consequence and effects. Not
what a building, a text, or a drawing means, but what it can do:
how it operates in — and on — the world.’ (Allen, 1999, p.20)

Allen is perhaps guilty of overstating the difference between design
practice and a research practice. However, in this distinction between
performance and conformance, we come to a potentially important
distinction between traditional research methodologies and a practicebased one. Conventional epistemologies are concerned with how we
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come to know. In Allen’s terms, a practice-based epistemology would
also be concerned with what knowledge does in the world.
By adopting such a diffractive- and practice-oriented epistemology, the
focus shifts from where and if knowledge exists in design-research, to
what the knowledge design-research produces does in the world. It asks
us to consider who knows, and who we become through knowing. It
haunts us with the possibility of knowing differently. These questions
treat knowledge as more than an abstract concern for philosophers or for
Research Excellence Framework (REF) panels. Knowing is central to
living, particularly in a landscape post-digitally awash with information.
The entanglement of knowledge and power have never been more
obvious, and yet harder to pin down, than at this time.
As I engaged with network technology as a material with which to do
design and research, I was confronted with the ways in which data is
being rendered from us at unprecedented scales, and used to reshape our
view of the world; used to train black box algorithms which can never be
opened; used to fuel political and economic divisions. I have found that
being confronted with the ways in which network technology and big
data economics practice knowing, complicates and challenges academic
research as an ethically engaged practice.
This experience has taught me not to be too certain about the things
I know. Not because I doubt my capacity to know, but because I am
uncertain about what knowing might do. However, I found that designresearch methodologies, like Dialogic Design and Probology, offered
alternative practices of knowing to the radical indifference displayed
by big-data platforms. These forms of design-research not only foster
relationships of care and responsibility through knowing. they produce
knowledge in forms which are illegible to the ways in which big data
knows. Cultural Probes can produce forms of knowing that cannot be
capitalised on as behavioural surplus. As such, these methodologies have
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the potential to offers a means to resist what Zuboff terms Surveillance
Capitalism (2019). Surveillance Capitalism discards the ‘black box’ of
the inner life of people and things in favour of near-constant collection
of behavioural data. Design-research that can embrace these black boxes
has the potential to engage in material discursive practices of knowing
that resist and evade the totalizing gaze of big data. However, this does
not necessarily mean rejecting network technology out right. In the next
section, I will consider what it might mean to look at, and with, the
network diffractively.

6.3 Seeing (with) Networks
When I started this research, network technology was the intended
subject of investigation. However, over time, the network took on other
roles: a material to design with and an epistemic style. A cloudy visuality
to see with and a power structure to hide from. A dream of a frictionless
space to escape hierarchy, a tangle of roots with which to think, a cat’s
cradle desire to connect and entangle.
Networks have been the subject of considerable academic study, popular
debate, technological hype, and grand theorising. They have been
studied as an idealised structure, a material infrastructure and a political
dream. For social theorists such as Castells, networks are an era-defining
technology: ‘Networks constitute the new social morphology of our
societies, and the diffusion of networking logic substantially modifies
the operation and outcomes in processes of production, experience,
power, and culture.’ (Castells, 2000, p.496). Others have suggested that
networks have reshaped not just the political, physical, and economic
landscape, but introduced new cultural logics (Varnelis, 2012) and
reshaped our most intimate relationships (Kuan Wood, 2014).
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Networks have also arguably represented a distinctive mode of thinking,
the origins of which can be traced back further than the current postdigital era. Delueze and Guttarti’s philosophy modelled on rhizome
root structures, Actor Network Theory and Cybernetic theory (currently
enjoying a resurgence (Martelaro and Ju, 2018), are examples of network
thinking that predate ubiquitous network technology. In the current
‘Post-Digital’ era (Berry and Dieter, 2015), these theories are finding
new applications in helping us to theorise and understand the complex
relationships which network technologies make visible.
However, despite engaging to some degree with reflexivity, these
theories all show an unfortunate tendency towards a second-order
version of Haraway’s ‘god trick’ (Michael, 2016). Haraway wrote in
1988 about how an expansion in visualising technologies seemed to
translate ideologies of scientific objectivity into a graspable reality:
‘Vision in this technological feast becomes unregulated gluttony; all
seems not just mythically about the god trick of seeing everything from
nowhere, but to have put the myth into ordinary practice’ (1988, p.581).
Networks are powerful tools to see and think with, but this power can
tempt us to believe that if we can just trace the network at sufficient
scale, or build a detailed enough model, we can see it in totality as if we
are stood outside it.
This seemingly god-like vision afforded by networks is not confined
to academic theorising. Network technology have given rise to an
entire industry based upon performing this kind of network god trick.
‘God View’ interfaces used internally by platform operators like Uber
or Facebook build to visualise the totality of activity on the network
(Hern, 2016, Roberts, 2018). Zuboff has described how, influenced by
instrumentarian behavioural psychology, platforms like Facebook use
the ‘God View’ to monitor, predict and shape its user’s behaviour on
unprecedented scales (2019).
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As discussed in Chapter 4, this creates a stark contrast between the
view afforded to the platform owners and the rest of us who only have
access to the highly individualised user interface. This deep asymmetry
between the view point afforded to platform operators and the rest of us,
creates a challenge for how we research and discuss these technologies.
Since we can only guess what the ‘God View’ afforded to platforms like
Facebook or its true extent, the response is an increasingly paranoid style
of thought as captured by technology journalist John Herrman:
‘Did Facebook swing the 2016 election? Could have, as far as we
know; anyway, I can’t even guess why Instagram started showing
me a bunch of photos of a certain breed of dog or why it’s
suddenly serving me ads for meal kits. I know how these things
make me feel, but Facebook knows how they made me behave —
knowledge it won’t soon share.’ (Herrman, 2019, online)

Even nation states seem to be limited in their ability to compel
companies to divulge the details of the workings of their platforms.
Mark Zuckerberg’s appearance in front of US congress marked his
entry into the pantheon of political bots thanks to his spectacularly
boring testimony which never failed to stay on script (Pendergrast
and Pendergrast, 2018). The gaps left by these unanswered questions
increasingly seem to be filled by conspiratorial thinking, made worse by
shadowy actors like the Internet Research Agency who seem to thrive
on a great churn of (mis)information (Metahaven, 2015). Conspiracy
theories, once a marginal part of the political discourse, now craft
popular narratives that fill the gaps to explain the complexities that
networks make evident but not understandable (Bridle, 2018).
However, this inability to parse the causes and effects of the network
extends beyond popular ways of knowing and into journalistic and
academic practice. As Carol Cadwalladr has pointed out, the black
boxing of platforms like Facebook makes it almost impossible to fill in
the gaps by normal journalistic means (2019). Cadwalladr’s investigative
journalism was only made possible by her ability to win the trust of
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whistle blowers who were willing to let a little of the content of the
black box leak out.
In the academic sphere, Zuboff’s work demonstrates the painstaking
forensic approach that is required to ‘reverse engineer’ the story of the
development of surveillance capitalism within the big tech platforms
(2019). However, Cadwalladr and Zuboff both admit they can only tell
part of the story, needing to fill in gaps with guess work or conjecture.
As Bridle has remarked, there is ‘no exterior point of view that we
can all share on the situation. The network that brings us knowledge
wraps around us, refracting our perspective into a million points of
view, simultaneously illuminating and disorientating us.’ (Bridle, 2018,
p.206). Faced with a silent network, faced with Silicon Valley’s profound
inability to respond, what choice do we have but to speculate?
So here is my speculation: perhaps the operators of Facebook will not
respond to our questions because they do not know the answers either?
Ultimately, while the God View may appear to offer an objective
overview of the network, it remains, as Haraway makes clear, always
an ideological illusion of objectivity. Regardless of what the platform
operators believe, or publicly proclaim, they do not always seem to
be in control of their networks. This is not to deny that the platforms
create power imbalances between users and operators, or grab our
data for private gain, or create echo chambers. However, the more
extreme behaviours that the platforms enable (paranoid thinking,
radicalisation by algorithm, social divisiveness, abuse of marginalised
people, misinformation and conspiracy, to name a few) would seem
like genuinely unintended — and unanticipated — consequences to the
designers of the platform.
One response to this, is to find ways to improve the platform designers’
ability to anticipate these unintended negative outcomes. This is the
approach proposed by authors as part of ACM Future Computing
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Academy when they recommended that ‘Peer reviewers should require
that papers and proposals rigorously consider all reasonable broader
impacts, both positive and negative’ (Hecht et al., 2018, online, emphasis
in original). Certainly, some computer science researchers have shown
a remarkable lack of insight into the world in which technologies like
facial recognition or video manipulation will almost inevitably be used
for racial profiling or misogynistic deep fakes (Adler, 2017). However,
there is danger that in demanding better foresight, we double down on
the big data belief that if we can just gather enough data, all things are
knowable, including the future.
A diffractive alternative does not necessarily require abandoning
networks entirely, but learning to use their material-discursive properties
differently. Haraway uses the game of Cat’s Cradle to exemplify
a practice of network thinking that knows how to play with others
(1994, 2013). Contrary to the god trick that views others from an
ever-increasing distance, the cat’s cradle teaches how to use networks
to recognise the ways in which we are always already tangled up
with others. Up close, we can begin to learn to become with, and be
responsible to, others, human and non-human.
As described in Chapter 2–4, I was confronted with network technology
not as a static object whose limits and shape were easily perceivable, but
as something that extended beyond my capacity to know or bend to my
will. James Bridle has identified the potential for the network to sensitise
us to our limited ability to make sense of the world:
‘The network is the best representation of reality we have built,
precisely because it too is so difficult to think. We carry it around
in our pockets and build pylons to transport it and palaces of data
to process it, but it is not reducible to discrete units; it is nonlocal,
and it is inherently contradictory – and this is the condition
of the world itself. The network is continuously, deliberately
and unknowingly created. […] Thus the network, properly
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understood, can be a guide to thinking other uncertainties; making
such uncertainties visible must be done precisely so they can be
thought.’ (2018, p.76)

The network viewed on these terms rejects the god trick in order to insist
on a situated network visuality. As James Bridle’s quote makes clear,
networks confront us with our limits to know and think about the world.
But if we can accept this partiality, if we can embrace a visuality that
simultaneously reveals and conceals, the network can allow us to come
face-to-face with the world.

6.4 Cutting Well
The network understood in these terms also offers a way to understand
diffractive methodology. Interpreted as a diffractive methodology,
design-research articulates knowledge by making agential cuts. Agential
cuts that affect ‘what’s real and what’s possible, as some things come
to matter and others are excluded, as possibilities are opened up and
others are foreclosed’ (Barad, 2007, p.393). Design-research is a process
that both makes articulations — which join and flex, and cuts — which
displace and still. This contradiction is not the easiest thing to think
about. I was searching for a metaphor to help make this easier to grasp
with no luck until I realised it had been in front of me all along: a
network. A network makes holes by making joins, which makes joins by
making holes. When thought about from within the network, cutting and
joining are not contradictions, but counter forms.
Luján Escalante has described how ‘diffraction is concerned with
the gaps left by invisibilised activities of selecting and reproducing
knowledge into legible discourses. Representation unavoidably leaves
aspects behind; the unknown which is itself unknown.’ (2019, p.63).
As such, diffraction requires us to make the gestalt shift needed to
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able see the way that network is composed of both connections and
holes. This ability to make a gestalt shift between cuts-that-join and
joins-that-cut is similar to the kind of form/content shift I described
as a core skill of my design practice. Indeed, as described in Chapter
2, my attention was drawn to inarticulacy as ‘the unknown which is
itself unknown’ through shifting between seeing with the network and
looking at the network itself.
I have found that design, a practice at the pivot point between the
material and the discursive, when coupled with research, enables me
to make a shift between seeing the network and seeing the view that it
affords. This connects with Ahmed’s sense of wonder which allows the
‘surfaces of the world to make an impression, as they become see-able
and feel-able as surfaces’ (2014, p.183). Art and design practices have a
long history of inviting people to do just that through self-referential use
of form. Brechtian frame breaking, Jan Van Toorn’s dialogical images,
and other meta-reflexive devices are a way that artists and designers
draw attention to the way that form and content produce each other.
These kinds of self-referential devices would fall into Latour’s
description of meta-reflexivity (1988). Meta-reflexivity, according to
Latour, should be avoided in research since it undermines the capacity
for our claims to be believed. However, in art and design, meta-reflexive
devices are also used as a means of disrupting the idea that subject and
form can be separated. Framed in this way, meta-reflexivity is a way
for us to be accountable for both the material and discursive elements
that enact agential cuts. By drawing attention to the frame as well as
the content, meta-reflexivity shifts our vision to what the frame must
inevitably exclude.
For Barad, responsibility begins in accounting for, and responding to, the
ways that the cuts that have a part in enacting, enabling and excluding
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what is possible. However, Barad also urges us to remember that there is
no final cut, there is always a possibility of cutting differently, opening
up and foreclosing other sets of possibilities. In this thesis, I have
considered how design-research can be responsible for the cuts it has
had a part in making, while remaining open to, or even inviting, further
cuts to be made differently. We have no choice but to play our part in
enacting cuts if we want to communicate, but we can try to cut well.
A key part of this practice of cutting well has been a sensitivity to, and
even appreciation of, inarticulacy. This began with my frustrations in not
being able to materially or discursively articulate my experiences in the
form of a wifi network. This encounter with inarticulacy sensitised me
to other ways in which network technology was inarticulate. In doing
this, I became more aware of the possibilities that were foreclosed by the
particular way in which network technology enacts material-discursive
cuts. This perceptual shift, which allowed me to perceive possibilities
unanticipated by current practices of cutting, is what I came to identify
as speculation, as understood in the emerging practice of speculative
research (Wilkie et al., 2017).
I found that speculation conceived in this way often seemed to result
from encountering inarticulacy in one form or another. Stengers’
conceptual figure of the idiot is one commonly used speculative research.
A non-participant who haunts proceedings is one form of inarticulacy,
but I encountered others forms of inarticulacy too. Absently-present
police officers, an unseen rough sleeper enacting countervisuality
and ambivalent instruments of data collection, all refused to be fully
materially-discursively articulated in their own distinctive ways. There
is more than one way for inarticulacy to shape speculative practice and,
as demonstrated in Chapter 5, attending to the resulting hauntological
patterns through which inarticulacy makes itself manifest can deepen our
understanding of speculation.
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Beyond being a speculative device, these inarticulacies have an
important reflexive role in doing critical inquiry. If we are to answer
Latour’s call for critics not to debunk, but to build places to gather
(2004b), then inarticulacy serves as a reminder that not everything or
everyone can be, or wants to be, gathered. However, this does not mean
we can ignore such inarticulacy, or become too settled or comfortable
in what we have gathered. As Stengers puts it: by bearing witness to the
inarticulacies we encounter, we can allow these presences to unsettle our
processes of gathering in ways that allow us to make new connections
and commitments to what we are gathering. Inarticulacy does not give
us answers, but it allows us to reformulate problems in ways that makes
doing business as usual impossible.
Crucially, bearing witness to inarticulacy rather than enforcing
participation makes us answerable for the accounts we give. As with
Ahmed’s call for an ethnography that knows-how-not-to-know that
belongs to the ethnographer, a critic who knows-how-not-to-gather is
still responsible for the gathering. A crucial aspect to bearing witness
to inarticulacy that I have taken from the work of Michael, is that
a resistance to ‘taming’ or instrumentalising such inarticulacies in
too straightforward a way (Horst and Michael, 2011). While putting
inarticulacy to productive use in design-research must involve some
degree of instrumentalising, we can still bear witness in a way such that
inarticulacy retains some of its unsettling effect.
Many of the stories I have to tell about encountering inarticulacy do not
have a satisfactory ending. I cannot explain to you what encountering
the cardboard constructions, left behind by a homeless person, means
for how we think about smart cities. I can only tell you the ways that it
was unsettling, and continues to be unsettling, to how I think about smart
cities. To do otherwise would be to tame this inarticulacy into the kind
of dialectical ambiguity described in Chapter 3 that can only lead us to
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a single anticipated end point. Learning to stay with the trouble means
learning to live without getting satisfactory answers or explanations, but
instead continually wondering what it all means.
Another aspect to bearing witness is that it can do the work of translation
that is akin to Ahmed’s feminist practice of learning to read personal pain,
in order to translate into a shared public issue. Ahmed stresses that this
sharing of pain does not involve taking on the pain of others as if it was
our own, or imagining that we all experience pain in the same manner,
but is instead a matter of developing a shared response to pain (2014).
In bearing witness to inarticulacy, we are not speaking for inarticulacy,
or even about inarticulacy, but instead about the unsettling effect it had
on us. In translating these unsettling experiences in something that can
be shared in a public form, it is in the hope that these translations can
continue to be unsettling to a wider set of public practices.
In doing this, bearing witness can give a face to inarticulacy, by building
a shared capacity to be witness to what is not us. While I have written
extensively about face-to-face encounters, it is important to reflect that,
frequently, a face in this sense is not always literally a (human) face –
instead it is anything that allows us to encounter the other as possessing
an alterity to which we have not direct access. This distinction between
literal faces and the broader idea face, as used in Levinasian ethics,
is important to make, given recent discussion of emotional labour in
human-centred design methods.
Balaam et al. have argued that we should be cautious about staging
face-to-face, or voice-to-voice, encounters as a means of bringing
design-research into dialogue with participants: ‘Designers might be
asking participants to relive and retell painful or even boringly mundane
experiences, participants might be placing their hope in the hands of the
designer, or the participant and designer might be developing a deep
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relational bond that is in contradiction to the limitations of a research
project. All these create the need for emotional work.’ (2019, p.602).
Balaam et al. call for more extensive use of alternative ways in which
we can come to know participants, without being so reliant on forms of
face-to-face contact that require high levels of emotional commitment
and effort on the part of both participants and researchers. One way
they identify is greater engagement with ‘stories already told’ (ibid). A
corollary to this call to use existing stories where possible, is that when
we do stage literal face-to-face encounters, we have a responsibility
to represent them that goes beyond just producing research. Designresearch should work to produce and circulate forms of knowledge that
translate these encounters in a way that effectively shares the result of
the emotional labour that produced them.
There is, of course, a long history of producing thick descriptions
in ethnography that try to convey such encounters in a detailed and
embodied manner (Back, 2007, Becker, 2007) and these have had some
influence in how design-research reports on such encounters. However,
looking at the work of Jayne Wallace, there are also traces of a more
designerly approach to sharing the embodied and empathetic forms of
knowing that come from face-to-face encounters. Wallace produced
digital jewellery, designed in response to a close engagement with
Gillian, a woman living with dementia (2013). These objects were
designed in response to probes and with the aim of supporting Gillian’s
own sense of personhood and relationships with others, particularly with
her partner John. However, as represented in the paper published by
Wallace et al., these objects also give me a strong sense of what Gillian
might be like as a person.
Take the Cloud Watcher, a ‘rubber cloud-shaped spyglass pendant that
wobbles when held aloft and through which everything looks like a
cloud’ (ibid, p.2622). The design was ‘inspired by Gillian’s sense of
humor and fun, her wonder at beautiful things, and her description of
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herself as a cloud watcher.’ (ibid). Looking at images of this object, and
reading how it was inspired by Gillian, gives me a sense of what it might
be like to meet and interact with Gillian. More than this, imagining
how I might use or enjoy the Cloud Watcher allows me to find some
common concerns and experiences with Gillian, in ways that cannot
be reduced to claiming I know how Gillian thinks or feels. Objects like
the Cloud Watcher, or the badges I produced for Pride, have some of
the qualities of Flusser’s apparatus. They are ‘play things’ that invite
playful and inventive interactions that cannot not be fully anticipated by
the designer, design, or user. Such design practices, when coupled with
research, have the capacity to make cuts in ways which invites new cuts
to be made.
At the end of Chapter 5, I argued that design-research can, and should,
bring this same sensibility into how we write about research in more
conventional academic material forms. By applying to writing the
elements of our design practices that inject provisionality, play and
wonder, we can strengthen design-research’s capacity to cut well. In
many ways, this thesis is intended to be an exemplar of this kind of
designerly-writing practices. With this in mind, I would like to consider
the implication of how diffraction as a form of entangled reading can be
translated into design-research writing practices. I shall reflect on, and
diffract through, reflection and speculation as processes through which
writing is produced in design-research.

6.5 Reflection diffracted
In design-research, reflection is used in a multitude of ways. Reflection
is used to gain insights into design practice (Schön, 1983), to document
elements of practice which would otherwise be lost (Dalsgaard and
Halskov, 2012), as an evaluative technique (Kirk et al., 2016), and as
a means of providing methodological transparency so as to avoid a
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‘black box’ account of design practice (Pedgley, 2007). These kinds of
reflection are common to many research practices. However, in designresearch, reflection is often framed as doing the additional work as
securing the status of design practices as research as opposed to ‘routine
design activity’ (Pedgley and Wormald, 2007).
As such, reflection doesn’t just document design practice, but has a role
in stabilising it as a practice that can be articulated as research. In a
paper reviewing design documentation methods, Bardzell et al. identify
two strategies for ‘cohering’ design practice as research using reflection
(2016). In the first, design activity and reflection are collected as a pool
of data to be analysed and written about through research. This database
approach is perhaps typified by Pedgley’s structured diary format for
recording design activity (2007). Reflection in this sense is used as a
technique that makes design processes available as data to be used in
research processes. This has the effect of separating the speech of the
designer and the researcher, even if they are the same person. When
writing as a designer, the designer is a research subject and structured
reflection makes this writing available as ‘data’ which then authorises the
designer to speak as a researcher.
The second approach identified by Bardzell et al. integrates the design
activity and reflection more directly into the research process. This form
of reflection might be typified by Gaver’s workbooks (2011) in which
designers use to collate design and research materials and reflections
to narrate the ‘work-in-progress’. Bardzell et al. observed in their case
study of this narrative approach ‘reflection was the glue that held the
document together’ (2016, p.104). Reflection in this approach is used
to translate design processes in to a form where they become narratable
in terms that can be broadly recognised as research. In this form of
reflection, the author writes as both designer and researcher at the same
time. However, as Bardzell et al. observe, this reflection-in-progress can
be too much like glue. Narratives can become ‘sticky’ in such a way that
reflection become too settled and comfortable.
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In practice, most design-research will use a combination of both
database and narrative approaches (e.g. Sadokierski, 2019). However,
these represent two possible approaches to cutting apart/together design
practice in a way that allows it to speak, or be spoken about, in the
context of formal academic research. Barad identifies that the irony
of reflection as a metaphor is that it seems to offer a way for us to get
closer to the ‘truth’ of something, but it does so by visually distancing us
from the object of our investigation. In contrast, diffraction is a practice
of entangled reading that offers a different approach to cutting designresearch practice that doesn’t distance the voice of the researcher from
that of the designer.
Diffraction also resists reflective narrative’s tendency to get stuck, by
insisting that cuts ‘are not enacted from the outside, nor are they ever
enacted once and for all’ (Barad, 2007, p.179). As a result, even the
past that we are reflecting upon is never finished becoming. However,
reflection is still perhaps a useful means with which locate our place in
a world that is in process. Similar to Kember and Zylinska’s observation
of photography (2012), reflection can allow us to ‘halt’ processes, not
as in attempt to stop becoming, but as means to help us manage these
processes and their creative possibilities.
The problem for us is that we live in a world of too-perfect mirrors. For
our ancestors, reflection appeared in water, in windows and in polished
metal, reflections were piecemeal and distorted. For us the whole world
is a mirror, constantly reflecting ourself back at us. As Haraway points
out, such technological prowess can over-inflate our faith in our ability
to know ourselves. Our experience of too-perfect mirrors hides some
of the work needed to think reflectively. Perhaps then, it is better to
think about reflection, not with light, but with sound. Sound is slower
than light, the gap between the event and its return is more evident.
Echoes are more easily missed, requiring careful attention to be heard. In
listening for the echoes of what we have done, it is harder to forget that
distortion is as much part of reflection as reproduction.
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Read diffractively, reflection is not something performed once, but an
iterative piecing together of a practice that is that-which-must-to-bemade-sense-of. Reflection is the pursuit of ephemeral ‘traces, glimmers,
residues, and specks of things’ (Muñoz, 1996, p.10) in pursuit of finding
new connections, new meanings, and new practices and identities over
time. This iterative practice of producing reflection can be seen in my
notebooks, filled with short hand, diagrammatic writing and sketches, all
interspersed with typographic doodles, notes about teaching, and coffee
stains. Reflection can be found in sketchbooks, scraps of paper, notes
on my phone, drafts, slide decks, and draft papers and published ones.
These documents reflect a practice in which designing and researching
are not neat, contained activities, but are woven into the tapestry of a
busy life. They speak of reflective writing which doesn’t happen in the
orderly chronology of a neatly-parcelled diary entry. Like the practice
it reflects on, reflective writing ebbs and flow in intensity. Sometimes I
have moments of clarity, other times I am lost in the fog.
Slowly, over many iterations, I have pieced together the reflection that
forms the backbone of this thesis. I have tried to write reflectively in
ways which that makes visible this iterative process of reflection, that
involves both getting closer to experiences and seeing the broader
context that shaped those experiences. However, this is not to say
that the results are any less curated and crafted constructions than
conventional academic writing. In this sense, the reflective writing which
I have produced is similar to the ways in which Bardzell and Bardzell
describe the form of the humanist essay: ‘it reveals a process of thinking
and it is shaped and crafted as a work of writing.’ (2016, p.27). If I have
appeared to invite you as a reader into my thoughts and experiences as
they unfold, I have done so through crafting writing in a certain style.
Reflective writing can make traces of the process of doing reflection
visible, but these are should not be mistaken for the thing itself.
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I have certainly used some of the stylistic-elements of the humanist essay,
however, as a genre of writing it is centred on the ‘voice’ of the author
(Ibid). My engagement with post-humanist philosophers such Haraway,
Barad and Stengers, means that this idea of the author as a self-contained
subject becomes problematic. The writing I produce, like the design or
research, involves more agencies than mine alone. How then to write in
a voice that at once situates this account of research as informed by my
position and experiences, but conveys the multiple agencies that produced
the events I have described.This challenge has been particularly evident
in writing about the speculative events described in this thesis. Evident in
these events was the way that, as individuals, we ‘are neither pure cause
nor pure effect but part of the world in its open-ended becoming’ (Barad,
2007, p.150). In many ways, the agencies in such events are better
represented by images where ‘everything participates in a significant
context’ (Flusser, 2012, p.9) than in the cause-and-effect of linear forms
like writing. As I reflected on in Chapter 3, being faithful to these
experiences means noticing the ways in which they resist the linearity and
resolution of narrative forms.
As a result, finding a way of writing about these events that combines
elements of reflection, infra-reflexivity, critique, diffraction and
speculation has stretched my capacity as a writer. I have tried to write in
a way that is not centred on my agency while still situating the account
firmly in my subjectivity. As indicated in the introduction, the result is not
a combination of design and research into a single voice, but is instead
multiple modes of writing. The effect is slightly cacophonous, there are
possibly too many voices fighting for your attention. However, I have
learnt to resist my designer’s instinct to smooth this out, at the cost of
flattening the necessary contradictions and tensions that exist in this work.
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6.6 Critical and Speculative Voices
In responding to this challenge, I have also experimented with
approaches to writing about design-research which address a broader
problem with how we tell stories about design-research. The structure
of how both design and research are reported is, in some ways, quite
similar: in design, problems lead to solutions, while in research,
questions to answers. This similarity leads to a temptation (and indeed
a convention) for design-research to map problems onto questions
and solutions onto answers. Accounts of design-research tend to be
structured in the same way one would write a scientific report (Bardzell
and Bardzell, 2012) and will typically begin with establishing a design
problem/research question, followed by an account of how a design
solution/research finding was arrived at.
This structure of reporting plays into a narrative that Irani and Silberman
call the ‘design saviour complex’ (2016) which asserts a messianic
belief that design has the unique capacity to solve all problems. Irani and
Silberman have reflected on the difficulty of sharing stories about design
that are not centred on design’s problem-solving capacity, even when
talking about design processes which have explicitly worked to escape
this framing. They suggest that it is not enough to just practice design in
a way that goes beyond problem solving, we also need to actively resist
this narrative by insisting on telling different kinds of stories.
In this thesis, I have proposed that design-research is a form of
speculative and critical inquiry that engages in inventive problem
making. In writing about this practice, I have tried to find different
stories to tell about design and research, stories that require a decoupling
of design and research from a simple one-to-one mapping of problem/
solutions onto questions/findings. In doing this, I am indebted to
traditions of producing discursive forms such as essays and position
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papers in both design-research and HCI. Such discursive forms differ
from the conventions and structure of scientific reporting by not
‘reporting knowledge gained through prior acts, but in some senses [are]
constructing the knowledge in the act of writing’ (Bardzell and Bardzell,
2016, p.27).
However, it is rare for such essays to include reflection on experiences
of design practice. They tend to be written from the perspective of doing
design criticism, rather than a critical design practice (Pierce et al. 2015).
Generally, as a form, they do not engage in the levels of reflexivity or
methodological disclosure required for writing about one’s own design
work. However, there is a tradition of designers writing about design,
albeit one which exists only on the margins of academic research. This
is particularly true of critical practices in design with practitioners such
as Jan Van Toorn, Metahaven, and Dunne and Raby being as well known
for their writing as for their design work. Do these writing traditions
have anything to offer speculative and critical design, which has been
more fully absorbed into formal academic research practice?
I started this PhD the same year as the publication of Speculative
Everything (2014). This book brought speculative design, if not into the
mainstream, to be lodged firmly in consciousness of the design world.
Speculative Everything has undeniably made speculation a much more
widely recognised, if not widely accepted, part of the design-research.
However, it is a difficult book to know how to read: its voice is hard
to place, at once authoritative and personal. It slips between academic
tract, design history, mid-20th Century radical design manifesto and
pitch document. Dunne and Raby are ever present: their taste and vision
dominating both the written text and images curation, and completely
absent. And yet, we get no clues as to what their design process is like
or how speculation takes place beyond the kind of account one might
present to a particularly nervy client.
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In many places the book speaks in a voice from another time, Dunne
and Raby speak with the confidence and flair reminiscent of another era
of design. In this sense, it seems it is not just Dunne and Raby’s design
work that is indebted to the ‘counter design’ movement that emerged
from Italy in the 1960’s, but their rhetorical style. Compare these two
statements:
‘They inspire us to question why the real is “real” and the unreal
is not: who decides? Is it market forces, evil genius, chance,
technology, or secret elites? These projects celebrate people’s
ability to make their own imaginative worldview tangible.
The days of designers dreaming on behalf of everyone have
passed but designers can still facilitate a dreaming process that
unlocks people’s imaginations. Micro-utopias like these serve as
inspiration, encouraging not mega-utopias defined from the top
down but seven billion little utopias emerging from the bottom
up, facilitated by, not determined by design.’ (Dunne and Raby,
2014, p.164)
‘On the contrary, we have refused to complete a single image,
our own, preferring instead that as many should be created as
there are people listening to this tale, who will imagine this
environment for themselves, quite beyond our control. Not a
single Utopia, then, but an infinity of Utopias, as many as there
are listeners. Not just a single culture, but one for each individual.
[…] Creating culture today is no longer — at least, it shouldn’t be
— the privilege of a few intellectuals, who provide users with the
critical apparatus with which to explain the world and organize
the form of their environment, too. The right to go against a
reality that lacks “meaning” (because it is a reality produced
by a system that is “meaningless” in itself) is the right to act,
modify, form, and destroy the surrounding environment. This is
an inalienable right, and a capability each one of us possesses’
(Archizoom, in Ambasz, 1972, p.234)

As well as expressing comparable sentiments, the voices are remarkably
similar: a design collective that speaks as ‘we’, engaged in research
which critically questions design practice and also makes broad political
statements. This style of writing combines the persuasive techniques that
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designers use to get clients to buy into work with political rhetoric and
theorising. It is a genre of writing akin to International Art English (IAE)
(Rule and Levine, n.d.), albeit filtered through design culture’s dislike
for pretension, and so is perhaps more self-consciously plain speaking.
Where IAE might declare the artist radically reconfigures intersecting
potentialities, the designerly-critical statement is more likely to be
something like we are questioning human-centred futures enabled by
smart materials.
Most of Dunne and Raby’s body of writing uses this designerlycritical voice, albeit not entirely successfully in the case of Speculative
Everything. I tend to agree with Tonkinwise’s assessment that the book
is frustratingly poorly written (2014). (This is odd since Dunne and
Raby’s previous publications Design Noir (2001) and Hertzian Tales
(2008) are both well executed examples of a designerly-critical voice.)
Compounding this problem is the fact that Speculative Everything
is read in very different terms from the statements made by the
‘counterdesign’ movement.
This different interpretation can be witnessed in Speculative
Everything’s reviews. Both Bruce Sterling’s positive review in Wired
(2014) and Tonkinwise’s searing response in Design Philosophy Papers
(2014) locate the book as academic writing, despite the coffee-table
formatting. Speculative Everything is not read as a designer’s statement
accompanying an exhibition of their work, but as a ‘university-located
research-by-project’ (Tonkinwise, 2014, p.171). Its release seemed
strategically timed to coincide with the nationwide REF audit in 2015.
Given this context, even a well-executed designerly-critical voice seems
unlikely to gain traction in design-research since its claims rely on
rhetorical positioning rather than empirical study.
Since Hertzian Tales was written in the mid-1990s as Dunne’s doctoral
thesis, design-research has shifted towards placing greater emphasis
on not just greater methodological transparency and reflection, but for
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having a greater empirical basis for claims for what speculative design
does (Kerridge, 2016). The problem with using the designerly-critical
voice in the context of design-research is that it lays bare the fact that too
often there a gap between what we’d like our design work to do, and our
evidence what it actually does or will do. Speculative Everything fails to
convincingly make its claims in the context of design-research because it
does not tell us how speculation can come to matter, only that its authors
think speculation should matter.
In response to this demand for empirical reporting, speculative practices
in design-research have evolved to include a greater emphasis on
speculation as a social and material process. Approaches such as
materialist speculation though counterfactual artefacts (Wakkary et
al., 2015), speculative enactments (Elsden et al., 2017a), application
in participatory design processes (Akama et al., 2016) all respond to
Tonkinwise’s counter vision of speculative practice in which: ‘The
point is not to imagine the future, but to feel your way in that unknown
dimension. Products, especially speculative ones, demand enactment,
bodystorming. By interacting with critical designs in these ways, and
preferably over significant spans of time, the worlds that such things
afford can be sensed’ (2014, p.186).
By putting greater weight on doing speculation with people and things,
these approaches also provide a stronger basis from which to write
about speculation as a process of empirical inquiry, rather than a critical
discursive one. (What often goes unacknowledged, is that Dunne and
Raby did exactly this in Design Noir). Deploying or co-designing
speculative artefacts with people make it possible to apply a range of
methods for studying and evaluating design which can then be written up
in a more or less standard empirical study format (Pierce and DiSalvo,
2018, Elsden et al., 2017b, Pschetz et al., 2017). Here the designerlycritical voice is replaced with that of a reflective-researcher.

214

As reflected in my previous discussion of reflection and reflexivity,
I think the stronger empirical and situated elements of the reflectiveresearcher approach is broadly a positive development. However, I am
hesitant to completely turn my back on the designerly-critical voice
entirely, and not only because I am prone to lapsing into it. I think there
is something in the designerly-critical voice, as problematically distorted
by intentions and desire as it can be, that has something to say about
speculative design-research that the reflective-researcher accounts miss.
Treating speculation as something that can be reported straightforwardly
as the result of empirical study misunderstands what speculation
involves and the demands it makes. Speculation as a process by
which you might come to ‘feel your way in that unknown dimension’
(Tonkinwise, 2014, p.186) is, by its very nature, on the edge of the
empirical. Speculative research (Wilkie et al., 2017) does a better
job of acknowledging the way that speculative practices trouble and
expand ‘the empirical’. This is still an emerging and interdisciplinary
practice and it is probably too soon to make broad claims about its
writing conventions. However, the work of Mike Michael is influential
of speculative research as a whole and my approach to writing about
speculation in particular. One of the distinctive things about Michael’s
work is the way he writes about research as a ‘situated becoming-with
the researched’ (Wilkie, 2017 p.350).
A core unit of analysis that emerges from Michael’s speculative writing
is that of the research event. Michael’s approach analysing such events
could be considered diffractive as well as speculative. His focus on the
opening up of new, previously-unanticipated lines of inquiry and thought
overlaps significantly with descriptions of diffractive methodologies.
Michael’s style of writing seems to navigate the line between situating
his accounts in his, and his co-authors, experiences, while making space
for a multitude of agencies. A distinctive feature seems to be an eye for
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unusual details that pulls the reader in to wonder about how the surfaces
of the world comes to produce such variances. Cats stealing tape
recorders (2004), YouTube videos depicting iPhones being destroyed
(2018), misbehaving teenagers (2011), are all used to draw us in to
wondering about how science and citizens engage with each other.
In attempting to emulate Michael’s style, I have used elements of the
reflective-researcher style of reporting in order to understand my part
in enacting speculative events. This style supports a diffractive reading
of these events, and my part in them, that pays close attention to how
embodied details come to matter. However, a hint of the designerlycritical style is also present in both Michael’s writing and my own.
Creating compelling accounts of speculation and its wider significance
needs some of the evangelical showmanship displayed by Dunne and
Raby and their critical design predecessors.
Used in moderation, the designerly-critical style can rhetorically position
speculative events to make them compelling to audiences in ways that
more ‘sober’ forms of writing cannot do alone. Ross has noted how
designerly forms of criticism, such as the work of Metahaven, have a
far better track record in engaging a broader community of student and
professional designer in critical issues than formal academic outputs
(2018). While it is true designerly-critical approaches can suffer from a
style over substance, as design-researchers we have to understand that
style matters as much as substance.

6.7 A Chess Set
As I said in the introduction, this shared orientation towards how
details matter is one of the strongest points of resonance I have found
between my design practice and diffractive methodologies. In this
sense, diffractive methodologies are also invested in what Stolterman
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calls the ultimate particulars (2008) of how the world is realised. In
design-research more widely, design’s orientation towards details and
specifics is often seen as something that limits its capacity to produce
knowledge. Höök and Löwgren’s influential schema maps knowledge
produced in design-research onto a continuum between abstract theories
and particular artefacts (2012). While they accept that specific designed
artefacts can be a form of knowledge, this map has a clear hierarchy that
values more abstracted forms of knowledge for their capacity to be more
widely applicable (Löwgren, 2013).
However, my experience and engagement with diffractive methodology
disrupts this spectrum with particular instances at one end and abstract
theories at the other. Diffractive methodologies aim to produce
knowledge which translates the differences between parts of the world,
rather than seeking to generalise about what makes these parts the
same. Diffractive methodologies are not against theory, but theory is
repositioned as a particular style of material-discursive practice which
also is realised in ultimate particulars.
However, this does not absolve design-research from a responsibility to
translate these details into forms that are legible to a range of audiences.
Part of why ‘abstracting’ the knowledge found in specific design
artefacts into textual forms is valued in design-research is that it makes
them legible to an audience of non-designers (Pierce, 2014, Löwgren,
2013). However, as should be clear by now, which forms of knowing are
legible, and to who, is more complicated than a case of explicitly-stated
textual knowledge versus implicit-material knowledge.
In writing about the events, I found that paying attention to ultimate
particulars did draw me in closer to what I was taking part in. However,
these details also pushed me to make more connections to the world
around me. This reflects the way that, for Barad, ‘knowing is a matter of
part of the world making itself intelligible to another part of the world’
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(2007, p.185). This style of translation makes connections that traces
differences and to map a space from which new differences can emerge.
This affords us a view of design artefacts not in isolation, but situated
in a constellation of practices, objects and values (Maxwell and Speed,
2015). Luján Escalante has proposed that writing in constellation offers
a means for diffractive methodologies to perform such translations on
an on-going basis: ‘Each constellation must be appreciated as only one
permutation among an infinite number of possible configurations. A
constellation might be inserted within other potential constellations,
other readings, other systems or realities.’ (2019, p.68)
As previously discussed, such non-linear forms can often be at odds with
writing’s linear structure. However, an example of exactly this kind of
diffractive constellation is the novel Invisible Cities by Italo Calvino
(2010). Invisible Cities describes 55 different fictional cities linked
together by the framing device of dialogues between explorer Marco
Polo and the emperor Kublai Khan. The cities are organised into themes,
such as ‘Cities and Eyes’, ‘Cities and Signs’ and ‘Cities and Desire’
and are filled with rich descriptions of the unique elements of each city.
The framing dialogues establish Marco Polo as the narrator of these
descriptions, which he claims to have encountered on his travels. These
dialogues are used as a reflexive device to examine where the truth lies
in the descriptions.
Becker has discussed how Invisible Cities functions as a theory of city but
in a way that differs from conventional sociological theory (Becker, 2012).
While Invisible Cities is a meditation on the nature of cities in general,
this theorisation is done in a form that is primarily concerned with fine
detail, rather than abstraction. Becker highlights how, within the framing
dialogues, a chess set is used to illustrate this seemingly contradictory idea
of a playable abstraction that is also deeply specific. The book describes
how Polo translates his descriptions of the cities onto a lavish chess set
that comes to act as kind of ‘theory of cities’ for Kublai Kahn:
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‘Returning from his last mission, Marco Polo found the Khan
awaiting him, seated at a chessboard. With a gesture he invited
the Venetian to sit opposite him and describe, with the help only
of the chessmen, the cities he had visited. Marco did not lose
heart. The Great Khan’s chess-men were huge pieces of polished
ivory: arranging on the board looming rooks and sulky knights,
assembling swarms of pawns, drawing straight or oblique
avenues like a queen’s progress, Marco recreated the perspectives
and the spaces of black and white cities on moonlit nights.
 ontemplating these essential landscapes, Kublai reflected on
C
the invisible order that sustains cities, on the rules that decreed
how they rise, take shape and prosper, adapting themselves to the
seasons, and then how they sadden and fall in ruins. At times he
thought he was on the verge of discovering a coherent, harmonious
system underlying the infinite deformities and discords, but no
model could stand up to the comparison with the game of chess.
Perhaps, instead of racking one’s brain to suggest with the ivory
pieces’ scant help visions which were anyway destined to oblivion,
it would suffice to play a game according to the rules, and to
consider each successive state of the board as one of the countless
forms that the system of forms assembles and destroys.’ (Calvino,
2010, p.110)

Eventually Kublai becomes disillusioned with the chess set as an
abstracted way of knowing cities, at which point Polo directs his
attention to the fine details of the chess set itself: ‘The quantity of
things that could he read in a little piece of smooth and empty wood
overwhelmed Kublai; Polo was already talking about ebony forests,
about rafts laden with logs that come down the rivers, of docks, of
women at the windows.’ (ibid, p.119). This parable suggests a way
of knowing that is not mapped onto a linear scale between detail
and abstraction, but a fractal arrangement where detail can become
abstraction and abstraction can become detail.
A chess set or a novel like Invisible Cities, can act as what Kasulis terms
a ‘holographic entry point’ that enables us to ‘become aware that the
whole is reflected in every part’ (2004, p.24). Here knowledge is neither
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an implicit or an explicit statement, but an apparatus that simultaneously
pushes our gaze outwards to see the whole while pulling us in closer to
see the specific. This reflects one of Barad’s central observations about
diffraction, that the closer one gets to the boundaries between things, the
more apparent the patterns of entanglement become.
Invisible Cities is a speculative work, but not in the normal sense that we
would describe a fiction as speculative. Instead it is speculative because
it more or less explicitly seeks to be the basis for further speculation
about cities. The aim of Invisible Cities is not to just describe cities
as they exist, but to enable us to imagine what other cities might be
possible. Becker describes how the novel itself proposes that ‘[t]he aim
of all description of cities is to know how to live, to see what is coming
and accept it and become part of it or, better, see what could make life
better and make those things endure.’ (Becker, 2012, p.277). A work
like Invisible Cities, through its concern with detail and difference
particularly combined with its reflexive components, provides a model
for diffractive and speculative research that might produce writing in a
form that makes the cuts it enacts tangibly the performative and iterative.
In many ways, this thesis itself is intended to act as an exemplar for
what is to be gained from approaching writing as part of a design
practice, rather than just a tool to describe it. For design-research,
adopting an experimental orientation toward writing and publishing
practices should arguably be a central and critical component of
design-research methodology (Ross, 2018). However, the challenge in
applying the lessons from Invisible Cities in an academic, rather than
a literary context, is that scholarly writing has a particular authority
to make cuts appear final. Chen et al. have highlighted the way that
publication of a peer-reviewed paper signals ‘the completion of a piece
of research. Such work is ready, on acceptance, to be archived. … A
paper cannot be replaced or un-researched: its authors’ post-rationalised
narratives become fixed.’ (2017, p.2086). Writing up research activity
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is normally considered to be the author’s final say. As this thesis nears
its completion, I have to wonder how I can end this work. I have tried
to learn to leave things unresolved, but I cannot escape the need to
finish this work by making a final cut. Having embraced a diffractive
methodology, am I allowed to finish writing? Am I allowed to move on
from these things that have haunted me?
However, as Chen et al. point out, in publishing our work, ‘it is also
“up-for-grabs” by other members of the discipline, who are able to
interpret and respond to the paper with their own research, thus creating
a network of citations.’ (ibid). On publication, when writing transforms
from a verb to a noun, it becomes a ‘third thing that is owned by no one,
whose meaning is owned by no one’ (Rancière, 2010, p.15). Stengers
suggests that when we connect to the experience of writing, we also
connect with the experience of reading and are hence better able to
account for and be responsive to the work of translation that takes places
as writing’s consequence (2012).
However, just as the humanistic essay needs a different kind of reader
from the scientific report (Bardzell and Bardzell, 2016), reading
experimental work demands different forms of literacy from its readers.
In writing experimentally, we should be mindful of how the work of
translation is distributed. However, embracing a range of styles of reading
and writing, academic publics can be ‘oriented to strangeness, risk, and
world making in a scene of concretely mediated but open-ended exchange’
(Warner, 2005, p.158). New styles produce new ways of reading, and new
readers.
In the course of producing this research my practice has been read by
myself and others in entirely unexpected ways. Presenting work to be read
is always filled with speculative hope and risk, the outcome of reading
can never be fully anticipated. As I sign off this document, I do not know
where it will take us. However, my hope is what I have written prepares us
to come face-to-face for whatever future awaits.
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Chapter 7

Conclusion

7.1 The Speculative Gaze
In the introduction, I said that this thesis was a story about how I
became a researcher, and about the consequences of hyphenating design
and research. Looking back at what I have done and looking forward
to what I hope to do next, the thing I have valued most about this coproduction is how it makes me look at the world. Design-research is a
way of looking at and looking with the world. I found myself looking
at wifi networks and digital screens, cardboard and plastic, badges and
balloons in entirely new ways. I met the gaze of teenagers, evangelists
and radio reporters. I looked up and wondered about technology as it
looked at me. I was witness to things that, once seen, I could no longer
look away from. I hunted for ghosts and spectral traces of previously
unimagined futures and pasts.
I see design-research as a speculative practice that is about looking at
how differences can be made rather than making grand visions of the
future. Speculation came to me in the forms of small perceptual shifts,
momentary glimpses of other ways in which things could matter. What
I saw and felt in these moments demanded response but denied me the
satisfaction in any kind of a settled story of cause and effect that could
explain the events I had participated in. These experiences pushed me to
find new ways to use my skills as graphic designer to craft spaces which
could translate these events into shared objects of concern and wonder.
However, while such a visuality can expand our individual and shared
capacity to respond, it is not an innocent practice. At its core, coming
face-to-face means recognising that we have a capacity to do harm to
the other. I hold on to the ambiguous-at-best history of looking and
knowing captured in the word ‘speculum’, as a warning that the risk of
cutting badly is always with us. I cannot forget that when we look as
designers and researchers, it is not Haraway’s respectful exchange of
looks that holds the other in regard (2008). Design-research is always a
look with plans, a look that desires. It is a gaze.
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Discussion of design and desire are often framed around how design
is used to manufacture desire in consumers as commodity fetishism
(Goodbun et al., 2014). However, Goodbun et al. have argued that
desire is also a transformative energy with which design ‘projects a
site of possibility’ (2014, e-book). Desire understood in these terms
is captured by Chris Krauss when she writes: ‘Desire isn’t lack, it’s
surplus energy — a claustrophobia inside your skin’ (2015, p.223).
Desire draws us out of ourselves and towards the world, for good or for
bad. To say that design-research is a speculative gaze, is to say that it
looks at the world with a hope in, and commitment to, the possibility of
change that unfolds from the here and now.

7.2 Contributions
In this concluding section, I am going articulate the contributions that
this thesis makes to the field of design-research. In the content and
form of this thesis I have argued for more pluralistic and experimental
approaches to articulation in design-research. However, I am also aware
that the material-discursive practice of knowing that a PhD examination
requires a specific form of textual articulation. This puts me in the
slightly contradictory position of arguing for forms of knowledge which
might not be fully articulable within the discursive space of doctoral
study. In some senses, articulating my contributions in conventional
academic terms is a reluctance to take one final leap of faith. However,
translation is always a creative act. By articulating my contributions on
this manner, I expand the possible ways in this thesis can be read rather
than detracting from it.
This thesis and accompanying work make significant contributions to
knowledge in relation to inarticulacy, speculation and diffraction as
components of design-research practice. Together these make significant
contributions to how design-research is framed and practiced both as
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a form of critical and speculative inquiry and more widely through
engagement with ideas and practice like reflection, ambiguity and
participation. This has the potential to not only support further work
within design-research but is also a basis for supporting our capacity to
work with other disciplines by articulating elements which make designresearch distinctive.

7.2.1 Inarticulacy
Through giving a situated and reflexive account of my practice, I have
shown that a sensitivity to inarticulacy can be a generative element of
design-research, as well as an ethical orientation device. In doing this, I
have expanded on previous accounts of both the role of ambiguity and
speculation within design-research and HCI. Specifically, I have built
upon previous discussions of ambiguity in design-research as a means
to invite audiences to participate in open works (Gaver, 2003, Wright
et al., 2008), to consider the tension between dialogical elements that
invite mutual transformation and unanticipated responses, and dialectical
elements of design-research practice that must shape these engagements
towards certain ends. I have identified two different ways of using
ambiguity in design-research: dialectical ambiguity, that anticipates a
response, and inarticulate ambiguity that cannot anticipate response.
I conclude that the requirement of design-research to translate these
responses to a wider audience means that inarticulate ambiguity must be
accompanied by dialectical elements.
Building on this discussion of inarticulacy, I have used Stengers’ figure
of the idiot as used in speculative research (Michael, 2011, Wilkie et
al., 2017) to examine more broadly the absent presences which haunt
speculation. By looking at this hauntological aspect of speculation in
the context of a participatory workshop, I gave a situated account of
speculative practices which examined how a range of absent presences
both enabled and constrained speculation. Finally, I have argued that
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being sensitive to, and even valuing, inarticulacy is a key part of a
sustained ethical engagement that stays with the trouble. By bearing
witness to inarticulacy, it can problematise practices and concerns
without being instrumentalised. I proposed that through its experimental
orientation towards both material and discursive practices, designresearch can find forms of articulation that translate encounters with
inarticulate presences into practices of inventive problem making.

7.2.2 Speculation
Through my practice of design-research, I have expanded on accounts
of speculative research practices in three ways. Firstly, I have
described the visual and perceptual components of speculative practice
by making connections between speculation, the visual communication
elements of my practice, and Mirzoeff’s concept of countervisuality
(2011). In doing this, I have given an account that focuses on the
sensory aspect of speculative research and made stronger connection
between speculative design and countervisual elements in critical
design practices in product, interaction and communication design.
This led me to conclude that design-research as a form of critical
inquiry looks at the world with a speculative gaze that seeks to make
perceptual shifts that expand the possible.
I explored the implications of a definition of speculative research as a
practice which construct devices and concepts with which to explore
previously unanticipated possibilities (Wilkie, 2017) by drawing on
discussions of apparatuses in the work of Flusser (2013) and Barad
(2007). I used my experiences of photographing the feral screens
to explore how such devices are un-masterable playthings with the
capacity to disrupt the reproduction of material-discursive practices.
However, I also argued that such devices also enact agential cuts
which allow these disruptive elements to be reabsorbed into materialdiscursive practices of design-research.
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In response, I proposed that design-research develop its existing capacity
to ‘cut well’ by producing forms that make evident how the cut was
made and inviting further cuts to be made. I explored this idea of cutting
well further through consideration of how Ahmed’s feminist attachment
to wonder (2014) could support the translation of highly localised and
personal forms of speculation into a shared space of concern and further
speculation. I concluded that design-research has the capacity to produce
different forms that invite academic and non-academic audiences to
witness and wonder about the outcomes of inventive problem making.

7.2.3 Diffraction
Finally, I have contributed to design-research methodologies by
identifying shared practices and concerns between my practices and
elements of diffractive methodologies in feminist STS (Haraway,
1994, Barad, 2007). I discussed how I found common ground between
design-research and diffractive methodologies in shared orientation
towards entangled readings, fine detail and knowing as a materialdiscursive practice. Unlike forms of analysis found in the social
sciences or humanities, Diffraction views researcher and data in a
process of co-becoming. I used this perspective to frame and structure
this thesis, and found that it provides a better starting point for designresearchers to critically analyse events that they have been intimately
involved in producing.
I also found that by viewing design-research as a material-discursive
practices, diffractive methodologies frames epistemology performatively
to address what knowing does rather than what it is. I found this gave a
basis on which to more critically and productively address questions of
the forms that knowledge takes in design-research and the consequences
of these forms for enabling and constraining practices of knowing.
Finally, I found that design-research and diffractive methodologies are
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both oriented towards observing how fine details make differences that
matter. Diffraction provides an alternative to a binary understanding of
instances and abstractions, and so provides the basis for designerly forms
of knowing which rather than seeking generalisation, allow one part of
the world speak to another.

7.3 Conclusion
These contributions bring together threads from multiple disciplines and
practices, but they do so in service of forming an understanding of what
makes design-research a distinctive practice of knowing. Many have
pointed to the ways that design research is not science (Gaver, 20??),
but diffraction brings to us a means to identifying and understanding the
rigour, significance, and originality of design-research without resorting
to scientism. It allows us to understand how and why details become
significant in ways that echo Ray Eames’s often repeated aphorism ‘the
details are not the details. These make the design’. Diffraction gives us a
way to speak about objects and events that we are inescapably entangled
with and shows us new ways to make critical connections between our
practices and the world.
However, though these contributions are methodological in nature —
that is to say, they are oriented towards the practice of design-research
— they have the potential to speak to a broader range of audiences and
concerns. Since diffraction asks us to read through difference rather than
reading differences against each other, it allows us to bring together
seemingly incompatible theories and methods into contact with each
other in hope of finding new readings, new practices. Because of this,
it also gives us the capacity to talk to many of the discourses that it
draws from or even find new ways of bringing people together in new
interdisciplinary fields in previous unanticipated ways. This reflects the
way that HCI as an interdisciplinary field adopts and absorbs ideas and
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practices from other forms of research. I have drawn on these magpie
practices of writing about design-research that have emerged from HCI,
and it is this space that I was able to begin to speak in a distinct voice
of a designer-researcher. I’m grateful for this, however I also want
to reverse this process a little. I want to take this voice back out into
to the broader field of design-research. I want to find ways that I can
speak as designer-researcher to my colleagues and peers in graphic and
communication design, in industrial design, in fashion and beyond.
However, when we bring theories into interdisciplinary practices like
HCI, they often get put to uses that are less than faithful to their origins.
And while we should be mindful in these unfaithful acts, there is an
immense creative potential in this kind of methodological irreverence.
I found this to be the case in the ways that I have used theory in the
production of this work. My account of hauntology and the way that I
used it almost completely omits much of that term’s intellectual heritage.
Does this matter? Would recounting these origins have helped me to
perform the analysis better? I would argue, that it would have done the
opposite, that it would have threatened to overwhelm the events and
arguments I needed to make. Retracing the steps to outline all the ways
that hauntology is caught up in the history of Marxism and the fall of
the Soviet Union would have almost certainly meant it failed to take us
somewhere new with it. And so, I deliberately cut hauntology off from
its history so that I could perform something new with it. Elsewhere,
I have done the opposite. For instance, using Ahmed’s discussion of
ethnography to reconnect with that field’s influences on HCI in order to
think about how we navigate being present and making representations.
Both of these examples are cuts and making them comes with all the
risk and ambivalence that term suggests. However, I would argue that
my responsibility is to the consequences of making these cuts rather
than to the faithfully preserving the cuts that other made before me. For
a practice-oriented research methodology, what theory is doesn’t matter
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so much as what theories allow us to do and think. Theory is no use if its
only role is to decorate what we are doing after the fact. Theory is only
as good as what it lets us do. For theory to be part of practice we need
to use it in ways that change practice but also in ways that mean that
theories get changed by practice.
Across many of the disciplines, researchers have responded to
Haraway’s rallying cry of ‘staying with the trouble’. But having made
this commitment, what does that mean? What does staying with the
trouble look and feel like? What does it demand of us? What are its
pleasures and pains? In this thesis, I have given a situated account of
how I have adapted and responded to this rallying cry in my practice.
The contributions I have made trace some of the details of what designresearch as a form of productive problem making looks and feels like.
What I have found is that this reorientation is not a case of a small
change to business as usual for design or research. It requires us to
rethink how we go about designing and researching in some quite
profound ways. However, I have also identified how elements of our
existing practices put us in a position that mean we can make these
changes if we learn to stay with trouble that can be confounding and
compelling in equal measure. In learning to craft problems that are richly
complex, perhaps even in ways that be said to be beautiful, designresearch can produce spaces of wonder that expand out potential to
respond when solutions and explanations remain just beyond our grasp.
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towards the potential contribution of participatory design methods such as
cultural probes to critical design practices.

the product? This practised-based research aims to investigate people’s
understanding of free wifi and also looks critically at the design aspects
of wifi interface through the design of a cultural probe in the form of a
‘captive portal’. Presenting the project as a work in progress, this paper
outlines the insights gained through the design process and also points

Abstract: The aim of this research is to ask what ‘free’ and ‘public’ mean in
the context of wireless networks. Is it free as in beer? Or free as in speech?
Should it be ‘free at the point of access’? Or is it free because we are

Free as in wifi, public as in network:
a practice based investigation of
networked public space

A.3 Research Through Design 2015, Conference Paper
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and cellular data can be expensive and coverage unreliable, users’ need
for a wifi connection (and reluctance to pay for a service) has led to the
proliferation of services.

connections have been around for over a decade in the UK and saw a huge
explosion in both supply and demand in recent years, with the rise of the
smart phones and other highly portable devices. Since a significant number
of mobile applications’ functionality relies on an Internet connection,

Wifi networks are amongst the best-established network technology to
be integrated in public space. Free, publicly available wireless network

behaviour do they encourage? Who is excluded and what behaviours does
the technology inhibit?

public spaces. As the online and offline public spheres converge, it is worth
questioning what we want our public space to be. The commercial and civic
benefits are manifest, but what is not clear is whether these networked
public spaces have a social benefit for the people who use them. Do
these technologies allow for better or new social interactions? Do they
make people feel safe and welcome in public space? What kinds of social

Our cities are being networked: screens, sensors, wifi hotspots and QR
codes, RFID chips and touch screen interfaces are all being integrated into

Background

fill in some personal details and agree to the terms of service before
they can access the internet. This process allows the wifi operator to
obtain information about users and also functions as a boundary object

The focus of this project is the design of a ‘captive portal’. Typically when
accessing a public wifi network, the user’s web browser will be redirected
to a welcome page, known as a captive portal, where they are asked to

Figure 1. Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 2.0. Source: the Internet.
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Should it be ‘free at the point of access’? Or is it free because we are the
product? As Ursula Franklin writes: ‘Technology, like democracy, includes
ideas and practices; it includes myths and various models of reality. And
like democracy, technology changes the social and individual relationships

The aim of this research project is to ask what ‘free’ and ‘public’ mean in
the context of wireless networks. Is it free as in beer? Or free as in speech?

Research Aims

captive portals (and other web forms) that play more of a part in shaping
these ideas and practices than the actual legally enforceable contracts.

how this collides with their general thinking about the access to, and the
purpose of, the public realm. This project sets out to investigate people’s
understanding of free wifi and also looks critically at the design aspects of

While legally it is quite easy to say on what basis the wifi is free and public,
it is trickier to say on what basis users understand what kind of free it is and

actually read it. This was highlighted recently when a security company got
a number of users to agree to sign over their first-born children (FoxBrewster, 2014). Even if users do read the terms and conditions, the legal
language used can make them hard to understand.

that should form the basis of a shared understanding between the user
and operator about the terms of service. However, it does not actually
function as a boundary object, for the simple reason that very few users

following an approach inspired by Cultural Probes (Gaver et al, 1999,
Gaver et al, 2004). The project is intended to create an opportunity
for participants to reflect upon their own understandings, beliefs and
behaviours and to use the resulting data generated to begin a critical
dialogue that can shape the future of public space. The work is still in

I used a wifi network and a specially designed captive portal to trade the
data produced from evocative tasks, for time connected to the Internet

the transformation of their world’ (Shall, 1993).

becomes ‘the practice of freedom’, the means by which men and women
deal critically and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in

‘the logic of the present system and brings about conformity to it, or it

(Mazé, 2009, p395). Another key influence is the radical pedagogy of
Paulo Freire and the belief that, like education, design either supports

My approach is one of critical graphic design, a practice-based
methodology which holds that graphic design is ‘a basis for mounting a
critique, not just of our own practice, or of our discipline, or even of design
in general, but for mounting a critique of other, pressing issues in society.’

ever more vital to interrogate the ideas and practices embedded within its
design.

between us.’ (Franklin, 1999). And as network technology such as wifi
becomes more integrated into our social and political existence it becomes
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good forum for continued debate has proved challenging, especially in a
media landscape given to hype and simplification (Laranjo, 2014). While
some designers have turned to museum or exhibition spaces as a good
forum for quieter reflection (Dunne and Raby, 2014), this can lead to work

As with all critical design practices, the aim of these provocations is
to enter into a dialogue with the audience. Reaching this audience is
therefore an important part of the critical design process, but finding a

the work of Jan Van Toorn (Rock, 2013).

(Mazé, 2009). A common strategy for instigating this questioning is
through provocation: challenging the audience either through presenting
ideas that are shocking or out of the ordinary, such as Metahaven’s
application of corporate identity strategies to geopolitics (Abake et al,
2011), or through formal device that cause ‘hindrance’ to the reader as in

If the aim of graphic design is to instil a belief in an audience (Forlizzi and
Lebbon, 2002), then the aim of critical graphic design is to question its
own and the audience’s beliefs on a personal, disciplinary and social level

Research Methodology

progress, however; designing the probe has already generated some
insights into networked public space as well as showing the potential
contribution of communication design and participatory design methods to
critical design discourse.

which has still struggled to sustain meaningful debate both within graphic
design and with a wider audience (Laranjo, 2014).

connection with the object of critique. However these lessons have not
always been successfully employed in the context of critical graphic design,

but how to start and frame conversations in a way that has a greater

understanding (Davis, 2012). As a result, graphic design has an increasing
focus and understanding of not just how to communicate a message,

increasing engagement with interactive and social media. This has meant
that a different way of thinking about communication has emerged
distinct from the mass media model that has previously been the dominant

in a constructive dialogue. In the recent past, graphic design practice has
evolved in two ways: firstly through a growing understanding of graphic
design as a social practice (Haslem, 2012) and secondly through an

both as the means and the locus for critique. This focus should provide the
means of addressing this problem of creating a good setting for engaging

Whether it is a distinct movement in itself or a sub-type of the critical
design as defined by Dunne and Raby (2001, 2014), critical graphic
design has a focus on the visual and communication aspects of design,

only reaching narrow audiences or being too removed from the subject of
the criticism (Boer et al, 2013). Clearly there is a need to develop more
outlets for critical design in order to create constructive dialogue.
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employed in critical design and have been identified as a means through

and purposes, but the foundational notion is that the probes consist of
a ‘collection of evocative tasks meant to elicit inspirational responses
from people’ (Gaver et al, 2004, 53). Cultural probes are also about
provocation but create space for more nuanced responses by employing
a more playful approach than the more confrontational style commonly

Cultural probes are particularly well suited to creating this dialogue. They
have been employed across design research in a great variety of contexts

issues, even the one that have a direct impact on their lives. Rather it is
through participating critical and reflective dialogue with each other, and
our material conditions, that we can become engaged in forming a future
together.

Freire in the context of critical pedagogy. He realised from his experiences
teaching literacy to the rural poor in Brazil, that people cannot be
engaged in critical dialogue through passive consumption of information:
‘This conviction cannot be packaged and sold; it is reached, rather, by
means of a totality of reflection and action’ (Freire, 1993, 49). Neither
revolutionary leaders nor critical designers can tell people to engage with

so that it can be employed to actively shape the future, I have looked to
participatory design methods. The importance of actively involving people
in critical practices in order to instigate change was recognised by Paulo

Therefore, in order to find ways of understanding and sustaining dialogue

process of designing the probe involved observing the physical, social and
cultural context, reflecting upon this in the context of my own general
understanding of the social practices, as way to begin to frame the areas
that the probe should address. From this emergent understanding I began
designing the interactions and interface for the captive portal, going from

The challenge in designing the probe was in how to prompt reflection in a
way that was clearly related to a specific social and material situation. The

Design Process

be designed to create this critical and reflective dialogue between designer,
participants and materiality in networked public space.

levels. As this is still work in progress and I’ve yet to deploy the probe, this
paper will focus on the results of my critical reflection on the process of
designing a probe, as well as beginning to point to ways in which probes can

practice as it encourages the consideration of a wide range of contextual
factors, encouraging reflection on personal, disciplinary and societal

Designing a cultural probe is not only a way to instigate reflection, but
the process is also an opportunity to engage in reflective practice (Schön,
1991). Designing a probe is particularly suited to a critical reflective

which participants can reflect on their own lives (Boener et al, 2007).
In this continuing dialogue with materiality knowledge is built and shared
designer-researcher and participants together.
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the highly visual and playful probe, and the formal academic paper, helped
move between different forms and levels of reflection from the detail
oriented aspect of graphic design practice and the bigger picture social and
political concerns that are the drivers of this project.
Core to the Cultural Probe methodology is that the respondents should
interact with probe’s prompts in the situation that they are addressing
so it was key that the design would be a probe about networked public
space in public space and use network technology. In addition to locating
the probe in this context, I wanted the peoples’ entire contact with it to
reflect the social nature of public space: open, transitory, anonymous or
semi-anonymous. While this takes the results even further away from a

paper-based sketches to high fidelity visual mock-ups to building the web
interface using web development frameworks.

Throughout the process I was reflecting upon what I was designing, and
have continued to reflect through the process of writing this paper. I found

this approach to be an effective means of prompting and recording critical
reflection on the design as it progressed. The design process would also
prompt new directions for theorizing. For instance, the idea of encoding
the dream using icons from web interfaces emerged as I was working on
the visual design and led to establishing a link between web design, symbols

and the unconscious. Working between these two forms of articulating,

Figure 2a. Old Eldon Square. source: author.
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designed for a specific location: Old Eldon Square in Newcastle upon
Tyne. Old Eldon Square is in the city centre, with 19th Century town
houses on one side and the 1960s shopping centre on the other three

Beyond these general considerations about public space, the probe is

social science methodology, this respect for the privacy and boundaries
of participants has been a key feature of cultural probes (Boehner et al,
2007).

Figure 2b. Wifi networks in Old Eldon Square. Source: author’s screenshot.

People do not have to give personal details or any contact information;
they can choose to use their real name or not. This relative anonymity
may encourage more truthful and open responses, though people’s
increasing awareness of the ways that they are tracked online may keep
responses guarded.

‘hertzian space’ (Dunne, 2008) of the wireless signal. The only means
of ‘seeing’ and interacting with the probe is through the artificial sense
imbued by wireless enabled devices. While this may mean fewer people
find it, the intention that this obscurity will act as a framing device to give
a sense of exploration to those who do find and interact with the probe.

The probe is simply a wifi network and captive portal deployed in a public
space. The device itself is not visible; it is accessed only through the

Design Outcome

to one simple demographic, it contains people objects and people have
nothing in common beyond sharing the same space. Despite this, it is
not a dysfunctional space. While there are tensions between different
groups using the space, it is clearly well liked and used by the inhabitants
of Newcastle.

and is close to the central bus station. It has mixture of architectural
styles, businesses and people which means that it cannot be reduced

9

Cally Gatehouse

278

10

(Andrejevic, 2014). This is a consequence of my decision to use the tools

This means of storing responses is identical to how ‘web 2.0’ sites work
and replicates the imbalance of power between platform provider and user

The results of the interactions are saved to a database, from which it is
possible to retrieve the results, either by individual respondent or by task.

modified to reflect the different social and physical environment.

attendees can access and interact with, though some aspects of the design

as it will appear as installed in Old Eldon Square. There is also a version of
the probe presented at the Research through Design conference which

attention to the construction of interface. For instance, the animation of
the background colour draws attention to the way image is not as static as
it appears but is constantly being ‘redrawn’. The probe is described below,

interfaces but in such a way as to render it uncanny or strange. In addition
to this tactic, frame-breaking devices are also employed in order to draw

as is expected from all researcher in academic institutions, albeit in a non
standard manner.

ways to prompt reflection is having something familiar presented in an
unusual or unexpected way causing us to re-examine our understanding
of the phenomena (Schön, 1991). With this in mind my approach was use
the language of web interface design as seen in the typical captive portal

conversation with the people who use the public space.

but longer term they will inform further interventions to continue this

term, this will mean further refining the design of the probe. The responses
from the probe’s appearance at Research Through Design will aid this,

research- or practice- driven approaches has both enriched my
understanding and been the source of inspiration. Ultimately, however, the
purpose of collecting this data is to start a continuing dialogue. In the short

of qualitative research, or should they be used as a source of creative
inspiration? I think one does not preclude the other and I intend to use
both approaches, especially as so far my experience has been combining

How to interpret and analyse the results of probes has been an area of
controversy: can and should the responses be analysed through the lens

and techniques of web design but in the future it would be interesting to
explore collecting data in a way that allowed the participants continued
access to and control of the data. In the mean time, I have been careful
to inform participants about the status of the data and gaining consent

The design of the interactions and visual aspects of the probe interface
took cues from the public wifi networks already in Eldon Square, which
used standard responsive web design components and techniques to
accommodate the variety of devices used to access them. One of the key
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or select another task.

The next screen lays out the different payment
methods. Users can choose to complete the
payment methods in any order they wish with
the exception of ‘The Price’ that only becomes
available if users complete all the other tasks.
The payment methods names are intended
to resemble tarot cards. After the task are
completed, the user will be returned to this page
where they can claim minutes they have earned

This initial modal dialogue has two purposes:
firstly to gain informed consent and secondly
to act as a framing device for the interaction
to follow. The probe is introduced as a cross
between an experiment and an artwork, to
indicate to the user that this is going to be a
different kind of interaction than the typical ‘sign
in’ process. The terms of consent are laid out in

non-legal language.

Step 2: Payment Methods

Step 1: Terms and Conditions

compliance and creativity.

This payment method asks the user to add
their name to a list. However, since there is no
means of verification of identity the user may
choose to enter a pseudonym or any string of
letters. There is therefore a choice between

Payment method: The Wall
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This payment method asks the respondent
to make a choice between two computergenerated haikus. They are also asked to give
an explanation of minimum 60 characters.

Users can choose to continue a streak of
‘catches’ or select ‘drop’ that will reset the count
to zero for the next person to connect to the
wifi network.

The classic psychoanalytic question, this task
asks the user to share something of their most
private self: the unconscious. The text appears as
a symbol font allowing for the possibility of users
either writing in English, or using the symbols in
the font to give a visual account of their dream.

Payment method: The Judge

Payment method: The Drop

Payment method: The Dream
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from the tweet.

The Bird sends out a tweet from a special
account announcing that someone has
connected to wifi in Old Eldon Square. This
makes the act of connecting to wifi publicly
visible, even though the user is not identifiable

The Sting reconnects the user with the space
by requiring them to move to a location in the
public square that has not previously been
occupied. This requires them to consent to the

web page using their device’s GPS tracking.

Payment method: The Bird

Payment method: The Sting

the previous tasks.

In the final task, which only becomes
available after all the tasks have been
completed. The user is asked to
rate how much each task is worth in
minutes. This reflection adds another
layer of meaning to their responses to

Payment method: The Price
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On connecting to the Internet the user is
thanked for their participation. There is a
link to more information about the project
and what their data will be used for. After
that they are free to use their connection as
normal for the duration they have earned.

Connection

will you do too? Or if people start writing funny pseudonyms, will others
join in? Rather than answering these questions through a controlled
experiment, this probe will allow this to be played out.

Or, even anonymously, would you rather not leave a trace? ‘The Wall’ is
more complex, because it not only has the aspect of visibility but also of
social compliance. If everyone else seems to be giving their real names,

in a pond: your action creates ripples. What is the feeling associated with
that? Do we like it when our actions are visible? Could it be comforting?

conflicts and contradiction caused by the conflation of online and offline
public spaces have emerged. The most striking feature of this is how the
differing norms of social visibility interact with each other when brought
together. This became particularly apparent while I was designing ‘The Wall’
and ‘The Bird’. The Bird is the social media equivalent of dropping a stone

This research is unfinished but as Freire recognised humans are ‘unfinished,
uncompleted beings in and with a likewise unfinished reality’ (1993, 65).
At this point I have tentatively begun to unravel the way that wifi can be
considered free and public. Through the process designing the probe,

Critical Reflection
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reflect on and know the world around us.

discover themselves as its permanent re-creators’ (Freire, 1991, 51). In this
on-going dialogue, designer and participants can act as a mirror for each
other. And so design becomes the means of inquiry through which we may

which reality is known and re-created. ‘As [designers and audiences] attain
this knowledge of reality through common reflection and action, they

above neither imposes a designer’s vision from above, nor leaves people
to design the future unaided, but enters into a mutual process through

If designers and researchers want to play a positive role in shaping the
future with their fellow men and women they need to recognise that the
future needs to be built as well as dreamt. The approach I’ve outlined

layered with influence, ambiguity and indirection demand we see the
volunteers through ourselves to make any sense’ (Gaver, 2004, 55).

respond to that in return. This may lead me to completely different
conclusions, but I believe this is the strength of using cultural probes: ‘On
the one hand, the returns [of the probes] are inescapably the products of
people different from us, constantly confronting us with other physical,
conceptual and emotional realities. On the other hand, the returns are

This next step is key: to see how to the probe is responded to and to
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ABSTRACT

While critical design aims to provoke reflection upon social and
political issues, it often fails to facilitate people taking an active
role in this reflection, something Freire identifies as crucial to
gaining a critical understanding. With this in mind, the portal
requires people to be actively engaged in reflection by navigating,
making decisions and responding creatively to the interface and
technology.

‘FreeAsInWifi’ is a wifi network and captive portal intended to
prompt critical reflection on the multiple meanings of ‘free’ and
‘public’ through a set of playful interactions.
At a time when technology is becoming increasingly integral to all
aspects of public life, this project aims to provide an opportunity
for people to reflect on their own understandings, beliefs and
desires of a ubiquitous public technology: freely available public
wifi. The portal is designed for a public square in Newcastle upon
Tyne and is part of an on-going practice-based research
engagement with that space and the people who use it. Inspired by
Paulo Freire’s radical pedagogy, the research aims to understand
how critical design can support people in thinking critically and
creatively about the world around them.

Categories and Subject Descriptors
• Applied computing~Media arts

Keywords

Critical design, Research through design, Public space, Paulo
Freire.

Figure 1. FreeAsInWifi.
Permission to make digital or hard copies of part or all of this work for
personal or classroom use is granted without fee provided that copies are
not made or distributed for profit or commercial advantage and that
copies bear this notice and the full citation on the first page. Copyrights
for third-party components of this work must be honored. For all other
uses, contact the Owner/Author.
Copyright is held by the owner/author(s).
British HCI 2015, July 13-17, 2015, Lincoln, United Kingdom
ACM 978-1-4503-3643-7/15/07.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1145/2783446.2783632
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Digital screens are bringing a new layer of visual
communication to urban environments around the
world. The possible commercial and civic benefits are
being explored widely within the HCI community [9, 5].
However as these screens and other network

Introduction

H.5.m. Information interfaces and presentation (e.g.,
HCI): Miscellaneous

ACM Classification Keywords

Networked publics; urban screens; queer theory;
research through design; critical design.

Author Keywords

As cities are transformed into networked publics though
the installation of digital communication technologies,
will they be able to accommodate and support the
plurality of needs and desires of the people who live
there? This project looks at urban screens through a
critical lens by applying queer theory to an
autoethnographic design process: A metaphor of ‘going
feral’ is used to design and build ambiguous devices
that are then documented in public spaces. The
resulting ‘feral screens’ are used as a prompt to
imagine alternative communication devices and
networks.

Abstract

Feral Screens: Queering Urban
Networked Publics
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My approach has been to employ some of these tactics
through an autobiographical, critical and reflective
design process. I designed ‘feral screens’ for the public

Queer and feminist theories offer tactics for exploring
this question by bringing to light needs and desires that
might otherwise go unnoticed. Light identifies ‘queer’
tactics as already existing in the actions of both users
and designers, and argues that these devices offer ‘a
means of reflection for the discipline and a tool for
design’ [6]. These tactics include behaviours such as
forgetting, cheating, eluding and obscuring and
generally making trouble.

Queer Theory and Interaction Design

Screens and other digital devices are transforming
public spaces into a networked public: a discursive
space and an imagined collective resulting from the
intersection of people, technologies, and practices [3].
This understanding of a ‘public’ derives from
Habermas’s portrait of the public sphere that emerged
in the 18th century. Subsequently, Marxist, feminist,
and queer scholars have expanded this concept by
identifying the existence of multiple publics, sometimes
in opposition to the dominant one [12]. The question
for emerging networked publics is whether they can
serve this plurality of discourses and not further
perpetuate existing social inequalities.

technologies become a more integral part of the urban
environment it is worth looking at this technology
through a critical lens. What kind of discourse will be
possible in these cities built of bits and atoms? Whose
voices will be lost? What interactions will be
discouraged? Which social worlds will be pushed to the
margins?

As with other queer tactics, there are a wide range of
communication practices that could be described as
feral. The most obvious is graffiti, which while not
digital, could be considered a feral screen in its ability
to transform any surface into a canvas for unsanctioned
communication. There is also a long history of art and
design that subverts existing communication channels:
Artists like Jenny Holzer and Ken Lum create artworks
that fall outside the norms of what commercial
communication channels can be used to express. Gillian
Wearing’s ‘Signs That Say What You Want Them to Say
and Not Signs That Say What Someone Else Wants You
to Say’ inverts expectations of what kinds of messages
are suitable in public space by photographing people
holding handwritten signs that are often at odds with
the bearer’s outward appearance. More recently, the

I understand feral screens not as a specific technology
or design but instead as an ontological category. A feral
animal is a domesticated species that lives in the wild,
often on the margins of human populations. A feral
screen would a be screen (or other means of
communication) that by ceasing to fulfil its intended
purpose becomes its own master. It also suggests that
rather than a fixed state, latent within all screens is the
potential to go feral by moving between one regime,
identity, and perspective (domesticity, citizenship,
heteronormativity) to another (wildness, exclusion,
queerness).

Going Feral

spaces in my life and used them as a prompt to
imagine alternative networked publics. It has also
enabled reflection upon the ways my own identity and
social practices shape my practice as a designer and
researcher.
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“Sometimes I don’t feel very safe here”
The first feral screen was designed for an underpass I
walk through on the way to work. The text displayed —
‘Sometimes I don’t feel very safe here’ — reflects my

Using this conceptualisation of feral screens, I began to
design some for my own social world. I decided to

design screens that were an inversion of the large civic
and commercial digital screens that are becoming
increasingly prevalent in Newcastle upon Tyne where I
live an work. My feral screens are small and low
resolution, made from widely available components,
found materials and using tools and techniques drawn
from DIY and maker practices. Once I had made a
screen, I took it into public space and photographed it
in situ. Using the screen, the documentation and
subsequent self-reflection as a prompt, I imagined a
social world that would evolve around the feral screen.
The ‘feral’ qualities of the screen allow ‘(other) values
and lifestyles [to] surface – not just the ones already in
use, but ones that might come to be if allowed enough
space to emerge’ [6]. The networked publics evoked
are like Calvino’s Invisible Cities [2]: a creative
imagining of multiple fictional places that just happen
also be a description of Venice or in my case Newcastle.

Beyond art and communication design, feral
technologies can be found resulting from creative
hacking: A close ancestor of the feral screen is Natalie
Jeremijenko’s ‘Feral Robotic Dogs’, that transformed
toys into civic environmental sensors. According to Carl
DiSalvo practices like Jeremijenko’s demonstrate the
potential in adversarial practices to ‘creatively
appropriating technology towards new ends and
engaging the public in political issues through
compelling technological things’ [4]. My aim with feral
screens is similar and would fit within DiSalvo’s concept
of adversarial design as well as drawing on aspects of
other critical design practices such as speculative
design, cultural probes and design fictions.

‘London is Changing’ project used digital advertising
screens to display responses to an online survey about
London’s changing landscape and demographics,
exposing people’s hope and fears for the future of the
city.
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The warm bright screen slows your pace. The desire to
look overcomes your fear of dark isolated places. You
pause to read the message that scrolls across the
screen (who would write such a thing?) before hurrying
on to your business. With no means to filter the
anonymous texts, parents with young children, the
easily scandalized and other sensitive souls avoid this

By linking together the screen with an existing public
space, I was prompted to reflect on how my
experiences of public space are influenced by
internalized gender norms (the belief that as a woman I
should fear certain spaces at night). It also forced me
to reflexively contextualise my experiences in relation
to people without many of my privileges: The place I
felt unsafe was someone else's best available shelter.
From this new perspective I began to imagine how this
feral screen could bring together people, technologies,
and practices to form a networked public. I wrote a
short description of this imagined public in the style of
Calvino’s Invisible Cities:

experience of having to walk through there at night.
The screen is an 8x8 pixel LED matrix with side
scrolling text. This means an observer would have to
stop and watch it to read the whole message and as a
result spend more time in the seemingly unsafe place.
The case for the screen is made from cardboard and
resembles a bird box. This was an arbitrary, slightly
twee, design choice on my part that took on new
meaning shortly after I photographed the screen: It
became apparent that someone was sleeping rough in
the underpass. This not only put my discomfort into
perspective but the design was now uncomfortably
reminiscent of the cardboard the sleeper was using to
insulate himself from the wind and the cold.

The screen is a small LCD and the text displayed
appears ‘drunk’ by programmatically rearranging or
adding letters. The text displayed on the screen is a
memory of drinking cheap cider, which rendered
through the drunk text filter reads: ‘let mae jtell yonu
about the time qwe sat on the stoop drinking hcearp
cider. it was smwmuer ankd teh red brick shosne out

For my second screen I decided to take inspiration from
a widely decried but popular activity in the UK: public
drunkenness. As a starting point, I used the blue plastic
bottles that cheap, highly alcoholic cider comes in. The
screen, battery and microcontroller are placed inside a
cut off neck of a bottle (with price tag still attached).
This means that in the low light of the evening the
screen is the focal point, seductively shining through
the pretty blue plastic. However, in the bright light of
the morning after the messiness of the materiality
becomes more apparent.

“drinking hceap cider”

route through the city. Others making illicit pilgrimage
in hope of salacious gossip or innovative foul language
but often only to find the mark left by some stranger’s
lowest self.
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You see them everywhere, once you know to look. Little
blue beacons, a talisman to keep the voyeurs and the
thieves at bay. By day they make no sense, a bundle of
wire encased in plastic and nothing but garbled text on
the screen. By night it is a different matter, the screens
illuminate dreams, memories and desires sacrificed in
hope of protection from further intrusion. Some think
assembling scraps of gossip or mere facts can keep the
thieves away but the beaconsmiths in the marketplace
know that only something deeper will sate their hunger.
“I’ll sell you a good one, protection guaranteed” they
tell you as you wonder how a professional confessor
can have any secrets left to give.

I did not have a specific location in mind for this
screen. Instead I set out from my home to find a
suitable location. This led me to explore my suburban
neighbourhood with new eyes: I began to notice traces
of public drinking (rubbish, broken glass, graffiti and
other vandalism) and efforts to deter that behaviour
(prohibitive notices, defensive architecture). I
photographed the screen on park benches, in back
alleys and by railway bridges. When I got home, it
struck me to take a final set of photographs of the
screen amongst the recycling sat on my kitchen
counter. Alongside leftovers of the acceptable drinking
culture of the middle class home, the feral screen
brings into view ways that drinking and drunkenness
are organised around the social norms of public and
private. What would a networked public look like that
can accommodate people who are unwilling or unable
to conform to these norms?

against the bright blue sky. we laughed like dnrais and
porued in black sweetness uto underctu ethanol
sadness.’

The privilege associated with being in the dominant
social group has been described akin to playing a video

I propose describing the process detailed in this paper
as ‘autoethnographic design’. Autoethnography is a
research method that ‘uses a researcher’s personal
experiences to describe and critique cultural beliefs,
practices, and experiences’ [1]. It aims to reflexively
examine a culture and the researcher’s place within it.
Autoethnography is also a creative practice with
researchers considering the process of writing central
to the process of inquiry [1]. In this manner, is similar
to research through design, in particular
autobiographical design [7] and reflective design [10].
Combined with design practice, autoethnography has a
key benefit for the critical designer and researcher: By
emphasising reflexivity, autoethnography allows the
researcher to identify and articulate their social coordinates and place them in a broader social context.
This can be helpful to all designers and researchers but
it is crucial for those engaged in critical practices [6].
Not doing this has led to some critical and speculative
design to be criticised for a lack of self-awareness in
regard to the privileged position of the designers [8].

Autoethnographic Design
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The first feral screen was designed for an
underpass I walk through on the way to work.
The text displayed — ‘Sometimes I don’t feel
very safe here’ — reflects my experience of
having to walk through there at night. The screen
is an 8x8 pixel LED matrix with side scrolling text.
This means an observer would have to stop and
watch it to read the whole message and as a
result spend more time in the seemingly unsafe
place. The case for the screen is made from
cardboard and resembles a bird box.
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For my second screen I decided to take
inspiration from a widely decried but popular
activity in the UK: public drunkenness. As a
starting point, I used the blue plastic bottles
that cheap, highly alcoholic cider comes in. The
screen, battery and microcontroller are placed
inside a cut off neck of a bottle (with price tag still
attached). This means that in the low light of the
evening the screen is the focal point, seductively
shining through the pretty blue plastic. However,
in the bright light of the morning after the
messiness of the materiality becomes more
apparent.
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The screen is a small LCD and the text displayed
appears ‘drunk’ by programmatically rearranging
or adding letters. The text displayed on the
screen is a memory of drinking cheap cider,
which rendered through the drunk text filter
reads:

“let mae jtell yonu about the time qwe sat on the
stoop drinking hcearp cider. it was smwmuer ankd
teh red brick shosne out against the bright blue
sky. we laughed like dnrais and porued in black
sweetness uto underctu ethanol sadness.”
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I did not have a specific location in mind for this
screen. Instead I set out from my home to find
a suitable location. This led me to explore my
suburban neighbourhood with new eyes: I began
to notice traces of public drinking (rubbish,
broken glass, graffiti and other vandalism) and
efforts to deterIMG_3662
that behaviour (prohibitive notices,
IMG_3663
defensive architecture). I photographed the
screen on park benches, in back alleys and by
railway bridges.
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When I got home, it struck me to take a final
set of photographs of the screen amongst the
recycling sat on my kitchen counter. Alongside
leftovers of the acceptable drinking culture of the
middle class home, the feral screen brings into
view ways that drinking and drunkenness are
organised around the social norms of public and
private. What would a networked public look like
that can accommodate people who are unwilling
or unable to conform to these norms?
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B.10 How Was It Made?, Interactions Magazine, 2017
HOW
WAS IT
MADE?

Specs
Materials: Arduino
Pro Mini, LEDs, LCD
displays, cardboard,
plastic, 9v battery
Tools: Scalpel, PVA
glue, soldering iron,
SLR Camera

Feral Screens

Briefly describe the process
of how this was made. The
design process for a screen
is partially improvised
each time but generally I
start from a public space or
behavior. From that initial
inspiration, I make a feral
screen typically in the form
of a small display controlled

The design was
uncomfortably
reminiscent of
the cardboard
the sleeper was
using to insulate
himself from
the wind
and the cold.
14

INTER ACTIONS

by an Arduino in some kind
of handmade case. I draw
upon my own experiences to
inform the work in dialogue
with the material and social
context of the city where
I live. Once I have made a
screen, I take it into public
space and photograph it
in situ. Using the screen,
the documentation, and
subsequent self-reflection
as a prompt, I begin to
imagine a social world that
could evolve around the feral
screen through creative and
reflective writing.
What expertise (skills and
competences) did it require?
The technical makeup of
the screens is very simple;
they are primarily visual
rather than interactive
or functional objects so
more often than not it is a
simple matter of hooking
up components and editing
sample code. Initially, I
intended to add interactive
elements at a later date, but
I found that suggesting the
possibility of interaction
shifted conversations from
“how does it work?” toward
“how might it work?” which
suited my research focus.
What materials and tools
did you use? I mainly use
ordinary materials and
techniques from maker and
DIY practices rather than
professional materials and
processes. I’ve found they
should be beautifully crafted
in some sense; their feral
qualities demand that they
need to be almost naively

made. I’ve abandoned
a few prototypes when
they’ve started to feel too
“designed.”
What was the biggest
surprise in making this?
Because my life and
experiences feed into the
feral screens, new meanings
evolve over time through
my continued interaction
with those public spaces.
This has really enriched
and informed the research
process, even if it hasn’t
always been comfortable.
One screen was inspired
by an underpass that
made me feel unsafe. It is
made from cardboard and
resembles a bird box, a
slightly arbitrary, very twee,
design choice that then took
on new meaning shortly
after I photographed the
screen: It became apparent
that someone was sleeping
rough in the underpass.
This put the discomfort
I felt into perspective;
the design was also now
uncomfortably reminiscent
of the cardboard the sleeper
was using to insulate himself
from the wind and the cold.
I probably wouldn’t have
made that connection if it
wasn’t somewhere I passed
through every day.
Cally Gatehouse,
Northumbria University
→ cally.gatehouse
@northumbria.ac.uk
publicpixels.net

→ The underpass was the
inspiration for the first screen.

→ Making the screen for the
underpass.

→ Trying out the display for a
screen inspired by a cheap
cider bottle and drinking in
public. I quickly realized I
needed a smaller Arduino
board.

→ Trying out locations for the
blue screen. I began to notice
defensive architecture and
prohibitive signs aimed at
stopping public drinking.
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im a g e s b y c a l ly g at e h o u s e

Describe what you made.
Feral Screens is an ongoing
research through design
project that seeks to
critically examine urban
digital screens and to explore
alternative ways of using
digital technology to mediate
public life. A feral animal
is a domesticated species
that lives in the wild, often
on the margins of human
populations. This metaphor
of “going feral” is used as a
way to open up an alternative
design space to the typical
corporate or civic narratives
and aesthetics around digital
technologies in public spaces.

→ Mum non repra
voloria dolupta
dolestiati unt quia
con pero cor rerum
rent, volendent.

→ Finished screen in the underpass. Text scrolls across the screen that reads “sometimes I don’t feel very safe here.”

→ Finished screen on a park bench. The text is an account of drinking cider with letters switched around so that it appears to be drunk.
INTER ACTIONS. ACM.ORG
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C.4 Pride Display Development

“This one is
for the really
annoying ones
that won’t leave
me alone, so the
really annoying
ﬂy like person.”

“Keithy the neighbourhood
policey ... any tit he just
shoots them and it says
‘Don’t be an idiot’.”

“ it shows you the areas of the
city which has the highest
homophobia levels ... It’s like
so people know which areas to
avoid if they want to.”

“this is Filbert, who
is an in home device
which you just put
in homophobic hot
spots and detects the
homophobia”

“When you put it over your
head it transforms you into
someone completely different
so you can go and report it
as a new identity and then
transform back to be yourself.”

“The bombs drops kind of
paint on the perpetrators
and then they can be
identiﬁed ... and then
everyone will think they’re
gay and they’ll have to deal
with what we have to deal
with.”

“I was originally going to go
for a suit of armour like your
words don’t hurt me but due to
time and cost I had to scale it
back to ‘fuck off please’.“
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and it broadcasts
all over explaining

“Sorry didn’t see you there,
I was too busy blocking
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“ it shows you the areas of the
city which has the highest
homophobia levels ... It’s like
so people know which areas to
avoid if they want to.”

“this is Filbert, who
is an in home device
which you just put
in homophobic hot
spots and detects the
homophobia”

“When you put it over your
head it transforms you into
someone completely different
so you can go and report it
as a new identity and then
transform back to be yourself.”

C.8 Workshop Summary Poster

“The bombs drops kind of
paint on the perpetrators
and then they can be
identiﬁed ... and then
everyone will think they’re
gay and they’ll have to deal
with what we have to deal
with.”

“I was originally going to go
for a suit of armour like your
words don’t hurt me but due to
time and cost I had to scale it
back to ‘fuck off please’.“

“You send
information to this
and it broadcasts
all over explaining
over here is a
really bad place,
don’t go here.”

“Sorry didn’t see you there,
I was too busy blocking
out the haters.”

“it’s a virtual warning sign and it
ends up going on people’s proﬁles,
they’re invisible to straight people,
unfortunately, it’s only available to
the gay eyesight.”

“it absorbs all their
information and then goes
ping and like goes straight
to the police but then these
guys do their own things as
well sort of carry out their
own vigilante justice.”

“it will shoot them with
the pronoun you prefer
and knock them back in
to queerness.”
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Troubling Vulnerability: Designing with LGBT young
people’s ambivalence towards hate crime reporting
1

Cally Gatehouse , Matthew Wood2, Jo Briggs1, James Pickles3, Shaun Lawson4
School of Design1, Social Sciences3
Open Lab2
4
Computer and Information Science
Newcastle University
Northumbria University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK
Newcastle upon Tyne, UK
{firstname.lastname@northumbria.ac.uk}
m.wood8@ncl.ac.uk
ABSTRACT

HCI is increasingly working with ‘vulnerable’ people, yet
there is a danger that the label of vulnerability can alienate
and stigmatize the people such work aims to support. We
report our study investigating the application of interaction
design to increase rates of hate crime reporting amongst
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender young people.
During design-led workshops, participants expressed
ambivalence towards reporting. While recognizing their
exposure to hate crime, they simultaneously rejected being
identified as victim as implied in the act of reporting. We
used visual communication design to depict the young
people’s ambivalent identities and contribute insights into
how these fail and succeed to account for the intersectional,
fluid and emergent nature of LGBT identities through the
design research process. We argue that by producing
ambiguously designed texts alongside conventional
outcomes, we ‘trouble’ our design research narratives as a
tactic to disrupt static and reductive understandings of
vulnerability within HCI.

concerns within HCI and other fields, that simplistic ideas
of vulnerability ignore vulnerable people’s resilience and
capacities, can become a stigmatizing label, and open the
door for paternalistic controls [14, 45, 46].
In response to this, we consider how HCI research can
communicate the risks people face without reproducing
stigmatizing narratives of passive vulnerability. We reflect
upon the ways that visual communication design was used
to communicate our findings by depicting ambivalence
towards vulnerability to hate crime. We argue that by
including ambivalent elements in our communication
design we can ‘trouble’ ideas of vulnerability and resist
static narratives about our participants’ identities.

Figure 1: Young people and police officer in workshop 1
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INTRODUCTION

This paper reports on a study with the initial aim of
exploring the potential design of digital and wider design
tools to increase reporting of hate crime amongst Lesbian,
Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) young people.
However, as the study unfolded we observed how the
young people participating challenged and resisted the
criminal justice framing of reporting and expressed
ambivalence towards being identified as vulnerable. This
resistance to being identified as being ‘vulnerable’ echoes
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We conducted two design-led workshops intended to
engage participants, drawn from LGBT youth groups and
criminal justice workers (CJW). We used design to
structure discussion on the topic of hate crime and
discrimination, and used making activities to explore the
design space. The first workshop (see Figure 11) was
centered on a discussion on reporting and the impact of hate
crime. Here participants were often quick to distance
themselves from the impact of such crime. However, when
asked to produce a magical device [4] to report hate crime
in the second workshop, many of the participants produced
devices which enabled an immediate response, suggesting a
desire for action and justice, albeit one not oriented towards
the existing criminal justice system.
From our analysis of the workshops we gained insights into
the importance of recognizing and confirming individual’s
identities to their engagement with reporting processes and
a preference for community-oriented framings of hate crime
reporting. This paper also contributes to the understanding
of the potential of design to inform critical and reflexive
practices in HCI through its capacity to use ambivalent
elements to trouble narratives of vulnerability.
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BACKGROUND

For many young LGBT people living in the UK, increased
civil rights, legal protection and popular acceptance has led
them to be more open about their sexual and gender
identities from a young age. However, homophobia and
transphobia are still common experiences across all areas of
life including in schools, in public places, in the home, and
increasingly on social media [16]. These experiences of
hate crime and hate incidents can span from clearlyidentified criminal acts to discriminatory and anti-social
behavior, such as verbal abuse or harassment. Having these
experiences of hate recognized as an issue is key to any
kind of civic, criminal justice or public action against hate
crime [46]. However, there is also a risk of alienating young
LGBT people or other vulnerable populations through
narratives which portray them as being passive victims
[32]. Narratives which present vulnerability too
simplistically not only ignore the history of activism in
LGBT communities, but also introduce a further risk that
the label of ‘vulnerability’ becomes stigmatizing and can
pave the way for paternalistic controls [14]. For HCI
researchers working with LGBT people, a balance needs to
be found between articulating the issues LGBT people face
to both research and broader publics, while not reproducing
reductive narratives of risk and vulnerability.
Within HCI there is limited work specifically looking at
LGBT populations. In the literature we found work
focusing on three areas: healthcare, sex and relationships
(especially case studies of app use), and identity
management across different social media platforms. In
these papers, LGBT users are identified as being at risk of
loneliness and homophobia [43], depression [28], bullying
[23], sexually transmitted diseases [25], or public exposure
on social media [9]. How then to address these risks and
challenges faced by LGBT people without (unintentionally)
reproducing negative clichés about their identities? As
Hardy and Lindtner point out, there is a need for a situated
understanding of LGBT identities that looks at the
‘articulations of queer desires’ [27, p23]. When done
successfully, HCI researchers balance articulating the real
risks faced by LGBT people with highlighting the tactics
they develop to negotiate and reshape their own technology
use (see [8, 24, 27]).
However, even within HCI research which explicitly aims
to work with users as equal partners, narratives about
passive, vulnerable participants can reassert themselves,
especially when the research is presented to a broader
public. Irani and Silberman have reported on how the
Turkopticon project was repeatedly framed by journalists as
a story of ‘exploited workers’ and ‘design saviors’ to the
chagrin of both the researchers and the participants [29].
Irani and Silberman point to the need to actively resist the
‘design savior complex’ and to provide alternative
narratives which represent the multiple agencies involved in
any HCI project.
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Policing LGBT hate crime

As the body of work which represents LGBT identities in
HCI is still small, it is informative to look to the approaches
of police and criminologists in supporting LGBT people
experiencing hate crime. There are lessons to take from this
example about how institutions, infrastructures and
academic practices that intended to support vulnerable
people can, over time, become problematic. While we will
focus on the UK context in which our study takes place, the
victim- and community-centered model used by police here
has had an influence on policing in Australia, Canada, New
Zealand, South Africa and the USA [6].
In the past 25 years, there has been a concerted effort across
police forces in the UK to better protect minority
communities as the likely targets of hate crime. Police and
criminologists recognized these communities as being
‘doubly vulnerable’: they are targeted for hate attacks,
while at the same time are less likely to turn to the police
for help due to a history of being over-policed and under
protected [26]. In order to better serve victims of hate
crime, there has been substantial additional investment in
community- and victim-centered policing, including more
specialist community liaison officers, the establishment of
third party reporting centres, and outreach work to engage
minority communities. These combined initiatives have had
some success in repairing trust in the police [35]. However
they have also created ‘a series of institutional artefacts that
have ossified policing responses’ to hate crime [6, p90].
These artefacts result in hate crime policing efforts being
organized around static identity categories (disability,
gender-identity, race, religion or belief, and sexual
orientation) on which current hate crime and antidiscriminatory legislation is based. Criminologists have
recognized the shortcomings of the model as failing to
acknowledge that identities and vulnerability are situational
[17] and intersectional (i.e. gender, race, disability, class
etc. overlap rather than operate independently [40]). These
static categories are particularly in conflict with the fluid
and emergent nature of LGBT identities. In this study,
alongside established identity labels such as gay, lesbian,
bisexual, transgender or queer, we encountered newer terms
such as non-binary (a person who identifies as neither male
nor female), genderfluid (a person whose gender identity
varies) and asexual (a person who does not experience
sexual attraction). For young people, the terms they use to
describe themselves can shift and change with their
developing sense of identity, so relying on static models of
diversity can require them to define themselves in ways that
they find alienating [1].
Identifying and supporting people who are vulnerable to
hate crime is a priority for anti-hate crime policing.
However, there is a risk that this label of ‘vulnerability’ can
become an identity which LGBT people are forced to
embody by and for somebody else. This echoes the way in
which hate crime is both an attack motivated by identity and
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an attack on identity: the attacker reinforces their own sense
of identity by casting the victim as a hated ‘other’ and in
doing so the victim ‘is forced to embody a particular
identity by and for the perpetrator of the crime’ [2, p55].

sexualities, no female or lesbian identifying young people
could attend the scheduled sessions. While it is regrettable
not to be able to include the perspectives of young women
in our study, this does perhaps reflect a growing trend
amongst young LGBT people to identify with a broader
range of labels such as genderfluid or non-binary. In
addition, through the fourth author, we recruited four
specialist CJWs: three police officers and one civilian CJW,
all of whom were interested in promoting better reporting
of LGBT hate crime and related harassment. The
workshops took place on neutral ground in a hired
community meeting space.

Therefore, central to any system or service designed to
support people at risk of hate crime is engaging users
without imposing alienating labels. In an effort to develop a
more situated understanding of vulnerability, many
criminologists and police forces increasingly conceptualize
hate crime as an ongoing process of harassment and
discrimination, rather than a single criminal event [26]. This
has led to police initiatives that aim to record more ‘low
level’ incidents as part of a wider move towards data
gathering [18]. However, reporting rates of these nonviolent criminal acts remain very low [16]. This policing
agenda and a victim-centered tradition in criminology
informed the initial impetus for this research.

Each workshop began with an ice breaker and familiar
activities to help build trust and rapport between the young
people, the CJWs, and the research team. We avoided direct
questioning, instead focusing on more hypothetical
scenarios to give participants more control over what they
chose to disclose in the group setting. The presence of the
CJWs was also carefully considered; while we wanted to
promote dialogue between the CJWs and the young people
participating, we were also aware of the inhibiting effect of
adult authority figures, particularly the uniformed police
officers. To mitigate this, the CJWs were invited to the first
half of each workshop only.

PROJECT BACKGROUND

This project was based upon previous victim-centered
criminology research into LGBT young people’s
experiences of hate crime undertaken by the fourth author,
as well as being informed by his role as a youth worker.
The initial aim was to gain a better understanding of why
LGBT young people do not report hate incidents in order to
inform the development of interventions intended to
increase their reporting rates. In the broader HCI literature
on crime prevention, there is evidence of a potential for
digital platforms to support community policing [31], but
no work looking specifically at LGBT young people. While
there is a substantial body of research in criminology
examining the barriers LGBT people face in reporting hate
crime, there has been little focus on the factors that
motivate people to report hate crimes. These factors, would
be critical in informing any designed intervention that aims
to support young people. In order to explore this design
space and understand young people’s experiences and
attitudes to reporting, we devised two design-led workshops
informed by perspectives and methods from criminology,
youth work, communication design, participatory design
and HCI.

The first workshop was grounded in existing experiences to
help inform the design of the second workshop. As an ice
breaker, participants and researchers introduced themselves
with their names, the pronouns by which they wish to be
referred to by (a growing practice in LGBT-inclusive
spaces to recognize non-binary and other gender variant
identities), and posed an ice breaker question. The main
discussion method asked participants to indicate the
severity and likelihood of reporting by placing a scenario
on a ‘washing line’ scale. Our design workshop methods
had shared characteristics with those used in youth work,
and as a result, were familiar to the young people. This was
important, as we aimed to create an environment in which
the young people would feel secure and able to reflect upon
and share sensitive insights into experiences of hate crime
and discrimination/harassment.

Design workshops

The second workshop, which ran one week later, was
modelled on Anderson’s ‘magic machine’ format, which
combines critical perspectives from speculative design and
participatory arts practices to ‘allow users to imagine future
technologies in accordance with their own concerns through
the making of speculative objects’ [4, p627]. We began the
design activity by generating scenarios about hate incidents
which went unreported, to be used as a ‘design brief’ for
creating a magical device for reporting the incident
described. The participants then spent around 30 minutes
making their device with the materials provided and
presented these to the group. The workshop ended with a
group discussion that returned to more grounded concerns
and hopes for design interventions and/or digital
technologies.

A popular method for opening up the potential design
spaces within HCI is to use performance or designed
elements to help structure discussion on potentially
sensitive subjects. Such methods help participants grapple
with, discuss and envision potential future technologies by
supporting them in articulating their various wants and
needs [19, 44]. With this in mind, we designed workshops
to bring together young people and CJWs to engage them in
discussion and making activities. Our participants were
drawn from two LGBT youth groups from the North East of
England, where the fourth author is employed part time as a
youth worker. Nine young people aged between 15 and 22
years participated across the two events. While we invited a
mix of people with a range of gender identities and
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Workshop 1 If you were an app, what app would you be?
Alex (15, bisexual, genderfluid/non-binary) Tinder
Chris (15, gay, cis man) Instagram
David (17, gay, cis man) Twitter
GayArtist (22, gay, non-binary/trans man) OKCupid
Liam (15, gay, cis man) Snapchat
Sapphire (19, gay cis man) Snapchat
Janet (Police Officer) Twitter
Sarah (Police Officer) Calendar
Tessa (Police Officer) GoogleMaps
Susan (Civilian CJW) Lottery Results

Workshop 2 If you had superpower, what would it be?
Alex (15, bisexual, genderfluid/non-binary) Invisibility
Chris (15, gay, cis man) flight
GayArtist (22, gay, non-binary/trans man) the ability to
make people see the other’s point of view
Matthew (20, gay, cis man) the ability to inhabit other
people’s bodies
Quinn (15, gay, cis man) flying
Sapphire (19, gay cis man) mind reading
Steve (17, gay, trans man) shape shifting
Susan (Civilian CJW) teleportation

Figure 2: Table of workshop pseudonymous participants and responses to ice-breaker question

Both workshops were audio recorded and documented with
still photography. The audio was transcribed and then
distributed in print and as a PDF to the co-authors. Ethical
clearance and procedures followed University protocols.
The young people participating selected their own
pseudonyms, with some opting for ‘drag’ names or
username-style descriptors. A thematic analysis [13] of the
workshop transcripts was conducted by the second author in
an iterative process, developing from lower-level codes to
higher-level themes. These themes were then member
checked with the other authors to ensure a good fit with the
data. The themes were then refined into thematic areas.
This led to an analysis informed by a discursive
perspective, examining participants’ accounts for what their
language ‘does’.

civilian not directly involved in policing, took a more
nuanced stance and was keen to manage expectations
around reporting.
Despite these positive messages, the young people, for the
most part, gave accounts of why they, personally, would not
report the incidents. Yet their reasons for not reporting
varied as presented in our three themes. Underpinning the
themes is the concept that officially reporting homophobic
behavior in some way compromised their identities as
young LGBT people. Our first theme discusses how young
people positioned themselves as regularly experiencing
homophobia, but in ‘just trying to get on’ ignored potential
homophobic abuse and avoided reporting.
Theme 1: Just About Coping

Participants often highlighted the prevalence of
homophobic and transphobic incidents. For example,
Sapphire’s friend was ‘getting bullied all the time’ and Alex
had to ‘move schools because the bullying was so bad’. Yet
despite highlighting the impact homophobia and
transphobia have had on their lives, there was resistance to
reporting amongst these young people. A key example of
this was Liam’s account of a recent incident. We created a
new scenario card in the workshop in response to the
discussion of this incident. It read: ‘Billy’s father throws
out any of Billy’s possessions he considers to be “gay” or
too “feminine”, such as make up and clothing.’. Liam
responds: ‘I would report it because, I mean, I’ve just
experienced this, like, with my Dad, [who] doesn’t agree
with me wearing makeup. And, like, he threatened me into
not wearing it and stuff. Like I would report it and stuff.’
(Alex, participant: ‘And did you report it in the end?’) ‘No.’
(Liam, 15, gay man) There is a contradiction here: Liam is
recognizing the severity of the scenario of a father throwing
out feminine clothing, through stating he would
hypothetically report. However, when questioned, he states
that he has not reported his recent, similar experience. This
indicates a strong ambivalence between the ideal, and the
practice of reporting.

For the second workshop, we expanded our approach to
include analyses informed by multimodal discourse analysis
[39], mapping individual participants’ journeys through the
course of the workshop using the transcribed audio and
photographic documentation. Our aim here was to adopt a
more person-centered approach (see [32]), to detail how
individuals revealed, expressed or disguised their identities
through the workshop. We were interested both in what the
young people said and did (i.e. discussions and interactions
with others, what they designed as an artefact and how they
interpreted this in words), and how this positioned their
identities. Analysis involved cross referencing across the
corpus of workshop transcriptions, photographic
documentation and final designed objects.
FIRST WORKSHOP: ESTABLISHING POSITIONS

The aim of the first workshop was to engage the young
people and CJWs in dialogue around the reporting of hate
crime. It was structured around participant responses to
scenario cards which depicted different experiences of
homophobia and asked participants to rate them by severity
and the likelihood of reporting them to the police. The
police officers present encouraged reporting and were keen
to reassure the young people that they would be treated with
respect and taken seriously. Occasionally, the police
expressed uncertainty about the legally ambiguous nature of
the scenarios. Consistently, they reverted back to their
official line of ‘tell us everything’. The other CJW, a

The perceived consequence of reporting incidents to the
police was often questioned by the young people. There
was clearly a perception that, by reporting, young people
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may be making their situation even worse. In discussing the
incident with Liam’s father, Alex suggests: ‘yeah like you
don’t want your family to hate you for wearing makeup, but
then they will hate you even more if your dad had to have a
talk with the police’. The inability of the police to act on
many reported incidents was also highlighted by the civilian
CJW present, who emphasizes to the group ‘there are some
things which will never result in being prosecuted’ in
reference to incidents of verbal abuse. Here, the position
taken by the participants is grounded in feeling
downtrodden, deprived of both criminal justice in reporting
incidents, and of social justice in expressing one’s identity.

This framing acknowledges the community impact of
homophobia in contrast to the other themes of individual
fatigue and/or assertiveness. Herein lies the tension: all of
the police present highlighted the importance of reporting.
Indeed, some asserted it was young people’s duty to report.
‘If it isn’t recorded then it hasn’t happened as far as our
bosses are concerned’ (Janet, Police Officer). Yet, overall,
despite acknowledging the need for reporting, none of the
participants stated that they had reported any incidents to
the police. For some, this was because of the fear reporting
will cause ‘everyone will hate you’ (GayArtist). While for
others, reporting compromised their position of being
individually resilient.

Theme 2: Resilient and Fabulous

In contrast to the ‘Just About Coping’ position, participants
also characterized their non-reporting through a narrative of
resilient individual resistance to incidents of homophobia:
‘“Nick has decided to go home when a group of students
see him walk out of the club and ask him if he’s a bender.”
I think a lot of people would find that offensive because they
don’t like to be called a bender, but if that was me I would
just be like “yeah, bye.”’ (Chris, 15, gay man) Here, Chris
positions himself relative to other LGBT people. Whilst, he
claims, many would take objection to name calling, he
distances himself from this negative response. He claims he
would deal with such a scenario on his own terms. In this
way, Chris is exercising a position of resilience; that of
being able to deal with homophobic abuse, in a way others
may not. Elsewhere, Sapphire builds on this narrative of
resilience. In response to a scenario describing someone
being followed and mocked for having a ‘gay walk’, he
says ‘that I hear quite a lot because, apparently I have a
really gay walk when I have music on, which I know I do’
(Sapphire, 19, gay man). Sapphire builds on the idea of
resilience: he ‘does’ have a ‘gay walk’. This camp and
‘fabulous’ position was maintained primarily by Sapphire,
but also more subtly by other participants. Accounts of nonreporting were grounded in accounts of assertive identity.
To explain reasons for reporting required the young people
to take into account the ‘bigger picture’ and to assert their
LGBT citizenship, by reporting incidents for the greater
good of their communities.

Police response

The police address the young people as vulnerable
individuals whom it is their duty to protect: ‘making sure
that you are safe, that is the number one priority from our
Chief Constable’ (Sarah, Police Officer). However, the
participants either do not fully recognize themselves in this,
or do not trust in the police’s claims about keeping them
safe. This institutional understanding of ‘vulnerability’
stems from a simplistic understanding of being a minority
by the police, who view it ‘as inherently disadvantageous,
with little acknowledgement of the resilience that emerges
from outsiderhood.’ [6 p93]. This stops the police from
addressing the young people as members of a resilient
community. They are therefore unable to build a
compelling message around the ‘greater good’ position,
from which the most positive attitudes to reporting were
expressed. Only the civilian CJW addresses the positions of
the participants in this way: ‘… for everything that happens
to you, you need to make a personal choice as to whether to
report or not and what you are comfortable with. But I
would just throw that into the mix, that the more that gets
reported, the more that the police have statistics then the
more we are able to say, “actually, you know, homophobia
is still rife.”’ (Susan, civilian CJW). While the police
officers did, at times, recognize a more nuanced
understanding of LGBT lives, their professional role
determines this repeated positioning of participants as
vulnerable young people.

Theme 3: the Greater Good

We see how community policing strategies have translated
into messages delivered by specialist officers. These
messages, while intended to build trust and positive
relationships with young people, fail to be sensitized to the
young people’s identities and so the young people respond
with ambivalence. One form this ambivalence towards
reporting takes, is what we’ve termed the ‘just about
coping’ position. Participants who took this position
acknowledged the hurt done to them by homophobic and
transphobic incidents, but were unconvinced of the police’s
reliability to deliver either criminal or social justice. In a
second form of ambivalence (‘resilient and fabulous’),
participants distance themselves from the vulnerability and
victimhood implicit in the act of reporting, in order to
remain defiant.

Our participants often spoke more favourably about
reporting on another’s behalf. The following quotes come
from Sapphire: ‘Although I won’t report things myself,
when I was working on the gay scene I was always
reporting things that I heard from someone else’. Sapphire
implicitly states he has not reporting incidents for his own
gain. He goes on to introduce the idea of a ‘ripple effect’, of
reports helping the greater good. This framing was
commonly used by the young people to account for why
they saw reporting as important: ‘Yeah, because they might
not just do it to you. Like, if you don’t report, that could be
another five, ten, fifteen gay people that could suffer … it is
like an attack on the whole community’ (Alex).
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It is telling, that it was the civilian CJW who most explicitly
addressed the positive ‘greater good’ position, and who
does not work directly for the police. While the CJW was
aware of the community policing policy, they were able to
address the participants outside of this framework. These
findings reinforce questions raised by social policy
researchers ‘about how far young people’s feelings about
their own identities shape and inform the systems and
processes by which their lives are governed.’ [13, p382].

‘troubled’ our stable reading of the workshop data. The
magic machine most grounded in both the ‘resilient and
fabulous’ and ‘just about coping’ positions was made by
Chris (Figure 3). Chris introduced his scenario and design:

WORKSHOP 2

In the second workshop, we used a speculative framing
through the making of magic devices, in order to begin to
explore what systems and processes designed around (and
for) young people might look like. The second workshop
was held a week after the first and was attended by seven
young people, four of whom had taken part in the first. The
same civilian CJW was also in attendance, though declined
to take part in the making activities, as she felt
uncomfortable with their ‘creative’ nature. Two police
officers were meant to attend the workshop as well.
However, due to a break-down in communication, they
could not find the workshop venue. This unexpected
absence of the police officers became a running joke
throughout the workshop: at various times both the
researchers and the participants commented that they are
glad the police weren’t there to witness ‘inappropriate’
jokes, subjects or designs. While not planned, the absent
presence of the police not only had a disinhibiting effect on
the participants, it also shifted the focus of the workshop
even further beyond the framing of reporting and criminal
justice.

Figure 3: Chris presenting his ‘suit of armour’

“Stuart leaves Powerhouse and gets verbally harassed by
some drunk students. He doesn’t report it because he
doesn’t think it’s serious enough for the police to take
notice”. Now I think it’s very serious [laughter], so I’ve
made this … I was originally going to go for a suit of
armour, like your words don’t hurt me, but due to time and
cost I had to scale it back to ‘fuck off please’ [laughter].
[…] this little thing [indicates windmill], I thought if it got
too heated you could spin this and local authorities could
be contacted and then I put this [indicates ‘I love camping’
sign] in to reassure myself and the students that I’m really
camp and that I accept myself for who I am and they can
fuck off please (Chris, 15, gay man).
As with many of the devices, reporting is also a secondary
feature, added only as an afterthought. Here, the reporting
aspect is a back-up system, a helping hand if things get out
of control. This rejection of the ‘reporting’ framing
continues throughout the workshop, despite the researchers’
many attempts to reintroduce this idea. Chris’s design is
centered around a humorous juxtaposition between the
expletive ‘fuck off’ and the polite ‘please’, underscored by
his deadpan delivery. This design strategy of ‘words can’t
hurt me’ echoes the ‘water off a duck’s back’ sentiment he
expressed in the first workshop. However, the
confrontational language used and the closed-off posture he
adopted while presenting, suggests that these experiences
do bother him, and that underneath the armour is someone
who is ‘just about coping’.

The workshop began again with ice-breaker introductions
that also established the more speculative framing by asking
participants ‘if you could have a super power what would it
be?’ (see Figure 2). Having reintroduced ourselves and
established the idea that we were going beyond the
possibilities of the everyday world, we began the design
activity by generating scenarios about hate incidents which
went unreported. Participants were given sheets of paper
with prompts printed on them that asked participants to
produce their own scenario, like the ones discussed the
week before, with an added space to describe why this
incident was not reported. These scenarios were then
anonymously swapped between participants and became the
‘design brief’ for producing a magical reporting device for
the person in their scenario. The participants then spent
around 30 minutes making their device with the materials
provided, and presented these to the group.

It is also noticeable that Chris shifts his positioning from
that of the designer of the device, to that of the user. His
citation of a camp identity echoes Sapphire’s from the
previous workshop. Chris cites camp as a quality of a
resilient and likeable LGBT identity. Camp is a common
feature of LGBT cultures and it one highly visible to the
participants through TV shows like RuPaul’s Drag Race
(which the participants frequently referenced). Camp is a
resource for resilience, perhaps as it has a distancing effect:
‘To perceive Camp in objects and persons is to understand
Being-as-Playing-a-Role’ [41, p57]. Camp as a means to
distance oneself from harm is recognized by the participants
as a tactic employed by LGBT people to foster resilience

Camp Machines

The outcomes of the magic machines workshop in some
ways build upon the positions taken in the first workshop,
but also allow the participants to play with positions not
currently available to them. We will examine these
outcomes and the design considerations that emerge from
them, before turning to reflect on how participants
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pronouns you prefer [...] and then, when there is just a very
stubborn person, there is like a little mini army man on the
top and it will shoot them with the pronoun you prefer and
knock them back into queerness.’ He goes on to clarify the
function of the device (‘shoots them and also they get
misgendered’), building on the weaponized empathy idea
that emerged from discussion of the hate crime bomb.
GayArtist goes on to contradict his desire for the device to
be a clear signal of his gender identity by adding 'and also
it’s invisible so there is no way they can blame you for
[being misgendered]’, echoing the group’s fears that
reporting (or other actions) will only make things worse for
them. None the less, the device gives GayArtist space to
imagine what taking action might feel like, even if he
cannot overcome his fear of negative consequences.

and agency in the face of hate crime and social injustice.
Chris’s deadpan delivery of ‘now I think it’s very serious’
also reveals an element of camp in the police message of
taking reports seriously. Sontag notes that, in some cases
camp, ‘the essential element is seriousness, a seriousness
that fails’ [41, p58]. This ‘failed seriousness’, identified by
the participants, of the gap between the police’s desire to
gather data, and their ability to action, undermines any
claims of taking reports ‘seriously’.
Weaponising Empathy

Figure 4: Sapphire’s ‘Hate Crime Bomb’

In Chris’s prototype, the homophobic behaviors of the
perpetrators are dismissed as pointless and inexplicable. In
the first workshop, there was limited discussion of what
motivates perpetrators of hate crime (for instance
ignorance, bigotry, or internalized homophobia), as you
would expect in the victim-focused framing of the
workshop and policing policy. However, some of the
participants’ magic machines brought the perpetrators into
focus. The Hate Crime Bomb produced by Sapphire (see
Figure 4) is thrown at homophobic attackers and covers
them with rainbow-coloured paint. After Sapphire
introduced the device, the group collaborated in refining
and extending the idea, with even the civilian CJW joining
in. Chris offers that it would make the attackers’ ‘idiocy’
visible ‘so you’ll be walking home and they’ll be covered in
paint and you’ll be like, that idiot is a homophobe’, but the
group shifts the focus to thinking about how it might make
the attacker feel. In the end, Sapphire describes the effect of
the rainbow paint on the attacker as ‘everyone will think
they’re gay and they’ll have to deal with what we have to
deal with’. In doing this, the group has shifted the function
away from simply publically shaming an offender, towards
the offender being forced to experience and acknowledge
the harm done to victims. This is similar to the central
tenant of restorative justice, which is difficult to practise in
cases of hate crime due to the power imbalance and social
disconnection between offender and victim [47]. However,
the violent imagery of Sapphire’s ‘Hate Crime Bomb’ (and
the ‘Pronoun Corrector’ below) evens the score by putting
the power in the hands of the victim.

Figure 5: GayArtist’s ‘Pronoun Corrector’
Making trouble

We now turn our attention to the manner in which the
participants disrupted and ‘troubled’ our readings of these
positions. Queering is a tactic employed by LGBT people
when faced with heteronormative culture and societies that
don’t meet or recognize their needs and perspectives. The
concept of ‘troubling’ or ‘queering’, as applied to design in
HCI, is described by Light as a form of ‘practical
naughtiness’ that can have a critical role within design, but
which ‘is not an analysis to inform design, but an ongoing
application of disruption as a space-making ploy’ [33,
p433]. We will focus on how one participant ‘made trouble’
throughout the second workshop by seeking to obscure or
disrupt their identity, in a way that made them difficult to
position.
Alex (15, non-binary, bisexual) plays multiple workshop
roles from the ‘good workshop participant’ (asking
clarifying questions, offering thoughtful reflections) to
‘provocative trouble maker’ (use of provocative language,
talking over others, playing with doing things ‘the wrong
way’). Through these processes Alex plays with, and
troubles, how they are perceived by the other workshop
participants (accepting peer group, supportive youth
worker, the researchers and participating CJWs). However,
the workshop also created a space in which they could be
less self-conscious in their self-presentation.

GayArtist’s ‘Pronoun Corrector’ (see Figure 5) shares this
function of reflecting the harm back on to the perpetrator,
but was designed in response to a scenario set in an LGBT
space. He described its functions thus: ‘It has a beacon on
the top so everybody around you will know exactly what

The performed presentation format enables Alex to
dissociate from the ongoing responsibility of representing
themselves to the world. Alex briefly inhabits a less
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managed persona, in the knowledge that they will not be
taken literally. This gives them permission to explore and
discuss violence in an animated tongue-in-cheek way, while
also expressing their anger towards LGBT injustice as
manifest in their violent design weapon. While other
workshop participants also incorporated violent elements
(water pistols, toy soldiers and balloon bombs), for Alex the
device’s central purpose was to comprise a weapon.

in the gleeful cartoon-violent and power fantasies of many
of the devices is here openly articulated as anger by Alex.
This troubles the purpose of participatory design
workshops: how do we turn anger into 'implication for
design’? Once we had given anger space to be expressed,
what do we do with it? This question of what to ‘do’ with
anger long troubled feminist and queer theorists: Ahmed
acknowledges that anger should not be denied or ignored,
but neither should it form the basis of a ‘wound culture’ in
which we become too attached to pain [2]. The cause of this
anger cannot be resolved with the immediacy of the
participants’ magic devices. However, making space for the
anger to be externalized and acknowledged, though it may
trouble us, makes space for changes to emerge over time.
DESIGN IMPLICATIONS

Throughout both workshops, the participants expressed
contradictory positions in regard to their experiences of hate
crime and attitudes towards reporting. The gap between
how they identify themselves, and how they felt they would
be identified by the police, creates multiple forms of
ambivalence. In the first workshop, some participants
positioned themselves as ‘resilient and fabulous’, to
distance themselves from the harm that both hate crime and
being seen as a ‘victim’ does to their sense of self. This was
developed into a form of ‘armoured glamour’ by Chris,
whose device deflected and dazzled in order to distance the
user from harm while his presentation hinted at the
vulnerability underneath such a camp performance.

Figure 6: Alex presenting their device

[Reading scenario] ‘Esther is on the [Underground] … is
jolted by a man wearing a swastika badge. She doesn’t
report it because he didn’t say anything and she thought it
wouldn’t be taken seriously...’ So, I know I’d be pretty
intimidated … so [gesturing to their device] like, if they are
like getting close, connect with them and that would stab
them with the spikey thing. Alex continues; a ‘blinding
flash’, a ‘deafening noise’, a fly swatter for persistent ‘flylike people’. And similarly, the device’s various defense
features (ear plugs, flash bangs, escape routes). While
solidly constructed, Alex’s device lacks conceptual
coherence and narrative. Rather, in its design and
presentation, it is structured as a series of semi-improvised
‘and thens’, which add attack and defense features to the
design, but with little regard to how these cohere or interact
as a whole. Alex’s presentation could be interpreted as
child-like, an effect that is reinforced by their highly
animated style of presentation – standing and physically
preforming the potential use of the device with sound
effects (‘This one is like a big force field, so like pheew’).
This was in stark contrast to the other participants’ low-key
presentations.

Others acknowledge the pain that being ‘othered’ caused
them, but feared reporting would lead to them being further
misunderstood. In response to this, devices emerged which
weaponised empathy in the name of social justice. The hate
crime bomb inverted power relations to force perpetrators
to experience the impact of homophobia and transphobia.
However, we also saw that fears of further othering were
hard to escape, even within a speculative frame.
Across both workshops, we observed how ambivalence
towards hate crime and reporting resulted in inaction:
participants resist or avoid reporting hate experiences
because they cannot resolve the contradictions they create
for how they perceive themselves. These outcomes point
towards how reporting methods could be reshaped around
young people’s identities, to resolve some of these
ambivalences. There is value in building upon the ‘greater
good’-framing of reporting, which sidesteps individuals’
personal misgivings about reporting and directs them
towards the position of a member of a resilient community.
This reflects previous findings on resilience in vulnerable
populations [46] and on preference for grass roots
community-oriented platforms, for tackling crime over
police run websites and apps [3130]. There is also a need
for further work to be done to understand links between the
wider public acknowledgement and understanding of the
experiences of young LGBT people and the likelihood of
reporting experiences of hate crime and harassment.

Despite the performative nature, this presentation and the
designed device had a provocative effect on the researchers
and Susan, the CJW. On leaving the session, Susan
commented to one researcher ‘we need to talk about
violence’. As researchers, knowing how to respond to these
expressions of violence was difficult. On one hand, we had
explicitly given the young people space, and actively
invited personal responses, to the broad theme. On the
other, these expressions didn’t fit within our understandings
of what an appropriate response to ‘victimization’ might be
[13]. In the closing discussion, in response to the
researcher-youth worker’s comment that the designs had
‘been a bit too violent, slightly on the terrorist side’ Alex
responded ‘Well, you know what, it’s time we fight back...
I’m sick of being the minority.’ The manifestations of anger
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However, it is also important to acknowledge that the
ambivalence we observed cannot, and perhaps should not,
be resolved entirely. Instead, we propose that this
ambivalence can inform design and research processes. We
suggest that by designing with ambivalence we can trouble
our sense of our participant’s vulnerability. As in the case
of the anger expressed by Alex, in representing and
reproducing the ambivalence, we acknowledge that we
cannot design a solution, but we can design spaces and
formats to make sure these experiences are heard. Secondly,
we recognise ambivalence can become a resource for
navigating complex and contradictory situations, as seen in
Chris’s deployment of deadpan humor and camp. Designing
with, rather than trying to solve, ambivalence upsets any
static ideas about our participants, allowing us to see them
as both vulnerable and capable simultaneously.

done through a badge-making activity that allowed people
to assemble their own ambivalent identity label and then
take it away to wear. Members of the public were invited to
choose two phrases printed on semicircles and to assemble
them to be made into a badge. As the badges were a simple
form of fashion accessory, they tapped into the ways in
which clothing is uniquely adept at ‘registering the
culturally anchored ambivalences that resonate within and
among identities’ [20, p25]. Many added them to the other
badges and labels they had assembled as part of their outfits
for the day.
The phrases were derived loosely from transcripts of the
workshops. We generated these phrases as possible
positions or identities that a person might take on in
response to experiences of hate crime. These included
direct quotes from the workshops (e.g. ‘fck off pls’, ‘just be
nice’). Others were descriptions of positions derived from
our coding of the workshops (e.g. ‘armoured glamour’, ‘just
about coping’, ‘public shamer’), or from cultural references
we felt were relevant (e.g. ‘ask me anything’, ‘dangerous
queer’, ‘model victim’). The phrases could be selected to
complement or contradict each other, and could be worn
either way up, suggesting a flexibility of presentation.

Designing with Ambivalence

To understand what designing with ambivalence might
mean, we present and reflect on two subsequent designs
informed by the workshop and produced for a public
engagement event by the first author. The first design is a
set of posters and postcards depicting three of the workshop
devices, with annotations that communicate their function.
The second was an ‘UnBinary’ badge-making activity
(Figure 7). The posters and postcards were arranged in a
display on a market stall at a regional LGBT Pride Event
attended by the researchers. GayArtist’s ‘Pronoun
Corrector’, Sapphire’s ‘Hate Crime Bomb’ along with
Steve’s ‘Trollinator 3000’ were used to represent the
outcomes, as they most clearly articulated the workshop
themes. At the event, these designs provoked interest and
engagement, with many people commenting they were
drawn in by the bright colours and the amusing and
provocative titles. While viewers were initially uncertain of
what to make of these devices, once engaged with the
associated stories, the majority of people understood the
humour or could relate to the need for such devices.

The design of the badge-making activity disrupts the
possibility of static narratives and identity positions. They
introduced dialogue and improvised meaning making. They
still have enough coherence to have meaning, but are
ambiguous enough to be generative of multiple meanings
and narratives. While the badges were inspired by our data
rather than the product of thematic coding, they do speak
of, and speak to, the dialogue within the workshops.

By presenting the devices and workshop in this way, we
could tell a different story to the public about hate crime.
One which recast young LGBT people as active and
powerful agents rather than passive victims. In doing this
we reproduced the ‘resilient and fabulous’ position favored
by many of the participants. However, despite all these
positive aspects, the narratives we presented did not fully
capture the contradictions and ambivalences of the
workshops. The more we rehearsed the stories of these
workshops, the harder it became to adopt multifaceted
aspects. We found it easier to present a homogenized
identity for the participants than discuss the ambivalent
position by the young people. The version of the workshops
we had constructed had the potential to become our own
‘party line’, as we noticed in the police messaging.

Figure 7: (left) a range of UnBinary Badges
(right) Sapphire’s badge

Sapphire was at the event, working on security. He visited
the stall and, after being amused to see our presentation of
his hate crime bomb, made a badge (Figure 7). He selected
the phrases ‘kinda normal’ and ‘armoured glamour’.
Pleasingly, ‘armoured glamour’ was a phrase we had
developed in response to Sapphire’s ‘resilient and fabulous’
position, while ‘kinda normal’ hints at a less performative
version of Sapphire we did not get to see in the heightened
frame of the workshops. He added it to his high-visibility
vest, before heading off to keep an eye on the ‘scene’, still
working for the greater good.

In contrast, the badge-making part of the display, if messy
and hard to explain, allowed us to design with ambivalence
in co-production with members of the public. This was
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DISCUSSION

Certainly, it has often been the case that critical design has
been practised and disseminated in ways that are
inaccessible to many [11]. However, our participants
produced work with the same capacity to ‘trouble’ as any
critical design. In order to attend to the ambivalence
expressed by the participants, we have had to include
ambiguous elements in our designs, in order to keep this
trouble making visible to ourselves and wider audiences.

During this study, we reframed the research in response to
the ways in which the participants expressed ambivalence
towards vulnerability, and by extension, to the way in
which reporting hate crime is framed by the criminal justice
system. Shifts in focus such as this are not uncommon in
participatory design research (e.g. [2, 36, 10]) if not a
central reason for using such methods [34]. However, it
would be unfair to say that the initial assumptions of the
research were not attuned to the experiences and
perspectives of the participants. They were based upon
extensive interviews with LGBT young people and criminal
justice workers, as well as being grounded in the fourth
author’s youth work experiences, and informed by a
tradition of victim focused criminology. These assumptions
were challenged by the introduction of multidisciplinary
perspectives and the open-ended nature of the design
methods used and created a space for the participants to
question and go beyond the victim-centered criminology
framing we initially presented.

Instead, this use of ambiguity points to the place where
participatory design research and critical design can meet.
Designs such as the ‘UnBinary Badges’ further produce
ambivalent identities and disseminate ambiguous texts
created in dialogue with the research data and the LGBT
community at Pride. Our use of ambiguity as a way of
‘troubling’ relates to ideas of queering as not only
‘reinterpreting the heteronormative for new queer uses, but
also reinterpreting the queer for further queer meaning’ [27,
p24]. This does not mean the narratives of the devices we
presented in the posters and postcards were ‘bad’ designs.
They were necessary to frame and make sense of the
UnBinary Badges. Queering alone would not work, as it a
process of ‘infinite deferral.’ [33, p433]. However, by
combining queering with more conventional design and
research processes, we introduced an element of ‘trouble’,
that helped us resist static understanding of our participants
by remaining open to their ambivalence.

However, the lesson here is not just that we started from
wrong assumptions and through participatory methods
found a better understanding of the participants (though that
did happen). We should be cautious to claim that the design
or multidisciplinary methods are superior to those found in
criminology. This would not only be unfair to the previous
work and contributions of the fourth author, but it would be
a return to the narrative of (participatory) design as saviour.
Instead the lesson we take from this experience is the
importance of troubling on an ongoing basis how our
research is framed and presented.

CONCLUSION

Making space for stories of experiences of hate crime and
resilience to circulate is one of the ways in which design
research can support vulnerable people [46]. However,
there is a need for reflexive awareness of our role in
shaping such stories and a need to actively work to disrupt
narratives that cast participants as passive victims [29]. As
we learnt from our experience presenting our research at a
Pride event, it is easy for research accounts to become static
clichés that close down meaning making, and so the
troubling of narratives needs to be an ongoing process.

In our case, the way in which our participants troubled the
framing of the research led us to look to practices of
‘queering’ as a means of resisting closing-down the
meaning of the workshop into a single narrative. By
welcoming elements of ambivalence and ambiguity into our
design research processes, we reflexively troubled our
research narratives and made space for new ones to emerge.
The tactics we used were inspired by critical design and
queer theory, but also by attending to the manner in which
our participants troubled our data and our sense of them.

Ambiguity is often cited as a resource for design within
HCI and design research [22], but its role in design research
has been less clearly defined. In the context of this project,
we found that ambiguity was a resource for an ongoing
‘troubling’ of artefacts, narratives and identities which
emerged from the research process. It forces us to be
engaged with reflexivity, not as a one-time declaration of
our positions, but an on-going practice of looking hard at
oneself and listening carefully to others. It draws our
attention to the edges and outliers of our data, but, perhaps
most importantly, opens up space from which new
meanings and understandings can emerge.

Ambiguity in participatory design

This use of ambiguity in design research is perhaps at odds
with some conceptions of participatory design. Firstly, it
conflicts with a sense of participatory design as a decisionmaking process; Bratteteig and Wagner argue while
participatory design should initially open up possibilities
for participants, the ultimate goal should be concretising
participants’ wants and needs into designs [11]. However,
recent studies have identified the need for ambiguous or
underdetermined designs to enable users’ flexibility and
adaptability, especially in the context of community
activism [5].

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

We would like thank the anonymous reviewers for their
help refining this paper. This research was partly funded
through the EMoTICON network, the EPSRC Centre for
Doctoral Training in Digital Civics (EP/L016176/1) and
Design at Northumbria University.

Secondly, work which uses ambiguity in this ‘designerly’
way is often positioned antithetical to participatory work.
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C.12 Participant Information Sheet

Exploring digital hate
crime reporting tools with
LGBT young people
We want to know if digital technologies can help lower the barriers young
LGBT people face to reporting experiences of harassment, discrimination
and hate crime. We want to hear your thoughts and opinions so we can
make recommendations to designers, researchers, support workers and
funders.
This sheet tells you all about the research. We would like you to take part in the
research and this sheet helps answer questions you might have about it. Once you’ve
read the sheet, or talked about it with one of the researchers, you can decide whether
you’d like to take part or not.
What are you trying to find out?

What if I don’t want to take part?

This project aims to understand how digital

You don’t have to take part in the research.

technologies such as websites or apps could

Just tell the researchers that you’re not

be used to help young LGBT people report

interested. It’s not going to be a problem. It’s

experiences of homophobic/transphobic

up to you if you take part in the research.

discrimination, harassment and crime.
What will happen as part of the research?

What if I change my mind?
If, after or during a session, you change

We will ask you to take part in group activities

your mind about taking part, that’s OK. You

over the course of two 3 hour workshops to

might have started off wanting to talk to the

explore how digital technologies could lower

researchers, but you don’t now. Or perhaps

barriers to reporting with other LGBT young

first of all you didn’t want to talk to them, but

people, support workers and representatives

now you do. It’s fine, just let us know.

from the police who specialise in supporting
LGBT people who face discrimination.

You said you’re going to take notes/record

Why do you want me to take part?

that I say?

We want your input so that we can help

Yes, we will sometimes write down things

to design a digital platform to report

that you say in the group discussions. This

discrimination, harassment and crime that

is because we think that it’s useful and

reflects the needs and preferences of young

interesting and that it will help us write the

LGBT people and the people who work to

report. We won’t identify you in the report.

support them.

Your name won’t be used.

the workshops. Will you write down things
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OK, I think I want to take part

Will anyone know I’ve taken part in the
research?

On the next page there’s a consent form to

We will not tell anyone you took part in the

sign. If you don’t want to sign it, then you can

research, your name and personal details will

just tell the researcher that you’re happy to

be kept confidentially. When we share the

take part. They will make a note on the form

outcomes of the workshops we will change

for you.

your name to a pseudonym and we may

You should keep this information sheet, just in

change some details in any descriptions or

case you have any questions.

quotes so people will not be able to recognise
you.

I want to know more about the research

We will take some photographs in the

You can ask the researchers whenever you

workshops but we will not publish any which

see them about the research. They will be

show your face or other distinctive features.

happy to answer your questions. The research
team is James Pickles, Cally Gatehouse, Shaun

How do I know that you’re going to keep my

Lawson and Jo Briggs from Northumbria

information safely?

University and Matthew Wood from Newcastle
University.

The audio recordings and photographs will be
stored on an encrypted hard drive that will be

If you have any questions you can contact

kept in a locked cupboard or room by the lead

James or Cally by emailing james.pickles@

researcher. Only the researchers working on
the project will have access to these files. After
5 years these files will be deleted.
What’s going to happen after you’ve done all
this research?
We will use the recording, notes and
photographs from the workshops to help
us understand what young LGBT want and
need from a digital reporting platform. We
will report our findings to other designers
and researchers through journal articles,
conference papers and reports to our funders.

northumbria.ac.uk or cally.gatehouse@
northumbria.ac.uk
I want to complain about the research or
report something about the research I’m
unhappy with
You should tell a member of the research
team. If you’re not happy to do that,
please tell Charlotte Bilby (charlotte.bilby@
northumbria.ac.uk) and they will pass on your
worry to a member of the research team at
the university involved.

We may also use it to apply for more funding
to further research. We will also produce a
report for the participants and other young
people, support workers and police forces so
they can access our findings.
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C.13 Participant Consent Form

Project Title
Exploring digital hate crime reporting tools with
LGBT young people
Researchers’ names
James Pickles, Cally Gatehouse, Shaun Lawson, Jo Briggs, Matthew Wood
Research Organisation
Northumbria University
Participant’s name – write your name in here

•

I confirm that I have been supplied with and have read and understood an Information Sheet
for the research project and have had time to decide whether or not I want to participate.

•

I understand that my taking part is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time,
without giving a reason.

•

I agree with Northumbria University recording and processing this information about me.

•

I understand that this information will only be used for the purposes set out in the
information sheet.

•

I have been told that any data generated by the research will be securely managed and
disposed of in accordance with Northumbria University’s guidelines.

•

I am aware that all tapes and documents will remain confidential with only the research
team having access to them.

•

My consent is conditional upon the University complying with its duties and obligations
under the Data Protection Act.

I would like a copy of the report when it’s published
Please tick: Yes

No

I’ll decide later

Signature of Participant (even if below 18 years old)
Date
I can confirm that I have explained the nature of the research to the above named participant
and have given adequate time to answer any questions concerning it.
Signature of Researcher
Date
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