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Abstract

Living in a democracy or working in a group requires
the use of deliberative processes to agree and
decide on ways of living together and projecting
ourselves into common desirable futures. However,
these processes remain an illusion, according to the
political philosopher Chantal Mouffe. Because,
decision by consensus often marginalises minority
opinions, but also, rationality does not make it
possible to overcome conflicts. They are rather often
rooted in affects. Consequently, how can we open
spaces for debate that are participatory, inclusive
and that mobilise the affects? What methods and
roles for such an agnostic design (from the Greek
Agon, adversary)?

My first contribution is the definition of a group of
practices (and its 6 common properties), and of the
research field that studies them (and the typology of
its research objects). These are the “group” and the
“research field” of design for debate. Among these
practices, my study focuses on “Discursive Design”
for debate, in which programmes such as Critical
Design, Speculative Design and Design Fiction
participate.

To answer my questions, three fieldworks have been
explored iteratively (a series of five projects), among
stakeholders (e.g. an ethics commission, and a
research laboratory), using qualitative methods
borrowed from action research, ethnography and
Information and Communication Sciences.

The analysis revealed how design can stimulate
interpersonal debate when it generates a
‘dissonance’ among the social values of the public,
by presenting an ambivalent artefact (which
juxtaposes discordant social values). | have called
this form of ethnomethodology through design, the
bridging experiment. As a second result, beyond the
simple design of an artefact, design can reach and
mobilise a “public” (in the sense of John Dewey)
concerned by a latent issue, by joining it in its own
context. And, by orchestrating a whole
communication situation where audiences and
artefacts meet. | offer a descriptive model called the
Discursive Design Communication System.

Thus, when it thwarts the polarisation of opinions,
the artefact takes on the role of a non-human
diplomat, which intensifies conflicts in order to
connect worlds that do not speak to each other. But
also, as a media, design adopts the role of an
“agnostic mediating artefact,” which opens up
multidimensional communication situations—
between human, non-human and fictional actors.

The contributions of this thesis are conceptual

(a glossary of concepts related to the ‘tactic of
dissonance’), practical (a method of design-driven
ethnometodological research, and a
communication model of Discursive Design),
empirical (six case studies and the analysis of a
systemic and longitudinal experience of one year of
design residency in an ethics commission) and
theoretical (discussions on design’s specific
contribution to the political—defined by Mouffe as
the very condition of the confrontation of opinions
that is intrinsic to the endeavour of living together).
| start with the analysis of a Critical Design project
pre-dating the Ph.D. research (Dog & Bone,
2010-2011). Its limitations—its provocativeness
and the strategy of the exhibition, which did not
allow debate to occur—Ilead me to question the
concept of ‘provocation,” and instead, to explore
‘dissonance’ (drawing on Festinger 1957).
Following this first experience, | fine-tune my
central research object, which includes practices
that draw on Reflective (Sengers et al., 2005),
Discursive (Tharp & Tharp 2008), Adversarial
(DiSalvo 2009) and Participatory design.
Throughout a review of the literature, | refine my
understanding of what designing for debate means,
elaborating on the concept of agonism (a situation
of constantly renewed confrontation. Mouffe 2000).
In seeking ways of dissemination other than the art
and design exhibition, | come to examine how to
orchestrate a “communication situation” (Goffman)
that includes humans and non-humans.

| finally outline potential roles offered to the political
designer in contemporary societies.
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0

INTRODUCTION
Design as an Agent of the Political?

From debates on genetically modified organisms to a worker’s
weekly team meeting, the same mechanism polarises many debates
and undermines democracy: consensus.' According to the Belgian
political philosopher Chantal Mouffe, consensus is built on the will
of the majority. It excludes and relegates disagreeing opinions to the
margins, favouring extremism and oppression.

The matter of thwarting consensus does not spare design because
its contemporary entanglement with policy-making is directed either
towards consensus-making (e.g. through design thinking) or towards
behavioural change (e.g. through cognitive psychology’s so called
‘nudges’).? Hence, if designing is to transform “an existing situa-
tion into a preferable one” I wondered for whom are these forms
of design preferable? And, how do we enable debate about what is
preferable?

I subsequently looked for ways to design for debate. For my research,
I took a body of unconventional design practices that challenge con-
sensus and our visions of the preferable as my object of study. This
form of “new social design™ aims at providing an experience of the
political. According to Mouffe, the political can be understood in
contrast with politics. While the term politics reffers to the activities
of administrating humans in society, the political is a state of antag-
onism and of confrontational opinions, intrinsic to the enterprise of
living together.® The political concept has allowed me to consider the
study of how to design confrontation. I hence tried to find out:

» How could design thwart consensus? What are design specific

contributions to enabling an experience of the political?

To answer these questions, this dissertation is organised in a threefold
structure.

The first step is dedicated to studying existing literature to define
the research field in which this thesis takes place (Chapter 1). I also
define my epistemological positioning (Chapter 2). Elaborating on
Chapter 1, I then search for the limitations pertaining to existing
practices of designing for debate, on which to focus my research
questions (Chapter 3). To this end, I review the related works, within
academic literature, and I start from reviewing the limitations met in
my own practice—Dog & Bone (2010-2011). The limitations I point
out lead me to define a research strategy (Chapter 4).

Terms in red are reported in the Glossary.

2 Thomas C. Leonard, ‘Richard H. Thaler, Cass R. Sunstein, Nudge: Improving Decisions about
Health, Wealth, and Happiness,” Constitutional Political Economy 19, no. 4 (1 December 2008):
356-360.
Herbert A. Simon, The Sciences of the Artificial, 2019th ed. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1969).
llpo Koskinen, ‘Agonistic, Convivial, and Conceptual Aesthetics in New Social Design,” Design
Issues 32, no. 3 (July 2016): 18-29.

5 Chantal Mouffe, Agonistique (Paris: Beaux Arts de Paris éditions, 2014).



009 | Designing for Debate | Max Mollon | 2019 |

I have chosen to conduct this research in a designerly way®—this
refers to research, through the practice of design—specifically
through the making of ten projects developed between November
2012 and June 2018, five of which are examined here.

The second step is dedicated to experiments on what sparks debate
within the design of an artefact. I carried out four experiments related
to one design project—L Ephéméride (2015). For this project, I spent
a year doing a design residency at the Espace Ethique ile-de-France,
an ethics commission based at the St-Louis Hospital in Paris. I stud-
ied the qualities of my artefact; my design process; the participants
comments in a debate session; and the session’s consequences for the
stakeholder (respectively, in chapters 5, 6, 7, 8).

In the third step, I focus on the situation in which debate takes place—
through two experiments (chapters 9 and 10). These two chapters are
structured around the same four design projects exploring different
debate situations. In the OneHealth (2014) project, I propose a fic-
tional scientific poster exhibition as part of a microbiology confer-
ence. In the project #Hack.my.cafeteria (2016) I made a fictional
campus cafeteria menu, entirely based on a genetically modified
species, for a research laboratory. A speculative debate in the form
of a role-play is the activity I organised in an ethics commission for
Epicure.app (2015). And via the website politique-fiction.fr (2017) a
series of speculative online news articles describes a ‘post-presiden-
tial election’ situation, in France.

Please note, in order to facilitate and accelerate, as much as possi-
ble, the long reading that awaits you, sixelements have been added
consistently.” Overhead titles indicate the type of content of each
section and chapter. Emphasis marks (bold text) systematically
indicate key arguments—in my writing and in quoted texts. Hand-
drawn sketches are used as complementary language to support or
organise ideas. The conclusion of each chapter follows an identical
structure—it recalls the question addressed, the answer proposed
and the progression of the argument that led to this answer. When
appropriate, a diagram or table summarises the chapter’s contribu-
tion. Finally, a red margin is added to deliverables (diagrams, tables,
methodological guidelines, etc.).

6 Nigel Cross, ‘Designerly Ways of Knowing,’ Design Studies, Special Issue Design Education,
3, no. 4 (1 October 1982): 221-27.
7 In addition, the graphic layout of this dissertation has been composed with the (print and digital)

reader’s need in mind. Find details in this online appendix:
maxmollon.com/permalink/PHD_Appendix-INTRO-Layout.pdf (accessed Sept 2019).



http://maxmollon.com/permalink/PHD_Appendix-INTRO-Layout.pdf
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CH1

IDENTIFYING A RESEARCH FIELD

Designing for Debate

I first review the design history literature in order to distinguish dif-
ferent types of relation of design with the political, i.e. the antag-
onism and confrontation inherent in collective life (in Section 1).
Among those I focus on a body of political practices and attempt to
identify its core properties (Section 2). I finally review the design
research literature so as to outline the boundaries of a research field
that take political design practices as an object of study (Section 3).
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1

1A

1.A1

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE
Two Different Relations
of Design to the Political

My introduction evoked Herbert’s Simon definition of design as a
quest for the preferable. This definition implies to ask an eminently
political question that is, for whom have design practices been actu-
ally ‘preferable?” How did design address this question throughout
the history of design? This question will serve to see what kind of
relationship design had with its own political implications, since its
early days.

I now present a non-exhaustive' summary of the design history litera-
ture. It is mostly based on the work of the French historian of design,
Alexandra Midal, notably, on her 2012 book Politique Fiction.? I also
draw on the work of the French-Italian historian of design Emanuele
Quinz—i.e. in Jehanne Dautrey and Qinz's book on the history of
‘strange’ practices of design.’

1840-1930: Reformism Through Design,
an Ambiguous Relationship to Industry

The Great Exhibition

I would like to begin by travelling back to late-nineteenth-century
Europe, to Victorian England and the first major celebration of
industrialisation, the 1851 Great Exhibition of the Achievements of
All Nations. This event, which welcomed 6 million visitors, was the
occasion to demonstrate the prowess of the new means of industry,
like industrial standardisation. This was achieved by housing the
event right in the middle of London in Hyde Park in a 70,000-metre
square hall erected within 17 weeks—the Crystal Palace. Displaying
all sorts of innovations, the venue and its 14,000 exhibitors gave a
face to this new method of production and organisation. This was the
accomplishment of Sir Henry Cole, an Inspector of Decorative Arts
and adviser to Prince Albert, who is credited with the first usage of
the word ‘design’ in 1849.

This first event provides us with an interesting debate to discuss.
Two arguments were offered as a rationale for the event: while some
people believed in machine-led fabrication as a way to ease work-
ers’ labour conditions, others viewed it as a means of productivity,
arguing that the economy was the main lever for social change. The
debate was between quality and quantity: on the one hand, Sir Henry
Cole’s initial ambitions (i.e. to demonstrate that the best things are the
best designed ones); on the other, people advocating for productivity.

1 Unfortunately, my account does not include a non-occidental-centric historical perspective.
Also, the following episodes are extremely summarised. The complex national and international
historical influences to which they are subject are not detailed.

2 Alexandra Midal, Politique Fiction (St-Etienne, FR): Editions EPCC Cité du design — ESADSE,
2012). | This publication came out for the eponym exhibition, at the Biennale Internationale
du design of Saint-Etienne 2013 (France).

3 Jehanne Dautrey and Emanuele Quinz, eds., Strange Design: From Objects to Behaviors
(Villeurbanne, FR): It: éditions, 2015.
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These people comprise for instance Richard Redgrave and his quote
“That is best what sells best.” Another contrast can be highlighted
between Cole’s ambitions and the actual perception of the exhibited
content’s quality.’

These debates—together with Henry Cole’s attempt to promote his
faith in the benefits of industrial progress (economic growth, the
sharing of wealth, the easing of labour, and the pacification of nations
through trade for greater justice and democracy)—constitutes only
one step in the long discussion of the consequences of subordinating
design to the industry.°

The Social Question

In the 1860s can be found another example of debate crystallising the
question of personal values and design’s target audience. Due to the
fruitless attempts of the Great Expo, at least from the point of view
of intellectuals, practitioners such as William Morris took a reflective
step back. It seemed necessary to totally rethink the links between
human beings, art, and machine. On the one hand, Morris’ master,
Professor John Ruskin, was the first to express concerns about the
poor working conditions of factory workers and the ironic contra-
diction between their extreme poverty and the shop full of goods
produced by their labour. On the other hand, Morris, inspired by
the Gothic craftsmanship of cathedral architecture, aimed at tackling
this issue by reaching the beautiful, the fair, and the spiritual.” In his
vision, decorative arts would enable people to be happier at work
which, in addition to supporting a noble aesthetic, would also bring
about the reform of modern society.®

One expression summarised this situation and the great problem of
the 19th century—the social question. The first Industrial Revolution
ushered in an era of hope. With the inventions of the steam machine,
railroads, steam boats, and the textile industry came the progress
of hygiene, medical and scientific knowledge, and wealth. And yet,
wretchedness had never been so great as among the ones who were
manufacturing such inventions. From Karl Marx to Proudhon and
later the Situationists, socialist thinkers and artists addressed this
contradiction. In order to picture the intensity of these debates, in
addition to Alexandra Midal’s work, I would like to recall the cruelty
of the social conditions of the ones who worked in the manufacturing
houses soon to be called factories.

4 Redgrave’s quote as reported in the book: “Industrialists consider good taste an impediment to
sales. Their position can be summarised in the principle: ‘That is best what sells best’.” Renato
De Fusco and Miquel. Izquierdo, Historia del disefio (Barcelona: Santa & Cole, 2005): 59.

5 In the days following the great expo, critics and artists were disappointed by the aesthetic
mediocrity of productions that were trying to mechanically reproduce craft objects.

6 For the same question on another period, see: Wim de Wit, Design for the Corporate World,
1950—1975 (London: Lund Humphries, 2017).

7 Morris, despite its anti-elitist stance, was raised in an upper middle-class family and his

lifestyle was described as “late Victorian, mildly bohemian, but bourgeois,” Fiona MacCarthy,
William Morris: A Life for Our Time (London: Faber, 2010), 602.
8 William Morris et al., Contre I'art d’élite (Paris: Hermann, 1985).
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Indeed, farmers who turned workers, attracted by the promise of
fixed and regular incomes, suffered from malnutrition and disease as
well as under urban pollution, toxic wastes, unsanitary and unbear-
able working conditions in coal or steel factories. In 1840, the life
expectancy of an adult worker, working 12 hours a day with no days
off, was 30 years (and even lower for child labourers).

For the first time in history, a large number of people had become
members of the industrial working class.’ And in the heart of this
febrile social situation, designers already engaged in, and reflected
about, their political role in society.

The Modernists

To go back to Midal’s review: Nikolaus Pevsner, German and later
British art and architecture historian, released his book Pioneers of
the Modern Movement in 1936. He enthusiastically hailed the Great
Exhibition that had taken place 85 years earlier as one of the first for-
ays made by the discipline of design and placed the first landmarks
of the Modernist movement in the year 1920 and describing the
architecture of Walter Gropius, forthcoming director of the German
Bauhaus school.

To summarise very briefly, modernism aimed at bringing comfort to
all through standardisation."

A striking example of an ambiguous relationship between designers’
development of a specific aesthetic as a way to support ideologies
and political values can be found in the year 1933. The aesthetic of
functionalism spread by modernist designers (such as the Bauhaus
movement and its standardisation project inspired by Marxism)
was comparable to the Nazis’ aesthetic and design principles—who
closed the school in 1933. Both forwarded an idea of the technology
at the service of democracy, with quite different perspectives, to say
the least. To conclude with Midal’s observation,“any attempt to con-
ceive of design based on form first requires it to be considered as a
system of values and representations that are eminently political.”"

9 Dorothy Thompson, The Chartists: Popular Politics in the Industrial Revolution (New York:
Pantheon, 1984). | The great majority of the European population of the time is either farmer
or worker. Therefore, the most represented political ideologies at that time are the ones
defending the workers’ rights: from socialism to communism. When the Chartist movement gets
at its peak, a widespread ‘workers consciousness’ constitutes.

10 The Modern movement is based on a total faith in the power of machine-based production
system, it aims at restoring the lost connection between consumers and production;
at developing a geometric industrial aesthetic free of ornaments; and at establishing a truly
democratic culture through standardisation, which allows workers to afford the goods they
produce, and insures full power to the mass of workers.

1 Midal, Politique Fiction, 179.
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Figure 1 | Design’s ambiguous relation to its authors’ values and to the industry can be summarised with
this complex example. Redesigning work surfaces like an assembly line, contributed to easing
women'’s labour and supported an abolitionist ideology. But did it restrain women territory
to the kitchen? | (Top-Left) In 1869, Catharine Beecher Stowe designed a project for a house
without a servant (slave), optimising the efficiency and rationality of the space, starting with the
kitchen."? | (Bottom-left) Around 1912, Lillian & Franck Gilbreth sought to apply the teachings
of Taylorism to rationalise the housewife’s moves and redesign the kitchen. | (Right) In 1953,
Gardner Soule proposed the Cornell kitchen (advertisement in Popular Science magazine,
Sep, 1953)."

By drawing on Alexandra Midal’s work, I have briefly suggested
how designers developed—very early in the history of the field—a
political awareness and self-critical discourses. Through attempts to
create a ‘preferable’ society they demonstrated a reformist posture.
In the following subsection, I review different kinds of practices built
in reaction to design’s unsatisfying attempts to contribute to a ‘pref-
erable’ society. They build a different kind of relation to the political
(i.e. contestation and controversy).

Jumping from the Modernist movement to the sixties and the sev-
enties, I propose to look into designers’ pursuance at expressing
self-critical positions through their design productions.

12 Catharine Esther Beecher, A Treatise on Domestic Economy: For the Use of Young Ladies at
Home, and at School (New York: Harper, 1848).
3] These three examples are extracted from Catherine Clarisse, Cuisine, recettes d’architecture

(Besancon: Editions de I'lmprimeur, 2004).
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1.B
1.B.1

1960s & 1990s: Self-Criticism and Contestation
Italian Radical Design

In 1972, the exhibition [taly, The New Domestic Landscape was put
together by the Argentine curator Emilio Ambasz, in charge of the
architecture department of the Museum of Modern Art (MOMA) at
the time. His intention was to give a preview of the intense, complex,
and often contradictory directions explored by Italian designers. In
the exhibition catalogue, he writes, “Italy has become a micromodel
in which a wide range of the possibilities, limitations, and critical
issues of contemporary design are brought into sharp focus.”**
Ambasz proposes to differentiate three prevalent attitudes towards
design in his corpus: a conformist one, a reformist one, and one
of contestation which combines both enquiry and action. The first
attitude regroup projects which do not question the sociocultural con-
text in which they are released. They are concerned with exploring
the aesthetic qualities of design objects for themselves and were the
most visible part of the Italian design landscape at the time. The
second category—reformist projects—find their designers torn by
a dilemma. The one of being very concerned about their role within
consumerist society, without being able to control the interpretation
or uses of their production. And without being able to make structural
changes to the system on which their design is dependent." Therefore,
instead of inventing new forms, this category of projects would either
demonstrate reinterpretations of existing ones or reformulate known
forms with altered meanings. An example of this re-semantisation
strategy is Enzo Mari’s Proposta per un’autoprogettazione (1973),
an attempt to cut ties with the industry in terms of economy, produc-
tion, and distribution."®

As recalled by Ambasz, the distinction between the two groups is
not clear-cut. The third approach—contestation—deals with this par-
adox by getting to the ‘roots’ (i.e. etymologically, being ‘radical’).
However, if the projects themselves can be grouped in categories,
the designers that gathered under the movement “Radical Design”
followed dynamic and conflicting trajectories—as now outlined."”

14 Emilio Ambasz, /taly, the New Domestic Landscape: Achievements and Problems of Italian
Design (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1972).
15 Indeed, being the transmission belt of capitalism, knowing it and knowing people hate you for

that might be schizophrenic enough to motivate Ettore Sottsass Jr to write his cold blooded
dark humour essay: “It really seems as though | am responsible for everything since | work for
industry [...] how can one destroy the Capital? How to make industry without design?”

Ettore Sottsass Jr, ‘Tout le monde dit que je suis méchant (Mi diconno che sono cattivo),
Casabella n°® 376, 1973,’ in Design, L’Anthologie, ed. Alexandra Midal (HEAD, 2013), 317.

16 Despite trying to be his own backer in a previous project, with no much success, here Mari would
take advantage of standardisation by proposing 19 models of pieces of furniture, easily put
together with nails and hammers, with their plans free of charge for the public. | Proposta per
un’autoprogettazione, 1973 for the project, 1974 for the exhibition in the Galleria Milano.

17 For a more complete account of Radical Architecture, please see: Neil Spiller,

Visionary Architecture: Blueprints of the Modern Imagination (London: Thames and Hudson,
2006) | Felicity Dale Elliston Scott, Architecture or Techno-Utopia: Politics After Modernism
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2007).
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I now draw on a different source. In their 2014 work Strange Design:
du design des objets au design des comportements (re-published in
English in 2016 as Strange Design: from Objects to Behaviours),'
Jehanne Dautrey and Emanuele Quinz propose a peculiar reading of
the history of Design. Their book is focused on design (self-)critical
ability, using “strange” products to raise critique.

Four main areas of design are highlighted: Italian Radical Design
from the 60s, Dutch Droog Design from the 90s, English Critical
Design from the 2000s, and similar practices in contemporary France.
In his introductory essay to the book' Quinz details how Italian
Radical architects such as Andrea Branzi moved from designing
architecture to designing objects. Working under the assumption that
both the discipline of design as well as the Modernist movement had
failed to transform capitalism and the culture of consumption, such
architects were “convinced that the city no longer embodied a place
but a model of behaviour, a condition, and that this was transmitted
via commodities.”® The standardisation of affordable products for all
did not bring either comfort or better distribution of wealth. In fact,
according to Quinz, it was instead the act of purchasing and owning
goods that became synonymous with happiness.?' In reaction to the
proliferation of consumerist culture, some designers gathered within
the Superachitettura exhibition in 1966 near Florence in Pistoia, Italy,
grouping their practices under the umbrella of ‘Radical Design.’**

Radical Design can be interpreted in a number of ways. Emanuele
Quinz proposes a history of ‘strange’ design and details three main
dimensions:

 Strategies of “re-semantisation,” embedding as many
sensorial properties as possible into an existing type of object
to create a creative shock.

* What he calls “non-objects,” where designers do not focus on
the object itself but rather on generating deviant perceptions
and behaviours.

 And “banal objects,”* where the kitsch aesthetic (which had
lately become fashionable) would be pushed to its maximum,
acting as a negative resistance, a somewhat dystopian
attempt to destroy the good taste of middle-class homes.

9923

18 Dautrey and Quinz, Strange Design, 380.

19 Emanuele Quinz, ‘Prologue, A Slight Strangeness. Objects and Strategies of Conceptual
Design,’ in Strange Design, ed. Jehanne Dautrey and Emanuele Quinz (Villeurbanne (FR):
it: éditions, 2015), 10-51.

20 Andrea Branzi, ‘Postface,’ No-Stop City: Archizoom Associati. [Orléans: HYX, 2006, 147.],
quoted in Quinz, ‘Prologue,’ 25-26.

21 Quinz, ‘Prologue,’ 25-26

22 The movement includes notably: Archizoom Associati (Andrea Branzi, Gilberto Corretti,

Paolo Deganello, Massimo Morozzi, Dario Bartolini and Lucia Bartolini), Superstudio
(Adolfo Natalini, Cristiano Toraldo di Francia, Piero Frassinelli, Alessandro Magris and Roberto
Magris), Alessandro Mendini, and others.

23 Quinz, ‘Prologue,’ 19. | The systematic counterpoint to functionalism via the overload of visual
meaning intends to raise attention and consciousness towards the role of objects. This
strategy found a theoretical ground in the emergent discipline of semiotic carried by Umberto
Eco at the time. | Eco, Umberto. La structure absente : introduction a la recherche semiotique.
Translated by Uccio Esposito-Torrigiani. Paris: Mercure de France, 1972.

24 Quinz, ‘Prologue,’ see page 22, for “non-objects” and 25 for “banal objects.” | Previous kitsch
attempts blended with pop-art and new consumption trends. Thus, designers have either
stopped using the object as a lever of criticism; amplified the kitsch aesthetic; or given up trying
criticism and proposed the most commonplace objects possible.
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Figure 2 | The Dream Bed Series (picture of a small-scale model) exemplifies an attempt to sharply
distinguish the aesthetic of an object from the mainstream of mass production and standardi-
sation. This “re-semantisation” strategy intended to get people to question their behaviour as
consumers, to question the industry, as well as the role of design. Image: Archizoom Associati,
Letti di sogno-Dream Beds, 1967—-2000, Project by Gilberto Coretti. Models: Elettro rosa
(‘Electro rose’). | Image Credit: Atribune.com

To summarise briefly, Quinz’s categories show designers’ reactions
to the resilience of a capitalist society mutating into a new-born con-
sumerist one. They also give a glimpse of the increasingly complex
relationship of designers with their own field. It allows to point dif-
ferent postures, including a reformist and a contestant one.*

Dutch Droog Design

Following Quinz’s chronology in his essay on strange design prac-
tices, we move to the Netherlands in the 90s with “Droog Design.””*®
According to Quinz, “Droog Design” uses strangeness as a protest
against the values of a consumerist society, such as its excesses and
wastes. They deliberately display contestation and support off-beat
values through a mix of aesthetics and ethics traits and statements.
These designers would either reuse useless elements or accumulate
and multiply banal elements (e.g. a lamp made of 85 light bulbs).”’
In short, they remained anchored into realism and into the familiarity
of the domestic and the quotidian unlike the utopian perspective and
eccentric aesthetic of some Radical Design projects. Quinz regards
the school of Droog Design as having a kind of ‘quiet approach’ to
strangeness.?® That said, this period also witnessed a very rich and
heterogeneous production where, after 1991, this strategy of reuse
spread into a fashion of reinterpreting classic design icons.

25 Please note that | use the term posture rather than a stand, or a postition, because it involves the
body and actions, and it implies—at least in French—an effort to deliberately hold a position.

26 The Dutch design collective Droog (meaning ‘dry’) was formed in 1993 by design historian
Renny Ramakers and designer and educator Gijs Bakker. See this interview from Droog studio
founder’s Renny Ramakers and Gijs Bakker in icon magazine bit.ly/drooglconMag (Web
archive). | Please find the list of not-shortened links in the final Bibliography section.

27 Rody Graumans and Droog Design, The 85 Lamps (1993).

28 Quinz proposes this formulation while pointing at: Alice Rawsthorn, ‘Let’s Hear It for Quiet
Design,” The New York Times, 17 May 2009, sec. Fashion & Style, nyti.ms/2LQbuE2
(accessed June 2018). He also lists other elements distinguishing Droog Design from its
predecessors: the sober and disinclined aesthetic (maybe proper to Dutch culture and sense of
humour, according to the author); objects were mainly commercialised and usable.


https://www.artribune.com/tribnews/2014/06/ricordando-gli-anni-sessanta-e-larchitettura-radicale-a-firenze-base-presenta-radical-tools-sette-appuntamenti-con-alcuni-protagonisti-del-movimento-da-archizoom-a-superstudio/attachment/archizoom-letto-elettro-rosa-serie-rosa-imperiale-in-lamiera-stampata-con-lume-atlante-serie-luci-medie-pubblicato-su-domus-455-ottobre-1967/
https://web.archive.org/web/20070111234520/http://www.icon-magazine.co.uk/issues/021/droog.htm
https://www.nytimes.com/2009/05/18/fashion/18iht-design18.html?smid=pl-share
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Figure 3 | Proposing concepts and aesthetics that stood as counterpoints to the contemporary trends
was the fundamental characteristic of Droog Design. This was a way to critique the values
of consumerist society. An example of the aesthetic of reuse of ‘useless’ elements can be
found in one of Droog’s best-known design products: You can’t lay down your memories:
Chest of Drawers, 1991, by Tejo Remy, Droog Design. This piece is represented above, on
the cover of a booklet made for a retrospective exhibition in 2006—2007 at the Museum of Arts
and Design (MoMA), New York, called: Simply Droog, 10 + 3 years of creating innovation and
discussion. | Credit : MoMA.

Droog Design and Radical Design relations to the political are rich
and complex. In addition to Quinz’s selection of practices, many
other historical examples can be provided. In the next section, I will
extend the historical development of political and self-critical prac-
tices to cover the period from the 1990s on to contemporary times.
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1990s—-Onward: Critical and Reflective Practices

Are these practices still alive today? Continuing the literature review,
[ want to briefly introduce and compare four types of contemporary
design practices.

Interrogative Design

Krzysztof Wodiczko’s* earliest Interrogative Design projects were
developed in 1988. He later gathered a group of artist-researchers
in 2001-02 within the Interrogative Design group at MIT.* Like its
predecessors, this practice aims at making under-discussed political
conditions and issues more visible, but in contrast to previous move-
ments it intends to resolve these situations temporarily or metaphor-
ically, like a “bandage”:

“A bandage covers and while at the same
time . Its presence signifies both the
experience of pain and the hope of recovery.”

A bandage also marks the possibility of becoming obsolete someday.
Such ‘bandages’ are developed, “as equipment that will

, the circumstances and the experi-
ences of the injury.” They are also intended to allow one, “to see the
world as seen by the wound!”*" Interrogative Design productions
are not primarily sold in design galleries or showrooms but often
performed in urban environments. Addressed topics often focus
on “marginalized and estranged city residents,”*?at least as far as
Wodiczko is involved. The work of the Interrogative Design group
at large can be better described in the words of their former website:

“Design research, design proposal, and design implementa-
tion, all can be called interrogative when they take a risk in

Therefore, its goal, while combining art and technology into design,
is to “infus[e] it with emerging cultural issues that play critical roles

in our society %
v

29 Wodiczko is a Poland born and New York City-based artist. He is renowned for his large-scale
slide and video projections on architectural facades and monuments since the 1980s, according
to krzysztofwodiczko.com/about/ (accessed June 2018).

30 He has taught at MIT since 1991 and was the Director of the Center for Advanced Visual Studies
from 1995-96. According to interrogative.org: bit.ly/interrogativeD (Web archive).

31 The previous quotes are from the Bandage Text, and the group’s statement, taken from
interrogative.org: bit.ly/interrogativeD-B (Web archive before May 2002). | Please note that
quotes are kept in their original form regarding orthographic choices (US spelling, for instance
in the next quote). | My emphases.

32 krzysztofwodiczko.com/about/ (accessed June 2018).

33 From Interrogative.org: bit.ly/interrogativeD-C (Web archive, after June 2002). | Find also my
archive of the bandage text in this online appendix: maxmollon.com/permalink/PHD_Appendix-
CH1-Interrogative_Reflective.pdf (accessed Sept 2019).



https://www.krzysztofwodiczko.com/about/
https://web.archive.org/web/20021031004216fw_/http://web.mit.edu:80/idg/wodiczko.html
https://web.archive.org/web/20010616210420fw_/http://web.mit.edu/idg/purpose.html
https://www.krzysztofwodiczko.com/about/
https://web.archive.org/web/20021031004022fw_/http://web.mit.edu/idg/index.html
http://maxmollon.com/permalink/PHD_Appendix-CH1-Interrogative_Reflective.pdf
http://maxmollon.com/permalink/PHD_Appendix-CH1-Interrogative_Reflective.pdf
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Figure 4 | Krzysztof Wodiczko, Homeless Vehicle (1988). These vehicles provided a shelter and a
visibility to people living in the streets of New York City in the 90s during a real estate crisis.
The project intended “an exposition and articulation of the unacceptable conditions of their
lives,” Wodiczko explained. “People should not need this kind of equipment. The utopian vision
of this kind of project was based on the hope that its very function would eventually make
it obsolete. | wanted to contribute to the understanding of the unacceptability of the situation,
and bring people closer to the homeless.” The device has “symbolic functions, articulating
through design all the needs of homeless people that should not exist in a civilized world.”**
Credit: Galerie Lelong.

34 huffpost.com/entry/krzysztof-wodiczko-trump-tower_n_582a0b27e4b02d21bbc9e5aa/ More on
the project: http://bit.ly/walkerHomeless (both accessed June 2018).



https://www.huffpost.com/entry/krzysztof-wodiczko-trump-tower_n_582a0b27e4b02d21bbc9e5aa?guccounter=1
https://walkerart.org/magazine/krzysztof-wodiczkos-homeless-vehicle-project
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Critical Design

Since the 2000s, the latest embodiments of an explicit political and
self-critical role for design can be found in contemporary practices
such as Critical Design, Speculative Design, and Design Fiction.

Fiona Raby and Anthony Dunne developed the terms “Critical
Design” through their practice as a duo named Dunne & Raby and
through ten years of teaching® which often led to collective exhi-
bitions strongly supported by Paola Antonelli.*® The terms Critical
Design were first coined by Dunne in his Ph.D. thesis (published as
Hertzian Tales in 2005).*” The concept was consequently elaborated
by both Dunne and Raby in the work Design Noir, various inter-
views and online essays, such as the Critical Design FAQ,* and most
recently in the book Speculative Everything.*

According to their last book, Critical Design is “critical thinking”
translated into materiality, “using design language to engage peo-
ple,” “not taking things for granted,” and “always questioning what is
given.” The term critical is often defined in opposition to “affirmative
design” (conformist design that reinforces the status quo).*’

Critical Design aims “to challenge narrow assumptions, preconcep-
tions and givens about the role products play in everyday life.”*!

Over time, topics covered by the British duo’s projects evolved from
issues related to electronic products (such as the lack of transparency
and knowledge regarding their making, functioning, consequences,
and so on)** to cultural, social, and ethical implications of new tech-
nologies at large.** With time, Dunne & Raby also started employing
the term ‘speculative’ and ‘design fiction’* to talk about their work.

35 Respectively trained at architecture and industrial design at the Royal College of Art (RCA),
Fiona Raby was professor of industrial design at the University of Applied Arts in Vienna and
Anthony Dunne completed a Ph.D. at RCA in 1999—in the Computer Related Design
department founded by Gillian Crampton Smith in 1990. In 2005, the programme changed its
name to Design Interactions. Dunne was appointed as its head the same year. In 2015
they moved to the Parsons School of Design in NYC and the programme closed.

36 The course productions are known to have participated in a series of worldwide exhibitions
dragging a lot of attention in the communities of Art and Design, especially through 3 exhibitions
curated by Paola Antonelli at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA): Safe: Design Takes
on Risk (2005); Design the Elastic Mind (2008); Talk to Me: Design and the Communication
between People and Objects (2011).

37 Dunne, Anthony. Hertzian Tales: Electronic Products, Aesthetic Experience and Critical Design.
Cambridge (MA): The MIT Press, 2005.
38 Dunne, Anthony. ‘Frequently Asked Questions.’ In Design Interactions Yearbook, Royal College

of Arts. London, 2007. Text accessible at: dunneandraby.co.uk/content/bydandr/13/0/

39 Dunne, Anthony, and Fiona Raby. Speculative Everything: Design, Fiction, and Social
Dreaming. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2013.

40 Dunne, Raby. Speculative Everything, 34—35. (All quotes extracted from these pages.)

4 Dunne. ‘Frequently Asked Questions.’

42 Dunne. Hertzian Tales.

43 Dunne, Raby. Speculative Everything.

44 “United Micro Kingdoms: A Design fiction” and “What Are Design Fictions?” are the title of two
sections of Dunne and Raby’s 2013 website: unitedmicrokingdoms.org/ (not accessible since
2019), see: bit.ly/DR-UMK (Web archive).



http://dunneandraby.co.uk/content/bydandr/13/0/
http://unitedmicrokingdoms.org/
https://web.archive.org/web/20180806005243/http://umk.techamigo.net/introduction/

025 | Designing for Debate | Max Mollon | 2019 |

Figure 5 | Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, Evidence Dolls, 2005.
“Evidence Dolls is a research project commissioned by the Pompidou Centre in Paris for
the D-Day exhibition. It is part of an ongoing investigation into how design can be used as
a medium for public debate on the social, cultural and ethical impact of emerging technolo-
gies.”45 One hundred special dolls were produced. Users can open a drawer located in the
crotch and store a strand of a partner’s hair for future DNA sequencing. The use of this test
has yet to be defined. The project explores some of the social consequences of DNA sampling
technology on the affective life of single women. | (Left) One doll decorated. Credit: Kristof
Vrancken/Z33. (Right) a hundred dolls on bookshelves in an exhibition setting. Credit: Patrick
Bolger/Science Gallery Dublin.

45 dunneandraby.co.uk/content/projects/69/0/



http://dunneandraby.co.uk/content/projects/69/0/
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1.C.3 Speculative Design

Dunne and Raby used the term “Speculative Design” in 2007
to describe their practice which was formerly known as Critical
Design.“ They did not, however, claim to have coined this new term,
acknowledging the fact that it had already existed for some time.*’
Their last book gives an extensive account of their projects newly
labelled as Speculative Design along with other uses of the terms.
A detailed development of the practice was proposed by Dunne’s
former student James Auger in his 2012 Ph.D. thesis.*

As defined by Auger,

“Speculative design combines informed, hypothetical extrapo-
lations of an emerging technology’s development with a deep
consideration of the cultural landscape into which it might
be deployed, to speculate on future products, systems and
services.”*

According to Auger, Speculative Design aim is to deliver proposals
that are essentially tools for questioning. He observes,

“Their aim 1s [...] not to propose implementable product solu-
tions, nor to offer answers to the questions they pose; they
are intended to act like a mirror reflecting the role a specific

technology plays or may play in each of our lives,
9950

Topics addressed by Speculative Design projects often focus upon,
but are not limited to, emerging research and their impacts on every-
day lives.”

46 “Critical Design uses speculative design proposls to challenge narrow assumptions, precon-
ceptions and givens about the role products play in everyday life.” | Dunne. ‘Frequently Asked
Questions.’

47 “The term speculative design has been floating around for a while — it's definitely not us that

came up with it.” | Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby, ‘Critical World Building. Interview
by Rick Poynor,’ in Design Fiction, ed. Alex Coles, EP Vol.2 (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2016), 50.

48 James H Auger, ‘Why Robot?: Speculative Design, the Domestication of Technology and the
Considered Future’ (Royal College of Art, 2012), www/ | Auger’s thesis is based on
the practice of the British duo Auger-Loizeau started in 2000—formed with the designer and
Goldsmith-based teacher, Jimmy Loizeau.

49 James H Auger, ‘Definition of Speculative Design,’ Auger Loizeau (Blog), June 21, 2013,
augerloizeau.tumblr.com/post/53524176947/definition-of-speculative-design/

50 Auger, ‘Why Robot?,’ 29. | My emphasis.

51 Tobie Kerridge, ‘Does Speculative Design Contribute to Public Engagement of Science and
Technology?,” in Multiple Ways to Design Research: Research Cases That Reshape the
Design Discipline. Proceedings of the Swiss Design Network Symposium (Lugano, Switzerland,
2009), 208-24, www/



http://researchonline.rca.ac.uk/1660/
https://augerloizeau.tumblr.com/post/53524176947/definition-of-speculative-design
http://research.gold.ac.uk/9503/
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Figure 6 | Michael Burton & Michiko Nitta, Algaculture (2010), view of a near-future algaculture symbiosis
suit, part of the AfterAgri project. “Algaculture designs a new symbiotic relationship between
humans and algae. It proposes a future where humans will be enhanced with algae
living inside new bodily organs, allowing us to be semi-photosynthetic. [...] Why design new
food on what we have now, when we could re-design how we fuel the body altogether?”52
Credit: Burton-Nitta.

52 burtonnitta.co.uk/Algaculture.html/



http://burtonnitta.co.uk/Algaculture.html
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Design Fiction

Design Fiction was initially developed through the work of the Near
Future Laboratory.” Julian Bleecker defined the term in an essay in
2009.* It was extensively developed® and popularised by collabo-
rations with—and the strong support of—the science-fiction writer
Bruce Sterling®™ (who considers himself a critic of Design Fiction
rather than a practitioner).”

In addition to Sterling’s very generic definition®® Bleecker defines
the practice as follows:

“The conclusion to the designed fiction are objects with stories.
These are stories that speculate about new, different, distinc-
tive social practices that assemble around and through these
objects.”

Noting that “Design fictions help tell stories that
” Bleecker observes how,

“Design fiction is about creative provocation, raising ques-
tions, innovation and exploration. [...] [These] provocations
are objects meant to produce new ways of thinking about the

near future, optimistic futures, and
9959

In the beginning of his essay, Bleecker makes his point about the
mutual influence of technology development and science-fiction
by pointing at how research on ubiquitous computing drew its
inspirations from science-fiction.* He also draws on the work of
the American scholar David Kirby on the influence of sci-fi mov-
ies on science.”’ Consequently, the main stream of topics explored
by Design Fiction projects remained in the field of science and
technology.

53 Founded around 2007 by Julian Bleecker and Nicolas Nova, later joined by Fabien Girardin and
Nick Foster.

54 Julian Bleecker, ‘Design Fiction: A Short Essay on Design, Science, Fact and Fiction’ (18 March
2009), drbfw5wfijlxon.cloudfront.net/writing/DesignFiction_WebEdition.pdf

55 The words ‘design fiction” are said to appear first in Bruce Sterling’s book Shaping Things, in
2005, as a pretty unformed idea. The term’s coining is attributed to Julian Bleecker, who pre-
sented it in a talk at the Engage Design conference in 2008 and further developed it in his
essay from 2009—According to Joshua Glen Tanenbaum, Assistant professor in informatics at
UC Irvine, in May 2014, on: quora.com/What-is-design-fiction/ (accessed Sept 2018).

56 Notably through his Wired.com blog, his hyperactive twitter account, and in academia, through a
cover story published in the Interactions journal: wired.com/category/beyond_the beyond/
| twitter.com/bruces/ | Bruce Sterling, ‘COVER STORY: Design Fiction,” Interactions 16, no. 3
(May 2009): 20-24.

57 Bruce Sterling, ‘Most Design Fiction Will of Course Be Pretty Bad. Interview by Verina Gfader,’
in Design Fiction, ed. Alex Coles, EP Vol.2 (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2016), 87-98.

58 “The deliberate use of diegetic prototypes to suspend disbelief about change. [...] It means
you're thinking very seriously about potential objects and services and trying to get people
to concentrate on those rather than entire worlds or political trends or geopolitical strategies. It's
not a kind of fiction. It's a kind of design. It tells worlds rather than stories.” | Torie Bosch,
‘Sci-Fi Writer Bruce Sterling Explains the Intriguing New Concept of Design Fiction,” The Slate
Group, 2012, bit.ly/Sterling-Slate/ (accessed Sept 2018).

59 Bleecker, ‘Design Fiction,’ 7-8. | The three quotes are taken to these pages.

60 David Kirby, ‘The Future Is Now: Diegetic Prototypes and the Role of Popular Films in
Generating Real-World Technological Development,” Social Studies
of Science 40, no. 1 (30 September 2009): 41-70, doi.org/

61 He settles on two famous articles from Genevieve Bell and Paul Dourish. Bleecker extrapolates
from this observation to note that fiction often follows facts, like in Jurassic Park movie,
which is strongly based on scientific expertise. Facts also often follow fiction—as with Star Wars
interfaces inspiring Cisco Industries’ hologram product.



http://drbfw5wfjlxon.cloudfront.net/writing/DesignFiction_WebEdition.pdf
https://www.quora.com/What-is-design-fiction/
https://www.wired.com/category/beyond_the_beyond/
https://twitter.com/bruces/
https://slate.com/technology/2012/03/bruce-sterling-on-design-fictions.html
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/0306312709338325
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A major difference between Design Fiction and previously introduced
terms is the innovation-driven (and business-driven) context that saw
the rise of this practice.®” Consequently, other differences include
a flexible use of the terms, describing either critical or non-critical
postures,® but also describing design projects as much as Hollywood
movies.* Another difference is the context of circulation of the work
and the kinds of communities involved. Respectively, these works
were often disseminated online and rarely in art galleries, at first.
They seemed to have reached communities interested more in tech-
nology, innovation, science-fiction, and movie-making than in con-
temporary art and design fairs.

Figure 7 | For the Shenu Hydrolemic System project (2012), the curators of an exhibition at the
Documenta13 festival asked the Japanese design studio Takram to design a water bottle, in a
future where, for example, only 15% of the drinking water would remain due to an
environmental disaster (we can easily imagine a second Fukushima accident). Their proposal
of artificial internal organs (top-right and left) and water and nutrient rations (bottom-left), allow
us to filter and recycle our own fluids, in order to save 85% of our daily water consumption.
They designed six artificial organs including the Nasal Cavity Inserts for keeping water from
escaping the body by condensing exhaled breath into dew (bottom-right), an Arterial-Jugular
Heat Exchangers, and a Urine Concentrator.®® | Credit: Naohiro Tsukada and Takram.®

62 Bleecker’s essay draws on David Kirby’s research on “how entertainment producers construct
cinematic scenarios with an eye towards generating real-world funding opportunities
and the ability to construct real-life prototypes.” Kirby introduces the term “diegetic prototypes” to
account for the ways these props “demonstrate to large public audiences a technology’s
need, viability and benevolence.” | Kirby, ‘The Future Is Now,” 1.

63 Noa Raford describing speculative promotional campaigns, like Microsoft corporate future
visions, as bad corporate design fictions: news.noahraford.com/?p=1313/ (accessed Sept 2018).

64 Bruce Sterling describing Spike Jonz’s movie, Her (2013), like a design fiction movie:
wired.com/2014/01/design-fiction-spike-jonze-her-vs-minority-report/ (accessed Sept 2018).

65 takram.com/projects/shenu-hydrolemic-system/ (accessed Sept 2018).

66 For a more visual introduction to Design Fiction and the practices presented earlier, see the three

first videos of the Design Fiction Club seminar: designfictionclub.com/ (accessed Sept 2018).
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1.D Mutual Contestation and Collective Contestation,

Two Distinct Relations of Design to the Political

This review of literature, shows, first, design’s politically ambig-
uous relation to the industry (since the 1840s). Second, it presents
how designers’ attempt to create a ‘preferable’ society was met with
disillusionment and moved from reformism to self-criticism (recur-
rently from the 1920s to the 1970s). And, third, it points out how
such critical strategies have manifested themselves repeatedly over
time (from the 1990s onward). However, what makes the difference
between early design practices and those described after the 1930s?
What is unique about this group of practices in terms of the political
experience they seem to offer?

Coming back to Emilio Ambasz’s classification from 1972 helps to
consider this point. As noted earlier, the curator of the exhibition
Italy and the New Domestic Landscape attempted to gather projects
from Italian design from the 60s and 70s and arrange them into three
categories: conformism, reformism, and contestation.

By following Ambasz’s typology, we can distinguish reformist prac-
tices that crystallise a political commitment (i.e. manifesting political
values, and a vision of the preferable, through design choices) from
contestation practices, that nurture a relationship with the political
(i.e. publicly stimulating affect and disagreement about a vision of
the preferable). Among the practices previously presented, those that
existed before the 1930s are reformist.®” In these stances, designers
behave according to their vision of the preferable. They do not seem
to primarily intend to start a discussion on the collective definition of
the preferable. The selection of practices presented after the 1930s is
different. They propose a message about the preferable, rather than
(or in addition to) a preferable use. They are intimately linked to the
political because they foster politicisation—that is, to position one’s
opinions (for / against) when it comes to issues that affect collective
life. In short:

« Reformist practices are politically engaged practices, but
they are not explicitly fostering relations of confrontation of
opinions. I do not address these practices in my thesis.

* Political practices, discussed below, intend to foster opinion
confrontation.

I now propose to distinguish two types of political practices that
draw on Ambasz’s ‘contestation’ practices. The first type of prac-
tice fosters ‘collective contestation.” I now give some examples in
order to mark the difference with the projects shown in the previous
literature review. For instance, Greenpeace’s Orizon project (2017)
presents a fictional real estate agency using predictive computer algo-
rithms to simulate the rise in water levels caused by global warming
so as to find future seafront properties. This design fiction is not
reformist—it does not intend to support a vision of the preferable
where global warming is turned into a profit-oriented business.

67 This stance is not limited to the 1930s. Many similar approaches can be found in contemporary
design.
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On the contrary, it was carried out as part of a campaign intending to
raise collective awareness of climate change issues and to encourage
citizen protest and political actions.®®

Other approaches to support collective contestation through design
do not necessarily use fiction and sometimes merge with reformist
approaches—but they nonetheless act as a form of public contesta-
tion. For example, these three research projects identify approaches
that involve activism, struggle, contestation and forms of reform-
ism. Catherine Flood and Gavin Grindon, curators of the 2014-2015
Disobedient Objects exhibition, reviewed many forms in which
design may support citizens movements for social change and to ena-
ble disobedience.® The American scholar and activist Edward (Tad)
Hirsch selected and studied activist practices supporting mass mobi-
lisation using the expression: Contestational Design,”® And Magnus
Ericson—independent curator based in Stockholm—and Ramia
Mazé—Helsinki-based researcher, educator, and designer—released
DESIGN ACT, Socially and Politically Engaged Design Today—
Critical Roles and Emerging Tactics. The book traces both current
and past projects addressing political and societal issues. They are
described as a forms of activism and socially responsible designs that
demonstrate a political engagement in and through action.”

The second type of practices is ‘mutual contestation.” These prac-
tices do not quite fit with such a ‘collective’ endeavour. They do
tend to express critique and to “oppose prevailing ideologies.””* But
they do not display an explicit goal to build a ‘collective’ contes-
tation, and to assert claims, or to enforce political views. Instead,
they seem to foster collective relations and experiences that are
ones of reflection and disagreement. A project like Wodiczko’s
Homeless Vehicles (1972), for instance, can lead to disagreement
between passers-by, law enforcement officials and people who
are homeless. It thus leads to a form of ‘mutual’ contestation.

68 orizon.immo/ (accessed Nov 2018). | Greenpeace France (Laurence Veyne, communication
director) and the marketing agency Artefact, aimed to denounce the inaction and lack of ambition
of States, just before the COP23. But also, the cynicism of multinational companies that are
slow to change their industrial strategies. The campaign was publicised in France through the
website Usbek et Rica bit.ly/UR-greenP (accessed Nov 2018).

69 Catherine Flood and Gavin Grindon, Disobedient Objects (Catalogue) (London: V & A
Publishing, 2014). vam.ac.uk/content/exhibitions/disobedient-objects/ (accessed Sept 2018).

70 Contestational design is “a unique form of design activity whose aim is promote particular agendas
in contested political arenas.” | Edward A. (Tad) Hirsch, ‘Contestational Design: Innovation for
Political Activism’ (Ph.D. Dissertation, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 2009), 5. www/

7 Magnus Ericson and Ramia Mazé, eds., Design Act: Socially and Politically Engaged Design
Today — Critical Roles and Emerging Tactics (Sternberg Press / laspis, Berlin / Stockholm, 2011)
| See: design-act.se/index.php?vald=about/ (accessed Nov 2018).

72 Geert Zagers and Claire Warnier, ‘Designing Critical Design,” in ZOOM in ZOOM out:
Z33 Design & Art Projects Collected (Z33, Hasselt / MER. Paper Kunsthalle vzw, Gent (Belgium),
2008), www/
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To conclude, this brief survey of design history makes it possible to
further work on a body composed of design practices that engage
others with two types of political relation:

« Tunderstand collective contestation as a form of collective
struggle, it is the action of expressing contentious opinions
as a group that reached a consensus about an object
of dissent.

» Mutual contestation is the action of expressing contentious
opinions towards others in a collective, while no agreement
is found.

These postures both contribute to engaging people in a political expe-
rience—in Chantal Mouffe’s sense of the experience of collective
life, rooted in affects and antagonism. Their difference is the scale on
which the disagreement takes place—understood as a state reached
when a collective does not reach a consensus.” It either stand at the
interpersonal level; or it can take place between a group and another
group, an institution or an organisation, etc. (See Fig. 8).

These two stances may be contrasted with practices where designers
convey their politically engaged vision of the preferable. Especially
when they do this through artefacts that offer a preferable use—
which does not seem to primarily intend to start a discussion on the
collective definition of the preferable. These practices are not part of
the body at stake in the present work.

Figure 8 | Schematic representation of two kinds of political relations enticed by a design artefact.
Left: a group reached a consensus on the claim of the (collective) contestation they want
to express—the contestation is elicited by an artefact (pictured as a cube). Right: a group
expresses contestation against each other. Disagreement is fed by the experience of encoun-
tering the artefact.

Finally, the first contribution of Chapter 1 takes the shape of a brief
review of design history that distinguishes two of design’s relations
to the political.

73 Consensus is a state of collective agreement of opinions between the members of a majority of
people. | Red coloured words can be found in the thesis glossary.
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2

2A

PRACTICE PERSPECTIVE

A Body of Practices That Spark Debate

This second section discusses some of the disparate practices previ-
ously reviewed. I wonder what term to use to refer to these practices
as a whole. Then, I attempt to identify core properties that could bind
them as a common (but still heterogeneous) body.

Defining Debate as a Key Concept of the Political

What terms could evoke the dual relationship of contestation high-
lighted in the previous section?

It is important to note that Design Fiction, Critical Design, and
Speculative Design, that play a predominant part in my research, are
not isolated approaches.

As noted by Dunne and Raby in 2007, “There are many people
doing this who have never heard of the term critical design and who
have their own way of describing what they do.”” Among the list of
Critical Design’s primary relative practices given in this 2007 inter-
view, they proposed such terms as Cautionary Tales, Conceptual
Design, Contestable Futures, Design Fiction, Interrogative Design,
Radical Design, Satire, Social Fiction, and Speculative Design, to
which I propose to add Discursive Design, Design for Debate, Future
Probe Design,” contestational design,’ critical engineering,”” criti-
cal making,”® critical software,” critical technical practice,* coun-
ter-functional design,” and ludic design.®*

Among these terms, one of them echoes Dunne’s quote given in
the previous subsection when he refers to design’s ability to ‘spark
debate.’ I suggest that the terms ‘design for debate’ grasps especially
well the nature of both collective contestation and mutual contesta-
tion. The history of the term debate allows to make this point.*

The noun ‘debate’ evokes the process and outcome of collective con-
testation, which is the articulation of arguments and counter argu-
ments in a public setting—and which contributes to public debate.

74 Dunne and Raby, ‘Critical Design FAQ.’

75 Paul Gardien’s Future Probes Design are also called Philips’ Design Probes.
See: bit.ly/microbialhome1 and bit.ly/microbialhome2. | The link referring to Paul Gardien and the
terms ‘Future Probes Design’ is inaccessible: design.philips.com/probes/whataredesignprobes/
index.page/ Probes are mentioned in: Steven Kyffin and Paul Gardien, ‘Design Case Study
Navigating the Innovation Matrix: An Approach to Design-Led Innovation,’ International Journal
of Design 3, no. 1 (2009): 57-69, www/

76 Hirsch, ‘Contestational Design.’

77 Julian Oliver, Gordan Savici¢, and Danja Vasiliev, ‘The Critical Engineering Manifesto’
(October 2011), www/

78 Garnet Hertz, Conversations in Critical Making (CTheory Books, 2015), www/

79 Matthew Fuller, Behind the Blip: Essays on the Culture of Software (Brooklyn, NY:
Autonomedia, 2003).

80 Philip E Agre, Computation and Human Experience (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University
Press, 1997).

81 James Pierce, ‘Working by Not Quite Working: Designing Resistant Interactive Proposals,
Prototypes, and Products’ (Ph.D. Dissertation, Carnegie Mellon University, 2015).

82 William W Gaver et al., ‘The Drift Table: Designing for Ludic Engagement,’ in CHI '04 Extended
Abstracts on Human Factors in Computing Systems, CHI EA’04 (New York, NY, USA: ACM,
2004), 885-900.

83 These paragraphs combine sources drawn from the Oxford English Dictionary
and etymonline.com/word/debate#etymonline_v_822/ (accessed Nov 2018).
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2.B

Indeed, since perhaps the 15c, ‘debate’ means ‘a formal dispute, a
debating contest, an interchange of arguments in a somewhat formal
manner.’ [t means ‘to argue for or against in public’ since the 1520s.
Further back in time, the verb debate came to convey the interper-
sonal nature of mutual contestation. Its meaning, ‘to quarrel, dis-
pute,’ is from late 14c. and the one of ‘discuss, deliberate upon the
pros and cons of,’ is from the 13c. This 13¢c meaning comes from
Old French debatre (Modern French débattre), originally ‘to fight,’
from de- ‘down, completely’ + batre, from Latin battuere ‘beat.’
And last, beyond etymology, the French verb débattre, or rather, se
debattre (literally, to debate oneself), has another meaning that is
translated in English as ‘struggle.” The French Larousse dictionary
defines se débattre as “To fight vigorously, make great efforts to try
to free oneself from what holds, clings[...] to escape something.”®* I
see in this play on words between debate and struggle, another refer-
ence to Mouffe’s work on ‘agonism,’ and the emancipation of mar-
ginal voices against the oppression of consensus—Mouffe’s work is
further introduced in Chapter 3.

‘Design for debate’ may now be used to evoke to a body of political
practices that can foster collective or mutual contestation. However,
the historical origins of the terms need to be unravelled as they stand
as (only) one possible root of the practices fostering mutual and col-
lective contestation.

Acknowledging and Challenging the ‘Design for Debate’
Initial Canonical Practice

I now retrieve the historical context in which ‘design for debate’ was
coined in order to acknowledge its particular features and also to
challenge them.

The expression “design for debate” was coined in an educational con-
text, but was also applied to academic and professional (art, design,
other) purposes.

Indeed, the expression was initially coined by Anthony Dunne who,

“asked his students at the Royal College of Art in London to
respond to this forthcoming challenge [i.e. emerging technol-
ogies and ethics] by coming up with some pertinent ‘what if”
scenarios.”®

84 This was my own translation. Original quote: “Lutter avec vigueur, faire de gros efforts pour
essayer de se dégager de ce qui tient, maintient, enserre [...] pour échapper a quelque chose.”
| See: larousse.fr/dictionnaires/francais/se_d%c3%a9battre/21776?q=se+debattre/

(accessed Nov 2018).

85 Anthony Dunne, ‘Design For Debate,’ in Neoplasmatic Design, ed. Marcos Cruz, Steve Pike,

90-93. | Published online at dunneandraby.co.uk/content/bydandr/36/0/ Accessed Sept 2018.
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The previous quote, extracted from a 2008 issue of the Architectural
Design journal,® is better contextualised in an interview by Dunne,
published in 2009.

Dunne reminds,

“A few years ago [ was commissioned by RCA to write some
briefs on

One of the most useful roles they could play, it seemed,
was to explore the impact these technologies might have on
our daily lives if they were implemented; to examine possible
implications rather than applications. The design proposals that
would come out of such investigations would be hypothetical
and explore negative as well as positive possibilities.

about how to achieve technological

futures that reflect the complex, troubled people we are, rather
than the easily satisfied consumers and users we are supposed
to be. As this was quite an unusual role for design,

9987

Beyond the educational context, the use of design as a medium to
spark debate has been used as an academic and professional practice
in the fields of public engagement with science.®®

In addition to this, the use of critique, speculation and fiction through
design, which lays as essential features of design for debate, were
also suggested® as a means of academic research. It was used for
self-reflection and as a ground for the development of careers in art.”
More recently, it also developed in the form of new kinds of profes-
sional practices—for instance, consultancy practices for policymak-
ing,”' R&D,’* as well as for activism and communication.”

Consequently, if considered as professional practices, several ques-
tions arise: can methodologies and assessment criteria be defined
for these practices? What is the perceived (and actual) value of these
practices for a stakeholder? How to make a living out of a radically
critical practice?

86 This issue was guest edited by Marcos Cruz, an architecture researcher, and Steve Pike, an
art-science practitioner. They investigated the manipulation of biological material through design
so as to highlight the impact of emerging and progressive biological advances on architecture
and design practices.

87 Jacob Beaver, Tobie Kerridge, and Sarah Pennington, eds., Material Beliefs (London:
Goldsmith’s, University of London / Interaction Research Studio, 2009), 63. | The book can be
retrieved from research.gold.ac.uk/2316/ (accessed Dec 2018). | My emphases.

88 superflux.in/index.php/about/ (accessed Sept 2019).

89 Dunne & Raby suggest Critical Design to be “a form of social research” integrating critical
thinking with everyday life. Dunne, Hertzian Tales, 147. or a “kind of knowledge-making work.”
Bleecker, ‘Design Fiction,” 41.

90 palaisdetokyo.com/fr/content/marguerite-humeau-0/ (accessed Nov 2018).

91 openpolicy.blog.gov.uk/2016/10/31/speculating-on-the-future-of-rail/ (accessed Sept 2019).

92 According to Dunne in an interview given in 2017, previously cited. | Dunne and Raby, “Critical
World Building.”

93 See the previously given example of orizon.immo/
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The firsts major design for debate experiences developed a strong
relation with existing actors of the promotion of science.

The book Material Beliefs* reports on this and on the eponymous
research project. Tobie Kerridge, as a project leader, took Material
Beliefs as a terrain for his 2015 Ph.D. thesis entitled Designing
Debate.” The project explored the use of design critiques and spec-
ulations for a better engagement of the general public with emerging
science—upstream in the research process, before inventions roll out
into the world under the form of fixed applications and ‘consumable’
products. The Material Beliefs (2006-2008) project was funded by
an Engineering and Physical Science Council (EPSRC) grant, and it
was committed to the Public Engagement Programme.*® The Finnish
design researcher Ilpo Koskinen®” provides a helpful analysis of the
rise of these practices by shedding light onto this project’s funding
context. He reminds us how these practices’ turn to questions of
science and society operated under the impulse of the GMO public
protest in the early 2000s: “The main impetus was the debate on
genetically modified food (GM), [...which] raised a public outcry
so loud that several European countries imposed limitations on GM
products.”

A similar information is given in official documents edited by the
British House of Lords in 2000:

“As we argued in Chapter 1 above,

9998

The rest of that text then refers to the Monsanto company and the case
of GM farming. A number of funding opportunities for better public
engagement emerged in the same period as the basis for the RCA
Design Interaction course. Several Speculative Design projects were
developed in this context, in order to prevent the sometimes emotive
reactions triggered by some applications of emerging technologies.
Koskinen also refers to the designer and lecturer Tim Parsons, who
observed (in his book entitled Thinking: Objects)* that, “Whereas
scientists may claim to be involved in value-free research, its

” This is especially true in the case of
GM organisms used in farming.

94 Beaver, Kerridge, Pennington, Material Beliefs.

95 Tobie Kerridge, ‘Designing Debate: The Entanglement of Speculative Design and Upstream
Engagement’ (Ph.D. Dissertation, Goldsmiths, University of London, 2015), doi.org/

96 “Material Beliefs was a two-year research project, based at the Interaction Research Studio in
the Department of Design at Goldsmiths, University of London, and funded by” an EPSRC
grant. “The project brought together a network of designers, engineers, scientists and social
scientists to explore potential implications of emerging biomedical and cybernetic technologies.”
research.gold.ac.uk/2316/ (accessed Nov 2018). | Material Beliefs has involved many designers
from the Goldsmith University of London and the RCA (Royal College of Art) according to:
materialbeliefs.co.uk/ (accessed Nov 2018).

97 lipo Koskinen et al., Design Research Through Practice: From the Lab, Field, and Showroom
(Amsterdam: Morgan Kaufmann / Elsevier Science, 2011), 91.

98 Great Britain, Department of Trade and Industry, The Government Response to the House of
Lords Select Committee on Science and Technology, Third Report: Science and Society,
vol. 4875, (London: Stationery Office, 2000). | Extracted from the Material Beliefs book, p. 8.

99 Tim Parsons, Thinking: Objects, Contemporary Approaches to Product Design (Lausanne:
AVA Publishing, 2009). Quotes are extracted from pages 147—-148. | See: objectthinking.com/
(accessed Nov 2018).
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Proposing ‘applications’ is what Parson suggests to prevent the kind
of mistrust and polarisation of opinions that has been observed in the
case of GM framing. According to him, designers can operate prior
to debates and give more tangible ‘handles’ on the subject—as com-
pared to ‘dry, text-based’—by materialising issues through design
artefacts. Parson gives the example of two projects, the SymbioticA
project'® and Material Beliefs.

He adds:

(13

[between designers,
scientists and the public]

, imagining potential issues and
generating awareness before radical new technologies arrive in
the public domain changing irrevocably the fabric of our lives.”

Yet, in addition to arming the public with knowledge for debate, I
suggest that there is nothing refraining policymakers and technology
evangelists to use design for debate as a “cultural litmus paper” to test
an audience’s acceptability of scientific progress. In his 2015 Ph.D.
thesis, Kerridge elaborates on this and on the recent history of public
engagement with science. He reframes the impetus for the encounter
of designers and sciences promoters. According to Kerridge, main-
taining a somewhat rhetorical frontier, between society and science,
led ‘public engagement with science’ actors (and networks of mate-
rial, financial, and political resources)'®' to consider the general pub-
lic as irrational and as an outsider.'* But this also led to practising
public engagement as a positive promotion of emerging technologies,
whose multiplicity of versatile applications thus becomes fixed."”
Overcoming this mechanism was seen as a goal for designers, during
the Material Beliefs project.’®

But I suggest that another element may also be ‘overcome.” Could
designers for debate be funded by actors that have an independent
stance, like an ethics commission? Or a technophobic stance, for
instance? Can crafting this project/funding setting be part of the
designer for debate’s work?

100 SymbioticA is an artistic laboratory dedicated to the research, learning, critique and hands-on
engagement with the life sciences. Among many projects, Oron Catts and lonat Zurr,
explore—in the VictimLess Leather project (2004)—possibilities of wearing lab-grown ‘leather’
without killing an animal, as a starting point for cultural discussion on society’s relationships with
living systems: symbiotica.uwa.edu.au/ (accessed Nov 2018).

101 Brian E. Wynne et al., ‘Taking European Knowledge Society Seriously: Report of the Expert
Group on Science and Governance to the Science,” European Commission. Brussels, 2007.

102 Kerridge, ‘Designing Debate,’ 2015, 134.

103 Brian E. Wynne, ‘Public Engagement as a Means of Restoring Public Trust in Science — Hitting
the Notes, but Missing the Music?,” Public Health Genomics 9, no. 3 (2006): 211-220.

104 Tobie Kerridge, ‘Designing Debate: The Entanglement of Speculative Design and Upstream
Engagement,” in DRS2016 (Brighton, UK, 2016): 6.
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White-cubes galleries and exhibitions became of form of standard
setting (and staging) for circulating designs for debate.

Kerridge reports on this, while underlining how exhibition catalogues
became the major kind of reflective literature produced by designers
and curators on these practices:

“These publications range from virtual, book-exhibitions,
and examples include Design Noir (Dunne & Raby, 2001),
Augmented Animals (Auger, 2001), Consuming Monsters
(Dunne & Raby, 2003) and Self -made objects (Ibars, 2003),
along with catalogues from group exhibitions in which critical
design has a smaller or larger presence, for example Strangely
Familiar (Blauvelt, 2003), D.DAY - le design aujourd’hui
(Guillaume, 2005), Wouldn’t it be nice... (Garcia-Antén et
al., 2007), Design and the Elastic Mind (Antonelli, 2008),
and Nowhere/Now/Here (Feo & Hurtado, 2008), through to
publications linked to exhibitions that have focused on critical
design, including PopNoir (Lopez Milliken, 2005), Designing
critical design (Zagers & Warnier, 2008) and WHAT IF...
(Dunne et al., 2009) and IMPACT! (EPSRC, 2010).”%

In addition to this list, one of the most famous exhibitions of these
design practices is eventually the 2008 exhibition Design and the
Elastic Mind."* The curator Paola Antonelli has grouped exhibited
projects into six categories on the MoMA website, including one
entitled design for debate:

“Design for Debate is a new type of practice that devises ways
to discuss the social, cultural, and ethical implications of
emerging technologies by presenting not only artifacts, but
also the quizzical scenarios that go with them. These pro-
jects shamelessly place the human being at the centre of the
universe and seek to take into account scientific and techno-
logical progress while respecting and preserving our essence
as individuals.”"""

For Kerridge, the recurring use of exhibitions so as to reach viewers,
installed, he says, “an identity for the practice by making certain
associations more durable by establishing a network of institutions
and literature.”'® Exhibitions became a form of standard, to the
extent that the British design scholar Matthew Malpass—who have
thoroughly studied different kinds of critical design practices both
in his doctoral thesis as well as in his 2017 book—considers critical
designs to actually be, “produced for exhibit rather than sale.”'® This
standard question reaches beyond the circulation means.

105 Kerridge, ‘Designing Debate,’ 2015, 34-35.

106 The exhibition surveys, “the latest developments in the [design] field. It focuses on designers’
ability to grasp momentous changes in technology, science, and social mores, changes
that will demand or reflect major adjustments in human behavior, and convert them into objects
and systems that people understand and use.”
Retrieved from moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/58/ (accessed June 2018).

107 moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2008/elasticmind/ (accessed June 2018).

108 Kerridge, ‘Designing Debate,’ 2015, 36.

109 Matthew Malpass, ‘Contextualising Critical Design: Towards a Taxonomy of Critical Practice in
Product Design’ (Ph.D. Dissertation, Nottingham Trent University, 2012), 4.
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Malpass also talks of the content of these exhibitions as constituting
an “emerging canon” since the MoMa exhibition.""® Still, do exhibi-
tions actually feed public discussions? Is this medium restricted to
reaching exhibitions goers? Can exhibition settings include debating
activities? What alternative public-facing activities may be relevant
to spark debate?

Under the impetus of the previous context—involving design schools
and science promotion actors—two intertwined elements, at play in
design for debate’s origins, can also be acknowledge and challenged.
The use of projections in the future(s)—i.e. designing for a world that
does not exist (yet)—is a frequent means and language of design for
debate practices. But it can be considered as one out of many tools
for exploration and critical distancing. The second element is design
for debate’s roots in outreach programmes (called ‘public discourse’
in the US, ‘public engagement’ in the UK and ‘scientifique vulgarisa-
tion’ in France). Design for debate, in fact, deals with issues of collec-
tive life that are not limited to scientific popularisation issues.

In order to make this point, I very briefly reviewed the topics
addressed by design authors through time. The issues chosen by
designers can be seen as a litmus test of a society’s contemporary
issues (the chosen topic also depends on the social class and the idi-
osyncratic matters of concern of the designer).

In the 1960s, Radical Design addressed the standardisation of goods
in an industrialised and capitalist society. In the 1990s, Droog Design
targetted waste and consumerism, while Interrogative Design aimed
at shedding light on marginalisation and different modes of exist-
ence out of the norm. In the 2000s, debate issues included, for
instance, the emergence of micro-informatics and electronic prod-
ucts as unquestioned opaque devices (1997),""" objects generating
electromagnetic waves (2001)""? and the popularisation of genome
sequencing (2005)."* Later, the field of Design Fiction moved from
‘ubiquitous-computing’ and ‘the Internet of things’ (2007)" to the
impact of emerging technologies on society (biotechnology, transhu-
manism, automation, data, and so on).""*

This evolution of topics shows that designing for debate is definitely
not limited to explore questions pertaining to the field of technology.
What other issues could debate be sparked on? What kinds of publics
could this practice reach, through which media?

110 Matthew Malpass, Critical Design in Context: History, Theory, and Practices (London, New York,
NY: Bloomsbury Academic, an imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing, 2017), 3.

11 Hertzian Tales project (1994-97), Dunne & Raby.

112 Placebo Project (2001), Dunne & Raby.

113 Evidence Dolls project (2005). For instance, Dunne & Raby remind how the first major achieve-
ment of the Human Genome Project (the “full” sequencing of human DNA, which took 10 years)
inspired their work. See the video interview given to Parsons, GIDEST: bit.ly/DR-GIDEST/
(accessed Sept 2018).

114 Slow Messenger (2007), Julian Bleecker and the Near Future Laboratory.

115 Find a complementary typology of topics explored in Tobias Revell’s blog post: bit.ly/CDrevell/
(accessed Sept 2019).


https://vimeo.com/169936495
http://blog.tobiasrevell.com/2013/12/critical-design-design-fiction-lecture.html
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Finally, the definition of design for debate itself seems vague. It was
first formulated by Dunne during a conference at the 2007 Interaction
Design Innovation Forum at Postdam in Germany.""®

“It’s not about trying to predict the future and get into forecast-
ing but simply about trying to move upstream and not waiting
for science to become technology and then products and then
design at that level. It’s about trying to think about new possi-
bilities while we are still at a scientific stage and

2

This was refined in the Architectural Design magazine from 2008.
The RCA students’ projects he presents,

“explore [the] different ways [in which] thought experiments
and ‘what if...” scenarios can be used—

29117

By referring to what “we” want, Dunne indicates the elements of a
real political purpose, that of sharing expectations and discussing
what is common, what organises people as groups and as societies.
In addition to this Dunne refers to matters of biotechnologies, and
to elements that are rather applicable to critiquing through design in
general—such as representing uncomfortable and provoking specu-
lative situations. Dunne’s definitions are thus pretty vague regarding
the mutual contestation and debating dimensions of these practices.

It appears that the terms design for debate can extend beyond their
initial educational context, their initial definition and beyond the
approaches, themes and relationships that these practices have devel-
oped with actors of public engagement with science. However, if
they do this, should their name be challenged too? I will address this
question in my next section. Meanwhile, I now ask: what fundamen-
tal properties can link these practices into a coherent whole?

116 Anthony Dunne, ‘Design for Debate: From Applications to Implications’ (Talk presented at the
Innovationsforum Interaktionsdesign Conference, Potsdam, Germany, 31 March 2007),
vimeo.com/734763/ (accessed Sept 2018).

117 Dunne, ‘Design For Debate,’ 90.
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2.C

Six Core Properties of Political Practices
That Spark Debate

Below, I reviewed the design practice and design academic liter-
ature. I tried to find different sources that addressed similar quali-
ties. Through this analysis I suggest that disparate approaches using
design to spark debate share at least six properties.

First, design itself is the medium used by these practices to formu-
late critiques. This, yet evident property, is constant through time in
Dunne’s work. When he transformed his 1999 Ph.D. thesis into a
published work in 2005, he added,

“Although the technological focus of this book is electronics,

for reflecting on the cultural, social, and
o b
ethical impact of technology, is even more relevant today.”"®

The second property, closely interwoven to the first one, is critical-
ity. What Dunne phrased, in an interview from 2017, as “critiquing
through design”? is not limited to Critical Design. Critical Design,
“ from Design and
beyond that provide important perspectives distinct from critical
theory that we could learn from” according to the American design
researcher James Pierce and coauthors—Phoebe Sengers, Tad Hirsch,
Tom Jenkins, William Gaver and Carl DiSalvo."*
The authors also point how the critique formulated through design
is, notably, a disciplinary self-oriented critique. They understand
Critical Design in relation to practices which:

» Expand beyond their limited institutional market-oriented

mission.
* Question the social role of (conventional) design.
* And build upon the last century’s history of playful forms of
critiques achieved through art and design.'*'

Then, the authors suggest moving beyond the strict definition of
‘Critical Design’ terms, and from the historical baggage they carry, in
order to nourish the scope of vocabulary defining critical approaches
to design. A similar attempt is carried here.

118 Dunne, Hertzian Tales, 13.

119 Dunne and Raby, ‘Critical World Building. Interview by Rick Poynor.’

120 James Pierce et al., ‘Expanding and Refining Design and Criticality in HCI,” in Proceedings of
CHI ’15 (New York, 2015), 2083-2092. | Bold emphases by the authors.

121 This is paraphrased from the following quote: “As a design practice, critical design™ is perhaps
better understood in relation to (1) recent design approaches that expand design methods,
tactics and strategies beyond generating consumer(able] products [...]; (2) a 100-year history of
avant-garde approaches, including Dada, Situationism, and tactical media [...], and; (3) activist
approaches to Design specifically, and making more generally, that aim to question and reframe
the social role of institutional practices of design.” James Pierce et al., “Expanding and Refining
Design and Criticality in HCI,” 2085—-2086.
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The third and fourth properties lay beyond disciplinary self-critical
postures, where design attempts to involve others with reflection and
to challenge societal questions.

I evoked earlier how the practices I study do not necessarily display
an explicit goal to ‘contest’ or to involve others with collective con-
testation. Rather, they hold a posture oriented towards ‘reflection.’
Ramia Maz¢é makes a comparable observation. She notes three possi-
ble forms of criticality in contemporary design practices.'?” Designers
can be critical with regard to their own practice, to the discipline of
design, as well as to societal and political phenomena. Maz¢ argues
that whereas the first kind of criticality aims at internal questioning
(on an individual level in order to situate one’s practice), the second
challenges design traditions and paradigms. It attempts to trigger the
evolution of the practice of design (what she calls “criticality within
a community of practice or discipline’). The third kind of criticality
sees designers address pressing issues in society.

While the three modes generally overlap and influence each other, the
third type of criticality identified by Maz¢ is the one that is of interest
here—i.e. criticality in addressing societal and political issues. This
stance may necessarily regards other audiences than designers them-
selves or art and design related communities. It may include others
in a reflection activity. I therefore suggest considering the next two
core properties as reflective and participatory.

In order to introduce the fifth property, it is useful to phrase that, in
the vast majority of cases, the artefacts produced by these practices
do not necessarily benefit the work of making a better version of the
artefact.

As phrased by the Austin, Texas-based interaction design researcher
Jon Kolko, this practice notably delivers, “A design that is intended
to provoke thought, and is oz
According to Tobie Kerridge, designer and design researcher from
Goldsmith College in London, “the ambition here is [neither] to iter-
ate or improve the design.”"® These practices do not deliver unfin-
ished prototypes. They are not considered as mere “intermediary
objects”'?® which did not find their final shape, yet. They rather are
forms of ‘discursive design fictions’ according to Kolko. They con-
vey a discourse so as to engage others with thinking critically.

122 Ramia Mazé, ‘Critical of What? / Kritiska Mot Vad?,’ in laspis Forum on Design and Critical
Practice: The Reader, ed. Magnus Ericson et al. (Stockholm / Berlin: laspis / Sternberg Press,
2009), 378-398.

123 Jon Kolko, ‘Discursive Design Fictions,” ac4d Austin Center for Design (blog), May 17, 2012,
ac4d.com/2012/04/discursive-design-fiction/ (accessed June 2018). | In this blog post,
Kolko is reporting on the course of the New York City-based design educator Allan Chochinov.

124 Tobie Kerridge, ‘Does Speculative Design Contribute to Public Engagement With Science.’
125 Jean-Frangois Boujut and Eric Blanco, ‘Intermediary Objects as a Means to Foster
Co-Operation in Engineering Design,” CSCW 12, no. 2 (June 2003): 205-219.
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Sixth and last core property, these designs contribute to processes of
opinion-making and confrontation. That said, it is important to recall
how the practices I attempt to regroup as a body are employed for
different matters. As Dunne and Raby list it in their last book,

“Design as critique can do many things—pose questions,
encourage thought, expose assumptions, provoke action,

, raise awareness, offer new perspectives, and inspire.
And even to entertain in an intellectual sort of way.”?®

While design is traditionally framed in relation to the industry, this
kind of design that ‘sparks debate’ address social groups about the
common—that is, what is (or is not) collectively shared. In short,
these practices develop adversarial relations between artefact and
viewers, and in between members of an audience.'?’

Consequently, I now offer to consider six of the properties that allow
to characterise and regroup different practices into a multifaceted
but coherent body. Indeed, design’s relation to the political, can now
better be qualified as: the use of design as a medium, carrying dis-
course, in order to involve self and others in an adversarial stance,
S0 as to participate in critique and reflection about design itself as
well as about societal questions.

To sum it up, this section offered ‘design for debate’ as an appro-
priate term so as to refer to a body of disparate practices that install
collective and mutual contestation relations with people—i.e. by
intending to spark debate. This body will stand as the research object
of the present study.

I unravelled one of the historical origins of designs that offer mutual
or collective contestation. Doing this, I showed how the terms design
for debate were coined in an educational context but could further
expand in academic and professional ones. The initial relations
these practices developed with actors of the public-engagement with
science actors, including their expectations (promotion of science),
media/locations (exhibitions), and topics (science and technology)
may be compared to a standard, left open to be challenged.

And I proposed six of the properties that characterise the present
practices as a multifaceted body.

Outlining design for debate as a body of approaches is the second
contribution of Chapter 1.

126 Dunne and Raby. Speculative Everything, 43.
127 The adjective adversarial is chosen with Carl DiSalvo’s work in mind, introduced in a few pages.
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3

3.A

ACADEMIC PERSPECTIVE
A Research Field Focusing
on Designs That Spark Debate

This third section offers to consider the body of practices of design
for debate as an object of study that is common to a large number of
enquiries—thereby forming a field of research. I will review the liter-
ature while looking for three elements: existing theoretical constructs
that may allow to better understand the body of practices at stake;
I will ask if this research field is really distinct from existing ones;
and if so, how it is structured—i.e. what are the objects of research
addressed by the literature.

In the following survey, I will especially focus on Critical Design,
Speculative Design and Design Fiction,'* because these are the prac-
tices that have seen the greatest development regarding the intent of
sparking debate. This is, consequently, where the literature is more
abundant (academic one and designers’ essays). And because they are
at the centre of a growing literature in design research.

The Intersections of Four Theoretical Constructs

When drawing onto the six core properties of design for debate pre-
viously identified, it seems that the practices that spark debate are
‘designerly,’ critical, reflective, adversarial, participatory and discur-
sive. I hence reviewed the literature that addresses the theoretical
framework of such qualities and identified four theoretical constructs
that seem to encompass them.'*

A ‘theoretical construct’—such as Adversarial or Reflective Design—
is thought as “a tool to think and make with—rather than as a means
of naming a movement,” according to the American design scholar
Carl DiSalvo." It enables the interpretation and often gathers dispa-
rate practices into a systematic account of one distinctive quality. I
distinguish theoretical constructs from terms such as Critical Design
or Design Fiction which can be understood as ‘programmes’ of
thought and actions. They involve concepts, practices and designed
objects and mainly emerged as a necessity to qualify a designer’s
own practice."'

The four theoretical constructs are now introduced.

128 In this manuscript, | will use capital letters when talking about the terms Design Fiction,
Speculative Design and Critical Design, as referring to the definitions listed in my Section 1—
respectively by Bleecker and Sterling, Auger, and Dunne and Raby.

129 Reviewing the practice and the literature was done at the same time, in my research process.
These two tasks nurtured each other, thereby influencing my choice of terms when naming
the core properties.

130 Carl DiSalvo, Adversarial Design (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2012), 17.

131 The notion of programme is borrowed to Annie Gentes, The In-Discipline of Design: Bridging the
Gap Between Humanities and Engineering, Design Research Foundations. (Cham: Springer
International, 2017), 160 and 199. | and Johan Redstrém, Making Design Theory (Cambridge,
MA: The MIT Press, 2017), 39.



045 | Designing for Debate | Max Mollon | 2019 |

3.A.1

Reflective Design

Reflective design gathers the critical and reflective properties of
design for debate.

Donald Schon’s concept of “reflective practitioners” (elaborated in
the eponymously titled book)'** inspired a larger trend of thinking in
the HCI (Human Computer Interaction) field and in design research.
One such approach is Phoebe Sengers, Kirsten Boehner, Shay David
and Joseph ‘Jofish’ Kaye’s'* notion of “Reflective Design.”

To summarise their approach in one sentence, the authors ask, “what
values, attitudes, and ways of looking at the world are we uncon-
sciously building into our technology, and what are their effects?”'**
Pointing to the unconscious adoption of the values embedded in
design processes and products,’*® the authors underline how they
strongly subscribe to critical theory, arguing that “our everyday val-
ues, practices, perspectives, and sense of agency and self are strongly
shaped by forces and agendas of which we are normally unaware,
such as the politics of race, gender, and economics.”

In their paper, the authors begin by offering a definition of reflection
in regard to ‘critical reflection,’’* the fact of raising awareness of
unconscious facets of an experience. Without it, one would unthink-
ingly adopt values and everyday experiences. Critical reflection is
“folded in all our ways of seeing and experiencing the world.” The
authors then move on to proposing a working definition of the con-
cept of “Reflective Design.” It is understood as a set of principles
and approaches which “guide designers in rethinking dominant meta-
phors and values and engaging users in this same critical practice.”"®
The definition is further drawing on critical theory and advocate for
a socially responsible technology design.

The authors subsequently draw upon six distinct practices in order to
build their concept of Reflective Design: Value-sensitive design,'*®
Critical Design,"* Ludic Design,'*’ Critical Technical Practice,'’
Reflection-in-action,'*” and Participatory Design."*® They explicitly
mention which parts are borrowed and which parts are omitted in
the case of each practice (details are given in an online appendix).’*

132 Donald A Schén, The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action (New York, NY:
Basic Books, 1983).

133 All authors based at the Culturally Embedded Computing Group, Cornell Information Science,
Ithaca, NY state, USA (at the time).

134 Phoebe Sengers et al., ‘Reflective Design,” in Proceedings of the Decennial Conference
on Critical Computing (CC) (Aarhus, Denmark, 2005), 49.

135 For example, the development of technologies that “focus on cognition to the detriment of
emotional aspects, and the dominance of work-centred approaches ‘risking making all of life like
work’ (p.49)” as reported by Simon Bowen, quoting Sengers et.al.’s paper: Simon John Bowen,
‘Crazy Ideas or Creative Probes?: Presenting Critical Artefacts to Stakeholders to Develop
Innovative Product Ideas,’ in Proceedings of the EAD Conference (1zmir, Turkey, 2007), 2.

136 I will expand on the ‘critical reflection’ notion, and the role it plays in my thesis, in Chapter 3.

137 Sengers et al., ‘Reflective Design.’ Two previous quotes are from page 50, and this one 58.

138 Batya Friedman, Peter H. Kahn, and Alan Borning, ‘Value Sensitive Design and Information
Systems,’ in The Handbook of Information and Computer Ethics, ed. Kenneth Einar Himma
and Herman T. Tavani (New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2008), 69-101.

139 Dunne. Hertzian Tales.

140 Gaver et al., ‘The Drift Table.’

141 Agre, Computation and Human Experience.

142 Schon, The Reflective Practitioner.

143 Michael J Muller, Daniel M Wildman, and Ellen A White, ‘Taxonomy of PD Practices: A Brief
Practitioner’s Guide,” Commun. ACM 36, no. 4 (1993): 26-28.

144 maxmollon.com/permalink/PHD_Appendix-CH1-Interrogative_Reflective.pdf
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3.A.2

In a similar way, I wish to avoid making a strict interpretation of
Sengers and coauthors’ work. I understand Reflective Design as
applicable to other fields than technology design, and as a non-ex-
clusive group which might be composed of disparate practices yet to
be invented.

Adversarial Design

Carl DiSalvo popularised Mouffe’s political theory within design
research communities through his 2013 book Adversarial Design'*®
and several papers—Mouffe’s theory is further introduced in
CH3 | Section 11.B. The book draws on Mouffe’s concept of agonism, as
a state of forever ongoing (or looping) contestation where the oppo-
nent is respected as an adversary, not an enemy. It builds a theoretical
framework onto political theory and the turn of philosophy of tech-
nics and sociology towards objects. The author offers “Adversarial
Design” as a theoretical construct to regroup and interpret designed
things in terms of their agonistic qualities and as a means to pur-
posely aim for agonism through designing.

In a nutshell, drawing on a consequent corpus of examples, DiSalvo’s
book unravels Adversarial Design characteristics in the specific field
of computational technologies. It focuses on three different design
mediums (and three corpuses of examples): information design,
social robots and ubiquitous computing. Within a precise terminol-
ogy, DiSalvo shows how the previous mediums may be developed in
agonistic ways via tactics that he phrases as ‘revealing hegemony,’
‘reconfiguring the remainder,” and ‘articulating collectives.’

More specifically, DiSalvo attributes the terms Adversarial Design
to a kind of cultural production that “does the work of agonism.” He
adds, this expression “means that designed objects can function to

and relations,

, and '8 By
arousing relations and experiences of contestation and contributing
to public discourses, these artefacts’ properties open spaces for the
expression of disagreement.

145 DiSalvo, Adversarial Design.
146 DiSalvo, Adversarial Design, 13. | My emphases.
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3.A.3 Participatory Design

A set of practices, known as Participatory Design, aims to actively
involve all stakeholders in a design process. In particular, the exper-
tise of the designers/researchers and the situated expertise of the peo-
ple impacted by the project’s results are put together."’

On the one hand, these practices focus on processes and methods of
participation. The designer becomes a facilitator who creates favour-
able conditions for interaction between participants.'*® Participants
are therefore not simply subjects of observation or information pro-
viders, they are co-creators.'*

On the other hand, these practices focus on those involved in par-
ticipation. In this respect, this approach has a political dimension
of empowerment of the user regarding the decision-makers. This
dimension is historically rooted in the late 1960s, within the various
labour rights movements that emerged in occidental countries. The
designers have contributed to these movements by questioning their
role and the fact that they have “failed in their assumed responsibility
to predict and to design-out the adverse effects of their projects.”*®
During the 1970s, the rise of computer equipment in the workplace
initiated the participatory design of information technology in Europe
and more particularly in the Scandinavian countries under the name
workplace democracy movement."'

Participatory Design, also called co-design or co-creation, is par-
ticularly oriented towards conflict resolution and consensus. Yet,
in recent years, adversarial approaches to participatory design have
been developed to use confrontation as a step of participation.'” In
the context of this research, participatory design might be put to the
work of exploring adversarial postures to spark debate and reflection,
through discursive means.

147 Susanne Bgadker, ‘Creating Conditions for Participation: Conflicts and Resources in Systems
Development,” Hum.-Comput. Interact. 11, no. 3 (September 1996): 215-236.

148 John Thackara, In the Bubble Designing in a Complex World (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press,
2006).

149 Elizabeth B.-N. Sanders and Pieter Jan Stappers, ‘Co-Creation and the New Landscapes
of Design,” CoDesign 4, no. 1 (1 March 2008): 5-18. | Muller, Wildman, and White, ‘Taxonomy
of PD Practices: A Brief Practitioner’s Guide.’

150 Nigel Cross, ed., ‘Preface,” in Design Participation: Proceedings of the Design Research
Society’s Conference 1971 (Manchester: Academy Editions, London, UK, 1972), 11.

151 Kristen Nygaard and Olav Terje Bergo, ‘The Trade Unions - New Users of Research,’
Personnel Review, 1 February 1975.

152 Erling Bjorgvinsson, Pelle Ehn, and Per-Anders Hillgren, ‘Agonistic Participatory Design:
Working with Marginalised Social Movements,” CoDesign 8, no. 2-3 (1 June 2012): 127—44.



048 | Foundations | CH1. Designing for Debate |

3.A4

Discursive Design

The terms Discursive Design were proposed by Bruce and Stephany
Tharp'® in 2009 as a meta-category to regroup a plethora of existing
programmes (the ones I previously listed), regarding a common prop-
erty."* In a 2013 paper, the authors include this theoretical construct
as one of the 4 fields of industrial design which count: commercial-,
responsible-, experimental-, and discursive-design."® In their 2019
book, they offer that,

“With discursive design, the designer use product type, func-
tionality, appearance, and other elements to deliberately and
explicitly encode meaning and evocative capacities into objects
with the goal of ‘saying’ something about or to individuals and
society.”!%

The part of this concept that interests us here is the fact it encompasses
a key property of the practice of many practitioners. For instance,
Dunne and Raby do not design for a ‘user’ but for a “viewer” an
“imaginer”’®" or a “spectator,” according to Sterling."* It is not the

use of the artefact that matters most but the idea of use, a rhetorical

use™ in Malpass’ words. But it is above all the reaction it provokes

that counts."® This is what Bruce and Stephany Tharp clearly sum-
marise through the following figure."'

153 Core77.com presents Bruce and Stephanie Tharp as the leaders of a husband-and-wife design
studio in Ann Arbor, Michigan. They are also teaching industrial design at the University of
Michigan’s Stamps School of Art & Design—where Bruce is also an Associate Professor.

154 Bruce and Stephanie Tharp, ‘The 4 Fields of Industrial Design,” Core77 (Blog), 05 Jan. 2009,
bit.ly/Core77-4fields/

155 Bruce and Stephanie Tharp, ‘Discursive Design Basics: Mode and Audience,’ in Nordes
(Copenhagen—Malmé, 2013), 406—409, archive.nordes.org/index.php/n13/article/view/326/

156 Bruce and Stephanie Tharp, Discursive Design: Critical, Speculative, and Alternative Things,
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2019), 13.

157 “In everyday life we design for users and the design language needs to be transparent and
natural. In fiction we are designing for a viewer or imaginer and the design language needs to be
unnatural and even glitchy.” Dunne and Raby, Speculative Everything, 96.

158 “Design fiction doesn’t have a user, it has a spectator.” Bruce Sterling, ‘From Fiction to Design,
from Design to Fiction’ (Talk, 8 February 2013), liftglobal.org/lift13/sessions/ | No publication is
available. The quote is my own transcription.

159 “Rhetorical use in critical practice is established by constructing narratives of use. This means
designing the object’s context and the presentation of scenarios that give meaning to the object.
[...]film, images, photomontage, and vignette.” Malpass, Critical Design in Context, 47.

160 The viewers “become the protagonist in the story, playing out individual and informative roles. Their
reactions become the true products of this form of design research.” Auger, ‘Why Robots,’ 153.

161 Bruce and Stephanie Tharp, Discursive Design. 241-243.


https://www.core77.com/posts/12232/the-4-fields-of-industrial-design-no-not-furniture-trans-consumer-electronics-toys-by-bruce-m-tharp-and-stephanie-m-tharp-12232
http://archive.nordes.org/index.php/n13/article/view/326/
http://www.liftglobal.org/lift13/sessions/
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Figure 9 | Three primary relationships linking a (usable) artefact and an audience: Audience imagine
a rhetorical user (left); Audience is aware of actual use (middle); Audience as user (right).
Credit : Bruce and Stephanie Tharp.

“The primary motivation of discursive design is to achieve audience
reflection”®® via an artefact that is not (necessarily) used. It should
be noted, however, that designs that are discursive may be used for
other applications than triggering debate. Corporate future vision vid-
eos, for instance, can be understood as discursive designs aiming at
evaluating (and influencing) the potential reception of a new product.
It is therefore relevant to combine this construct with the previous
ones I presented. In addition, the discursive nature of these artefacts
imply that they reach imaginers, viewers, spectators, or in short, an
audience—which is a term I will use from now on together with the
concept of ‘public.”"®

Finally, I would like to precise that each of the previous constructs
gather a great number of research works that may not be concerned
with design for debate. I rather suggest that the intersecting zones
of the four theoretical constructs—Reflective Design, Adversarial
Design, Participatory Design and Discursive Design—deline-
ate the boundaries of the field of research that takes design for
debate as an object. Combining constructs may prove useful, to
structure the study of different facets of the design practices that
spark debate, during an experiment.'® Conceptually, it may give han-
dles to describe these practices as delivering ‘discursive and adver-
sarial designs so as to engage viewers with participatory reflection,’
for instance.

162 Bruce and Stephanie Tharp, Discursive Design, 53.

163 The concept of public—i.e. the people that come together to deal with a common matter of
concern—coined by John Dewey is introduced in a couple of pages (CH1 | Section 3.C.2).
Please note that | will also use the plural formation, ‘audiences,’” considering Dewey’s argument
that the ‘public,’ being a heterogeneous and contingent mixture of people, is always plural.

164 For instance, it may be valuable to draw on the literature pertaining to Participatory, Reflective
and Adversarial Design at the same time, when conducting an experiment that assesses
artefacts’ ability to generate critique and disagreement in a collective discussion.
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3.B

In What Terms Should One Refer
to This Field of Research?

The previous subsection leaves us with questions. In what terms
should one refer to this field of research otherwise than ‘Reflective
Discursive Adversarial and Participatory Design?’ Is this field actu-
ally redundant with existing ones—thus making the use of a new
term unnecessary? I now answer by reviewing existing works of
research that study bodies of practices to which ‘designs that spark
debate’ may belong.

Adversarial, Reflective and Discursive Design are three first gath-
erings. Yet, the study of artefacts made to spark debate cannot be
presented as belonging to only one of these three constructs because
these constructs offer more resources as intersecting fields than if one
of them competes to include the others.

The practices I study can be used for a variety of other purposes
than debating. This variety means they can be studied from different
angles depending on the qualities they have—their criticality, their
activism, their explorative potential, etc. For instance, gatherings
of these practices coined in the academic literature include Simon
Bowen’s use of ‘critical design practice’ as an umbrella term,"®
Matthew Malpass’s use of the same terms to build up a taxonomy'*®
and Ramia Mazé’s model of “critical practice.”’®” These meta-catego-
ries take criticality as a prominent property. They are inspirational to
study designs that rely on critical thinking as a means of stimulating
debates. Yet, these meta-categories do not allow enough to grasp the
political and debatable dimension of design.

Also drawing on critical postures in design and HCI are Daniel
Fallman’s design exploration research'® and James Pierce’s alterna-
tive and oppositional design.'” These gatherings are turned towards
design’s constructive potential and its ability to deliver alternatives
to what exists. They both address design’s ability to entice reflec-
tion. Fallman’s terms and conceptualisation are less suited than
Pierce’s ones to describe design’s ability to elicit contestation. In
this respect, Pierce’s work may be evoked along with Tad Hirsch’s
contestational design'’® and Magnus Ericson and Ramia Mazé’s

165 Within the British designer and design researcher words, “Critical design practices are my
umbrella term for a set of related approaches that aim for similar ends via the practice of design
(in its widest sense) — by producing artefacts which afford critical reflection.” Bowen, ‘Crazy
Ideas or Creative Probes?,’ 1.

166 Malpass, Critical Design in Context, 127-128. | Malpass proposes a taxonomy of critical design
practice, made of ‘associative,’ ‘critical’ and ‘speculative’ design practices. It intends to
provide a theoretical and conceptual apparatus to engage with a larger field than Dunne and
Raby’s Critical Design.

167 Ramia Mazé, ‘Occupying Time: Design, Technology, and the Form of Interaction’ (Ph.D.
Dissertation, School of Arts and Communication, Malmé University, Sweden and Department
of Interaction and System Design. School of Engineering, Blekinge Institute of Technology,
Sweden, 2007), 208-232.

168 According to the Swedish design researcher and designer, a design ex