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 Preface 

 This volume is an outcome of a panel held at the 11th Biennial European As-
sociation of Social Anthropologists Conference at the National University of 
Ireland Maynooth, in August 2010. The aim of the panel,  Design Anthropol-
ogy: Intertwining Different Timelines, Scales and Movements , was to expand 
the notion of ethnographic practice and contribute toward a research agenda 
for design anthropology. About half of the chapters were presented in a fi rst 
version at this panel, whereas the others have been subsequently elicited by 
the editors. 

 Design anthropology is an emergent fi eld and is practiced in different ways 
depending on one’s methodological positioning. Design practices attempt to 
make connections (albeit partial) between past, present, and future. Ideally, 
in the present you have a vision of the past in order to create a future out of 
the everyday. Practitioners of design anthropology follow dynamic situations 
and social relations and are concerned with how people perceive, create, and 
transform their environments through their everyday activities. This view chal-
lenges the idea that design and innovation only refer to the generation of  new  
things as being central to processes of social and cultural change. Design an-
thropology practices occur across different scales and timelines and involve 
many disciplines, each bringing their own distinct ways of knowing and doing. 

 Inspired by processual, critical and action orientated approaches in an-
thropology, the editors of this volume attend to the potential of design an-
thropology practices as providing places for refl ection on combinations of 
methodology and theory. As such the volume focuses on concepts, tools, 
and methodology in an attempt to reconsider the relation between theory 
and practice in design anthropology. Starting with the ambition of carving out 
a theoretical fi eld, although very preliminary, we sketch the theoretical and 
methodological issues involved. Considering the theory-practice relation in 
design anthropology raises the question, Can you develop theory as part of 
practice? Underpinning many of the contributions in this volume is a demon-
stration of the situated nature of theory generated during collaborative en-
gagement and the specifi city of theory as emergent from fi eld investigations. 
Moreover, the contributors to this volume have shown how theory generated 
in this way can be involved within design processes. As editors we argue that 
theory in design anthropology is continually being built. Perhaps this is one 
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of the reasons why the volume demanded ongoing collaboration between the 
editors and contributors far beyond the normal remit of editorial input. 

 In the moment-to-moment interactions between anthropologists and the 
people they work with, anthropologists make implicit understandings explicit. 
What the ethnographic method brings is contrast and relation, and it opens 
up the taken for granted by bringing into the foreground what was in the back-
ground. Anthropological theory uses explicit contrast as a way of construct-
ing meaningful difference. Design anthropology is a move to shift the focus 
from anthropological description to action. In methodological terms, how does 
this infl uence the theory-practice relation in this emergent fi eld? What role 
does anthropological theory play in design anthropology? How is the validity 
of knowledge in design anthropology established? To address these ques-
tions the volume brings together a group of anthropologists who are actively 
contributing to this fi eld. 

 The editors and contributors of this volume have collaborated over a two-
year period to provide an overview of various positions taken by anthropol-
ogists in this emerging fi eld. We want to emphasize that the approaches 
presented here are constitutive of design anthropology as conceived by an-
thropologists at a particular moment in time. As such the various positionings 
are not meant to be defi nitive examples of  how to do  design anthropology but 
rather to open lines of inquiry for practitioners of design anthropology to build 
on. Central to all of these positionings is a concern for the design anthropolo-
gist to be involved in some way with instigating change. Ethnography here is 
not just  a method ; rather engaging  with  people as a form of correspondence 
(see Gatt and Ingold, this volume) becomes central to transformation. As a 
result,  methods  of ethnography can be developed that are grounded in proces-
sual, holistic approaches that realize the agency of the participants. 

 The four themes used for structuring the volume were developed at The 
Cairns Institute, James Cook University, where Otto was working during the 
preparation of the volume. We are grateful to the Aarhus University Research 
Foundation and to SPIRE Centre, Mads Clausen Institute, University of South-
ern Denmark for their fi nancial support of research visits to The Cairns Insti-
tute by Gunn (2010) and Smith (2012) to work with Otto on the volume and 
in preparing the manuscript. Finally we would like to acknowledge the stimu-
lating collaboration with all contributors. The three editors have contributed 
equally to the task of bringing out this volume, a task that proved considerably 
greater than anticipated but also very rewarding intellectually. 

 Wendy Gunn, Ton Otto and Rachel Charlotte Smith, March 2013  
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 Design Anthropology: A Distinct 
Style of Knowing 

 Ton Otto and Rachel Charlotte Smith 

 DESIGN AND ANTHROPOLOGY 

 This book is about design anthropology, which is a fast-developing academic 
fi eld that combines elements from design and anthropology. The following 
chapters comprise innovative case studies and theoretical refl ections that 
provide an introduction to the fi eld from the perspective of anthropologists 
participating in its development. In this introductory chapter, we sketch the 
contours of this new fi eld and its emergence from the early uses of ethnog-
raphy in design in the late 1970s up to the present. We argue that design 
anthropology is coming of age as a separate (sub)discipline with its own con-
cepts, methods, research practices, and practitioners, in short its own dis-
tinct style and practice of knowledge production. But fi rst we discuss the two 
separate knowledge traditions from which this new discipline has developed. 

 Design is a pervasive aspect of modern society with a large number of prac-
titioners and a great range of subfi elds, such as industrial design, architec-
ture, systems design, human-computer interaction design, service design, and 
strategic design and innovation. Design as a process of thought and planning 
is often depicted as a universal human capacity that sets humankind apart 
from nature (Cross 2006; Friedman 2002; Fry 2009; Chapter 8, this volume). 
To design is to conceive of an idea and plan it out, “give form, structure and 
function to that idea” (Nelson and Stolterman 2003: 1), before executing it 
in the world. 1  In this general sense, designing is a universal aspect of human 
practice, but the way it is carried out varies considerably across different so-
cieties and cultures (Chapter 5, this volume). In contemporary (post)indus-
trial and digital societies, design has become a separate domain of activity 
because economic and organizational developments have engendered a spe-
cialist workforce of designers. These specialists create a variety of solutions 
in different social and economic contexts: they generate ideas for products 
that are mass produced by industry; they develop digital systems that perform 
new functions in workplaces as well as private homes; they design services 
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for public sector institutions; they create strategies for innovation in busi-
ness and marketing; and they develop plans for urban and rural developments 
and sustainable forms of living. Design professionals are trained in design 
schools and other higher education institutions, as well as within companies, 
and are increasingly supported by a range of academically based design stud-
ies. In modern societies with their emphasis on innovation and change, which 
are often considered as intrinsic values (Suchman 2011), design has arguably 
become one of the major sites of cultural production and change, on par with 
science, technology, and art. 

 Anthropology 2  is the comparative study of societies and cultures, based on 
detailed empirical research in concrete social contexts. When it was estab-
lished as an academic discipline in the late nineteenth century, its focus was 
on studying the cultural institutions and practices of non-Western societies. 
Today anthropologists carry out research in almost every imaginable social 
context, from high-tech companies and scientifi c laboratories in urban cen-
ters to remote rural villages in developing countries. A key characteristic of 
the discipline during the twentieth century was the development of  participant 
observation  as the dominant method of fi eld research. Considered the core 
of ethnography, 3  which is the description of cultures, participant observation 
involves the long-term immersion of a researcher in a social setting with the 
aim to observe and document everyday practices comprehensively and in de-
tail. In order to get access to everyday events and actions and understand 
their meaning for the participants, the researcher has to spend time with 
the people and engage with their lives. The result of an ethnographic study 
is an ethnography—usually a written report or book, but possibly also a fi lm 
or exhibition—representing a particular social setting and cultural context 
and producing theoretically informed arguments about it. The term  ethnog-
raphy  refers thus both to the process of inquiry—the immersion in social 
life to understand and describe it—and to its product: the fi nal ethnographic 
representation. 

 As the comparative study of societies and cultures, anthropology has an 
obvious and long-standing research interest in processes of social and cul-
tural change, human creativity, and innovation (Barnett 1953; Hallam and In-
gold 2007; Liep 2001). This includes design, even if the anthropological study 
of design as a modern phenomenon is still in its infancy. However, the major 
relationship between design and anthropology has been through ethnography. 
From the late 1970s, designers became aware of the value of ethnographic 
data and methodologies, in particular to get a better understanding of the 
needs and experiences of users and the contexts in which products and com-
puter systems were used (Blomberg, Burell, and Guest 2003; Reese 2002). 
But it is not just the usefulness of ethnographic research and information for 
design that is at stake here; there appears to be a genuine affi nity between de-
sign and ethnography as processes of inquiry and discovery that includes the 
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iterative way process and product are interconnected and the refl exive in-
volvement by researchers and designers (see Chapter 14, this volume). Tim 
Brown, the CEO of the international design and innovation fi rm IDEO, clearly 
acknowledges this affi nity when he writes that designers need to go out and 
observe people’s experiences in the real world rather than rely on exten-
sive quantitative data to develop their insights. He continues: “As any an-
thropologist will attest, observation relies on the quality of one’s data, not 
the quantity” (2011: 382). Like ethnographers, designers have to begin with 
immersion in real-life situations to gain insight into experiences and mean-
ings that form the basis for refl ection, imagination, and design (Nelson and 
Stolterman 2012: 18). Or as Friedman states: “The design process must in-
tegrate fi eld-specifi c knowledge with a larger understanding of the human be-
ings for whom design is made, the social circumstances in which the act of 
design takes place, and the human context in which designed artifacts are 
used” (2002: 209–210). 

 There are, of course, also signifi cant differences between design and an-
thropology. The main aim of anthropology, like in most academic disciplines, 
is to produce generalizations and theories about human societies based on 
but reaching beyond the particularities of ethnographic case studies. Design, 
on the other hand, is directed toward the future and the creation of specifi c 
products and solutions, an “ultimate particular” (Stolterman 2008). Although 
the design process may start from “wicked” or ill-defi ned problems (Buchanan 
1992; Gaver 2012), integrating processes of observation and refl ection simi-
lar to anthropology, its purpose is to create products, processes, and services 
that transform reality. Its success is measured by the material and social im-
pact of particular solutions, rather than by the validity of its generalizations. 

 As the differences between design and anthropology give design anthro-
pology its special character, we will now sketch what we see as the major 
contributions by these two fi elds to the new subdiscipline. Further details of 
specifi c design anthropological practices and concepts are discussed in the 
fi nal section of this introduction and in the following chapters. Here we only 
give a brief characterization of the constitutive differences that produce the 
creative tensions in this new fi eld and set the conditions for both its chal-
lenges and its potential. 

 First, design is clearly  future oriented ; its success is measured by the rel-
evance the designed products and conceptual solutions have for people’s 
everyday lives. Although anthropology has an interest in social change and 
people’s imaginations of the future, as a discipline it lacks tools and practices 
to actively engage and collaborate in people’s formation of their futures. One 
of design anthropology’s challenges is to develop such tools and practices of 
collaborative future making (see especially Sections I and III, this volume). 
Second, whereas participant observation by anthropologists might be consid-
ered a form of intervention, its ultimate purpose is to observe and document 
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rather than to effect change. Generally anthropologists have been quite con-
cerned to minimize their impact on the people among whom they conduct 
their studies. In design, the situation is radically different, with both process 
and product aiming specifi cally at  intervention  in existing realities. Learning 
from design practice, design anthropologists are developing methods that 
employ various forms of intervention, both to create contextual knowledge 
and to develop specifi c solutions. The fi eld of design anthropology is thus 
more oriented toward intervention and transforming social reality than tradi-
tional anthropology has ever been. 4  Third, design is (almost) always a process 
of  collaboration  between different disciplines and stakeholders, including de-
signers, researchers, producers, and users. Anthropology still maintains a 
tradition, which is only slowly changing, of the lone researcher who conducts 
individual fi eldwork and produces a solo piece of scholarship. Design anthro-
pology radically breaks with this tradition as its practitioners work in multi-
disciplinary teams, acting in complex roles as researchers, facilitators, and 
cocreators in processes of design and innovation (all chapters but especially 
Section IV, this volume). 

 Anthropology also brings three key constitutive elements to design an-
thropology. First is the key role of theory and cultural interpretation. Whereas 
ideation, the generation of design concepts, is a central element of design, 
it does not have a sustained tradition of  theorizing  the context of usage and 
 interpreting  the cultural meaning of things. 5  This is the forte of anthropology, 
with a long history of cultural interpretation (Geertz 1973), contextualization 
(Dilley 1999), and holistic explanation (Otto and Bubandt 2010) through 
cross-cultural comparison and the development of theoretical concepts. De-
sign anthropology integrates this rich tradition of contextualization and in-
terpretation into the tasks of design, emphasizing the generative role of 
theory in developing design concepts and critically examining existing, often 
implicit conceptual frameworks (see Sections I and II, this volume). Sec-
ond, against design’s concern with creation, innovation, and “future-making” 
(Björgvinsson, Ehn, and Hillgren 2010), anthropology systematically  inves-
tigates the past to understand the present , including its modes of anticipat-
ing the future. It is a great challenge for design anthropology to extend the 
temporal horizon both forward and backward, to anchor images of the future 
in reliable constructions of the past, thus avoiding the risk of “defuturing” 
that is inherent in design (Fry 2011) and of generalizing and essentializing 
modern values of innovation and change (Suchman 2011) (see Chapter 7 
and Section III, this volume). Third, especially through its hallmark prac-
tice of ethnography, long acclaimed as useful by designers, anthropology 
endows design anthropology with a unique  sensitivity to the value orienta-
tions  of the various groups affected by design projects—including disem-
powered groups, consumers, producers, and audiences. The task for design 
anthropology is to integrate and develop these traditional qualities into new 
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modes of research and collaboration, working toward transformation with-
out sacrifi cing empathy and depth of understanding (see especially Section 
IV, this volume). 

 THE EMERGENCE OF DESIGN ANTHROPOLOGY 

 In this section we point to central historical developments in the collabora-
tion between anthropology and design that refl ect our anthropological vantage 
point and interest in the fi eld. 6  Design and industrial communities have gen-
erally been much more prone to adopt approaches of social research, here-
under ethnography, and to invite anthropologists into their fi elds, than vice 
versa. Management researchers and designers collaborated with anthropolo-
gists in industrial settings as early as the 1930s to study social and physical 
aspects of workers’ productivity, beginning with Lloyd Warner’s involvement 
in the well-known Hawthorne study 7  (Baba 1986; Reese 2002; Schwartzman 
1993). The study was the fi rst to show how informal social processes af-
fected the output and effi ciency of factory workers. It was followed by a num-
ber of anthropological industrial studies through the 1940s and the 1950s, 
developing techniques for interaction analysis to predict elements of inter-
personal behavior and create insights for business management. Industrial 
anthropologists were involved mainly in business management up until World 
War II, when new military fi elds of expertise developed that involved social 
scientists more extensively in product development through what was termed 
 engineering psychology  and  human factors analysis  (Reese 2002: 19–20). 
Such studies focused on behavioral and psychological factors of workers, 
or pilots, to gain control over the machinery, prevent accidents, and develop 
various industrial products and equipment. Both in the United States and in 
Europe, where the infl uence from labor movements promoted concerns with 
workers’ health and safety (Helander 1997; Reese 2002: 20), research into 
engineering, human factors, and behavior in the workplace led the way for so-
cial scientists’ involvement in industrial design and business management. 

 In the 1980s, the foundational work of Lucy Suchman (1987) and others in 
the Work Practice and Technology Group at Xerox Palo Alto Research Center 
(PARC) furthered ethnographic research in software design through the study 
of human behavior around computers in the workplace (Blomberg, Burrell, 
and Trigg 1997; Blomberg et al. 1993). From the 1980s, ethnographic re-
search became part of the interdisciplinary design and research communities 
of computer-supported cooperative work (CSCW) and human-computer inter-
action (HCI), where social scientists, computer scientists, and system design-
ers shared knowledge about the use of technology in work practices (Wasson 
2000: 380). Research in these fi elds focused mainly on workplace settings of 
human-computer interaction and system design, with ethnography functioning 
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as a data collection method to gain insights into the  real-world  experiences 
and needs of users (Bentley et al. 1992; Harper 2000; Heath and Luff 1992). 
The computer science foundations of CSCW and HCI placed a strong em-
phasis on the cognitive and behavioral sciences for understanding users 
in industrial and corporate settings. As a result the dominant ethnographic 
method developed in this fi eld was the analytical framework of ethnomethod-
ology, with its detailed attention to situated action and observable patterns of 
human behavior translated into abstract conceptual values and directions for 
design (Button 2000; Garfi nkel 1967, 2002; Shapiro 1994). Suchman’s book 
 Plans and Situated Action  (1987) was one of the fi rst studies dealing specifi -
cally with the relationship between design and anthropology, focusing in detail 
on the interactions between people and computers. Through comprehensive 
ethnographic investigations, inspired by ethnomethodology and conversation 
analysis, as well as activity theory (Vygotsky 1978), Suchman mapped out 
work fl ows, plans, and situated action and showed how cultural conceptions 
had effects on the design and reconfi gurations of technologies. 

 In the early 1990s, E-Lab LLC, the Doblin Group, and a number of other 
U.S. consultancy and design fi rms, greatly inspired by Xerox PARC, played an 
important role in introducing ethnographic methods to industrial design and 
product development. The approach of E-Lab was unique in that it employed 
an equal number of researchers and designers to work together in teams, 
using ethnographic methods (participant observation, video recording of ev-
eryday consumer behavior, qualitative interviews, and analysis) as its main 
research strategy (Wasson 2000: 379). Other central fi gures in the fi eld were 
Jane Fulton Suri at IDEO and Liz Sanders from SonicRim—still highly infl uen-
tial in the fi eld—who applied creative participatory design methods as well 
as generative tools and frameworks from experimental psychology to work 
with users and understand the needs and behavior of consumers. By the mid-
1990s, the wave of interest in ethnography in industrial and commercial de-
sign had caused many companies in the United States and Europe to employ 
anthropologists, psychologists, and sociologists to study the behavior and 
needs of users and consumers. During this period, more fragmented behav-
ioral and psychological approaches were increasingly replaced by holistic and 
broadly contextual, ethnographic approaches to understanding products and 
their use (Reese 2002: 21; Wasson 2000). 8  

 The praxis and challenges of the use of ethnography in design that devel-
oped out of the industrial and corporate collaborations have been addressed 
by anthropologists and sociologists placed centrally in the fi eld, such as Such-
man (1987, 2007, 2011); Blomberg and colleagues (1993, 2003); Suchman, 
Trigg, and Blomberg (2002); Anderson (1994); Shapiro (1994); Forsythe 
(1999); Star (1999); Wasson (2000, 2002); and Van Veggel (2005). Common 
to these contributions and their inherent critiques is that they argue for the 
relevance of ethnography in and for design as more than simply a methodology 
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for the study of a readily available world of users outside the design studio. 
They challenge the way data gained from fi eld research have conventionally 
been collected, analyzed, and transformed into “specifi cations for end-user 
requirements” (Anderson 1994: 151), or what Dourish (2006, 2007) criti-
cally terms “implications for design,” before being handed over to designers, 
engineers, or other professionals. They further address the challenge of col-
laboration and the power relations of the corporate settings, in which anthro-
pologists have been drawn into the fi eld of design on an unequal footing with 
designers, engineers, and other practitioners (Blomberg et al. 2003; Veggel 
2005). In these industrial contexts, the expectations toward anthropologists 
have generally predefi ned the often limited premises for contributing to the 
process of design. Wasson’s (2002) depiction of the bow tie model, in which 
the intermediate phase or “knot” between research and design is used to cre-
ate shared frameworks of understanding and tie the disciplines together, has 
been widely used as a model for understanding the integration of ethnography 
into design. Blomberg and colleagues (1993, 2003) have presented a guide 
to the basic principles of ethnography for design, along with tools such as ex-
perience models and user profi les, to facilitate shared analytical frameworks 
as well as ways of involving users in the process of design. As such, rather 
than distinguishing between descriptive observational ethnography and cre-
ative design work, they suggest uses of scenarios, user profi les, opportunity 
maps, and experience models as interdisciplinary ways of bridging the con-
trast between understanding present practices and designing for future ones. 
In their view, anthropologists and designers collaborate in both research and 
design activities as “change agents” (Blomberg et al. 1993: 141). 

 The principle of involving users in processes of design that Blomberg and 
her colleagues highlight has been most clearly articulated by the fi eld of  par-
ticipatory design  that emerged mainly in the United States and Europe, espe-
cially Scandinavia (Kensing and Blomberg 1998  ; Muller 2002; Schuler and 
Namioka 1993; Simonsen and Robertson 2012). The Scandinavian tradition 
of participatory design (Bjerknes, Ehn, and Kyng 1987; Ehn 1988, 1993; 
Greenbaum and Kyng 1991) developed out of the 1970s and 1980s trade 
union projects (DUE, DEMOS, and UTOPIA) that were critical of the negative 
impact of new technologies on people’s working conditions. The most promi-
nent ideal characterizing the Scandinavian tradition was workplace democ-
racy, which focused on the inclusion and active participation of employees in 
shaping their own working conditions (Bansler 1989; Bjerknes, Ehn, and Kyng 
1987). In this political sense, the approach of participatory design advocated 
technologies and work processes that augmented the skills and tools of the 
workers and enabled them to control their work practice rather than technolo-
gies that aimed to replace the workers (Ehn 1988). Therefore much effort was 
spent on developing design techniques and methods, such as design games, 
simulations of work-technology relations, and cooperative prototyping (Bødker 
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1991; Greenbaum and Kyng 1991), that would enable disempowered groups 
to actively participate in and contribute to the design processes. Concerns 
about the loss of these values of user participation due to the rise of commer-
cial interests in user behavior have been frequently voiced (Beck 2002; Kyng 
2010). The tradition of participatory design in Scandinavia continues to be 
refi ned and developed, partly driven by government-supported research grants 
for collaborations between academic researchers and public and private or-
ganizations (see, for example, Binder et al. 2011; Iversen and Smith 2012). 
It constitutes an important context for many contributions to this book (see 
Chapters 3, 4, 7, and 10, this volume) dealing with areas as diverse as prod-
uct development, public sector health services, waste handling, and museum 
exhibition practices. 

 As the fi eld of human-computer interaction design has expanded its scope 
beyond workplace studies and system development, the turn to values and 
experiences has occurred more generally within the fi eld of HCI. In response 
to the rise of industrial and commercial interest in ubiquitous and pervasive 
computing, academic researchers in this fi eld have addressed the need for 
integrating human values into critical and refl ective approaches to design 
(Bannon 2005; Dourish 2007; McCarthy and Wright 2004; Sellen et al. 2009; 
Sengers et al. 2005; Zimmerman 2009). These human-centered approaches 
move from a technology and system-focused design practice and an under-
standing of users as end users or evaluators of technology to a more radical 
practice of design as cocreation that addresses a larger context of social rela-
tions, experiences, values, and ethics. These more critical voices echo Such-
man’s (2007) concerns in their focus on everyday behavior and imagination, 
rather than cognition and intended practices, as well as their attendance to 
the ongoing appropriations of technology by people in their daily lives, beyond 
the traditional focus on usability and interface design. The strong affi liation 
to participatory design (Muller 2002) informs an outspoken concern with the 
role of users and how designers can involve and deal with stakeholders and 
participants in collaborative processes. It also feeds into a concern to create 
spaces for critical refl exivity and dialogue about human experience more gen-
erally (Hunt 2011). Dourish (2006, 2007) makes the link between design and 
critical refl ection, and the potential of anthropology in this, very blatant, as 
he critiques the limited focus on ethnographic methods in and for design and 
points to the transformative potential of classical anthropological studies for 
understanding relations between people and technologies anew. 

 Interest in users and participatory design more generally has also been 
well represented in the commercial and corporate contexts of user-centered 
design and innovation (Brown 2009), as well as in the fi elds of organiza-
tional development and business management. Signifi cant academic contri-
butions connected to these contexts have dealt with ethnography, design, and 
customer experiences in industrial and corporate cultures (see, e.g., Cefkin 



 A DISTINCT STYLE OF KNOWING    9

2010; Nafus and Anderson 2006; Sanders 2008; Squires and Byrne 2002; 
Suri 2011). Squires and Byrne’s edited volume  Creating Breakthrough Ideas  
has presented one of the most elaborate discussions of the interrelation be-
tween anthropology and design in this fi eld, focusing on the value of ethnog-
raphy and the role of cultural perspectives in applied processes of design, 
product development, business, and innovation. The work of anthropologists 
in corporate and commercial settings is clearly related to the long tradition 
of anthropological studies of organizations and corporate cultures (Gellner 
and Hirsch 2001; Jiménez 2007; Orr 1996; Schwartzman 1993; Wallman 
1979; Wright 1994), as well as business anthropology (Baba 2006; Cefkin 
2012; Jordan 2003; Ybema et al. 2009). The term  business anthropology  was 
used in the 1980s to describe anthropologists working outside academia 
with consumer behavior and marketing, but now involves “any application 
of anthropology to business-oriented problems” (Gray 2010: 1). There are 
many overlaps between the applied anthropological domains described as 
 business anthropology  and  corporate ethnography , and design anthropology. 
A central venue for these corporate and academic fi elds of interest is the 
interdisciplinary Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference (EPIC), held an-
nually since 2005, to promote ethnographic practices and principles in busi-
ness and industry. 9  

 There is an emerging interdisciplinary body of literature on design and an-
thropology that focuses on relations between people and objects, production 
and use. Most notably, Clarke’s (2011) edited volume  Design Anthropology: 
Object Culture in the 21 st  Century  and Gunn and Donovan’s (2012) edited vol-
ume  Design and Anthropology  deal with design’s turn to the user and what im-
pact this has had on the understanding of objects and products, their creation 
and use. Clarke’s volume, in addition to being strongly rooted in design, builds 
on anthropological studies of materiality and consumption, objects and 
taste, and the cultural processes that shape experiences and products 
(Appadurai 1986; Bourdieu 1979; Gell 1998; Henare, Holbraad, and Wastell 
2007; Miller 2005). Gunn and Donovan (2012) shift the focus to the broader 
contextual relations between designing, producing, and using, and emphasize 
the social and emergent aspects of creativity in design and the shaping of 
 things . They deal with these issues from three different methodological posi-
tions in anthropology, design, and philosophy (Ingold 2012; Redström 2012; 
Verbeek 2012), thus expanding the scope for interdisciplinary collaboration. 

 Whatever the focus or aim of connecting anthropology and design, the 
commitment to concrete practice and refl ective action is essential to both. 
This is refl ected respectively in the fi elds of anthropology and design by the 
pronounced infl uence of Tim Ingold and Donald Schön, who are now also in-
spiring practitioners of design anthropology. Ingold’s (2000, 2011; Hallam 
and Ingold 2007) phenomenological notions of  moving along  the lifelines, 
paths, and fl ows of social life have been central to understanding creativity, 
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improvisation, and innovation as cultural process, and in this book (Chap-
ter 8). Ingold and Gatt build on this position to conceptualize design (and 
“anthropology-by-means-of-design”) as a practice of correspondence to the 
ever-changing circumstances and entanglements of people, objects, and envi-
ronments. Schön’s (1987, 1991 [1983]) prominent accounts of design prac-
tice as  refl ection-in-action , responding to design situations through a dialogic 
engagement with the conditions and materials at hand, have, along with Dew-
ey’s pragmatism (1980 [1934]) and contributions such as Dourish (2001) 
and Sennett (2008), furthered the understanding of designing as a refl exive 
engagement with concrete experience, based on the intrinsic relation between 
knowing and doing. 

 A DISTINCT STYLE OF KNOWING 

 With the emergence of a fi eld of anthropological inquiry linked with design, the 
question arises whether we can talk about a new fi eld of study characterized 
by distinct objects, methods, procedures, and training practices. A number of 
prominent anthropologists, including Paul Rabinow, George Marcus, and Tim 
Ingold (see Rabinow et al. 2008 and Chapters 8 and 14, this volume), sug-
gest that design provides inspiration for anthropology to develop its research 
practices in order to be better equipped for the study of the contemporary 
world. They propose that anthropology as a discipline should change and that 
design practice and thinking can give direction to this change. Lucy Such-
man, who spent a large part of her career working on design teams, takes a 
different position. Critical of the overly optimistic approach to innovation and 
change that prevails in a large part of the design world, she argues that “we 
need less a reinvented anthropology  as  (or for) design than a critical anthro-
pology  of  design” (2011: 3). Rather than aiming to change the practice of an-
thropology, she wishes to direct the critical potential of this research tradition 
toward the study and contextualization of design and technological innovation 
as a specifi c mode and site of change in modern society. 

 We take a third position by arguing that design anthropology is coming of 
age as a  distinct style  of doing anthropology, with specifi c research and train-
ing practices. Evidence for this emerging fi eld includes the growing number of 
anthropologists working in and with design, PhD theses that identify with the 
label  design anthropology , 10  conferences and publications in this fi eld, as well 
as the increasing number of university courses and research centers deal-
ing with design anthropology (see Chapters 12 and 14, this volume). 11  With 
Rabinow, Marcus, and Ingold, we hope and expect that this style will have an 
impact on anthropology more generally. Its development is prompted by chal-
lenges in the contemporary world, which put greater emphasis on designerly 
ways of thinking and planning (see later in this chapter). And like Suchman we 
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intend design anthropology to have a critical impact on design as well, making 
it a more broadly humane and “decolonized” (see Chapter 13, this volume) 
practice through the adoption of the specifi c anthropological attributes we 
identifi ed earlier. These include the critical use of theory and contextualiza-
tion; the extension of the time horizon to include the past and long-term future 
to ensure sustainability; and sensitivity to and not least incorporation of the 
values and perspectives of the people whose worlds are affected by design. 

 Our use of the term  style  is inspired by philosopher Ian Hacking and histo-
rian of science A. C. Crombie. The latter identifi ed six major “styles of scien-
tifi c thinking” in the development of the modern sciences and arts (Crombie 
1988, 1994). Hacking (1992) prefers the term  styles of reasoning , since rea-
soning is done in public as well as in private, by thinking but also by talk-
ing and arguing and showing. We have chosen the term  style of knowing  to 
indicate that the production of knowledge involves more than thinking and 
reasoning: it also comprises practices of acting on the world that generate 
specifi c forms of knowledge, and it is in these practices we see a major 
shift. 12  According to Hacking, styles have a number of characteristics. To start 
with, they have a history, that is, they are invented at a certain point in time 
and develop subsequently—they may also become less popular again or dis-
appear altogether. Second, each style introduces a number of novelties, which 
could include types of objects studied, forms of evidence used, ways of as-
sessing truth or validity, and the manner in which generalities, modalities, and 
possibilities are identifi ed. Finally, each style should have a certain stability to 
be recognized as such, which primarily refers to enduring standards of quality 
assessment and validation. 

 Although design anthropology as we describe it is young, we believe it con-
forms to Hacking’s defi nition of a new style. It introduces a number of novelties 
that derive from the experimental integration of anthropological and design-
erly practices. These include interventionist forms of fi eldwork and design 
that work through iterative cycles of refl ection and action, and employ meth-
ods and tools such as video feedback, scenarios, mock-ups, props, provo- and 
prototypes, tangible interactions, and various forms of games, performances, 
and enactment. Design anthropology also comprises various forms of inter-
disciplinary collaboration inside and outside the design studio to produce con-
cepts and prototypes, the scaffolding of collaboration with stakeholders and 
various types of publics, and an intentional focus on facilitating and contribut-
ing to change. Finally, design anthropology is characterized by a particular use 
of theory aimed at generating concepts and new frameworks or perspectives. 

 Later in this chapter, we further develop these style elements of design 
anthropology under the headings of the four sections of this book: concepts, 
methods, and practices; the materiality of design; the temporality of design; 
and the relationality of design. But fi rst we give a tentative sketch of four 
different modes of the key method of anthropology—ethnographic fi eldwork 
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through participant observation—that have developed over time to make it 
plausible that the new research practices of design anthropology point to an 
emerging theoretical paradigm and thus to the development of certain, more 
or less stable, standards of quality assessment and validation, which are 
characteristic of the style. 

 Generally credited to Bronislaw Malinowski (but see Stocking 1983, 1991), 
the early form of ethnographic fi eldwork was presented as a way to gather 
more reliable data than through anthropology’s previous dependence on re-
ports by travelers, explorers, traders, and resident missionaries. The focus 
was on fi rsthand observation and the theoretical context was provided by the 
dominant positivist paradigm that in Durkheim’s formulation looked at “social 
facts” as things (see Holy 1984). Quality assessment and validation hap-
pened through debate within the academic community. A further development 
of the ethnographic method was grounded in the hermeneutic approach cham-
pioned by Clifford Geertz and others in the 1960s, who suggested that culture 
could be read as a kind of text. Rather than an observable thing, a social fact 
was seen as a cultural construction in need of interpretation by the anthropol-
ogist, and validation had to include the community sharing the cultural tradi-
tion. With the postmodern turn in the 1980s and the rise of praxis theory as 
the dominant theoretical paradigm (Ortner 2006), greater attention was given 
to the epistemological and political position of anthropologists in relation to 
the communities they worked with. Social facts were seen as the result of ac-
tions by human agents, who by their actions reproduced but also impacted on 
the structures under which they operated. Deprived from the quasi-objective 
or distanced position in the fi eld of study, anthropological validation now in-
cluded aspects of dialogue, multivocality, and circumstantial activism (Marcus 
1998). Part of this development was a continuing methodological refl ection 
on ethnographic fi eldwork, in particular the concept of the fi eld itself that com-
prises the complex social relations and research questions ethnographers 
engage in: for example, dealing with multiple fi eld sites and working with spe-
cialist informants, as well as using modern forms of interaction and communi-
cation such as the Internet (Faubion and Marcus 2009; Rabinow et al. 2008). 
These refl ections have prepared the way for what we see as the next stage of 
ethnographic methods that are intentionally interventionist. 

 With the introduction of interventionist strategies as part of design an-
thropological fi eldwork, we see the possibility of the rise of a new paradigm 
that gives greater weight to the human capacity for change through inten-
tional design. This might be seen as a further development of praxis theory, 
but with a greater emphasis on the conditions for change. Whereas praxis 
theory appears more preoccupied with social reproduction than with change, 
the new paradigm takes the aspect of  emergence  in human social reality 
seriously (Mead 2002 [1932]). Since the present includes both its past 
and its future potential, anthropologists have to develop ways to include the 
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anticipation and creation of new forms in their ethnographic descriptions and 
theorizing. Gatt and Ingold (Chapter 8, this volume) point to a possible way 
to connect with people’s future by “correspondence.” Thus a social fact is no 
longer merely seen as the result of human action as in praxis theory, but as 
something that carries the potential of change in its very execution. A new 
criterion of success would be how design anthropologists are able to  cor-
respond and collaborate with people as co-creators of desirable futures and 
to be the facilitators of knowledge and meaningful practices that transform 
the present. 

 Designing and intervening in social and cultural contexts is in many ways 
a large leap for anthropologists. However, we consider this a necessary step 
in the face of contemporary local-global transformations and the correspond-
ing academic requirement of developing responsive conceptual frameworks 
and interventionist practices. A growing body of literature addresses the en-
tanglement of culture and design from a more transformative and imaginative 
stance (Balsamo 2011; Dourish and Bell 2011). What emerges from these 
interdisciplinary approaches to technology and change is that culture and de-
sign are not separate analytical domains or extensions of each other. Rather 
they are deeply entangled, complex, and often messy formations and transfor-
mations of meanings, spaces, and interactions between people, objects, and 
histories. It appears now an accepted premise that culture is always already 
an ingrained and situated part of design practices, but the reverse is equally 
valid and relevant: by designing objects, technologies, and systems, we are in 
fact designing cultures of the future (Balsamo 2011). 

 Designerly ways of thinking and acting are competences more and more 
sought after in contemporary society. There is an increasing focus from cre-
ative industries, government organizations, universities, and design schools 
alike on the potential impact of design and innovation on solving pressing 
societal issues. This is connected with fundamental shifts in the global econ-
omies from the West to the East, the rapid advance and development of infor-
mation technologies, and the growing ethical, political, social, and ecological 
concerns of sustainability (Friedman 2012; Fry 2011). These emergent mar-
kets for design in different local and global contexts are at once compelling 
and fraught. Their promise is to create sustainable, innovative, and fi nancially 
potent solutions to socioeconomic issues around the world. However, as crit-
ics point out (Chapter 13, this volume; Hunt 2011; Latour 2008; Suchman 
2011), such ventures need to set modest and realistic goals, build upon hu-
manistic approaches, and foster sensitivity to the cultural and socioeconomic 
contexts and values of local populations to create sustainable and morally 
justifi able change and to avoid recasting users as natives and replicating 
forms of colonialism that anthropology was a part of during the twentieth cen-
tury. It is in this context that design anthropology fi nds its place, opportunity, 
and challenge. 
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 ASPECTS OF DESIGN ANTHROPOLOGY 

 This section discusses key aspects of design anthropology as a style of 
knowledge production and practical intervention that straddles two separate 
knowledge traditions with markedly different objectives, epistemic assump-
tions, and methods. We sketch key aspects of this style of knowing and intro-
duce the following chapters under the four headings that provide the book’s 
overarching structure. 

 Concepts, Methods, and Practices 

 As a contrast with classical ethnography, design anthropologists generally do 
not engage in long-term fi eldwork in one particular social and cultural setting, 
but rather carry out a series of shorter fi eld studies and interventions, often in 
different social and cultural settings. In addition they have a specifi c approach 
to the use of theory and the generation of new concepts. Malinowski pointed 
to the key role of theoretical concepts in ethnographic research (1922: 9). For 
him, these concepts should alert the researcher to “foreshadowed problems” 
that open up for further questioning and investigation. 13  In later method-
ological literature, these concepts have been named “sensitizing concepts” 
(Van den Hoonaard 1997). Whereas these concepts guide the empirical re-
search process and ethnographic description, the role of concepts in design 
anthropology moves beyond analysis and description to the generation of 
design concepts. 

 Adam Drazin (Chapter 2, this volume) gives a careful analysis of the role 
of these design concepts and concludes that they occur in a certain phase of 
the design process. Whereas the data gathering and analysis at the start of a 
design project is referred to as  information  or  data , design concepts happen 
in the next phase, when designers and researchers work together to sketch 
emerging ideas, group themes together, and discuss possibilities for develop-
ment. The design concepts in this phase have a transient and material exis-
tence, as they are expressed in drawings, network diagrams, and PowerPoint 
slides. They are continuously in fl ux and fi nally give way to the production of 
prototypes. Drazin’s analysis bears similarity with the bow tie model produced 
by E-Lab and described by Wasson (2002: 82–83, in particular the second 
model), where there is a clear transition from data gathering and analysis, to 
frameworks (the knot in the tie), to design concepts, and then to prototypes. 
But, in contrast to the E-Lab model, Drazin depicts the development of design 
concepts as a common endeavor of all team members throughout the pro-
cess of research and design. 

 Mette Kjærsgaard (Chapter 3, this volume), in her analysis of a design 
project for playgrounds in Denmark, presents a similar view on the continu-
ing interaction between designers, design anthropologists, and various other 
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specialists. She focuses on the design workshop as a place where the differ-
ent perspectives, types of information, materials, and interests are brought 
together to produce common design concepts. She emphasizes that these 
different “knowledge pieces,” as she calls them, do not neatly fi t together 
as in a jigsaw puzzle. Rather, through a ritualized process of creative juxta-
position, debate, and montage, these pieces are transformed into shared 
design concepts that form the basis for formulating a design strategy and 
preparing prototypes. Whereas the design anthropologists are part of the 
whole process, from the gathering of data, to workshopping the “knowledge 
pieces” and developing prototypes, Kjærsgaard reserves a specifi c role for 
them, based on their disciplinary skills and orientation: to identify implicit as-
sumptions and frameworks in the analysis of data and development of design 
ideas, thus opening up the design process for alternative solutions through a 
reframing of these assumptions (see also Suchman 2011). 

 Kyle Kilbourn (Chapter 4, this volume) develops the idea of design anthro-
pology as a different style of knowing. He argues that the difference with 
other styles—including anthropology and design—can be found in what de-
sign anthropologists use to think with, directing our attention to the tools of 
their engagement with social reality. Kilbourn distinguishes a number of (non-
textual) tools that characterize design anthropological modes of intervention 
in the fi eld. First, he points to forms of conceptual association and synthesis 
through visual means (“perceptual synthesis”); second, he describes ways 
of comparing experiences through games and other means (“experience jux-
taposing”); and fi nally, he mentions various forms of performance as ways 
to explore the social embeddedness of possible future practices (“potential 
relationing”) (see also Chapter 10, this volume). Kilbourn further discusses 
the specifi c form of theoretical practice he fi nds characteristic of design an-
thropology, through the consecutive movements of the researcher, fi rst into a 
specifi c collaboration and context of practice (“moving in”), then to other con-
texts that relate to the fi rst one (“moving along”), and fi nally “moving out” to 
the critical exploration of potentiality. Thus, he describes an important shift in 
design anthropology, from using theory primarily to analyze and explain to the 
generation of conceptual alternatives and future possibilities. 

 The Materiality of Design 

 The importance of the materiality and even agency of things for understand-
ing human practice and culture has been highlighted in recent anthropologi-
cal and philosophical theorizing (Henare, Holbraad, and Wastell 2007; Ingold 
2007; Latour 1999; Miller 2005; Verbeek 2005). Although this forms an im-
portant theoretical backdrop for analyzing the impact and function of material 
objects in human society, here we are more concerned with the materiality of 
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the design process itself. With this we refer both to how the manipulation of 
materials and objects are part of and infl uence the possibilities of design, and 
to the concrete practices of exchange and interaction that constitute the de-
sign process. Earlier we mentioned how design and design anthropology rely 
on a range of forms to produce and communicate knowledge in addition to 
language and text, in particular the material practices of visualization, proto-
typing, and performance (Chapter 4, this volume). The ethnographic descrip-
tions of design processes presented in Chapters 2 and 3 clearly illustrate 
the centrality of the material dimension in designing: the importance of the 
design space and its material tools, the use of concrete, material renderings 
of “knowledge pieces,” and generally the material quality of design concepts. 
The primary products of design anthropological interventions are not neces-
sarily articles or ethnographic monographs—even though these may be wel-
come products—but design proposals to be carried out in (material) reality. 

 Chapters 5 and 6 are ethnographic case studies of design processes, 
rather than examples of design interventions in which anthropologists par-
ticipate. These chapters add to our theoretical understanding of how design 
works and contribute to the refl ective practice of design anthropology. Ian 
Ewart (Chapter 5, this volume) investigates the relation between produc-
tion and design by comparing the construction of two different bridges in the 
Kelabit highlands of Borneo. One is a bamboo bridge of a type that is built 
frequently and habitually by villagers on the basis of an embodied and intui-
tive design rather than an explicit plan. The other is a new kind of suspension 
bridge, the construction of which started out with an explicit design drawn 
on paper, but it was modifi ed to a large extent by practical solutions to un-
foreseen problems. In spite of the obvious differences between the two pro-
cesses, Ewart argues that common to both is that design happens as part of 
production “on the go and in the hand,” rather than as a separate stage prior 
to the process of making. 

 Elizabeth Hallam (Chapter 6, this volume) also highlights the importance of 
materiality in processes of designing by focusing on the relationship between 
design and use of anatomical models employed in the teaching of medical 
students. It is through the ongoing use of these three-dimensional models in 
teaching that their limitations are revealed, prompting further design activities 
to improve the models in a dialogic fashion between students and teachers. 
Hallam shows how the properties of particular materials, in this case hook-
up wire, inform the design practice both physically and conceptually, through 
a process in which critical refl ection and embodied practice mutually impact 
on each other. 

 Chapter 7 by Rachel Charlotte Smith is a case study of a design anthropo-
logical intervention. The overall design framework is posed by the challenge 
that cultural heritage museums, with their traditional focus on material ob-
jects, face in the digital age. To tackle this challenge, the design anthropologist 
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and her design collaborators developed an experimental exhibition project 
to investigate and give shape to the emerging heritage of so-called digital 
natives—young people fully immersed in the use of information technolo-
gies and digital social media. The project facilitated a dialogic design pro-
cess involving teenagers, anthropologists, and designers and resulted in the 
material-digital representation of the emerging sense of identity and heritage 
among the youngsters through various interactive installations. This case 
challenges conventional distinctions between the material and the virtual, 
tangible and intangible heritage, and clearly illustrates the crucial importance 
of design anthropological interventions in a collaborative exhibition project. 

 The Temporality of Design 

 As mentioned previously, the robust future orientation of design is a great 
challenge for design anthropology, both theoretically and methodologically. 
Understanding how change happens and how it can be directed by human 
agency is one of its key theoretical undertakings. Therefore, conceptual and 
methodological frameworks have to move beyond basic notions of causality 
and the projection of statistic trends into the future to fully capture the emer-
gent character of the present. According to philosopher G. H. Mead’s (2002 
[1932]) ideas about the present as the  locus of reality , we only exist in the 
present, which is always in a state of emergence. This does not mean that 
Mead diminishes the existence and relevance of the past and the future, but 
he emphasizes that these are only accessible as dimensions of the present 
even though we imagine them as independent and irrevocable entities. In the 
act of giving shape to the future, we thus evoke a past that makes this future 
possible. 14  This does not imply that anything goes in the sense of designing 
a future. To the contrary, the envisaged future has to encompass a possible 
past, one that does not deny the limiting conditions created by past presents. 
In line with Mead’s vision, the following chapters in various ways move design 
anthropology’s gaze toward the future while at the same time allowing for the 
past to be a key part of future making. This is important to counteract the 
generic risk of designerly “hubris” (Suchman 2011: 16) and actual “defutur-
ing” (Fry 2011; Hunt 2011), which is the result of the contraction of the time 
horizon to the immediate future and a shallow past. 

 In Chapter 8, Caroline Gatt and Tim Ingold address the theoretical and 
practical challenge of the changed temporal orientation of design anthropol-
ogy. They argue that  anthropology-by-means-of-ethnography  has to be replaced 
by  anthropology-by-means-of-design . They see ethnography as primarily inter-
ested in description, which becomes retrospective once it is completed as a 
product. In contrast, they argue, anthropology-by-means-of-design should be 
understood as a practice of  correspondence .  Correspondence  refers to being 
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in accordance with the fl ow of events, to moving forward with people in the 
pursuit of their dreams and aspirations rather than dwelling on their past. Cor-
respondence is about improvisation rather than innovation and about foresight 
rather than prediction. It is a natural part of participant observation, but with 
an emphasis on what is produced during fi eldwork rather than after fi eldwork, 
such as social relations, practical knowledge, and new practices for the peo-
ple involved (Glowczewski et al. 2013). Gatt and Ingold call these products 
“dialogically designed anthropological artifacts” that contribute to the transfor-
mational effects of participant observation, or rather “observant participation.” 

 Correspondence is not always easy to establish, and people involved in 
design have differing views about how to anticipate the future. Wendy Gunn 
and Christian Clausen (Chapter 9, this volume) look at implicit and contrast-
ing forms of temporality brought into play in the design of indoor climate prod-
ucts and control systems. This industrial fi eld is dominated by engineers and 
manufacturers who privilege quantitative and technical approaches, which dif-
fer from design anthropologists’ emphasis on improvisation and design in 
collaboration with the user-cum-producer. Gunn and Clausen analyze the infl u-
ence and engagement between these different knowledge traditions in a col-
laborative design project that stretches over three years. Equally steeped in a 
concrete case study, Joachim Halse (Chapter 10, this volume) asks the ques-
tion of how design anthropology can be part of transformative actions instead 
of only studying them. Inspired by Mead and Kapferer, and working within the 
Scandinavian tradition of participatory design, he focuses on design events as 
special generic moments of  becoming  in which people experiment with pos-
sible futures. He describes the techniques of collaborative doll scenarios and 
full-scale enactments and shows how these bring the particularities of place 
and time into the design process. In this way, design anthropology can contrib-
ute by developing particular “technologies of the imagination” that assist peo-
ple to critically assess, contest, and develop new ideas in specifi c contexts. 

 The Relationality of Design 

 An important distinctive feature of design anthropology is the way its practi-
tioners work in multiple relationships and often complex roles with different 
stakeholders, including designers, researchers from other disciplines, and 
sponsors, as well as users and publics. Whereas anthropological participant 
observation always involves entering relationships at different levels—some-
times sensitive or precarious—with sponsors, doorkeepers, and collaborators, 
the challenge to design anthropologists appears to be compounded because 
of design’s focus on intervention and change. Thus design anthropologists fi nd 
themselves working (mostly) in multidisciplinary design teams, alternating be-
tween being researchers, facilitators, and co-creators in the design process. 



 A DISTINCT STYLE OF KNOWING    19

Whereas many of the chapters address these complex relationships (see in par-
ticular Chapters 3, 4, 7, 8, 9, and 10, this volume), the chapters in this section 
address some issues of these relationships in particular. 

 In Chapter 11, Brendon Clark draws attention to the importance of creating 
publics for design innovations, which can provide critical feedback on the pos-
itive and negative implications of the ideas from different social perspectives. 
Inspired by DiSalvo (2009), Dewey, and Goffman, Clark argues that these pub-
lics are not given and that developing the means for generating them can be 
part of the work of design anthropology. He illustrates this point with a case 
study of a second language learning project in Sweden. By organizing a series 
of collaborative design activities that involved various forms of performance, 
he was able to generate additional experiential information about potential 
action and directions for design. 

 Christina Wasson and Crysta Metcalf (Chapter 12, this volume) discuss the 
challenges that face anthropologists and designers who wish to collaborate 
across organizations, in particular between industry and universities. They 
argue that the development of new industry-academic partnership models 
has not necessarily made this collaboration easier because of specifi c trans-
action barriers that have to do with legal and administrative defi nitions and 
implementations of intellectual property rights. The chapter builds on their 
experience of successful collaboration, over seven years and fi ve projects, 
between a university professor teaching design anthropology and a research 
scientist and her team in a private company. Interesting, they assert that the 
model they have used, which is based on personal relations between the lead 
researchers rather than on contractual obligations, actually works better than 
the new industry-academic partnership models. 

 Dori Tunstall (Chapter 13, this volume) criticizes Western design for po-
tentially continuing the neocolonial attitudes that have historically plagued 
anthropology, thus affi rming existing global inequalities. In her view, design 
anthropology has a major task in developing a methodology that decolonizes 
design and anthropological engagement and contributes to a genuine and 
humane transformation of social relations. In particular she understands de-
sign anthropology as pursuing anthropology’s major quest of defi ning what 
it means to be human by focusing on how design can translate values into 
tangible experiences. Using her involvement in the Aboriginal Smart Art proj-
ect as an illustration, she develops a program for a decolonized and humane 
design anthropology driven by values of creating conditions of compassion 
among human beings in harmony with their wider environments. 

 In the epilogue, Keith Murphy and George Marcus address another rela-
tional issue pertinent to design anthropology as an emerging style of knowing, 
namely the overall relationship between the two fi elds of design and anthro-
pology. They observe that this relationship has been historically one-sided 
with a dominant emphasis on how anthropology, especially ethnography, can 



20    DESIGN ANTHROPOLOGY

support design rather than the other way around. They fi nd that the time has 
come to turn this around and look at the ways design practice can benefi t the 
development of an anthropology able to meet the complex challenges of the 
contemporary world. At the Center for Ethnography at the University of Cali-
fornia, Irvine, they experiment with applying various design studio methods 
to transforming ethnographic practice. This feedback of design into the disci-
pline of anthropology is a worthy conclusion to a book that claims design an-
thropology has come of age as a distinct style of knowing, with implications 
for both design and anthropology. 
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 NOTES 

   1.  The word  design  has a long history of use in English, but the brief defi ni-
tion presented here aims to capture the prevalent meaning in modern 
usage (see  Oxford English Dictionary , accessed online October 3, 2012). 

  2.  In the following we use  anthropology  to mean social and cultural anthro-
pology, not the other subdisciplines of the four-fi eld approach popular in 
the United States: biological anthropology, archaeology, and linguistics. 

  3.  Ethnography also includes other methods such as different forms of in-
terviewing and systematic research of artifacts and documents. 

  4.  There are some notable exceptions, including action research (Huizer 
1979; Tax 1952), strands of applied and development anthropology 
(Gardner and Lewis 1996; Van Willigen, Rylko-Bauer, and McElroy 1989), 
and the movement to decolonize anthropology (Harrison 2010). See also 
Flyvbjerg (2001). 

  5.  We are aware that we are making some broad generalizations in this brief 
introduction for the sake of clarity of our argument. Here and elsewhere 
it is possible to fi nd exceptions to these general characterizations. In the 
present case, one can point to architectural theory and critical design, 
among others. 

  6.  See also Wasson (2000) and Reese (2002) for historical overviews of the 
collaboration between ethnography and design, particularly in the fi elds 
of industrial design, business ethnography, and user-driven innovation. 
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  7.  In the Hawthorne studies, anthropologist Lloyd Warner and psychiatrist 
Elton Mayo collaborated with staff from Harvard University and the West-
ern Electric Company, Chicago. They later founded the Committee on 
Human Relations in Industry at the University of Chicago and the social 
research consulting fi rm Social Research Inc., focusing on business man-
agement (Reese 2002). 

  8.  Intel Corporation, IBM, Microsoft, Xerox, and Sapient Corporation employ 
large numbers of anthropologists in their labs and research units of user 
experience. Well-known examples of this include anthropologist Melissa 
Cefkin, employed by IBM, and anthropologist Genevieve Bell, employed by 
Intel since 1998, who now directs the User Experience Group within Intel 
Corporation’s Digital Home Group in Portland, Oregon. 

  9.  It continues to expand its scope from academic and industrial contexts 
to corporations and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and govern-
mental organizations, as well as partnerships with core institutions such 
as the American Anthropological Association (AAA) and the National As-
sociation of Practicing Anthropologists (NAPA). 

 10.  In Denmark we can mention Clark (2007), Pedersen (2007), Halse 
(2008), Kilbourn (2010), Kjærsgaard (2011), and Vangkilde (2012). 

 11.  At the time of writing courses in design anthropology were offered by 
a number of universities including Swinburne University of Technology, 
University of Aberdeen, University of North Texas, University of Southern 
Denmark (Mads Clausen Institute), Aarhus University, Harvard Graduate 
School of Design, as well as the MA in culture, material, and design at 
University College London (UCL), and the MSc course in design ethnog-
raphy at University of Dundee. In addition, numerous courses provided 
by design, architecture, and art schools, introduce various forms of eth-
nographic research methods, experience research, and social science 
approaches as part of their curricula. 

 12.  Kwa (2011), who has developed and popularized Crombie’s history of 
scientifi c thinking, also opts for the term  styles of knowing . 

 13.  Theoretical concepts should be carefully distinguished from uncritical as-
sumptions, which actually hinder research, as Malinowski makes clear: 
“Preconceived ideas are pernicious in any scientifi c work, but foreshad-
owed problems are the main endowment of a scientifi c thinker, and these 
problems are fi rst revealed to the observer by his theoretical studies” 
(1922: 9). 

 14.  The following quote expresses it beautifully: “Given an emergent event, 
its relations to antecedent processes become conditions or causes. 
Such a situation is a present. It marks out and in a sense selects what 
has made its peculiarity possible. It creates with its uniqueness a past 

and a future” (Mead 2002 [1932]: 52).  
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 The Social Life of Concepts in 
Design Anthropology 

 Adam Drazin 

 Anthropology’s turn to the material in recent decades has problematized no-
tions of knowledge as abstract, and engagements with design (which can 
imply progress) are confronting a reticence in anthropological understand-
ings to engage with causality by adopting agendas over the material world. I 
elaborate on the material culture of design concepts, and rituals of creativ-
ity, in an EU-funded design program at TU/e Eindhoven, HP Labs, and Intel 
Digital Health Group. An exaggerated interest with artifactuality characterizes 
the treatment of ethnographic knowledge.  Concept  is here the name given to 
knowledge at the interface of the material and immaterial, existing as a fl ux 
whose social life is given momentum by an iterative oscillation between re-
search group and fi eld site in which each alternately assumes the role of criti-
cal subject. Such processes can lead to different understandings of social 
practice from traditional ethnographic processes. I advocate a renewed atten-
tion to using iterative design processes for the anthropological process and, 
independently of research praxis, theoretical attention to critical materialist 
approaches (Coole and Frost 2010; Tilley 2000). 

 SPACES FOR DOING DESIGN ETHNOGRAPHY 

 “Do you have a room?” a design anthropologist in a multinational company 
asked me recently. We were discussing what were the key elements in a de-
sign ethnography course. 1  I talked about our negotiations with the university 
for some work space where people could conduct research on design and 
culture. “No,” he said, “a room—with whiteboards and all that.” The kind of 
room meant in this simple phrase “a room” will be familiar to any reader who 
has worked in a corporate or public sector environment where some kind of 
participatory creative work is involved. From Hong Kong to New York, one can 
fi nd oneself entering these distinctive spaces located in the bowels of of-
fi ce buildings. Usually the room is oblong. At the center is a table or set of 
tables. At the periphery are whiteboards, fl ip charts, and supplies of assorted 
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stationary. Various colors of markers are available, as well as Post-it notes. 
There are ways of sticking paper to the walls—sticky pads or magnets or 
white-tack. There is often some way of projecting computer images on the 
wall, although this is less important. All of this is encompassed somehow in 
a separate space, so that a group can close the door behind itself. Outside 
are small offi ces or open-plan areas where people work individually, together; 
inside, groups work together away from other people. 

 Having a room is not just useful, but about recognition and corporate ap-
proval of both the group and of its work, which is collaborative. Professional 
design is constituted as a site through such signifi ers: distinctive practices, 
places, and material culture, which remind us how creativity can be cultural 
more than actual (Hallam and Ingold 2007). The idea of this fi eld as  a design 
culture , one among many, is the conceit upon which this chapter is based. 
I consider that design is relevant because of its social and cultural engage-
ments fi rst, and secondarily because of its technical achievements. So we 
should begin with exploring the cultures of professional collaborative design 
in order to think about the wider cultural fi elds of design and its paradigmatic 
ramifi cations in the world. 

 Of course, design practices vary a great deal, and these observations are 
based on my own limited experience from 2000 to 2011, but they represent 
a recognizable thread within design practice, particularly those areas that 
overlap with human-computer interaction (HCI) and often deploy ethnographic 
methods and anthropological traditions of thinking. By  anthropological think-
ing , I mean only that an element of the work is aimed at sociocultural under-
standing or interpretation, and in some instances at theorizing culture, but 
the actual approaches can vary tremendously from, for example, the United 
States to Scandinavia to Japan. Importantly, this research does not just move 
from social research to designing a product or service, but is iterative, moving 
back and forth between fi eld site and design studio. As I am an anthropolo-
gist, by defi nition the projects I have been involved in have been collabora-
tions between design and anthropological skill sets and are, in this sense 
of a meeting or recombination of skills, design anthropology. 2  I have written 
elsewhere about the emergence of this term, the way its work can be charac-
terized, and some of its effects (Drazin 2012). This chapter, however, is not 
about disciplinary labels, which are of less concern in many research environ-
ments than pragmatic considerations of what pools of skills are available to 
address research issues as they unfold. Rather, I am focusing on  concepts  
as a cultural phenomenon in specifi c instances of design in order to refl ect 
on whether professional design culture may have ramifi cations in a broader, 
global, everyday cultural fi eld of design. 

 I am not at this stage going to defi ne what a concept is in explicit terms, 
or what sorts of concepts exist. I am concerned with the generalizable ways 
concepts work, within cultures of knowledge, through exploring the particular 
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aspects of design concepts within design culture (within which, as a rule, 
many people talk about  concepts  as shorthand for  design concepts ). One of 
the characteristics of concepts in this instance is that people frequently try 
to defi ne concepts and subtypes of concepts (design concepts, anthropologi-
cal concepts, philosophical concepts, etc.), and deny that things that do not 
fi t their own defi nitions are concepts. Hence the kinds of design concepts 
found in a more artistic approach such as critical design (Dunne 2008) may 
be unrecognizable to those with a more scientifi c or engineering-based notion 
of design concepts (Imaz and Benyon 2006). Many different design groups 
have very specifi c defi nitions of what they consider design concepts—notable 
would be the SPIRE group, which specifi cally defi nes design concepts and an-
thropological concepts—but other design groups work with different, equally 
specifi c defi nitions. Considering the cultural construction of concepts, the 
debates and contestations around concepts, the unfolding and changing act 
of defi nition, and the qualities of recognizability or discoverability of concepts 
are of more interest than any individual defi nition. Concepts in effect par-
ticipate in a meta-fi eld of cultures of knowledge, negotiating not only what is 
known, but ways of knowing, how, and by whom. 

 I am taking a descriptive approach here, not a prescriptive or defi nitive one, 
such that in effect, we can recognize design concepts and concepts in terms 
of how they occur as a part of what designers do, even if at times there is 
contradiction within design culture about concepts. The virtue of a descriptive 
approach is that we can treat the terms we use as emergent more than pre-
defi ned, and avoid the very real risk of tautology. An authoritative account of 
concepts aspires to inquire into thought, but it is not possible to absolutely 
know  how  people think internally: and  what  is easier than  how . As anthropol-
ogy and design overlap, they change (Ingold 2011, for example, argues con-
vincingly for anthropology becoming an experimental science). Processes of 
thinking and interpretation become increasingly collaborative and artifactual, 
such that to defi ne what concepts are in relation to predefi ned notions of 
thinking (design thinking or anthropological thinking) would pre-suggest a ce-
rebral ontological model of a particular kind. A descriptive exploration into the 
material culture of design anthropology work is, I suggest, a useful approach 
given this risk of tautology. 

 One of the common characteristics of work around design concepts is the 
drive to make and deploy material objects, a process in which the object is 
not a representation of thought but is a manifest thought. Objects are here 
material artifacts—paper, Post-Its, slides, white boards. Insofar as the design 
concept is also a thought and has social properties, it can also be treated as 
 a thing  (Henare, Holbraad, and Wastell 2007)—a thing may also be immate-
rial, while an object is normally a material kind of thing. Concepts may also 
have some of the characteristics of  design things  (Binder et al. 2011), which 
is a more specifi c use of the term, as well as describing a design agenda. In 
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sum, I argue that design concepts are culturally specifi c constructs that have 
particular material and temporal properties, and that the cultural variability 
of concepts merits wider exploration because concepts have a much broader 
potential impact in the global world than just design studios. 

 DESIGN WORK AS A SITE OF CULTURAL PRODUCTION 

 Design has been receiving increasing attention in recent years as a cultural 
site. Much of this takes the form of cultural studies commentaries (see Julier 
2007). Contemporary rubrics of “knowledge economies” or the need for “in-
novation” show how design work is often seen as emblematic of social prog-
ress. In economic and political terms, especially in recessions, design has a 
redeeming quality. Moles (2002) asks what this means for design and mate-
riality: Do people working in design  do  design in a materially creative process, 
or transact abstract design concepts more? Undoubtedly, immaterial things 
are given a privileged value of a very real and economically transactable kind. 

 Because of the prevalence of discourses of the knowledge economy, and 
debates about what “national innovation systems” (Brøgger 2009) comprise, 
it is of prime importance to pay close attention to what a design concept is in 
cultural terms. Design is not a politically or socially neutral space. Concepts 
are increasingly phenomena that mediate what kinds of relationships individ-
ual people, citizens, consumers, and users have with governments, corpora-
tions, and international bodies. An interest in the production sites of concepts 
(such as design studios) is potentially as signifi cant now as the study of sci-
entifi c laboratories and the production of scientifi c facts was for critical stud-
ies of modernism, and the study of art practice has been for art (Jacob and 
Grabner 2010). Groundbreaking laboratory studies in science and technology 
studies have included Latour and Woolgar (1979), Knorr Cetina (1981), and 
Pinch (1986) among others. Doing (2007) is critical of some of the claims 
made for work on laboratories, arguing that major claims were made about 
 facts  based on relatively few studies. The social study of art, meanwhile, has 
not looked as much at production as on artifacts and their interrelationship 
with thought (Gell 1998). Morphy (2010) moves away from the rootedly “mate-
rial” approaches to art, arguing for seeing it as “a form of intentional human 
action.” Compared with labs, art studios, and craft workshops, the design 
studio has remained relatively obscure as a site of cultural production. Archi-
tectural studios have been studied by a range of researchers (Schaffer 2003; 
Yaneva 2009). Current doctoral research concerning architectural design pro-
cess and practice, such as that carried out by Hagen (2011) in Oslo, is being 
conducted in a number of universities. Other design workplaces have been 
discussed by Coles (2012); Luff, Heath, and Hindmarsh (2000); Hughes and 
colleagues (1994); and Schön (1985). 
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 Anthropologists in corporate design environments, meanwhile, have been 
writing highly self-refl exively and critically about their own practices, purposes, 
and vocations (Blomberg, Burrell, and Guest 2002; Cefkin 2009; Dourish 
and Bell 2011; Salvador, Bell, and Anderson 1999; Simonsen and Robertson 
2012; Squires and Byrne 2002), and arguably more refl exively than anthro-
pologists in academia (Blomberg 2009). Nafus and Anderson (2009) refl ect 
on the signifi cance of design room usage. They outline a project at Intel where 
a wall collage of a British street moved internationally from one Intel offi ce to 
another, acquiring more and more post-it notes, commentaries, and evidence 
of “thinking.” This reminds us of the advice from Kelley that “the space re-
members” (2001: 59). 

 Elsewhere (Drazin and Garvey 2009), I have argued that design merits at-
tention as a cultural fi eld in itself, not only as a kind of overlap between art 
and science or technology. At a popular level, the idea of design provides one 
way everyone may think about and negotiate subject-object relationships in 
everyday life, and has particular social effects in the world. Many designed 
objects act like invitations to belong, offering the possibility of social inclu-
sion or exclusion. 

 In this chapter, I consider cultures of  knowledge  in design. The design con-
cept is one of the signifi cant compass points of this type of design work, that is 
an iterative design process aiming toward products or services and drawing on 
what is called  contextual work . Teams can emerge from their rooms with newly 
created design concepts, or, alternatively, enter rooms with concepts to demol-
ish. Design concepts are one measure of the work, and they vary and are con-
tinually assessed and debated. I ask how and why the  concept  is an appropriate 
way of packaging knowledge within design arenas, rather than alternatives such 
as facts or ideas. Second, can the design concept inform our understandings 
of  material culture ? Third, can concepts be useful for  anthropological  work and 
practice? 

 Observations expressed here are based on my own experience of work-
ing as a design anthropologist with three major high-tech multinationals and 
three major European design schools. This informal, partial, and subjective 
experience is supplemented by ethnographic research conducted as part of 
the EU-funded FP6 CHIL project, 3  where I conducted participant observation in 
projects by industrial design students and in collaborative meetings in various 
departments of the Dutch government. 

 During iterative, user-centered design work, concepts are talked about at 
particular moments—by which I mean there are particular times and places 
when knowledge, in its various forms, is explicitly considered a concept or 
concepts. Very often, work begins with exploring a space where design is sup-
posed to have an impact—this is usually linked to the context, the market, or 
the user for the design, and so a group outlines what I as an anthropologist 
would call a fi eld site to conduct social research. The fi eld site could be in one 
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place or be distributed across interconnecting sites, according to what makes 
sense for the project. Information about the fi eld site, however, is not referred 
to as concepts. For example, a profi le of a person, a video clip, or a collage 
of photographs of a hospital ward is not a concept, it is just information. At 
a later stage in the design process, a prototype of a product or service may 
be produced—again, this is not necessarily a concept. Typically, in between 
these stages is a phase when people sketch out ideas, group their observa-
tions, interpretations, and thoughts thematically, and work with representa-
tions of possibility. The term  concept  is useful during this phase. 

 A concept could be a clustering of observations arising from ethnography, 
which seem somehow related, but for which there is no actual design. The 
concept is here a space of possibility, not a proposal. A concept could also be 
a clearly planned drawing of a device that sets out a very specifi c situation of 
use, but a device that has not (yet) been prototyped. As the design work con-
tinues, it moves further away from the language of the concept. For example, 
you might have a sketch of a mobile phone that is talked of as the concept—
then a model of the phone in polystyrene that, although not a working proto-
type, is referred to not as the concept but as “demonstrating the concept.” 

 There is often a crucial preparatory phase for any design meeting, involv-
ing creating a spatial, physical, and informational void. Any evidence of previ-
ous work or activity is cleared away. This means charts, models, coffee cups, 
packets—traces of previous collaborative efforts. If the markers or post-its 
are spread across the desk, they are reordered or put back into a cup. Space 
should be made on the whiteboards, and decisions are made about what to 
erase or keep. Whiteboards are cleaned with elbow grease and effort, not just 
erasing writing but even the most minute traces, ticks, and ghostly shapes of 
prior work. Ideally, a whiteboard should appear as new, whiter than white, and 
fresh. This voiding is about present physical artifacts, but it is also temporal. 
A new group work horizon is established. The starting moment to a design 
meeting should be made or created, and recognizable. 

 What is being done in the meeting space is simultaneously being done by 
individuals in their own private work materials. Although no one is actively 
checking on colleagues, if you look around the room, clutter is gone, books 
are open, pages are blank, laptop screens show new documents opened. 
Sometimes, the caps are removed from pens and the pens placed enticingly 
beside a blank book. Individuals signify their expectation of the commence-
ment of work through spaces about to be fi lled. 

 The axis of movement of artifacts in preparation is from inside to outside. 
The design space is constructed as a space of equals, with no head of the 
table. At times, the group members are all facing outward, directing their work 
toward walls; at other times, they are focused on the center, at a model or 
chart in the middle. There is democracy of a symbolic kind in which different 
people (except senior managers) play a part in taking notes. You are likely 
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to fi nd administrative staff such as group secretaries at design brainstorms, 
because everyone’s ideas are equally valid; secretaries seem to make good 
“everybodies,” but offi ce cleaners rarely do. 

 Having  created  a space, an immense effort is then made to mess it all up as 
much as possible. This is the storming bit in brainstorming, which on occasion 
involves more storming than brain. Brainstorming alternates between calls to 
act from rational expertise and subconscious instinct. There is also limited 
time: in most projects the pressure is on to continuously produce results as 
soon as possible, quantity fi rst and subsequently quality. There is no perfect 
product or concept, there is no right answer, the group just has to  do  something 
to work to the deadline specifi ed. 

 Design work generally involves a celebration of a sense of freedom of per-
sonal choices over the kinds of artifacts produced, through continual dec-
larations that there are no rules. The kinds of objects the group decides to 
produce are works in progress: spider diagrams, charts, categories, collages, 
PowerPoint presentations (see Plate 1). Lists are drawn up—variously titled 
“themes,” “observations,” “insights.” These sorts of artifacts occupy the mid-
dle ground in an iterative design process. On one side is research information, 
sometimes organized into data: fi eld notes, texts, quotes, audio clips, video 
clips, photographs, and so on. At the other end are fi nished products of vari-
ous kinds: reports, concepts, product simulations, patent applications, and 
so forth. In the middle are various distinctive kinds of material objects suit-
able to be worked on, reshaped, categorized, defi ned, sorted, prioritized, and 
regrouped (see Kjærsgaard, Chapter 3, this volume). These are largely infor-
mational, involving paper, whiteboards, post-its, posters, sketches, PowerPoint 
slides, other presentational aids, and so forth. 

 The work considered most  creative  in large organizations happens in 
groups more than individually. The point of the artifactual focus of the work, 
continually exteriorizing and manifesting knowledge in nugget-sized forms, is 
that artifacts can be worked on by groups. Text, audio, and video forms of in-
formation have a fi xed temporal thread, a stream of consciousness that lends 
itself to individual, not group work, unless properly treated. Groups instead 
are making associations and divisions between particles of knowledge, and 
so in this instance an individual must divide up his or her video into clips suit-
able for group work. Photographs already exist in a particle-like form, and so 
are often brought en masse into the process, or sometimes selected. Quota-
tions are pulled out in a suitable form from the longer conversations in which 
they were embedded. 

 Group work creates objects either in the center or at the periphery of a 
room, generally alternately. People cluster around a sheet of paper laid fl at 
on the table or in a circle, one or two people typing away on laptops. Then 
the work may shift toward the walls, drawing on whiteboards, fl ipcharts, or 
posters. Post-it notes may be used to record thoughts, to fl ag up the notable, 
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the bizarre, and the banal, perhaps using different colors for different types 
or stages of the work. Karen Holtzblatt, for example, has advocated post-its, 
then blue, pink, and green labels, in that order (Holtzblatt et al. 2005). 

 As well as the interior-exterior dimension of the group work, which is em-
bodied in the concept of the  room , there is an articulation of horizontal and 
vertical ways of working that makes real the possibility of executing informa-
tional transformations. Displays and representations on the wall that appear 
like manifestations of  thoughts  (not only indices of interiorized cerebral pro-
cesses but materializations of thoughts), for transmission to audiences, be-
come artifacts that are works in progress when taken down and put on the 
table. While the horizontal dimension does not need to privilege any dimen-
sion over another, when on the wall there is a privileging of up and down. This 
micro-transformation between information that is fi t-for-working and fi t-to-be-
seen is on a small scale an exercise in the kind of transformations of the 
overall work process, which moves toward a fi nal product or service, and illus-
trates the mutability of information made material. The material environment 
enables ways to fi x and to liberate collaborative thoughts. 

 Information  matters  in this process. Working on and around concepts is a 
social activity. The work that happens around a concept or concepts is repre-
sented as moments of unique creativity, but is conducted by routines and ritu-
alization. It pays particular attention to material forms—the paper, its shape 
and color, is at least as important as what is written on it. Methodologically, 
in this situation, it is almost impossible to recognize a  unique  moment of cre-
ativity. But this is not strange, rather it is a common methodological problem 
in social science: social meaning must to a certain extent be repeatable if it 
is to be identifi able and have meaning at all. 

 In general terms, the concept can be understood as a principle of clas-
sifi cation, such that behind any particular thing lies a concept of what  kind  
of thing it is. A design concept would then generally be an idea for a sort of 
product or service, which could be wholly new or could be a redesign. In prac-
tice, some design teams or groups have relatively explicit ways of recognizing 
a concept, while most are more pragmatic. In a social and economic envi-
ronment that sees its own currency as knowledge, the concept is one way 
knowledge is defi ned, packaged, processed, and handled. This happens in 
actual, material environments with contingent purposes, relationships, identi-
ties, and politics. The way concepts happen, are produced, and are transacted 
is quite particular. We can illustrate this more clearly by comparing concepts 
with facts and with ideas. 

 Shanks and Tilley (1992) developed a strong critique of the more scientifi c 
tendencies in the fi eld of archaeology through exploring facts. Seeing facts 
as a form of reifi cation, and also commoditization, of knowledge, they argued 
that the notion of archaeologists producing facts had particular social and 
political consequences. The act of materializing knowledge-as-objects had for 
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them an affi nity with notions of scientifi c objectivity. The most important so-
cial implication was the assumption that the knowledge might be free from 
social values. Facts might be circulated and passed from one archaeologist 
to another, independently of the originator of the fact. Many facts thus are not 
supposed to be made, so much as discovered. In sum, facts fi t particular cul-
tural and social requirements. They represent themselves as knowledge with-
out social biography, moving without footprints nor lasting associations. But in 
fact, Shanks and Tilley argued, they do have social lives, and to say otherwise 
is a pretense. Archaeological facts purport to be descriptive of society when 
actually being prescriptive. 

 In design and design anthropology work, the design concept has particu-
lar characteristics. It is for a start material, with physical form, in spite of the 
apparent dictionary defi nition of the term, which implies a pure thought. As a 
rule, thoughts in design work are referred to as ideas. If someone has some-
thing in mind, it is an idea, not a concept, until that moment when he or she 
begins to try to sketch it out, to do it, to make it count within the group, and 
at this moment the term  concept  may begin to be used. In this sense, design 
concepts are immanent concepts in philosophical terms (Price 1954; see 
also Deleuze 2001). 

 Design concepts happen at particular borderline moments in work, and 
may be described as processes or a fl ux. They happen at the border between 
the interiorized thought and the exteriorized object, a moment when, strictly 
speaking, neither the thought nor the eventual designed product or service 
actually exists in a coherent form. Design concepts are material in the sense 
that they consist of matter—they are PowerPoint slides, paper, diagrams—but 
they are often not objects. 

 This means that there is a sense of temporal liminality as well. A design 
concept can be talked about as an aim, the achievement of a possible future 
product or service. Concepts are soaked with anticipation. Alternatively, it is a 
term used retrospectively, such that a prototype or simulation on a screen is 
referred to as demonstrating the concept. The former use of the term implies 
material pertinence and existence for concepts; the latter use of the term 
implies that the concept is an abstract that has indications or echoes in the 
material world, but that is itself immaterial. Design concepts are thus, when 
considered as part of a design process or workfl ow, fl eeting ways in which one 
may talk about temporal and material thresholds. Having properties of mate-
riality and a degree of discreteness, design concepts are things, and yet are 
looked back upon, or looked forward to, as much as they are considered in their 
own terms. Since most design work is not straightforward, but iterative and re-
petitive, the work moves back and forth, through preconcept and postconcept 
moments, as it moves forward, rarely settling on the concept horizon for long. 

 What design concepts do share with the classical philosophical defi nition 
of concepts is categorization. Concepts produce boundaries and enable the 
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grouping of elements in different ways. Frequently, concepts are merged or 
are separated, but the question is always asked of individual elements: Is 
this the same concept, or a different one? Is the concept of a hospital service 
for nurses actually the same concept as a home-care service for patients? 
They do not have inviolable, bounded discreteness like facts. Rather, they may 
be molded and disputed, having just enough resistance to gain purchase on 
them. Concepts are questioned and pummeled continuously in an effort to 
fi nd out if they will simply fall apart ridiculously, or, through continuous test-
ing, presentation, and handling around, prove to have some kind of integrity. 

 This means that concepts are rarely individual, but almost invariably social, 
manifestations of relationships as much as minds (in the Gellian sense—Gell 
1998) and actions. Like facts, concepts must have a degree of transactabil-
ity. Yet they must also retain a certain amount of reference. Concepts simply 
make no sense if they move too far away from their origination. They have 
contexts of use and are often connected with particular technologies, manu-
facturers, or service providers. The implicit purpose in a concept is not neces-
sarily to be moved as far as possible, across the globe if necessary. Rather, in 
a world of design that is increasingly user centered, concepts are intended to 
return, not to their specifi c originators or people who helped create them, but 
at least to people who are  like  them. They are rather like domesticated facts, 
allowed to wander to a certain extent but always kept on a leash. 

 In short, the way concepts are developed, produced, and communicated 
always has reference to constructions of context (see Dilley 2000). Classical 
understandings of concepts for an anthropologist would suggest that they are 
like meanings, ideas, or facts in that they move somehow beyond representa-
tion to explain or interpret contextualized referents. This depends on the exact 
position an individual anthropologist may take on what Herzfeld calls “empiri-
cally grounded forms of knowledge” (2001: 4), in which the term  grounded  ex-
presses a connection or reference, which may take a range of forms. Design 
concepts by contrast are explicated and given meaning by contextual data such 
as narratives, user studies, interviews, photographs, and so on. In practice, 
contexts are deployed to explain concepts rather than the other way around. 

 It is very diffi cult to identify the moment of development of a concept—the 
essential story is how knowledge moves through a series of material forms 
and tweaks. Often the artifactual chain from ethnography to design concept 
can amount to a chain of smaller steps or a social life (see Kopytoff 1986: 
66–67): from encounters with people, to ethnographic data, to representa-
tions of contexts, to objects like user profi les and storyboards, to things like 
design spaces, opportunities, or concepts (see Plate 2). These concepts may 
travel back into the fi eld repeatedly, in what is called an  iterative  process. 

 The rural transport research was a piece of work conducted in 2007–2008 
by Intel Health Research and Innovation in Europe (previously Intel Digital 
Health Group). The initial aims were multiple, combining anthropological (to 
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understand the role of isolation and mobility in the lives of older people across 
rural Ireland) and design aims (turning ethnographic information into credible 
concepts). Hopefully in the longer-term services, products or other outputs 
would benefi t people like our informants. The gatekeeper was the Irish Rural 
Transport network, which comprises a raft of organizations across the coun-
ties of Ireland. Rural transport organizations vary, but many run minibuses 
once a week around particular routes. The buses go from door to door in the 
countryside, picking up mostly elderly passengers at home and bringing them 
to a central location—a local town or a community center. 

 In an initial stage of the project, three anthropologists (Adam Drazin, Simon 
Roberts, and Tina Basi) spent a week in each of fi ve different rural transport 
organizations, generally on the buses, in the offi ces, and with assorted pas-
sengers at home or visiting shops or at community events. We explored diver-
sity: of size, organizational structure, and geography. We met a wide range of 
stakeholders: passengers, both on the bus and at home, passengers’ rela-
tives, coordinators in the offi ce, drivers, community workers, district nurses, 
shopkeepers, publicans, and priests. This experience was overwhelming, a 
celebration of jokes and joyfulness on the buses. It could be intimidating to 
enter such close-knit groups, and emotional to hear how the advent of the 
buses had transformed lives. We looked at the rhythm of rural life, how rural 
inequality can result from mobility rather than wealth, and how a weekly bus 
ride can open up social networks, possibilities, and aspirations. 

 The information from the ethnography was collated together in group ses-
sions at Intel, working with video clips, cluster diagrams on whiteboards 
around particular thematic issues, quotations, and still photographs. We pro-
duced a report and convened a two-day meeting with rural transport organiz-
ers for their feedback on our observations. Over subsequent months, the 
group began to build the themes into  concepts . It was not clear whether these 
were products, services, or policies at fi rst, nor did we use abstract user pro-
fi les or storyboards to present. We worked with the ethnographic data within 
the team, the members of which were all highly familiar with the material. 

 A professional designer drafted product concepts as still images or repre-
sentations; they were critiqued and several were scrapped. Four that remained 
were developed into interactive screen-based simulations using Flash soft-
ware. These simulations were often called  demos , meaning demonstrations, 
but in conversation we might refer to the four  concepts  as well. It seemed that 
these simulations had probably already passed a conceptual stage, being 
more demonstrations of concepts. Yet at the same time, this did not mean 
that we clearly had four discrete concepts, as the ideas evidently overlapped 
a great deal, and at times we might refer to having one concept, rather than 
several. At their root was the use of interfaces and new communication tech-
nologies to support the integration of social events and transport, to place 
mobility at the heart of the social rhythms and initiatives we had witnessed. 
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 The three of us brought four of these demos back to the rural transport 
projects and, for a couple of days in each place, we showed them to the of-
fi ce staff and the passengers to get their reactions. Through this process, 
we began to evaluate which concepts had more potential and also envisage 
specifi c elements about them—where might these interfaces be located? A 
home? A church? A rural transport offi ce? A village bus stop? Who uses them, 
and who has legitimate responsibility for transport? An individual? Their rela-
tives? A community worker? Hospital staff? The publican? Comments were 
made on the specifi c forms they took—split screens, maps, or colors. 

 Discussion of the concepts began to illuminate and problematize particu-
lar aspects of the core theme of isolation and mobility. The moment when 
we presented the concepts also implicated us as anthropologists within the 
communities and contexts where we worked, and implicated our informants 
themselves in the concepts and in the particulars of the material forms they 
took. 

 The treatment of design concepts, in which ethnographers and anthropolo-
gists often participate, indicates an exaggerated concern with the artifactual-
ity of knowledge. This means there is an elective affi nity between processes 
of reifi cation and shifts in the social relationships around the artifactual 
knowledge. The concepts in question only exist within biographies or work 
fl ows that articulate them with notions of context, and only make sense when 
seen in those terms. This situation suggests that anthropologists and ethnog-
raphers working in this area need to think through notions of material things 
in their own work and understanding. In a sense, every anthropologist who 
works in or with design has subscribed to materialism, through recognizing 
the material world as a force for making a difference. This does not mean his-
torical materialism, nor that innovation, products, or technological change are 
necessarily progressive. Change can be retrogressive, and design anthropol-
ogy should evidently argue critically against some design. What I mean is that, 
for better or worse, design is an important fulcrum where potential exists for 
anthropological engagement with sociocultural issues. 

 On a broader stage, the material turn in anthropology can be witnessed 
in sets of ideas such as objectifi cation, embodiment, and phenomenology. 
Knowledge is increasingly recognized as necessarily embodied or material-
ized, such that artifacts are not seen as  indices  of immaterial meanings, but 
 manifestations . As Bourdieu (1990) writes, anthropological knowledge is it-
self artifactual, a form of model existing as text. Thus, metaphorical meaning 
exists in the interrelationships between material objects and forms, not only 
between material form and immaterial meaning (Tilley 1999). Ingold (2007), 
in a different way, points out the irony of how the notion of materiality can risk 
drawing attention away from actually researching material properties. One 
implication of contemporary materialist thinking is that meanings are much 
more strongly contested, contestable, and multivariate (Tilley 2000). Design 
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anthropology here begins to explore the move from artifactual meaning to ar-
tifactual critique (Lenskjold 2011). 

 Henare and colleagues (2007) explicitly address the problem of how ob-
jects and concepts intersect, proposing that anthropology should focus not 
less but more on material things, and consider objects in many cases as 
themselves thoughts. Their argument recognizes an ontological turn in an-
thropology away from epistemology. They thus recognize that a  thing  itself 
implies categorization, or a recognition of difference, because the thing is a 
concept. Their notion of a thing as object-concept contrasts with Ehn’s notion 
of “design things” as gatherings or “socio-material assemblies” (Ehn 2011: 
40; Binder et al. 2011). The idea of design things favors design engagements 
with social practices, and design by doing, more than design by individual 
thinking or things as thoughts. 

 There are, then, many tensions implicit within the consideration of design 
concepts as  things . How we conceive of these things has much wider im-
plications for how we perceive the contemporary direction of anthropologi-
cal knowledge, for what practice is, and for design. For these reasons, it is 
important to direct attention back to the design studio and locales of group 
work using ethnographic material. I cannot necessarily resolve the debates 
outlined in this chapter, but I can assert the relevance of my observations 
about design concepts. Observing studio work tells us we should privilege 
concepts’ temporal qualities and biographies (Kopytoff 1986). As somewhat 
fl eeting objects, they make no sense except in considering that they are as 
a rule anticipated or viewed retrospectively, the object cotemporaneous with 
the moment of conception. Iterations of group and individual research work, 
of studios and fi eld sites, can also be important such that the artifactualized 
knowledge is cast in different perspectives, in different contexts, and through 
different ways of knowing.  When  is as important as  what  for design concepts. 

 PROBLEMS AND POSSIBILITIES OF CONCEPTS 

 I argue that to talk in terms of concepts is in itself to express particular kinds 
of processual relationship between yourself and the material world. Concepts 
facilitate a step away from universals toward specifi cs and enable mecha-
nisms of measured spatial and temporal distancing. In many ethnographically 
informed design projects, it is possible to witness the gradual transformation 
of peoples’ experiences into proposals for change, and this is not only justi-
fi ed but demonstrated with quotations or photographs. This happens within 
the broader patterns and structures of design culture that help people make 
sense of design socially and culturally, beyond professional circles. 

 In design culture, concepts are characterized by a compulsion toward the 
material (not immaterial); are the product of groups (not individual minds); 
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have reference to particular places (not de-territorialized); and are the prod-
uct of strongly routinized, even ritualized work. Design concepts are material 
forms, however transient, without necessarily being objects. Projected Power-
Point slides may be ephemeral, but they are as material and physically sensed 
as a speech, a piece of paper, or a car. It is their material transience that char-
acterizes them. What is important is the temporal dimension and the shifting 
relations that occur around the concept. In the plethora of stuff, knowledge, 
and information that pervades design and ethnographic processes, none of 
it could strictly be pointed out as  self-evidently  a design concept. The state of 
incipience means that it may be deceptive to attempt to see these entities as 
objects with some kind of fi xity. While they are undoubtedly the focus of fasci-
nation, of what one might call fetishism, it is essential to see change as one 
of their characteristics. Design concepts exist as a kind of  fl ux . 

 This is troubling for anthropology to deal with, partly because it concerns 
material change. Anthropology lacks terms such as  wavelength  or  frequency  
that might describe a fl ux, or in design language an  iterative  kind of a thing. 
Rather, most anthropologists’ work moves toward fi xity in texts, leading Ingold 
to criticize the perception of anthropological “truth” lying on “the library shelf, 
groaning under the weight of scholarly books” (2011: 15). Anthropological 
thinking frequently refl ects on the tensions, movements, and transformations 
between binarisms of potentially fi xed states, such as singularization and 
genericization in social lives (Kopytoff 1986), more than expressing rhythmic 
forms. This is one area where design and anthropology share a challenge. 

 Iterative design methodologies can here prove useful in anthropology, in 
spite of their disenchanting effects (Attfi eld 1999). It is not the case that 
concepts are necessarily prescriptive for a context, a predetermining ontol-
ogy in the same way that Shanks and Tilley (1992) argued about “facts.” Con-
cepts are in practice much more malleable, and may be useful when a piece 
of anthropological work is looking for a process or a way of thinking that is 
malleable. Concepts and iteration engage a process of knowledge building 
that involves not so much acts of translation, nor simple drawing of conclu-
sions, but repetitive acts of testing of knowledge to fi nd their fi tness. As an-
thropologists increasingly involve themselves in design work, the question 
remains whether design concepts are useful for anthropologists to think with. 
Never mind whether anthropological work can help further design; the point 
is whether developing concepts can assist in the understanding of social and 
cultural phenomena. Because of the ways they work, concepts can be helpful 
in negotiating and contesting not only what we know but how we know. Their 
advantage in anthropology is their invitation to contextualize thought, incorpo-
rating partiality and perspectivality, but accompanying this temporal and con-
textual referencing comes the inevitability of contestation. 

 Anthropologists are increasingly carrying out research  of ,  for , and  with  de-
sign and within design studios. I would suggest that this is not only about 
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professional interests and work life but also about the growing signifi cance 
of the idea of design in everyday life in many parts of the world. As this an-
thropological work develops, I suggest there is a need to learn from social 
studies of science and technology, especially work on the production of  facts  
in laboratories (Doing 2007), which has led toward considerations of the ma-
terial world wholly through facticity. Latour’s (2005) assertions that matter is 
itself a politics of causality, and that materialism is another idealism, are both 
claims which cannot be disputed. 

 An anthropology  of  design should, therefore, avoid making similar grand 
claims: the design concept could, if we chose, be understood as one of 
the cornerstones of a global political order around innovation (Sunley et al. 
2008). Companies pursue them. Governments legislate to support them. 
Ideas of property come to mean intellectual property. Companies’ and gov-
ernments’ relationships with their populations come to be signifi ed more 
through concepts. Yet neither design, nor science, nor art, nor any specifi c 
way of characterizing knowledge actually rules above any other in the longer 
term. My proposal for the way concepts mediate relations with the material 
world is contingent upon the relevance of design as a cultural fi eld, and on 
how far we are prepared to admit to the infl uence of design in the contempo-
rary world beyond the rooms and spaces where people work to make a mate-
rial difference. 

 NOTES 

 1.  The course mentioned develops ethnographic methodologies for design 
engagements and is based in a computer science department, rather than 
in a design or anthropology department. Emphasis is placed upon apply-
ing social science research methods as opposed to design methods or 
anthropological modes of interpretation. This means that “design ethnog-
raphy” is how it presents itself, rather than “design anthropology” (see 
Ingold 2008). 

 2.   Design anthropology  as a term emerges from the intersection of two dis-
ciplinary skill sets that are essentially heuristic and open-ended. Ethno-
graphic skills are traditionally taught in anthropology by leaving the lone 
researcher to fi nd his or her own feet in a largely alien environment. I 
would not trust an ethnographer trained by being told what to do at every 
step. Similar heuristic principles apply in design. Designers or anthropolo-
gists are implicitly understood to be formed through experience, develop-
ing their own characteristic ways of working and fi nding the applicability 
of their tool set themselves. This heuristic quality of skills applies doubly 
when attempting to defi ne work that alternates between and interweaves 
design and anthropological practices. There are many ways and reasons 
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why these two areas are combining and hybridizing productively: the use of 
 concepts  is one reason, and the one I discuss in this chapter. 

 3.  Computers in the Human Interaction Loop (CHIL) was a project involving a 
range of university and commercial partners across Europe and the United 
States that aimed to use embedded computing systems to support work 
interactions (for example, in meeting rooms) while minimizing the need for 
physical computers, screens, and interfaces, which often obstruct direct 
human communication more than they assist it. 
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 (Trans)forming Knowledge and Design 
Concepts in the Design Workshop 

 Mette Gislev Kjærsgaard 

 This chapter is concerned with the transition from research to design within 
the Body Games project—an interdisciplinary design project focused on the 
development of a digital playground for children. In the chapter I describe how 
various forms of knowledge and fi eld material are turned into design concepts 
at a particular workshop through the creation, circulation, combination, and 
transformation of  knowledge pieces . As a kind of montage this design work-
shop juxtaposes incoherent research material, perspectives, and knowledge 
traditions within a dynamic composition, where design possibilities are not 
disclosed through a piecemeal gathering of facts about the world, but emerge 
in the friction between various more or less tangible and fragmented images 
of it. I argue that the anthropological contribution to design (as montage) de-
pends less on detailed accounts from the fi eld, and more on a continuous in-
volvement with and a reframing of fi eld and design practices throughout the 
design process. 

 THE BODY GAMES PROJECT 

 Between 2003 and 2005, I spent nearly a year working as a researcher  for  
as well as a researcher  of  the Body Games project. As a researcher  for  the 
project, I provided data and analyses on children’s play based on fi eld studies 
of and design activities with children. As a researcher  of  the project, I studied 
the design process itself with a particular interest in the way knowledge of 
children’s play was created, exchanged, transformed, and applied within this 
design project. My dual role as a participant in and an observer of the project 
differed from that of a more traditional participant observer in terms of the 
extent to which I deliberately infl uenced the practices I had set out to study. 
This was a diffi cult role to have, but also a privileged one that allowed (as well 
as forced) me to experiment with methods and concepts at the intersection 
between design and anthropology, and which has led me to understand my 
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position in the fi eld as that of a participant interventionist (Karasti 2001) as 
much as a participant observer. 

 One Playground—Many Players 

 The Body Games project was a combined research and product development 
project funded by the Danish Ministry of Science, Technology and Develop-
ment. The research context involved a playground company, a theme park, 
and three university-based research groups with expertise in computer sci-
ence, children’s digitally mediated play, and user-centered design (at the time 
my affi liation was with the latter). Body Games was from the outset promoted 
as a kind of health care project aimed at decreasing obesity among children 
through the development of a digital playground that would encourage chil-
dren and young people to be more physically active. As a representative from 
the playground company explained in an interview with a magazine: “Our goal 
is to outmatch computer games [and] pull the fat boys away from the PC” 
(Larsen 2003). 

 However, the design team was not simply on a joint mission to save chil-
dren from obesity. In fact, everyone had his or her own agendas and rea-
sons to participate in the project. The playground company, for instance, 
had been losing customers for some time, as older children had stopped 
playing at its playgrounds and turned to computer games and sports in-
stead. By introducing elements from computer games and sports into its 
physical playgrounds, the playground company hoped to attract these older 
children again. The obesity issue seemed the perfect angle for such a proj-
ect, as it positioned the company in opposition to the computer games in-
dustry while simultaneously using elements from it to win back its “lost” 
children. Project researchers also had their individual and disciplinary re-
search agendas to promote through the project. For the computer scien-
tists, it was ambient and three-dimensional (3D) positioning technology; for 
the researchers interested in digitally mediated play (from now on called 
the  play researchers ), it was a particular theoretical perspective on play 
(Jessen and Barslev Nielsen 2003; Mouritsen 1996); for the design re-
searchers, it was tangible interaction; and for me, it was design anthropol-
ogy. So it is fair to say that children were not the only  users  of the outcomes 
of this project. 

 THE OBESITY FRAMEWORK 

 The obesity framework served to combine different research, funding, and 
business interests within a single framework, and was thus as much an 
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instrument in the service of the Body Games project as the other way around. 
Questioning this framework was, therefore, not only an academic issue but 
also a political one with possibly fatal consequences for the delicately or-
chestrated project setup. The way obesity and playground design was initially 
linked within the Body Games project was based on a very particular under-
standing of play held by the play researchers (who originally initiated the proj-
ect together with the playground company and the computer scientists). In 
the project proposal (Body Games Konsortiet 2002), they describe play as a 
form of cultural heritage passed from older to younger children in the form of 
basic rules and formulas, arguing that changes in children’s upbringing such 
as a more institutionalized life and fewer places for free and unsupervised 
play had limited the possibility for children to pass on these play formulas. 
According to the play researchers, this had led to a decrease in children’s 
know-how of play, and thus in their ability to create their own games. Children 
had therefore turned toward the ready-made sedentary computer games with 
increased obesity as a result. By transferring gaming elements from computer 
games to the physical playground, the Body Games project wanted to lure 
these children away from their inactive life in front of the screen. The inten-
tion was to make a playground with embedded formulas for play, which could 
make up for the loss of play mentors and restore children’s ability to play 
physical games. What was needed—it seemed—was to fi nd the right kind of 
play  formula —which once embedded in the right kind of technology within a 
physical playground would captivate children of all ages, sizes, and capabili-
ties in physically challenging body games, producing sweat and healthy bod-
ies in the process. 

 From Research to Design 

 In search of appropriate formulas, games, and technology for the Body Games 
playground, play researchers, designers, and I initially carried out research on 
children’s play through fi eld studies at playgrounds, schools, and after-school 
centers, while engineers and computer scientists did background research on 
technologies of possible interest to the project. 

 KNOWLEDGE IN PIECES 

 In the following, I focus on a particular design workshop that took place ap-
proximately four months into the project and marked the transition from this 
initial research phase to the actual design phase. At this workshop the entire 
Body Games team gathered to share knowledge and generate design ideas. 
Knowledge and material resulting from the research phase was presented 
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at this workshop. Each presentation was captured on an A4 poster with a 
headline, some drawings, pictures, or keywords and pinned to a moveable 
pin-up board as references to what the workshop facilitator called “pieces of 
knowledge.” In subsequent design exercises, these posters were combined 
to form design concepts. The idea, as presented by the workshop facilitator, 
seemed to be that by assembling pieces of knowledge from different disciplin-
ary fi elds—likened to assembling pieces in a jigsaw puzzle—the intertwined 
contours of the current state of affairs and its latent design possibilities 
would emerge (as illustrated in  Plate 3 ). 

 In the workshop, posters were treated as repositories for the collection 
of neutral and disembodied pieces of knowledge, even if they were per-
haps better understood as tools that transformed heterogeneous inputs 
of very different origin, form, complexity, and content into similar and ho-
mogeneous design material (paper with images and words) that could be 
physically handled and manipulated in the design process. The material 
presented at the workshop was in fact very different in style and content 
as well as in theoretical and epistemological orientation, and did not come 
in predefi ned neutral and compatible pieces ready to be shared and com-
bined. But through the creation of posters it was turned into these (some-
what) shareable and compatible pieces, which I shall refer to as  knowledge 
pieces . 

 The workshop schedule distinguished between two types of knowledge to 
be presented and combined at the workshop: “knowledge about children’s 
play” and “knowledge about technology.” In the following, I give examples 
of the various forms of knowledge and material presented at the workshop, 
and describe how this material was appropriated, combined, and transformed 
through the practices and technologies of the workshop. 

 KNOWLEDGE OF CHILDREN’S PLAY 

 The kind of research on children’s play presented at the workshop en-
compassed a variety of research approaches, data, and theoretical per-
spectives. The presentations might be divided into two types. One type 
was mainly concerned with play formulas and the mechanics of children’s 
games, aiming to  inform  the design practice while embracing the project’s 
design agenda. The other type was of a more explorative nature, attempting 
to  reframe  the design practice by challenging established perspectives on 
children, play, and playground design within the project (Kjærsgaard 2011; 
Kjærsgaard and Otto 2012). As we shall see, very different insights and per-
spectives on children’s play were all turned into what seemed like compat-
ible and combinable knowledge pieces from which design concepts could 
be built. 
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 Games and Play Formulas 

 One example of what was presented under the headline “knowledge of chil-
dren’s play” was a couple of old village games called the bull and the maze 
(both variations of tag). They were introduced as examples of the kind of play 
formulas the play researchers saw as essential for the survival of children’s 
play culture and for the success of our playground design. At the workshop, 
the project team was taught how to play the games, but the possible uses 
of these games and their formulas in the Body Games project was not dis-
cussed at this point. The names of the games—“The Bull” and “The Maze”—
were simply printed on separate pieces of paper and pinned to our boards as 
two separate pieces of knowledge on children’s play. 

 Another example of “knowledge of children’s play” presented at the work-
shop consisted of videos of different games that one of the designers had 
encountered during fi eld studies at an after-school center. Here too the focus 
was on the formulas and mechanics of the games and how the design team 
might learn from (or copy) these. During the presentation, the designer ex-
tracted what he called  design values  from the videos. These design values 
were captured on cards in the form of sentences—such as “children are 
constantly measuring themselves against each other while playing,” or play-
ground equipment should be “continuously challenging”—and the cards were 
fi nally pinned to a poster on a board as a piece of knowledge of children’s play. 

 A fi nal example was a presentation of the results of a design experiment 
called  dogma play  conducted by one of the play researchers. Here a group of 
children had been given very simple props such as ropes or sticks and asked 
to design a game. The children had a hard time inventing new games using 
these tools, which the play researcher interpreted as a sign of their lack of 
play culture. Based on the experiment, he concluded: “this shows that chil-
dren need help fi guring out how to play,” and that as a consequence the de-
sign team would have to embed predesigned games or formulas within the 
Body Games playground. His conclusions sparked a lively discussion in the 
group about children’s ability to invent their own games and the implications 
of this for our design task. Here the presenter did not simply hand over a 
piece of knowledge to the group, but the team critically and actively appro-
priated the material and conclusions presented. Still, what ended up on the 
board was merely a piece of paper with the title “dogma play,” which did not 
in any visible or physical way capture the points made in the presentation nor 
the discussion it had raised. 

 Alternative Perspectives 

 My own presentation of material from fi eld studies conducted at a summer 
camp is an example of a different type of material. Like the designer, I showed 
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videos of children’s games, but as an anthropologist I was more preoccupied 
with the relations between activities and the context within which they took 
place than with the mechanics of the games themselves. With the video “girls 
in a tent,” for instance, I attempted to show that there was more to under-
standing play—and its possible implications for design—than what could be 
derived from looking at the mechanics of a single game. The activities por-
trayed in the video were not distinct and clearly identifi able games, but an in-
coherent mesh of activities conducted in the playful and intimate atmosphere 
of a tent accommodating a group of eleven-year-old girls at a summer camp. 
In the video we see some girls climbing and dancing around the tent pole in 
what they call a strip show—although they remain fully clothed—while oth-
ers are laughing at a girl who pretends to vomit with a very loud and disgust-
ing noise. This is juxtaposed with a clip where the girls talk about a story or 
game that they have collaboratively developed; an absurd tale set in what they 
call “the sympathetic veterinary hospital” where the girls play themselves re-
emerged from the dead in the form of fantasy creatures with animal charac-
teristics and silly names. Although the formulas and aesthetics around which 
the story evolved were an important part of the fun, it was not simply the sto-
ryline that made it compelling, but also the role it played within the group. Not 
all the girls in the tent were included in the story, and its content was kept se-
cret from the outsiders. The story was not simply a fun game, but also a way 
for some of the girls to form their own exclusive tribe within the wider group 
of girls. The universe and context within which these girls lived and played 
therefore turned out to be as relevant for understanding this particular game 
as the structures and the rules of the game itself. The images of these girls 
dancing, composing, and acting with a grotesque sense of humor while engag-
ing in something that might or might not be called play did not fi t easily within 
the predominant frameworks of the Body Games project. These girls were not 
unable to create their own games, and the key to understanding their play did 
not seem to be located within the structures of a single game. Moreover, their 
universe far from resembled the stereotypical pink and innocent Barbie land 
we had often turned toward in the project when trying to design something for 
the girls. With the video I wanted to give the design team an impression of and 
a feel for children’s worlds and games and to spark discussions about our un-
derstandings and assumptions of play and its relation to playground design. 

 This was also the case with another of my summer camp videos showing a 
group of children playing tag. Here the focus was on the emergent and some-
how accidental character of this particular game, and on how the landscape 
played an important part in eliciting and shaping the activity. By showing chil-
dren as creative agents capable of constructing their own playground out of 
elements at hand, constantly changing the game to fi t the situation and the 
setting, I wanted to offer alternative perspectives on play and to initiate re-
fl ections in the design team about the relationship between the game and the 
environment in which it took place, and hence about the relationship between 
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playground designs, play activities, and the physical context. What these pre-
sentations amounted to on the pin-up board, however, was a poster with the 
headline “Summer Camp,” some pictures, and a short descriptive text sum-
ming up the contents of each video. As such the exploratory and somewhat 
elusive content of these videos was turned into solid knowledge pieces, which 
as a form of design material could be compared and combined with other 
knowledge pieces regardless of their seemingly incompatible origins. 

 PIECES OF TECHNOLOGY 

 The computer scientists presented two different types of technologies at the 
workshop, which they—as the result of their background research—saw as 
possible ingredients in a future playground. One option was 3D positioning 
technology, an advanced GPS system making it possible to identify and trace 
the movement of children and objects in the playground, and thus to tailor the 
playground’s responses to the individual child. The other option was “smart-
its”—small computer processing units that could be built into different pieces 
of equipment to produce various forms of output. In the workshop, smart-its 
were illustrated through a physical model called the dancing pad, a rubber tile 
that worked somewhat like a joystick. By stepping on the tile one could make 
different sounds. These rather simple smart-its could be combined in various 
ways to form an intelligent network controlling various inputs and outputs in 
the playground. As one of the computer scientists explained: 

 [O]f course it is not just about controlling sound because you could control any 
kind of actuation with a system like that . . . we could imagine the surface of the 
playground being hundreds of these rubber things. And as the child, or the chil-
dren run around we can probably create different kinds of games. 

 The form in which these technology options were presented carried with it 
particular interpretations of possible uses. These presentations resulted in 
two headlines for the pin-up boards, one simply referring to the technology: 
“3D positioning.” The other headline, “smart-its and soft rocks,” referred not 
just to a particular technology, but also to that technology in the particular 
shape of soft rocks like the dance pad. As such, an example of possible uses 
of this technology became synonymous with that technology. What ended up 
on the boards was therefore not neutral pieces on technology, but references 
to particular interpretations of the possible forms and uses of this technology. 

 KNOWLEDGE AS DESIGN MATERIAL 

 In this fi rst round of presentations, knowledge was treated as if it was con-
text-free and without knowers (Barth 2002: 2)—simply a matter of fact to be 
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easily shared, compared, and combined. However, the examples cited earlier 
suggest that this was not the case. The knowledge and material presented 
embodied particular perspectives, interests, and agendas. It was partial, not 
only in the sense of being incomplete (as the puzzle-solving metaphor sug-
gests), but also in the sense of being situated, embodied, and biased. What 
happened at the workshop was not a presentation and an accumulation of 
pieces of knowledge as much as a transformation of material in the attempt 
to  detach  knowledge from the physical, social, and academic contexts of its 
origin, in order to render it sharable and combinable with other forms of knowl-
edge embedded in other traditions and contexts. Through the presentations 
and their representations on the pin-up boards, a complex intangible web of 
contextualized embodied knowledge, material, and agendas was transformed 
into discrete and tangible knowledge pieces that could be shared and han-
dled in the design process, like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle at fi rst, but increas-
ingly more like pieces in a game. 

 By calling them  knowledge pieces , I want to emphasize the ambiguous 
status of these pieces, which were treated as pieces of knowledge, but were 
perhaps better understood as transitional objects facilitating the move from 
individual—and predominantly intangible—research knowledge to tangible 
and collective design material. Knowledge pieces were not knowledge, not 
yet design, and yet both. As such they were like liminal objects mediating 
between knowledge and design, present and future, as well as between dif-
ferent knowledge traditions. Like “split entities” (Latour and Woolgar 1986 
[1979]: 176) representing individual knowledge and localized material, but 
at the same time taking on a life of their own, knowledge pieces were meant 
to facilitate interaction between seemingly incompatible types of material, 
knowledge, and perspectives. It seemed that only through their simultaneous 
association and disassociation with the knowledge and material they were to 
represent were they able to work their magic. 

 Through presentations and their representations on posters, heteroge-
neous knowledge and material of different origin, form, complexity, content, 
and scope had gradually been decontextualized, disembodied, and trans-
formed into homogeneous and tangible pieces. It was these homogeneous 
and tangible knowledge pieces rather than the heterogeneous material origi-
nally presented that became the building blocks, or the design material, from 
which design concepts and strategies were constructed within the project. 

 BRINGING THE BITS TOGETHER 

 Having presented the material and accumulated the pieces, it was time for 
the design work to begin. In groups the project participants were given two 
posters, one with “knowledge of children’s play” and another referring to “a 
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piece of technology.” The task was then to combine these to produce a design 
idea that pooled elements from both. This design idea was then represented 
on yet another poster with a headline, a drawing, and keywords. The new 
poster went through a similar group work session where it was combined with 
other ideas resulting in other posters with more refi ned design ideas purport-
edly encompassing more of the insights presented in the fi rst round. In this 
way the workshop worked toward a design concept using previous posters as 
fuel for new ideas and new posters, embedding the original material in layers 
upon layers of interpretation and representation. 

 The process of combining the pieces was presented as a rather straight-
forward procedure, but in most cases the attempt to combine different knowl-
edge pieces created friction and raised discussions in the groups, as different 
perceptions of play, children, and technology collided in our interpretations 
and combinations of these pieces. In the process, implicit agendas and dif-
ferent understandings were brought into light and challenged in our attempts 
to stretch our ideas of the design possibilities each piece might offer. Refl ec-
tion, creativity, and design ideas thus arose from the gaps and frictions that 
occurred when juxtaposing and combining these knowledge pieces, not un-
like the way meaning is constructed in a montage, through the combination 
and juxtaposing of perspectives (Eisenstein 1949; MacDougall 1998; Marcus 
1994). Knowledge pieces afforded, encouraged, restricted, infl uenced, or elic-
ited certain interpretations and uses more than others, but did not prescribe 
them. The meaning and possible uses of the pieces were not embedded 
within them, but emanated from their situated translations, combinations, 
and juxtapositions. The workshop thus served as a form of interdisciplinary 
tinkering with skills, knowledge, material, and concepts in a tangible form of 
montage, where the interpretation of knowledge pieces as well as their design 
potentials depended not only on their form and content, but just as much on 
their dynamic composition and framing within the design process—how they 
were juxtaposed and combined with other types of material in the process 
and by whom. 

 COMBINING PIECES—AN EXAMPLE 

 In the fi nal round of group work, participants were asked to choose a board 
with knowledge pieces and design concepts from the previous rounds to bring 
with them to the session. This was a way of forming an attachment to and 
alliance with the material, forcing us to take a stand and make some kind of 
commitment to our shared pool of knowledge and ideas. In groups of four, 
contents of the boards were combined into presumably more complete and 
coherent design concepts. Here the boards themselves became agentive 
knowledge pieces in the design process, to some extent acting on behalf 
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of the people whose knowledge and ideas they were seen to contain. At the 
same time, they were appropriated by the people who chose to bring them 
into the group work and who may or may not have participated in creating 
the ideas they contained, but nevertheless felt a connection and therefore 
chose to serve as their advocate in the session. As such, board and advocate 
formed a pair and it was these  pairs  that were combined in the session, rather 
than simply the boards with detached pieces of knowledge and ideas. Thus 
this session was just as much about combining different people’s perspec-
tives, agendas, and skills as it was about combining contents of the boards. 
The boards became vehicles for the combination of skills, agendas, perspec-
tives, and “corpuses of knowledge” (Barth 2002). 

 Having chosen a board, everyone proceeded to the adjoining room for the 
creative work to begin. Here the boards were arranged so that they formed a 
wall outlining both physically and symbolically the work space of each group. 
In my group, we started the session by inspecting our collective catch of 
boards to decide whether they constituted a good match. The group consisted 
of a playground designer, a computer scientist, a play researcher, and me. 
We represented quite different agendas, perspectives, skills, and corpuses 
of knowledge within the project, as our choice of boards and our interpreta-
tions of their potentials indicated. The computer scientist, for instance, had 
chosen a board that contained ideas for a 3D computer game implemented 
as a virtual layer on top of the traditional playground. Using 3D positioning 
technology in combination with hand-held devices—like PDAs, mobile phones, 
or tags—the playground envisioned on this board would be able to track the 
movements of each player and provide a platform for various kinds of pre-
designed games. In his choice of board, the primary focus had been the 
possibilities 3D positioning technology had to offer, which was his particu-
lar agenda in the project. The play researcher had chosen a board that con-
tained somewhat similar ideas about a playground with embedded games, 
but this time based on smart-its technology. His board contained ideas for 
playgrounds with embedded storylines or formulas that might serve as play 
mentors for children, which was a particular concern to him and matched 
his research interests. The designer’s choice of board included ideas for a 
particular digitalized version of tag set in a rather elaborate playground land-
scape. This board shared with the previous boards the idea of a predefi ned 
and built-in game, but was more focused on the materials and the physical 
environment—which happened to be this designer’s fi eld of expertise—and 
less specifi c about the technology behind it. My board, on the other hand, 
contained ideas for augmenting a traditional playground area by embedding 
smart-its within surfaces and equipment to elicit different responses—for ex-
ample sound or light—when used or stepped upon. The children could then 
incorporate these responses into different kinds of games and activities as 
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they pleased. From my perspective, the ideas on this board differed from the 
previous ones because they did not prescribe the games played in the play-
ground, but offered more open-ended feedback that could support children’s 
own development of games, which was my particular concern at this point in 
the project. 

 The computer scientist made the fi rst move by introducing his board as 
well as his reasons for choosing it. This started a discussion about the pos-
sibilities of designing a three-dimensional computer game and evolved into 
a more general discussion about the overall design task. The disagreement 
revolved around the question of whether to design the playground as a game 
or not, and to what extent the rules of such a game should be designed in ad-
vance by us or during play by the children themselves. This discussion, which 
started as a discussion about 3D role play as presented on the board, even-
tually became a discussion about our understandings of play, playgrounds, 
and children, revealing differences in our interpretations of the material pre-
sented on the boards as well as in our perspectives on children, play, and de-
sign more generally, as is apparent in the following excerpt from our design 
dialogue: 

 Computer scientist: So it is really about taking the Harry Potter [universe] or another 
kind of role play and embedding it in a physical game with the help of technologies 
that may offer such possibilities. 

 Me: But I still think that it is important that we do not design the games, but that 
there are different possibilities [for use] within them . . . 

 Play researcher: There are two options, as I see it. One is to make a platform for 
constructing stories, which should be fl exible enough to allow us to make many 
different stories. The other option is to fi nd things that may inspire them [the chil-
dren] to produce their own games. The last one is not that easy, I don’t think. The 
fi rst one is easy, though it requires that we hire someone to create the stories . . . 
so the second option is the diffi cult one; to make something that inspires them 
[the children] to actually keep the game going [by themselves]. 

 Me: I think it’s risky if it becomes too game-like . . . [because] if you look at the way 
children play, they play many different games within one place, and if it doesn’t 
allow for that, I don’t think it will work. 

 Computer scientist: I also think that it would be good if the elements—that could 
be the bombs here [points to a drawing] or the dots here [points to another draw-
ing]—if they could be something that children themselves could move and recon-
fi gure, so that we [the design team] could make the building blocks, and they [the 
children] place them in the playground . . . 

 Play researcher: But . . . if we simply say, okay here you have all the bombs [elements 
in the game], now it is up to you to fi gure out what to do with them, then nothing 
would happen. 

 Designer: Are you inferring that the game would need to be initiated [by us]? 
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 Play researcher: It needs to have a form, some kind of form. 
 Designer: That they [the children] could build on, that would be ideal, right? 
 Me: I guess it must have [a form] . . . but that seems to imply that there is only one 

game, if  the  game needs to be initiated. 
 Play researcher: But play comes with formulas; it rarely occurs as what we might 

call spontaneous play . . . games are usually based on formulas that the children 
might be more or less aware of. So when we play games like the bull we are aware 
of what we’re doing, but there are other games, like tag, where we are less aware 
of the rules and the formulas, but they are there nevertheless. They are almost 
indispensable. 

 Me: Even if you’re simply climbing the climbing frame, I mean, the more bodily games? 
 Play researcher: No, not then . . . 
 Me: But that is Body Games, isn’t it? 
 Play researcher: That’s true, if that’s all you are after, simply making them [the chil-

dren] move. But if they really have to sweat .  .  . that is when a game triggers 
something through the way it works [the formulas] . . . it can keep them going. 

 Me: But then we simply have to fi nd something that may trigger these different for-
mulas? 

 Play researcher: Yeah that’s it. . . 
 Me: But still, I guess, you cannot really decide in advance what [actions] something 

might trigger, that is really the diffi cult part. 

 At some point during the subsequent design activities, I try to change the 
conversation and the focus away from predefi ned storylines and games by 
playing my piece: the augmented playground. Turning the focus to another 
piece of design material set the group discussion off on another track. Now it 
was the drawings on my board that were looked to for inspiration. The idea of 
an interactive surface with built in smart-its gained momentum, as it seemed 
to combine various interests in the project. The designer saw it as good busi-
ness for the playground company, because: “The customers complain about 
the playground mats being far too expensive, but if we could add some cheap 
technology to them, then . . . ” The computer scientist imagined a surface of 
soft-rock-like tiles with embedded smart-its working as a gaming console and 
a horizontal computer screen on which children could be their own avatars in 
a physical computer game. As he put it: 

 Then it would simply be a horizontal computer screen, and this [the tiles] would 
be the pixels, and then you have the x and the y coordinates on this guy here, 
so you know where he is, and then instead of computer avatars, it’s the children 
moving about [in the game]. 

 Combined with 3D positioning technology, this could be developed into some-
thing resembling the 3D computer game on the computer scientist’s board. 
To him it was an expansion of the design concept on my board, because the 
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technology and the physical design remained the same. To me it was a com-
pletely different concept that afforded different kinds of activities in the play-
ground and embodied a different view on children and play. This developed 
into a discussion about whether to understand the children as game consum-
ers or game designers. 

 Searching for a solution that each member of the project team could be 
happy with led us to explore design ideas, which allowed for some degree of 
electronic control of the game as in computer games, but also some degree 
of freedom for the children to construct and reconfi gure their own games. We 
wrote this down as a shared design principle, “Partly electronically controlled 
computer games & partly construction of own universes/worlds,” and posted 
it on our board as a new and shared piece in this design game. Based on 
this principle we developed ideas that allowed the children to reconfi gure, 
program, or shape the playground by, for instance, moving in particular pat-
terns (codes). This opened up the possibility of a playground in which children 
themselves could create zones and design responses, simple games, and 
universes, but which might also have elaborate and predefi ned games as an 
option. It was not simply a games console, but a platform for the performance 
and development of different kinds of games and activities. 

 In the clashes occurring when juxtaposing and combining the material on 
the boards, implicit assumptions and dormant differences were elicited and 
negotiated both explicitly and implicitly through our design moves. The fric-
tion between perspectives embedded in the ideas and material posted on the 
boards as well as in our interpretations of them forced us to keep stretching 
and transforming this design material—and to some extent our own perspec-
tives on it—in the attempt to create design concepts that made some kind of 
sense to everyone if for different reasons. With the design principle, we had 
established some degree of temporary common ground, even if the discrep-
ancies in our understandings of children, play, and design were not dissolved. 

 At the very end of the design workshop we were left with a single design 
vision or strategy, fi xed in a single drawing (see  Plate 4   ).   With this fi nal piece, 
it seemed we had successfully managed to transform the heterogeneous 
material we started out with into a coherent design strategy, and that a new 
shared order had been established. Still, our differences and disagreements 
remained latent even within this fi nal piece, which was itself a kind of collage 
or hybrid of different design concepts, agendas, and viewpoints, and (as it 
turned out) open for reinterpretations and renegotiations at each stage of ad-
justment and refi nement toward becoming a real playground in the real world 
(Kjærsgaard 2011). 

 Like Latour’s circulating references (Latour 1999: 58), the material pre-
sented at the collaborative design workshop went through “a regulated se-
ries of transformations, transmutations, and translations, at each stage 
losing particularity, multiplicity and continuity, but gaining circulation and 
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compatibility” (Latour 1999: 70–71) on its way from individual and situated 
knowledge to collective design material, and fi nally shared (interdisciplinary) 
design concepts. Inspired by Latour, we might depict the process as shown 
in  Plate 5 . 

 As in Latour’s description (1999), this transformation happened as a 
trade-off between what was gained (compatibility, coherence, interdisciplin-
arity, collaboration) and what was lost (particularity, professional expertise, 
multiplicity). In retrospect, it might seem like the design process was a battle 
between predefi ned and fi xed positions, fought through the production and 
transformation of various forms of material at the workshop, but this was 
not how we experienced it at the time. No one joined the workshop with a 
clear mission, but everyone came simply with his or her different input and 
backgrounds. This obviously predisposed us toward some interpretations and 
design moves rather than others, but did not mean that our positions were 
settled from the outset. We were also inquisitive, susceptible to infl uence, 
and unsure of what to make of it all. On one hand, the design process was 
like a strategic game, with everyone trying to position their perspectives and 
ideas to maximize their infl uence on the outcome; but on the other, it was sim-
ply a struggle to understand and make use of each other’s material, knowl-
edge, and skills when interpreting, stretching, bending, and negotiating the 
material at hand in the process. Although it may seem as if our positions 
were more or less stable, while the design material was in constant fl ux, our 
perspectives and interests were also stretched and bent, if sometimes only 
slightly and temporarily. Often we would fall back on earlier positions when 
confronted with new material, and the process would start all over again. 
New insights, perspectives, or positions had to be continuously reproduced 
through the transformation and negotiation of the material at hand. Neither 
design concepts nor our positions were settled once and for all, but only 
found temporary stability in between sessions in the shared pieces (of paper) 
pinned to the boards. 

 THE WORKSHOP AS MONTAGE AND RITUAL 

 Like a rite of passage the design workshop facilitated the transition from  re-
search  to  design  (Halse and Clark 2008). At the workshop, dissimilar and not 
necessarily coherent forms of knowledge and material of an actual present 
were transformed into shared visions for a potential future through a tempo-
rary suspension of ordinary life and a detachment of people, knowledge, and 
material from their usual surroundings. 

 Inspired by Kapferer (and with him Turner and Deleuze), we might think 
of this design workshop as a ritualized descent into the virtuality of reality 
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(Kapferer 2004), a special kind of reality suspended between the  actual  and 
the  potential . Within the virtual reality of the workshop, the usual rules, roles, 
and hierarchies were (temporarily) suspended, and everyone was allowed to 
tamper with knowledge and material outside their area of expertise while play-
ing with boundaries between the present and the future, the social and the 
material, at the periphery of their knowledge traditions. At the design work-
shop, diverse forms of knowledge and material were gradually turned into 
shared design concepts, visions, and strategies via the creation, circulation, 
combination, and transformation of knowledge pieces. The dynamic composi-
tion of people and material at the workshop did not simply facilitate a  tran-
sition  of the project from one predefi ned fi xed stage to the next, but also a 
 reorientation  and a  transformation  of perspectives and material. 

 In the analysis presented here, interdisciplinary collaboration was not 
about assembling pieces of knowledge about a predefi ned reality out there 
into a complete picture of design possibilities, but rather a question of ne-
gotiating images of and interest in different realities through the construc-
tion, composition, and transformation of various kinds of knowledge pieces. 
Rather than regarding the process as a jigsaw puzzle, we might think of it as a 
form of montage that combines and juxtaposes various types of data, ideas, 
insights, technology, people, skills, perspectives, and knowledge traditions. In 
the design workshop refl ection, creativity and design arose from the dynamic 
composition of and the  gaps and frictions  (Tsing 2005) between these ele-
ments, not unlike the way meaning is constructed in a montage. Knowledge, 
meaning, and design implications did not reside  in  the material presented at 
the workshop as much as in the dynamic composition and transformation  of  
it. It was less about the material itself, and more about the way it was cre-
ated, transformed, appropriated, combined, and juxtaposed with other types 
of materials and by whom. 

 If design collaboration is more like a montage than a jigsaw puzzle, this 
has implications for our understanding of the material presented at such 
events as the workshop, as well as for our understanding of the role of an-
thropology (and other knowledge traditions) within the design process in 
general. Perceiving design as a form of montage also means recognizing 
that forming an understanding of the fi eld (of use) is a collective endeavor 
that happens throughout the project, not simply the work of the anthro-
pologist prior to it. In the design montage, the anthropological contribution 
therefore depends less on an accurate representation of the world on the 
basis of research conducted prior to design and more on a continuous in-
volvement with and reframing of practices (in the fi eld as well as in the 
design studio) throughout the design process in the attempt to stimulate 
discussions about assumptions and frameworks that were taken for granted 
within the design team. 
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 Tools and Movements of Engagement: 
Design Anthropology’s Style of Knowing 

 Kyle Kilbourn 

 THE AFFINITY OF TWO FIELDS 

 With the kickoff meeting for a health care innovation project looming, Lars 
glances at the board (see  Plate 6 ) where I have arranged images from visits 
to Danish hospital sterile supply wards in an overlapping pattern. 

 Speaking in a tone of admiration, he says to me, “you are the only one 
with a sense of aesthetics around this place.” This should not be surpris-
ing because the institution where I work educates primarily engineers. Yet, 
Lars, an industrial designer by training, calls me  the scientist  when we dis-
cuss upcoming research projects and writing papers as a contribution. There 
are several tensions in play here: fi rst, what counts as research and, sec-
ond, research’s role in generating knowledge within design and engineering 
processes. I can see why my practice-based teaching colleagues chose this 
moniker. There is a clear tension between different styles of knowing, which 
is itself the result of the increasing interdisciplinary collaboration taking 
place in the name of innovation. While Hacking (1992) details several “styles 
of reasoning” in an effort to debunk the idea of a singular science, my col-
leagues are most familiar with that of the laboratory where controlled experi-
ments, using specifi cally built equipment, are used to observe and measure. 
In contrast the current exemplar of magnetic resonance imaging technology 
to describe which parts of the brain activate when people are shown prod-
ucts, as if measuring will deduce why we buy these objects, seems almost 
nonsensical when viewed from a perspective of social and cultural science. 
Holbraad explains that “fi eldwork is the exact opposite of lab work: an ex-
periment out of control, fi eldwork is by nature orientated not towards planned 
eventualities but rather toward arbitrary coincidences” (2010: 82). The lab 
style of knowing parallels the production of knowledge in engineering where 
piecemeal models are constructed. The premise is that one can break down 
components into their smallest parts and then subsume them into a sys-
tem with a particular valuable function. This is familiar to positivist natural 
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sciences, in that the key to understanding life is to reverse engineer it into 
ever smaller bits and pieces, and it is a shared source of mutually defi ned 
objectivity for these styles. 

 However, this is quite different from either design or anthropology. At the 
core, design and anthropology embrace holism, an emergence of knowledge 
through the bringing together of differences in context and critique to lay a 
foundation for transformation (see Kolko 2011 and Otto and Bubandt 2010 
for design and anthropology perspectives, respectively). In reaffi rming the bri-
colage of design and anthropology (Sperschneider, Kjærsgaard, and Petersen 
2001), this chapter shows that design anthropology is a particular style of 
knowing where the tools we think with and the movements of translating 
knowledge across disciplines and practices is valuable to the collaborative 
projects where innovation and future-orientated perspectives are paramount 
to bridging contextual practices with societal forecasts. The affi nity of design 
and anthropology is more than a fl eeting infatuation and goes to the core of 
how we understand. 

 TOWARD A PARTICULAR STYLE OF KNOWING 

 Sympathy for a particular style of knowing is crucial to a fi eld with both an-
thropology and design as part of its identity. Crombie’s (1988) six styles of 
scientifi c thinking through the methods they employ (simple postulating, labo-
ratory experimenting, hypothetical modeling, taxonomical ordering, statistical 
analyzing, and genetic deriving) indicate that what is considered knowledge 
is generated within and through a particular style. Hacking postulates that 
“every style of reasoning introduces a great many novelties including new 
types of objects, evidence, sentences (new ways of being a candidate for truth 
or falsehood), laws (or at any rate modalities), [and] possibilities” (1992: 11; 
formatting modifi ed). What characterizes design anthropology as a style of 
knowing? What objects are introduced? What possibilities become available 
through this style of knowing? 

 The experience of doing research tends to be left out of accounts of 
knowledge generation in many of the styles of scientifi c thinking, especially 
laboratory and statistical methods. This emphasis might be conceived 
as a superfi cial add-on to the core of one’s work, yet the magnitude of 
its importance on the fi eld is worth taking into account as it suggests a 
deeper value for our way of generating knowledge than only the production 
of knowledge, namely a growth of human potential. Descola writes of an-
thropological process as experiential: “It should be seen, rather, as a cer-
tain style of knowledge—that is, as a pattern of discovery and a mode of 
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systematisation that are supported by a set of skills progressively acquired 
through practice, both a turn of mind and a tour de main, a particular knack 
picked up through experience” (2005: 72). 

 The embeddedness of the researcher into particular practices and com-
munities permeates the theoretical knowledge, and, rather than see this as 
an unwanted side effect, take a close look at the benefi ts of embracing the 
experiential. This kind of research practice builds a set of skills, experiences, 
and knowledge that is more than pure application of a technique repeated. 
It is generative and provocative and facilitates knowledge that reframes the 
social imaginary. The researcher as a kind of scientifi c tool, intertwined with 
the process, implies a set of perspectives and values integral to building and 
creating knowledge that cannot be ignored. Its impact also extends into other 
fi elds where defi ning human potential is essential. Within the participatory 
design fi eld, Ehn (1988: 30) echoes the signifi cance of style in the creation 
of knowledge and argues that designing computer artifacts is as much social 
and political as it is simply the application of scientifi c process or principles. 
If we are to consider design anthropology as a collaborative endeavor  with  
others, the approach we take in the generation of knowledge, without alien-
ating our partners, requires empathy and sensitivity to support and sustain 
emerging, wavering, and ephemeral values that differ from our previous expe-
riences. The discovery process is fractal in that the particular path to knowl-
edge scales beyond the instance to encompass larger social practices and 
systems. Similar to how prototyping in design is a way of trying out design 
moves, the experiential style of knowing in design anthropology validates par-
ticular choices contextually and collaboratively. 

 Within the design research community, a passionate debate about styles 
of knowing still dominates as the fi eld struggles to free itself from the shack-
les of other disciplines and strives to be taken seriously on its own merits 
through a research process that takes to heart the contribution of design 
(Koskinen et al. 2012). If, as a fi eld, design anthropology desires an im-
pact on future practices, it also has to develop a way to nurture and support 
this creative and experiential approach to generating knowledge. But to grasp 
what this means, one must consider the medium in which we work as hav-
ing both spatial and temporal properties that shape what kinds of tools and 
methods we choose when engaging in practices. 

 DIRECTIONALITY REQUIRES EMBRACING INTERVENTION 

 To consider design anthropology as collaboration, a study  with  rather than 
 of , is to resituate the work undertaken from a neatly demarcated space and 
place in time to a critical stance with directionality toward future practices and 
relations. Shifting from a fi xed frame to an emerging assembly is to frame 
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a study “as practices of construction through (preplanned or opportunistic) 
movement” (Marcus 1995: 106). While anthropology traditionally draws upon 
the fi eld as the site of research, Sperschnieder, Kjærsgaard, and Petersen 
(2001) have pushed the discipline to discard terms like  fi eldwork  and  ethnog-
raphy  to pursue phenomena in a contemporary positioning rather than study-
ing people as if they were abstract from time. Marcus conceives of this as 
the milieu in which the anthropologist works: “The course or map of fi eldwork 
has to be found within its confi nes. Such a found imaginary is not the end 
of research or its descriptive-analytic object, but its medium” (Rabinow et al. 
2008: 66). Bridging the vernacular of  fi eld  with the  imaginary , the authors ex-
tend the territory to also include an  event . Through this conceptual arc they 
have explicitly incorporated the realm of design as an environment in which to 
work. The medium of design anthropology extends from the spatially oriented 
fi eld to the performance-oriented event (Brandt 2001) and becomes a hybrid 
place or third space (Muller 2008). As we consider the fundamental proper-
ties of our medium, we will fi nd that it simply “affords movement and percep-
tion” (Ingold 2007: S25), crucial to what characterizes a style of knowledge. 

 Expansion of the territory of work suggests that the role of the researcher 
will not only include seeing (observation) as a form of engagement, but also 
making (design). This redefi nes the  participant-observer  role to a  facilitating-
provoker  or an active and refl exive reengagement with the context of analysis. 
The role of perception has been central to both design research and anthro-
pology. In anthropology, Grasseni’s (2006) edited volume on skilled percep-
tion showcases various practices in which kinds of seeing play a critical social 
role. Schön explored the notion of  seeing-as  from a range of disciplines, which 
has heavily infl uenced design research through refl ection-in-action: 

 [T]he inquirer arrives at a new description of the phenomena before him by refl ect-
ing-in-action on an earlier perception of similarity . . . But the idea of refl ection on 
seeing-as suggests a direction of inquiry into processes which tend otherwise to 
be mystifi ed and dismissed with the terms “intuition” or “creativity,” and it sug-
gests how these processes might be placed within the framework of refl ective 
conversation with the situation. (1983: 186) 

 Fulton Suri highlights several cases in which designers turn their detailed 
observations of the world into design opportunities: “rather than observing it 
to describe what they see (which would involve seeing literally and objectively), 
their purpose is a generative and strategic one” (Fulton Suri 2011: 31). This 
then questions the role of anthropologists if designers learn to appreciate the 
world through observation. What is left for them? While there may be a role to 
play, Hunt (2011) emphasizes the tepidness of engagement on the part of an-
thropologists, especially given the discipline’s history. To value movement as 
well as perception requires that design anthropologists address detachment 
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in the fundamental approaches to working. Through these events of inter-
vention, the tools of inquiry become crucial to producing knowledge. Drawing 
upon design tools as “things-to-think-with” (Gunn 2008) provides a refl ective 
aspect of possibilities, creating the materials necessary to conduct design ex-
periments for future practices. Design experiments help concretize the possi-
bilities of human ways of working by producing concepts, which help to trigger 
associations between theoretical insights and the empirical material. But this 
has an effect on the researcher in that being in the world shapes our percep-
tion and how we come to know, as Ingold points out: 

 It rather educates our perception of the world, and opens our eyes and minds to 
other possibilities of being. The questions we address are philosophical ones . . . 
But it is the fact that we address these questions in the world, and not from the 
armchair—that this world is not just what we think about but what we think with, 
and that in its thinking the mind wanders along pathways extending far beyond the 
envelope of the skin—that makes the enterprise anthropological, and by the same 
token, radically different from positivist science. (2008: 82–83; original emphasis) 

 It is here the opening for a kind of design anthropology appears.  What we 
think with  is the crucial element that distinguishes it from the larger discipline 
of (take your pick) design or anthropology. I argue that it is the tools we as 
design anthropologists bring to the situations we engage that differentiate us 
from other fi elds. It is our style of knowledge, the environments of thinking, 
and ways of working, weaving observation, interpretation, and inspiration that 
distinguish the fi eld of design anthropology. 

 EXPLORING METHODS OF INQUIRY IN DESIGN ANTHROPOLOGY 

 Fetishizing methods and their appropriate use can occur in any discipline, yet 
methods remain one of the main ways a practice meets the world outside of 
scholarly literature. This  packaging  of research into bundles of tools often fo-
cuses on the  terminology  and, therefore, places emphasis on written commu-
nication and what to name things and phenomena. While documentation and 
reportage play roles in the spread of knowledge, in some ways it is an end 
point where method becomes immutable in form and approach, ultimately 
becoming the standard process rather than a tool kit of options. Design an-
thropology tends toward the emergent. Important to note is a shift away from 
purely analyzing and preserving practices toward facilitating and crafting na-
scent human potentials. Clark (2007), as an example, creates the  tangible 
analysis kit  as a way to ensure social interaction becomes a resource as part 
of the design process when straddling ethnography and design. The tool kit 
for crafting potentials will build upon conversation and observation to include 
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the staging of collaborative workshops that span knowledge traditions in the 
spirit of generating instances of multi-sited fi eldwork. Written documentation 
will merge and be enhanced with video annotation in a synthesis of meaning 
through design moves. 

 The spillover, crossover, or gray zones between anthropology (focusing on 
ethnography) and design has been described as a bow tie (Wasson 2002) 
that quickly morphs into a matrix stringing together designers and research-
ers. It also has been envisioned as a horseshoe (Jones 2006), which pushes 
research toward design concepts. However appropriate (and useful) these 
metaphors are, more intriguing is the tension created in approaches that em-
body the desire to understand the present while simultaneously intervening in 
the future; being both critical yet generative as seen in  Plate 7 . 

 Halse “explores the possible in the existing” and proposes “understand-
ing and intervening can be done in one movement” (2008: 32). So while ac-
knowledging the limitations of espousing yet more methods, there is great 
value in looking at the tools we use as a way of crafting potentials to scaffold 
the creation of meaningful human experiences. Tools in design anthropology 
must have several qualities in common. They  guide  a process in eliciting pos-
sibilities and potentials. Effectively, there is a directionality and future orien-
tation. Often they are embodied in a  tangible  way, reminiscent of practices 
rather than staying wrapped up textually. Perhaps most important, they main-
tain a kind of  duality  or hybridity among a set of elements. Tools allow for an 
unfolding relation to grow, whether that means between a current and future 
practice, stickiness around observation and provocation, or even bridging par-
ticipation with control. The following tools show how the values of a practice 
are embedded within a seemingly benign tool. 

 ROBOTS TAKE OVER? TOOLS FOR QUESTIONING FUTURES 

 On a Danish island, perhaps most famous as the birthplace of Hans Christian 
Andersen, a new generation of tales is being told. Situated between main-
land Europe and the Danish capital of Copenhagen, Funen (Fyn in Danish) is 
the epicenter for a confl uence of thinking to implement automation technol-
ogy into the health care and social sectors. While administratively it is known 
as the region of southern Denmark, the Welfare Tech Region has the goal to 
acquire resources, skills, and infl uence to become a generator of jobs, infra-
structure, and knowledge. One of several projects initiated through regional 
development funding, The Sterilcentral Project brings together local hospital 
sterile supply departments, technology providers (robotics and information 
technology), and other knowledge partners (network clusters and university 
departments) to negotiate a future that includes multiple kinds of automation 
technology to help complete the work of resterilization of medical devices for 
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operations. But what if we begin to unravel this ideal future narrative? Will 
robots take over the sterilization ward to fully automate the process? What 
kinds of tools allow for an unpacking of assumptions yet also orientate toward 
a reweaving of the tale through more collaborative efforts? Through sketching 
this project, I will introduce three tools to get a sense of how design anthro-
pology might undertake such an endeavor. 

 While the process of synthesizing and creating meaning from our experi-
ences is present in both anthropology and design, it is the latter that draws 
more often upon other approaches than textual ones to communicate the 
resulting synthesis. It is odd that we experience the world with a range of 
perceptual systems and then, when trying to make sense of it, we resort to 
squeezing it into words. Designers have used mood boards, targeted collec-
tions of imagery, as a way of absorbing the material and visual surroundings 
at a particular moment and as a way of pointing toward a possible trajectory; 
a way of making sense of the present while also carving out a space for ex-
ploring the future. The fi rst design anthropological tool I call  perceptual syn-
thesis  as it explores ways of understanding based upon visual, embodied, and 
nontextual frameworks rather than starting with linguistic encoding. 

 In preparing for the Sterilcentral Project kickoff workshop, where all of the 
partners met for the fi rst time as part of the three-year journey of working 
together, an immersion toolkit was created to help everyone fi nd a way to 
experience a part of the hospital workplace and, through negotiation and dis-
cussion, to frame an issue to explore through designing. The components 
included a foam fl oor plan of a hospital sterile supply ward, which had photo-
graphs we had taken from observations pinned to different areas. These pho-
tographs were indexed to short video clips that showed a particular action or 
conversation in preliminary fi eldwork (inspired by the video card game in Buur 
and Soendergaard 2000). Each group chose several clips to watch and anno-
tated its own observations. Relying on the photo representation and the video 
content, each group brought together clips (represented by the paper cards) 
that could share common characteristics. This transforming of concrete in-
stances by simultaneously stringing together and pulling into a higher level 
of abstraction gives this  perceptual synthesis  a hybridity of form and content. 
The way of working is both very tangible (the cards are physically manipulated) 
and ephemeral (the actions recorded quickly fade unless annotated and de-
scribed). It is also an individual and collaborative effort at the same time 
in that the insights come from each actor’s perceptual observations while 
themes are generated in the group. The approach begins from visual roots 
and only the fi nal step enters into written language. This hesitancy or slowing 
down of the fi nal outcome allows others to join the process. What would hap-
pen if as a discipline we started to incorporate and embody nontextual syn-
thesis as a part of our repertoire? One hopes that a practice that embraced 
and collaborated with more knowledge traditions would be the result. 
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 The second category of tool for design anthropology that I suggest is  expe-
rience juxtaposing . The purpose of such a tool is to explore potential experi-
ences while fi rmly present in the here and now. Imagining such a possibility is, 
of course, not the same as having the experience, but the strength comes from 
comparison. As part of the preliminary engagement with the hospitals in the 
Sterilcentral Project, we created a series of cards depicting  superpowers  that 
our participants could select such as  super strength ,  shape shifting , and  micro-
scopic vision . While it might seem silly or childish with cards and illustrations 
that looked as if they came from a comic book, the participants took them quite 
seriously when asked which three they would choose and why. We took this ap-
proach to understand what the role of robot technology would be in the worker’s 
practice. While visions of technology often turn out much more mundane than 
anticipated, by pushing the hospital worker into the central role with the choice 
to wield technology as a power we could get closer to what it would feel like if 
technological solutions were implemented. Through the conversations mediated 
by the superpower cards, several themes emerged, including that of  distinguish-
ing details . The sterilization technician explains, “a robot cannot see if there is 
dirt or which instrument needs to be greased. So you are not quite unemployed, 
anyways.” While we had introduced our purpose as an initial exploration of ro-
botic technology in the hospital, workers had already carved out a niche that 
would preserve a specifi c role for people in the fully automatic sterilization ward. 
The “microscopic vision” superpower card served both as the prompt and as 
support for articulating this position. The tool helped turn a forecast of robotic 
technology into a collaborative foretelling of what value technicians bring to their 
work. The juxtaposition of the immediate workplace with the future gave a cre-
ative space to envision the appropriateness of potential technology. 

 The third kind of design anthropological tool,  potential relationing , is con-
cerned with ways to experience the embeddedness of future practices. Often, 
concepts are great for addressing one particular aspect of a problem, but they 
tend to leave behind the interconnected nature of social life. Drama and act-
ing can be used to great effect in exposing the seams of practices. These per-
formances are rich with explicit understandings of our current relationships 
and how we wish them to change. In another workshop for the Sterilcentral 
Project, four groups of participants generated scenarios of completed solu-
tions as a way of understanding confl icting visions for the project and how 
workers would relate to the likely new robotic coworkers. Through the perfor-
mances, we hoped confl icting visions of technology would emerge. To ensure 
robotics were part of the solution space, we advised the teams that at least 
one person in every group should play the role of the robot. However, every-
one volunteered! The technological vision of the fully automated ward came 
to life through the play. The scenario most sympathetic to a human role in the 
work had robots sorting simple instruments from complex ones, with the lat-
ter worked on by people. 
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 These embodied performances, while effective at seeing a system in use, 
struggled to illustrate the tensions in introducing new technology. As a result 
of its performative aspects,  potential relationing  highlights the socialness of 
the event, meaning that in collaborating the performers run the risk of play-
ing to the audience to weave a cohesive narrative. The strength of working 
with a tool such as this is that the social web (including people and their en-
vironment) quickly gets laid out to allow for a space to critique, question, and 
refl ect before full-scale implementation and its inherent danger of failure (Kil-
bourn and Bay 2011). Inconsistencies and confl icts push to the surface much 
more quickly than in the usual process of building the technology fi rst and 
asking questions of appropriateness and social integration later. One anthro-
pological contribution was in the questioning of assumptions and establishing 
meaningful frameworks beforehand, rather than post-project. 

 How do these kinds of tools relate to building a research practice in design 
anthropology? How do researchers engage with theory? If design anthropology 
is a collaborative rather than a solitary process, how do we reposition our own 
research practices in a similar manner? One running approach I have trialed 
with other researchers involves making theory tangible as part of an embodied 
practice. Drawing upon design processes, I sought to make a more direct re-
lationship between theory and empirical data. Often the hidden aspect of the 
research craft is how experiences, theory, and empirical material collaborate. 
Through this design process, I wished to expose how theoretical perspectives 
change ways of working with the empirical material. As part of an inquiry into 
theory and practice, I created a workshop format called the Research Game in 
which condensed theoretical perspectives (in the form of key quotes on cards) 
were used as a starting point for developing research questions and subse-
quently used as a way to analyze a set of video clips. There have been three 
variations of the game, the fi rst in the context of a PhD seminar to delve into 
one specifi c fi eld site from multiple perspectives, the second was a workshop 
at an international design conference using many different fi eld contexts (Si-
torus and Kilbourn 2007), and the third was part of a strategic department 
planning session to envision types of research and how they relate to the edu-
cational profi le. Each variation pushed the boundary of collaborative research 
practice in that theory became more than literature because it was embodied 
throughout the process, from framing to refl ecting. In the conference work-
shop it was interesting to see how theory guided the design process. There 
were diffi culties in transitioning from large theoretical concepts to specifi c em-
pirical materials, and some participants suggested it would be more fruitful to 
end with theoretical concepts rather than begin with them, which makes sense 
for design anthropology rather than anthropological design. 

 The game provided a slightly more transparent and tangible approach to 
incorporating theoretical concepts in design research. The workshops were 
a microcosm of representations that fi nd their way in design practice. The 
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ethics of rearranging people’s skills explores the role of empirical material in 
framing the dialogue. Should we preserve or enhance a particular practice? 
What role should theory play? Will a certain kind of theory overpower prac-
tice? As the fi eld of design anthropology straddles a strong practice-based 
tradition with a rich theory-generating fi eld, comparative tools for collabora-
tion should be a key component of such a discipline, forming one of several 
modes of engagement of this research practice. 

 SKETCHING DIFFERING TRAJECTORIES OF ENGAGEMENT 

 In preparing the ground for new kinds of research in design anthropology, its 
scholars will have to grapple with the traditional practices of ethnography 
such as observation, description, and interpretation in a way that acknowl-
edges local knowledge practices but also introduces artifacts to facilitate 
learning as part of an innovative research fi eld. Through my work, I distinguish 
three overlapping modes with a particular style, medium, and tools, which 
underlies the shift at the core of a design anthropology discipline:  moving in , 
 moving along , and  moving out . These modes are not separate components 
that can be delineated and parceled out to experts, but integral to the re-
searcher to engage in all three iteratively. 

  Moving in  is concerned with the collaborative approach of understanding 
 with  other people as part of our research. In many ways it is not enough to 
document and archive: it is critical to refl ect  with  and  through  practice to 
introduce change. To do this requires helping to articulate embodied prac-
tices while also bringing together design and use practice. Mogensen (1992) 
investigated how “provotyping” could critique everyday practice in systems 
development as way of rising above the dilemma between tradition and tran-
scendence in participatory design. Rather than having to choose either to 
support the current practice or to ignore skills and knowledge and push for 
a future-orientated agenda, provotyping suggests a dialectical tension that 
manages to relate the familiar and the new through refl ection-in-practice. In 
educational action research, McNiff describes the fundamental tenet of the 
approach as “research WITH rather than research ON” (1988: 4; original 
emphasis). For a successful  moving in , research tools are developed for col-
laborations among knowledge practitioners. In the Sterilcentral Project, an 
immersion tool kit of photos, fl oor plans, and video worked to tie together 
separate knowledge traditions toward a common purpose. To characterize 
this mode of movement as intimate points to the level of engagement familiar 
to anthropological fi eldwork, yet also different in the deliberate dialogue gen-
erated through an intermediary artifact. While these types of movements are 
essential for any anthropological pursuit, design anthropology should aim to 
go beyond an ethnographic encounter within a fi eld site. 
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  Moving along  frames the research beyond the specifi c contexts we fi nd our-
selves in and approaches the project as one with larger boundaries than an-
ticipated. As Hines says, “moving around gives us ways to suspend judgment 
about the appropriate places to study experience and make interventions and 
the appropriate ways to reproduce methodologies” (2007: 669). One way of 
smoothing and shading the complexity is to explore how the research might 
temporarily span contexts. The Sterilcentral Project cast my role as the expert 
in understanding work practices for design. I chose to embrace the role be-
fore the project kickoff meeting and then hand off aspects of expertise to oth-
ers as appropriate to fl exibly situate myself in reframing the relevant issues. 
While within the project boundaries, other participants were invited to share 
the expert role of engaging in fi eldwork at the hospital sites through a fi eld 
guide that served as a team-building exercise as more people collaborated in 
fi eldwork. The unbundling of the anthropologist as the observer expert helped 
balance competing interests while building empathy among all participants. 
This movement relates the project site with the fi eld site, but I also wished 
to bring student learning to the forefront of the Sterilcentral Project. Many of 
the workshops were an active collaboration with students as agendas, goals, 
and methods were developed as part of learning the research craft of design 
anthropology. The seepage along multiple contexts helps not only to scaffold 
knowledge building but makes the research dynamic and, in a sense, action 
orientated. 

 Movements between research projects show not only an understanding 
within one particular place or confi guration, but also an interrelationship in 
how materials and knowledge are mediated through various actions in mul-
tiple contexts. This allows for an emergent dimension to the research. The 
boundaries between the projects are not fi xed, but instead are threaded by 
the research. The comparison needs to extend along projects to avoid the clo-
sure that Bezaitis and Robinson point out results from a focus on outcomes: 
“the arcs of research came to tiny ends with each project fi nish rather than 
building and accumulating across instances, clients, and careers” (2011: 
191). Finally, I propose  moving out  as the more experimental movement that 
leaves a zone of mutual understanding. Rather than close down lines of in-
quiry in fi ne-grained analysis, it is about bringing forth intriguing ways of being. 
It is about the “what ifs” and inspired by probing the edges of the known. Mc-
Niff points to the trajectories created by such an approach: 

 [t]he need for a theory of generative capacity, that is, that could communicate 
the potential of one theory to create new theories. Rather than stopping at the 
traditional notion of a theory arising out of a specifi c set of circumstances and 
having relevance only to that setting, a generative approach views a theory as 
an organic device to create other theories that may be applied in other settings. 
(1988: 43) 
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 Moving out from a particular practice toward opportunity sounds risky, even 
a loss of entanglement that is sought for in generating contextual knowledge. 
But Anderson sees this as exposing the frame of rationality at work in a con-
text to bring “deep design possibilities to light” (1994: 179). These might 
seem to be speculative potentials, but Fulton Suri underscores the relation-
ship between empathy and imagination: “By defi nition, as soon as we start to 
think ahead to future experiences and how people might respond, we begin to 
draw upon our intuitive and interpretive abilities. We begin to imagine and em-
pathize” (2008: 54). The alternative is to leave it to the engineers and tech-
nologists to fi gure out the future so we can get on with producing descriptions 
informants can agree upon as accurate. But if we opt for this exploring of 
potential practices, it allows us to make explicit inherent, yet unnoticed infl u-
ences as a form of critique. Another name for these potential practices could 
be  theory  as Bagnara and Crampton Smith conceptualize discourse: “But 
‘theory’ is also commonly used to mean the constantly evolving confi guration 
of epistemological assumptions, conceptual constructs, methodologies, and 
critical values that fl ow around and through individual practices and fi elds of 
study, contributing to their wisdom and power” (2006: xxi). 

 To recognize the styles of knowledge within practices, even research prac-
tices, is to come to terms with their trajectories. Design and anthropology, 
like many fi elds, has problematized the relation between theory and practice 
as one between practitioners in the fi eld and those building conceptual walls, 
as it fi ghts for a place and funding in a crowded university. The question is 
how can a fi eld like design anthropology move beyond this characterization 
and consider theory a form of practice? For design, Erickson (2006) proposes 
the need to draw upon theories in multiple fi elds, but being free to partake in 
conceptual pruning when required, leaving behind disciplinary arguments and 
baggage while retaining a certain amount of complexity to be helpful. For de-
sign anthropology to be a merger of equals rather than a takeover by design 
or anthropology requires forward-leaning practices to become recognized as a 
particular style of knowledge of embodied theory. Or more simply, design an-
thropologists need to engage in designing! The tool kit of the anthropologist 
magnifi es as it takes on new roles of imagining news ways of being, rather 
than describing the previous ways. The distance between design and anthro-
pology collapses as the style of knowledge generates its own collaborative 
notion of accountability in its modes of (dis)engagement. 

 CRAFTING POTENTIALS TOGETHER 

 Proposing a move toward a crafting of potentials, as I suggest here, means 
that our theoretical processes and products take a generative turn and shift 
directionally toward future ways of being. This is not the same as fi nding 
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design opportunities or creating design concepts. Crafting potentials is not 
about presenting tactical options to a particular client. The focus is of much 
larger import to the realm of humanity; it concerns how to frame future ways 
of experiencing while challenging the current infrastructure of thought. To ap-
preciate the value of the design anthropological style of knowledge, we need 
to consider the medium through which we work as not only being about  seeing  
but also  making . Staying critical yet also experimental in creating the tools for 
emerging events will shift trajectories toward multiple modes of engagement 
with the world. Through this design  with  anthropology (Gunn 2008; Ingold 
2008), researchers aim to achieve a more intimate understanding through 
the movement of knowledge among differing practices by engaging and col-
laborating. Rather than breaking human experiences down into factors and 
components for analysis, design anthropology scaffolds knowledge that al-
lows for emergent relations, interconnections, and associations—theories 
generated through practice with potential for change. Tackling the diffi cult and 
value-laden domain of change and intervention is a worthy cause for design 
anthropology to move knowledge beyond its own discipline. In the beginning, 
this new fi eld will contribute and support design’s own blossoming critical 
positioning of its endless production mode. In the case of the Sterilcentral 
Project, robots may not be taking over but they surely are fi nding a place in 
the ecosystem of welfare and health care work. For anthropology, it suggests 
and envisions a reengagement through new movements and tools as a way 
of embracing a collaborative theoretical undertaking that breathes new life 
with each material reworking of previous concepts. Objects introduced in this 
style of knowing will be framed around facilitating and provoking rather than 
participant observing. Teasing together, instead of apart, is the movement of 
knowledge that characterizes design anthropology in contrast with an ethnog-
raphy of design. 
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 Designing by Doing: Building 
Bridges in the Highlands of Borneo 

 Ian J. Ewart 

 SITUATING PRODUCTION 

 My intention in this chapter is to champion the role of the producer as de-
signer. As an engineer turned anthropologist, it seems to me to be something 
of a folly to attempt to isolate the process of design from that of production, 
as much as it is to separate out and valorize consumption (Miller 1995) over 
the creative activity that necessarily precedes it. An ongoing fascination in 
anthropology with design and consumption makes it diffi cult to position pro-
duction, especially of the sort in focus here, namely what we might call  an 
anthropology of engineering . Engineering is a specifi c form of activity, which I 
suggest can be defi ned as the communal production of large-scale or complex 
objects. This generic defi nition removes engineering from its popular percep-
tion as somehow uniquely Western and industrialized, and, as I show in this 
chapter, allows us to reconsider what constitutes production, and what, by 
unhelpful contrast, often separately constitutes design or consumption. My 
broader aim is to envisage engineering (communal, technical production) as 
a mainstream activity neither dependent on nor excluding some of those con-
texts of the West, industrialization, science, modernity, and progress, to thus 
become more common in anthropology generally. 

 Different approaches to production avoid or confront the separation of de-
signing from making and consuming, of which a few deserve mention here. 1  
Engineering sociology takes the view that groups of engineers negotiate a 
settlement in a rather businesslike way (Bucciarelli 1994, 2002), resulting in 
an adequate compromise instead of an ideal solution. Engineering design is 
commonly described as part of a complex sociotechnical system, involving, 
for example, the need to comply with a wider scheme (Petroski 1996), or the 
economic realities of a large project and its inherent potentials for misunder-
standing and abuse (Petroski 2012). Engineering comes across as a practice 
of subverting an ideal design into a practical reality through a production pro-
cess that is slowed by specifi cations and compromises and dragged along 
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by deadlines and economics. A second approach, promoted by scholars of 
industrial design, assumes a close reading of the needs of the consumer and 
consequently ignores production as a delay between conception and use. A 
successful design, they argue, can predict and preempt the use of this type of 
object (Cross 2011; Norman 2004), usually what we would call a commodity. 
These same objects form the foundation of consumption anthropology, whose 
students reject such determinism and contend that creative use is a valid ex-
tension of design activity (e.g., Hebdige 1988; Miller 1991, 2009). Whereas 
for sociologists of engineering the relationship between design and produc-
tion is one of friction and compromise, for scholars of design it is largely 
irrelevant since there is an overt emphasis (in common with consumption an-
thropology) on the use of objects and not on their production. 

 If these fi rst two approaches start from the assumption that production 
is a hapless consequence of design, or subservient to use, then what of the 
practice of actually making something? Certain strands of anthropology have 
over the years made efforts to think about production, especially a French tra-
dition of the anthropology of technology (see Lemonnier 1992), but a more 
explicit consideration of the relationship between conception and production 
has come from Tim Ingold. As a prominent advocate of skilled production, In-
gold has emphasized the continual formation of relations between maker and 
materials, questioning the infl uence of a preconceived plan and the implicit re-
duction of the environment to a mere backdrop for action (2000). In contrast 
to Cross and Norman, Ingold argues that to separate out the act of designing 
from life generally is reductionist and unrealistic, and specifi c to the culture 
of Western industrialism. To illustrate these themes, he draws on examples 
of craftsmanship and skill, emphasizing the importance of the relationships 
between people and their continually developing environment. 

 Setting aside criticisms of nostalgia and overemphasis on traditional ma-
terials and skills (see Ingold 2007a,b; Miller 2007), Ingold demonstrates the 
signifi cance of production in a way largely ignored in many other accounts. 
For the engineering sociologists and the various students of commodities, 
the physical act of production is given no more than a secondary role in the 
creation of an object. It is true to say that an object is created socially as well 
as physically, and there are interesting processes at play that deserve our at-
tention. For anthropologists of design, of course these are essential, but in 
examining those processes it is important not to lose sight of the fact that 
somewhere along the line, people are actually making things. 

 To demonstrate the potential for an engineering approach, I present a brief 
ethnography of the design and construction of two bridges. The fi rst is tradi-
tional in the sense that it remains the same as described by early visitors 
three or four generations ago (Harrisson 1959), while the second was built to 
a more formal design using recently introduced materials, and was essentially 
innovative and unfamiliar. This allows us to consider whether a design, as a 
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preconceived and formally inscribed concept, is able to dominate and direct 
the production process, in contrast to an intuitive or informal idea that sug-
gests weaker mechanisms of control, which might lead to greater variety. The 
traditional and familiar bridge was produced with very little discussion or trou-
ble, while the new and unfamiliar design required a more detailed plan that re-
mained incomplete. This lack of familiarity provoked substantial uncertainty in 
production, requiring a series of improvised solutions to complete the project. 
As well as relative familiarity, a further axis of comparison comes from the fact 
that one of these bridges is made from traditional local materials, whereas 
the other is built with modern materials including wire rope and concrete. This 
raises questions about readily accepted concepts of industrial production and 
craftsmanship, and the usefulness of that distinction. Ultimately, the relation-
ship between designing and making is a complex entanglement, and whether 
it is useful or even possible to separate them is at the heart of this chapter. 

 The ethnographic data presented here come from fi eldwork with the Kelabit 
people in the mountainous north of Malaysian Borneo (see Janowski 2003 
for greater detail). 2  The Kelabit are a small ethnic group living on a highland 
plateau in a rural territory that has historically straddled the international bor-
der between Malaysia and Indonesia. Surrounded by the Tama Abu mountain 
range to the west and north, and the Apad Uat range to the east, access is dif-
fi cult. A small airstrip serves the largest town, Bario, and in the last fi ve years 
or so commercial logging has reached the brink of the area, pushing a system 
of rough roads through the forest so that the highlands are now directly con-
nected to the rest of Borneo. Most important, this includes the coastal town 
of Miri, a jarring ten-hour drive away, which has attracted many rural Kelabits 
into paid employment and a place to load up a Toyota 4WD with half a ton of 
whatever the world has to offer. Access to industrial resources is now pos-
sible, but still severely limited by the terrain, the weather, and the cost of 
transport. Access to ideas is more straightforward, as television and Internet 
connections are spreading to even the most remote villages. One such place 
is the village of Pa’ Dalih—home to around 150 people, many of whom live 
an agricultural life, growing rice in irrigated padi fi elds and hunting for meat in 
the surrounding forest. This relative remoteness means the villagers remain 
proudly self-reliant, resourceful, and practical, always willing to try their hand 
at something new. It was in and around Pa’ Dalih that I watched construction 
of the two bridges between 2008 and 2010. 

 A QUESTION OF DESIGN 

 Ganang cocked his head to one side, his good eye peering intently at the piece 
of paper he had pushed in front of me. It was a piece of A5 from my notebook, 
now covered with a rough scribble in black biro ( Plate 8 ). This was August 
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2008, and the villagers of Pa’ Dalih had for some time been planning to build 
a new bridge over the river Kelapang to replace the traditional bamboo bridge 
washed away several years before. On the other side of the Kelapang, some 
of the villagers had fruit trees, padi fi elds, forest farms, and, most important, 
relatives. Without the bridge, getting to the village meant a long detour and 
wading across the river: not diffi cult when shallow, but in the rainy season the 
river became angry and unpredictable, and access grew much more hazard-
ous. So plans had been hatched to build a new bridge, but not the traditional 
bamboo variety, something much more substantial and permanent—the Apir 
Long Da’an (bridge by the junction of the Da’an river), as it was named. 

 Ganang had been involved with many of the larger projects in the village 
and was nominally the village engineer, responsible for drawing up plans. He 
had, for example, shown me a rather professional-looking plan of a proposed 
new house for the pastor, which he kept pinned to his wall in a clear plastic 
envelope. What he had pushed in front of me was his idea for the new bridge; 
it was no more than a sketch, but became the basis of the formal design. Sub-
sequently he drew something more detailed, which was the plan ultimately 
used on site during construction (see  Plate 9 ). The four main components 
are the tall support towers, large concrete anchor blocks with anchor posts, 
wire ropes, and wooden walkway. Ganang’s drawing bore a remarkable resem-
blance to a suspension bridge, something the Kelabit had never built them-
selves, although a similar bridge had been built in 2002 in nearby Remudu by 
a British charity, bringing in materials and volunteer labor. 

 The novelty of this design lies in its differences to a typical hanging bridge. 
Introduced in the 1960s by British troops stationed in the area, a hanging 
bridge is the standard design for a more or less permanent bridge. These are 
usually made of a pair of wire ropes strung between trees or posts on each 
bank, onto which planks are fi xed to form a walkway. More wire rope is strung 
across as a handrail, and the whole thing is supported by tying it to overhang-
ing trees with rattan or electrical wire. Fixed at one side and pulled tight, this 
type of bridge requires progressively more tension to pull the base cables 
level, to the extent that it is theoretically impossible to make its base fl at. In 
practice, the best you can achieve is a characteristic droop, which increases 
over time as the various components stretch and loosen. 

 A suspension bridge is based on a different concept, which is to support (or 
suspend) the weight of the base on overhead cables anchored at each end and 
raised on towers. The base is connected to these overhead cables with sus-
pending wires every meter or so, whose lengths can be altered to make the base 
level, avoiding the steep entry and exit slopes of a hanging bridge. For Ganang 
and the other Kelabit, the principles of a suspension bridge were at best fuzzily 
understood, gleaned from their observations of the Remudu bridge and colored 
by their knowledge of hanging bridges. This lack of detail in the plan meant that 
decisions, mistakes, and new discoveries were made during construction. 
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 I knew from early descriptions (Harrisson 1949, 1959) and my travels 
to various villages that the form and construction of the traditional bamboo 
bridge remained remarkably consistent. My host, Anderias (the Headman of 
Pa’ Dalih), is, like most Kelabit, a very practical man and proudly able to turn 
his hand to any task. I saw him fi x his car’s suspension with a belt, repair an 
electrical grinder, and make all kinds of things from bamboo—cups, contain-
ers, shelters, spatulas, and so on—as well as build his house. When I asked 
him to draw a bamboo bridge, he replied derisively, “Why should I draw one 
when we can just make one?” Then he put both elbows on the table and in-
terlocked his fi ngers: “There, like that!” He was mimicking the principle of in-
terlocking bamboo poles stretching from each side of the river and meeting in 
the middle (see  Plate 10 ). 

 The Kelabit bamboo bridge is essentially a series of poles anchored on 
each bank and raised slightly to meet over the center of the river, where they 
are bound with rattan to form a shallow arch. The idea is that the poles fl ex 
and bounce as you walk on them, so that when you reach the center, the arch 
has fl attened out somewhat. Along the sides, more bamboo poles are fi xed as 
handrails and, like the hanging bridges, the whole structure is strengthened 
with rattan stringers tied to overhead trees. These materials are all perish-
able, so the whole thing needs to be rebuilt after a year or two, and often the 
rattan bindings will be replaced once or twice in the meantime. 

 So, do the two bridges have a  design ? The suspension bridge had never 
been made before, but had in some way been preconceived by the Kelabit en-
gineers. The basic concept was committed to paper in two signifi cant forms: 
fi rst as a shape, an outline, a basic layout of major components; and sec-
ond as a list of parts, a breakdown of the bits and pieces to be acquired and 
brought together into one place to form the object. If the drawing is conspicu-
ously lacking in detail, logistical requirements and the contents of the list 
are evidence that this had been carefully planned: prepared  belian  (a type 
of very resistant hardwood) posts, 2.6 kg of 9-inch bolts, 5.4 kg of 6-inch 
bolts, sixteen 20-mm shackles, four 12-mm shackles, wire netting, and so on. 
Transporting all the materials to site was no easy matter, requiring truckloads 
from Miri,  belian  from a village 40 kilometers away, sand and stones from 
the river, boats to move things, and several strong men to drag it all up the 
bank. Arrangements for assembling the thinly dispersed tools and skills were 
equally complex: petrol for the generator, power tools, plastic tubing, canoes, 
tin sheets to make a shelter, experienced house builders, young men to watch 
and learn, and so on. Plans for the bamboo bridge, on the other hand, were far 
less detailed or carefully considered. In fact, there was not really much con-
sideration at all. In the same spirit as Anderias’s reaction to my request for a 
drawing, a spur-of-the-moment decision prompted a group of men to set off, 
taking nothing more than they had on them at the time, including the concept 
of a bridge made of bamboo. 
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 While the suspension bridge design depends on a drawing and a list of 
parts, as well as numerous discussions, the bamboo bridge depends on 
experience and memories of previous practice, everyday tools, and readily 
available materials. It may be that in the future the suspension bridge or its 
descendant becomes a part of Kelabit technological tradition so that the com-
ponents, tools, and skills required become similarly everyday and widely ac-
cessible. But for now, if we ask whether they know exactly how to make these 
two bridges, for the planned object the response has to be no, or at least not 
exactly, whereas for the unplanned object the answer is yes. It is the validity 
and nature of this link between preconception and production that needs fur-
ther investigation. 

 An engineered object does not come about purely by chance; there has 
to be some amount of determination in bringing together the rag-tag assem-
blage of ideas, tools, skills, components, and materials to become a coher-
ent whole. Ingold has criticized the concept of design as a predetermining 
and fi nal plan of action by suggesting that objects come about through a 
more organic mechanism akin to growth. 3  He describes a “fi eld of forces” 
responsible for generating an artifact, including the maker as part of the en-
vironmental conditions that come together in the process. “These are truly 
creative engagements, in the sense that they actually  give rise  to the real-
world artefactual and organic forms that we encounter, rather than serving—
as the standard view would claim—to transcribe pre-existent form onto raw 
material” (2000: 345; emphasis in original). His argument is that organisms 
and artifacts can be seen as being created through similar processes, such 
that it is impossible to specify a  complete  design, either through the DNA of 
the former or blueprint of the latter. Hence, for Ingold, to consider a precon-
ceived plan of activity as the basis for an artifactual outcome is to ignore 
the ecological truth of man’s existence in the world at large. Raw materials 
exist in a relationship with their environment, into which the maker steps and 
changes the potential form of some of the parts. In other words, and ger-
mane to this discussion, it is the relational environment that is responsible 
for the process of making, and not just the intentional person. The person 
and his actions are directed and formed by the materials as well as directing 
and forming them. 

 Ingold’s ecologically framed relational thinking can contribute to an anthro-
pology of engineering in a number of ways: the notion of the mutual infl uence 
of materials and environment on a process of making; the understanding 
that the conceptual design is never going to be complete; and the point that 
skilled production is an active part of life that includes responding to circum-
stances. This needs to be tempered by accepting that groups of people who 
undertake such large-scale projects do set out with an objective in mind and 
make a conscious effort to manipulate materials into desired forms with the 
aim of overcoming the obstacles that hinder and divert them. 
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 Contrary to the relational approach, with its emphasis on patterns of coor-
dination rather than inherent properties, scholars of industrial design adopt a 
view that designers are able to empathize with their consumers and take into 
account their numerous desires and responses. Don Norman (1998, 2004) 
has written of the need for designers to understand not only aesthetics, ma-
terials, and production techniques but also, for example, psychology and biol-
ogy. For Norman, there is very little that cannot be accounted for in designing 
an object. A well-designed object will allow for the users’ various proclivities 
and inherently guide appropriate use—the scope for subversion or inappropri-
ate use is limited. Mass production of industrially designed objects weakens 
the link to the environment and thus for Norman the producer is not (as per 
Ingold) part of a creative engagement; in fact, the production process is in 
many ways completely independent of humanity and ecology. This provides 
the platform for a consumer uprising: reinserting the human into the mate-
rial world by appropriating the object and enculturing it through personaliza-
tion and redefi nition (Hebdige 1988; Miller 1991). Consumption studies have 
done a good job of bringing in the users’ perspective and critiquing the idea 
that objects are imposed onto society, but still neglect the importance of the 
actual production of the object before it comes into people’s hands. Both ap-
proaches, with their respective focus on commodities or craft objects, also 
seem unsuitable for describing an engineered object, understood as a large 
or complex object that is communally produced. The fi rst overemphasizes the 
designer, and the second, the infl uence of materials and environment. Produc-
tion is more ad hoc and fl uid than the predetermined and anonymous activity 
Norman suggests, while engineers act in a more mechanical and forceful way 
than Ingold’s artisans and craftsmen. 

 They are nonetheless a collection of creative agents engaged with their 
environment, and as a group share a common goal. For a large and/or com-
plex object, the scope for misunderstanding and mistakes is magnifi ed, and 
an exact plan is unlikely to be comprehensive enough to cope with the inevi-
table surprises of the production process. Bucciarelli is prominent in analyz-
ing processes of engineering design, and uses the concept of  object worlds  
to illustrate the fact that these are communal projects requiring a mix of 
skills, responsibilities, interests (1994), and languages (2002). His approach 
is based on the project being driven by corporate goals, using a business or 
management perspective as its starting point. The team is made up of spe-
cialized individuals who need to be brought together as a team to operate 
effi ciently. As Bucciarelli says, “Different participants work in different do-
mains on different features of the system; they have different responsibili-
ties and more often than not, the creations, fi ndings, claims and proposals of 
one individual will confl ict with those of another” (2002: 220). This is true of 
engineering in the industrialized world, but is not exactly true of Kelabit engi-
neering. Bucciarelli’s object worlds consist of unique tools, texts, suppliers, 
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codes, and unwritten rules. Their language is deceptive because although it is 
English it is still foreign and needs to be learned. However, the Kelabit object 
world is less problematic and more coherent because the same people who 
are doing the engineering are also farming, hunting, and relaxing together in 
a small-scale community. Still, Bucciarelli’s point is clear: the design process, 
even in the controlled environment of computers and industrialized produc-
tion, does not always work. 

 It seems that an anthropology of engineering can draw on each of these 
approaches, but rely entirely on none. The Kelabit are certainly more akin to 
craftsmen than they are industrialists, but building a suspension bridge is 
undoubtedly an engineering project and uses industrial materials. Their rela-
tions with the environment are key to their success, but we need to acknowl-
edge the radical changes that have expanded the scope of their environment 
beyond their highland plateau to other parts of Borneo, and ultimately much 
of the world. Dynamic and expanding environmental relations and historic so-
cial traditions provide the context for their design practices, which can now be 
illustrated with a description of the bridge building projects. 

 A TALE OF TWO BRIDGES 

 Construction of the suspension bridge was done through the Kelabit system 
of voluntary communal labor,  kerja sama , in which groups of villagers gather 
to help each other in labor-intensive tasks. For work on the bridge, this meant 
that on the appointed day, a group of about ten men would turn up, deposit 
their tools, and light a fi re. Most prominent of these were Ganang, the nomi-
nal designer; Robert, an experienced house builder; Anderias, the headman; 
and Jolly, his brother, who along with Anderias had accumulated most of the 
materials. All Kelabit men are likely to have some experience in building and 
repairing houses and, through regular trips into the forest, a practical ability to 
improvise with whatever materials are at hand. In the case of the new bridge, 
these materials consisted of coils of wire, piles of fi xings, wood, and tools 
put under a temporary tin roof by the construction site. Work began according 
to discussions based around Ganang’s drawing, with individuals largely left 
to do what they thought was best. Very soon, however, the drawing was left 
crumpled and ignored as the group began to see how components and ma-
terials could be used and what problems needed to be resolved. Referring to 
the four main bridge components mentioned earlier, I now briefl y describe the 
construction sequence. 

 The concrete anchor blocks were made by digging large holes and fi lling 
them with concrete made with imported cement from Miri, river sand, and 
stones from the roadside. Concrete is still a relatively new material, although 
rapidly becoming popular, so the mixing was left largely to Robert, who had 
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worked in the building trade in Miri and was acknowledged as the most skilled 
builder. He effortlessly scooped up a shovelful of sand and cement, then with 
a fl ick of his wrist mixed them in a mid-air swirl. This mixture was then layered 
with stones to form a large solid block into which pairs of 100mm square 
hardwood  belian  anchor posts were set. 

 Before the main wooden towers could be raised, a datum level had to be 
set across the river to make sure the walkway remained fl at and to even out 
the strain. In house building, to set a level the trick is to use a clear pipe fi lled 
with water and mark the naturally equal height at each end of the pipe. As 
there was no pipe long enough to reach across the river, brief discussions led 
to a simple solution: a level was set between a tree and a stake about three 
meters apart on one bank, in line with the opposite bank. Two nails, one in 
the tree and one in the stake, were leveled with a short tube of water. Look-
ing through one eye along the line of the two nails toward the opposite bank 
meant that with a bit of shouting, the same level could be marked with a cut 
on a tree on the other side. 

 The support towers were eight meters in height, made up of two four-meter 
lengths of  belian , then set two meters into the ground. This was much higher 
than any other bridge, and the joint connecting the two four-meter lengths was 
the cause of much discussion. House supports are made with a lower portion of 
 belian  set into the ground, jointed onto a more readily available local wood with 
a bolted angled lap joint. The same joint was proposed here, but many felt the 
stresses would be far higher and ultimately too great. Ganang organized thick 
metal reinforcing plates, one to be bolted on each side of the joint, but it was 
discovered that the nine-inch bolts were too short to pass through the two metal 
plates and the fi ve-inch wooden posts. No longer bolts were readily available, 
so a compromise was reached by using extra bolts and discarding the plates. 

 Once the towers were raised, two pairs of thick wire ropes were strung 
across the river. One pair went over the top of the tower as the main sup-
port cables, and the second pair went near the base of the tower to take the 
wooden walkway. Then came the tricky task of connecting the lower cables to 
the upper pair three meters overhead with a series of wire stringers. Different 
people had privately suggested several ways of doing this, including using a 
makeshift platform on the upper rails or fi xing the stringers before the ropes 
were pulled taut. No one knew exactly what to do. In the end, the solution was 
clumsy and not particularly effective. The four main ropes were pulled taut; 
each connecting stringer had a loop put in one end that was thrown over the 
upper cable, the loose end threaded through its loop and pulled as tight as 
possible. Even after much effort, the wires could not be pulled tight enough 
to prevent them slipping, and the whole procedure became mighty precarious 
toward the center of the bridge where there was nothing to stand on except 
a few planks balanced on the lower ropes. Ultimately, many of the connecting 
wires slipped down and offered no tensioning support at all. 
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 I describe some of the tribulations of construction, not to highlight them in 
particular or to imply that the Kelabit struggled to cope with the size or com-
plexity of the project. On the contrary, these and a myriad of other minor hic-
cups were all dealt with in good humor and the usual Kelabit resourcefulness. 
The Apir Long Da’an was eventually completed in late 2009, after about six 
months of work. The villagers of Pa’ Dalih are rightly proud of their achieve-
ment, describing it as “the best Kelabit bridge ever,” and in many ways it is. It 
is probably the largest they had built, using the best materials available, and 
as several of the builders said to me, it looked at home in its forest setting 
(see Plate 11). 

 Crossing the river Kelapang via the new suspension bridge and walking 
along the path a few hundred meters, you come to a tributary, the Da’an River. 
The Da’an was crossed by scrambling over a pile of fl ood-deposited logs, and 
it was agreed that a new, relatively small, bamboo bridge would be built here. 
The span was about ten meters, nowhere near as long as the forty meters of 
the suspension bridge just upstream, and seen as a relatively simple task. 
Before the new bridge was constructed, a forty-meter bamboo bridge would 
have been made across the Kelapang in the same place. 

 A notably skilled forest man, Isi Berawan (Robert’s father), along with Rob-
ert, Ganang, and Lian, a young bull of a man, set off one morning to do the job, 
with me keenly tagging along. The two main materials—rattan and bamboo—
were both readily available: bamboo is especially prolifi c in the area, including 
right next to the site of our bridge over the Da’an. Bamboo is not deliberately 
planted, but poles are carefully chosen so as to leave enough growth for fu-
ture use, resulting in extensive stands rising up an impressive twenty or thirty 
meters. Having seen the size and number of poles in several bamboo bridges 
in the area, I expected this new bridge to be a fairly major job requiring con-
siderable planning and coordination. And so we set off, a homemade ciga-
rette hanging from the corner of Isi’s mouth, Robert poling his canoe upriver 
to meet us, Ganang loping along at his own steady pace, and Lian crashing 
off into the forest without a word. No sooner had we reached the site than ev-
eryone seemed to spring into action at once. Isi selected and chopped down 
several of the huge bamboos, pushing them into the river where Robert col-
lected them and, along with Ganang, hauled them up onto the bank. As they 
did this, Isi fi xed one bamboo horizontally across two trees on the opposite 
bank at about the same height as the bank where I was standing (setting 
levels was not an issue here). They slung three poles between this one and 
my bank and began lashing them beautifully together with rattan to form a 
walkway. Meanwhile Lian reappeared noisily, carrying what looked like several 
enormous trees on one shoulder, trimmed the ends to stake points with his 
 parang , and hammered them into the ground. I found out later that these were 
a particular species of tree, known to root enthusiastically when planted like 
this. Before I knew it, a handrail was fi tted, an exit ramp constructed, and Isi 
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was clambering about high in the trees, tying up the rattan, now woven into 
ropes, to support the center. After three hours, including a break for lunch, the 
bridge was complete and Isi’s attentions were taken up with his next cigarette. 

 DESIGNING BY DOING 

 The contrast between the two projects was immediately obvious. On one 
hand, the Apir Long Da’an suspension bridge had been progressing slowly, 
beginning with that rough sketch drawn by Ganang. On the other, the  apir bulu’  
(bamboo bridge) was thrown up without fuss and with very little discussion, 
each person knowing what needed to be done and apparently able to turn his 
hand to it. The traditional bridge lacked the uncertainties of the new; its princi-
ples had been honed by generations of Kelabit, each overlapping with the next 
in a continual fl ow of bridge-building expertise. By contrast the new bridge was 
still something of a trickle, various drips of approximate knowledge coalescing 
to form an emerging fl ow of experience and understanding. 

 With the introduction of new materials and tools, the uncertainties in pro-
duction required a more formal design for the suspension bridge. This in turn 
defi ned certain actions, such as the acquisition of suitable materials and iden-
tifying and gathering useful skills, specialized tools, and so on. Unlike the tra-
ditional bridge, in the initial phases there was a distinct separation between 
design and production: acts of production were imagined as future activities 
in the abstract, rather than grounded in experiential knowledge. In the course 
of production, these abstract uncertainties came to the fore and became focal 
points for the generation of new techniques and experiences. In effect the dis-
tance between design and production was progressively reduced to the extent 
that the Kelabit engineers, in their designing-by-doing, merged the two activi-
ties into a single performance. Although the design phase of the project could 
be likened to Norman or Petroski’s industrial view of engineering, in practice 
it played out as an act of craftsmanship. The constant need for adjustments 
was driven by a nuanced understanding of the potentials of materials and en-
vironment. The design acted as a resource rather than a blueprint for action 
(Suchman 1987), a point of departure rather than a fi nal destination. 

 Conversely the traditional bridge crafted from local materials was in some 
ways more industrialized. The mass production of bamboo bridges is a rou-
tinized activity for the Kelabit with quite rigid guidelines, in the same way as 
other industrial commodities might be mass produced. The scope for fl ex-
ibility in design and construction techniques is limited by cultural and his-
toric factors, largely removing any uncertainties from the process. The mutual 
effect of materials and skilled maker, framed by specifi c environmental cir-
cumstances (Ingold 2000), the craftsman’s perspective, which we might have 
assumed applies to the bamboo bridge, does not fi t this situation any more 
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closely than the industrial engineering perspective of the new bridge. Crafts-
manship and industrialization were not distinctly separate. 

 The act of  doing  contributes signifi cantly to any design, as can be seen in 
these two different projects. An unfamiliar object begins as an imagined con-
cept, but in the course of production, as solutions to unforeseen problems are 
devised, the original idea is diluted or diverted. The design is effectively post-
conceived, the idea of the bridge and the process by which it is made coming 
about in tandem with, and subsequent to, the practices of production. On the 
other hand, building the familiar traditional bridge is a repeat of previous de-
signs and activities. The basic idea is fi xed in the minds and bodies of Kelabit 
engineers; there is still a design, but it is a materially different form of design. 
Bamboo bridges as a tradition remain remarkably resilient, even in the face of 
new materials and techniques. No chainsaws were used in the making of this 
bridge, for example, and rattan tends to be used by default, only occasionally 
or later on replaced with wire. Continually “doing” the same design makes it 
increasingly habitual and less likely to change. Designing does not therefore 
require a special “designerly way of knowing” (Cross 2011), but depends in-
stead on a designerly way of doing: design on-the-job, rather than in the mind. 

 TOWARD AN ANTHROPOLOGY OF ENGINEERING 

 The space between design and production has been considered from various 
academic positions, including industrial design and commodity production 
(Norman), ecological responsiveness (Ingold), and a sociology of engineer-
ing (Bucciarelli). Each provides insights that are useful to understanding the 
ethnographic examples given here, but they are equally problematic in focus-
ing on particular means and materials of production. As an anthropology of 
engineering, the Kelabit bridges blur easily accepted distinctions between 
nonindustrial craftsmanship and industrial design and production, as well as 
illustrate the differences between habitual and novel production. 

 Considering engineering as an anthropological topic allows us to adopt a 
position of cultural neutrality when investigating production practices. Engi-
neering is a particular form of production, one often seen as synonymous with 
industrialism and mass-produced commodities rather than, more broadly, the 
communal construction of large-scale or complex objects. Such a close asso-
ciation of engineering with industrialization brings with it a number of conse-
quences that need to be critically examined. The most signifi cant is multiple 
acts of separation: specialization of roles; corporate motivations remote from 
production activity; the natural from cultural environments; technology from 
the common man, and so on. Production generally and engineering specifi cally 
is seen in many different ways as separate from everyday cultural life, and yet 
that same everyday life is full of the work of the engineer and producer. 
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 Industrial design and production as described by Norman (2004), for exam-
ple, actively distinguishes between designer, producer, and user. The designer 
is seen as separate from the engineer, and hence the process of design is 
separate from that of production. Over time this has become something of 
a truism, such that the act of designing is considered a separate activity to 
production, requiring different, even special, skills (Cross 2011). However, 
extending this idea to nonindustrial contexts opens it up to question. In the 
Kelabit highlands, for example, the location and activities of engineering proj-
ects are integral to the life of the community. There is no translation or appro-
priation between designer, producer, or user. 

 The industrial concept of engineering resolves the differences between 
these separate actors and activities through negotiated compromise (Bucci-
arelli 1994; Petroski 1996), bringing together experiences, processed mate-
rials, and mechanical equipment in a controlled collaboration. This was also 
the basis of the Kelabit suspension bridge as a product of industrial mate-
rials, tools, and techniques. But rather than a negotiated plan or carefully 
controlled chain of actions, it depended on skill and innovation to overcome 
the many unpredicted complications. In effect it was an act of craftsman-
ship. It may be that the same could be said of all industrial engineering, but 
skilled practices are obscured by the proliferation of devices and systems, 
particularly in Western cultural circumstances. 

 By way of contrast, an object handmade of  natural  materials, is often seen 
(see Ingold 2000) as governed by the materials as much as the design. The 
craftsman depends on an empathetic understanding and a feeling for the raw 
materials to create his object, which, from an industrial perspective, is an ac-
tivity more akin to artistry than engineering. As can be seen from the example 
of the bamboo bridge, this is not necessarily the case. That object, handmade 
from natural materials, was seen by the builders as prosaic and necessary, 
lacking the cachet of the modern bridge, and in some ways much closer to the 
concept of an industrial production. 

 For the Kelabit, building a bamboo bridge is a familiar performance and a 
regular part of life, something that happens at relatively frequent intervals. 
This is a mainstream activity, well established in social and technical terms. 
Groups of men will make this type of bridge from familiar materials in known 
ways, maintaining routines and traditions through repetition. This is an in-
tuitive, embodied form of knowledge, where the design is quite fi rmly fi xed 
through repeated acts of making, and not the result of an abstract preconcep-
tion. Their standard way of making is detailed and yet fl exible enough to cope 
with differences in site conditions or unforeseen problems. The new suspen-
sion bridge is a more uncertain concept, whose planned outcome is much 
less familiar and thus in the course of its construction encounters greater 
degrees of uncertainty. The design in this case emerges during construction, 
beginning as a vision and a formal plan of action that is then discarded in the 
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wake of uncertainty as the producers grapple with new problems. Not only is 
the design incomplete and unable to anticipate the object, but more funda-
mentally it is inseparable from the performance of production. 

 As an alternative to the industrial perspective or production-as-craftsman-
ship, an anthropology of engineering can use examples such as the construc-
tion of these two bridges to offer useful insights into the relationship between 
design and production. Dominant concepts of production, such as industry or 
craft, include specifi c notions that are not necessarily universal, as demon-
strated by the mass-produced bamboo bridges and the craftsmanship inher-
ent in the new suspension bridge. Despite the material differences between 
these bridges, seen in the planning, components, tools, and techniques, both 
demonstrate that production incorporates aspects of designing  and  making. 
Design and production are not separate activities, nor is design an act of pre-
conception; instead it would be more accurate to say that designing happens 
on the go and in the hand: Design, in other words, does not exist per se, but 
only as part of the performance of making. 

 NOTES 

  1.  These are of course by no means the only examples of the social sci-
ences’ involvement with engineering. There is extensive literature in the 
history of technology, of which Petroski is a part (for example, 2012), and 
in science and technology studies, of which two more anthropological 
authors are Downey (1998) and Suchman (1987). Penny Harvey has also 
produced a number of ethnographic papers documenting road building 
in Peru (for example, see Harvey and Knox 2010), which foreground the 
cultural perception of civil engineering projects. 

  2.  Fieldwork was carried out during an ESRC doctoral studentship at the 
University of Oxford, and as part of a wider AHRC-funded project—The 
Cultured Rainforest. 

  3.  Suchman (1987) also questions the idea of a predetermined and com-
plete plan, describing it more as a starting point from which subsequent 
actions take their cue. 
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 Anatomical Design: Making and Using 
Three-dimensional Models of the Human 

Body 

 Elizabeth Hallam 

 MODELS IN ANTHROPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

 The study of anatomy yields challenging and captivating ways of visualizing the 
human form. This chapter explores three-dimensional (3D) models of anat-
omy, focusing on processes of design, making, and use in contemporary con-
texts where models are mobilized to generate and communicate anatomical 
knowledge. Key questions regarding this knowledge are widely debated among 
anatomists and their associates in university medical schools throughout Brit-
ain: How is the anatomy of living, growing, moving bodies best taught, and 
which methods and equipment are necessary in this task? This teaching—in 
which design practices are embedded—is important because what students 
learn of anatomy at the start of their medical careers is perceived to have 
serious implications for their later work. According to experts, “Anatomy un-
derpins clinical practice. Doctors call on anatomical knowledge to perform ex-
aminations, formulate diagnoses, undertake interventions, and communicate 
fi ndings to patients and other medical professionals” (Kerby, Shukur, and Shal-
houb 2011: 489). So where design is integral to the teaching and learning of 
anatomy it ultimately feeds into the biomedical management of life and death. 

 Here I analyze  designs  as necessarily interrelated material and mental con-
structs and  designing  as a social process. This approach is informed by an-
thropological work on the signifi cance of materials, embodied practice, and 
social interaction in the formation and transformation of knowledge (see Gras-
seni 2007; Marchand 2010). Hence, I attend to embodied sensory and imagi-
native engagements with materials in sites of learning. As a contribution to 
the emerging fi eld of design anthropology (see Gunn and Donovan 2012), the 
examination of anatomical design brings a new perspective to bear on several 
intersecting concerns in anthropological studies of the body, material culture, 
and biomedical science: how perceptions and experiences of human bodies 
are socially and culturally constituted, how material qualities of things shape 
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persons and their relationships, and how science is (creatively) practiced (see 
Edwards, Harvey, and Wade 2007; Ingold 2007; Lock and Farquhar 2007). 
Examining the materialization of designs and the enactment of designing as 
an embodied, dialogic, and imaginative process provides insight into relations 
both between persons and material entities, and between the conceptual and 
the physical in the formation of knowledge. These relations are socially and 
materially negotiated through design(s) in practice. While the roles of design 
in the making of science, and of designers in publicly displaying science in mu-
seums, have received some scholarly attention (de Chadarevian and Hopwood 
2004; Macdonald 2002), I address aspects of design in medical—specifi cally 
anatomical—training, which have so far remained unexamined in anthropo-
logical works (for example, Good 1994; Prentice 2013; Sinclair 1997). This 
design focus is timely, given anatomists’ recent interest in “cooperative inter-
actions” with professionals, for example, architects, employed in the design 
of anatomy teaching facilities and equipment—for design has effects on how 
anatomy is conducted in its designated workplaces (Trelease 2006: 241). 

 To examine anatomical design, this chapter pays detailed attention to one 
ethnographic setting in northeast Scotland: the University of Aberdeen’s Anat-
omy Facility (previously the Anatomy Department), housed until 2009 at Mari-
schal College and now located in the Suttie Centre at Foresterhill Campus as 
part of the School of Medicine and Dentistry. Here a senior lecturer, teaching 
fellow, and technician, working with students, have been active in designing a 
still developing set of related anatomical models, made as part of their rou-
tine educational activities. 1  Their working practices differentiate several types 
of model: purpose-made models that they produce on site and regard as col-
lectively constructed rather than attributable to a single person; “historical 
models” considered valuable artifacts from the past; and “modern plastic 
models” purchased from a commercial manufacturer during the last two de-
cades for regular use in teaching. Despite these distinctions, all models are 
related as they are ranked in “generations,” with more recent versions seen 
as descendents of previous ones. This chapter touches on one aspect of 
this kinship among models—their (re)production, which occurs when existing 
models either undergo modifi cations that expand and enhance their function-
ality, or when interactions with them give rise to the design of new ones. Here 
(re)modeling takes place through dialogic teaching and learning encounters in 
which the limits of extant models become apparent. 

 In this process, distinctions between design and use often break down (see 
Redström 2008): only when models are used are their limitations recognized 
and designs to overcome such limitations initiated. And it is only in use that 
some models actually come to be realized  as  models. Design and making are 
similarly entwined as it is in the making that an anatomical model’s design 
more fully materializes. Thus models develop in time—through conception and 
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construction, through users’ engagement with them, and through retrospec-
tive refl ection upon this engagement, which proceeds into future modeling. If, 
as Nicholas Thomas argues, “objects are not what they were made to be but 
what they become” (1991: 4), analysis of these objects has to take place over 
time. The set of models with which this chapter is concerned has been devel-
oping since approximately 2002, a relatively short period, which is enmeshed 
in longer-term developments in anatomical modeling. In the following sections, 
I briefl y situate models as pedagogical aids in analytical and historical context, 
indicating their roles in current medical school education in Britain. I then dis-
cuss how models are used to constitute and disseminate knowledge of the 
body at the University of Aberdeen’s Anatomy Facility, exploring designs and de-
signing in terms of the materials and social interactions that motivate, propel, 
and shape them. Teachers here see on-site model design as integral to their 
teaching (rather than as a specially marked design activity), arising both from 
ideas, which are collectively generated, and through their work with materials. 
These materials include commercial models and other products not originally 
designed for anatomical purposes, and my discussion of models improvised 
with a specifi c type of wire indicates how the material and visual properties of 
such elements shape designs in practice. This improvisation is a social and 
creative materially grounded productive process (Hallam and Ingold 2007). 
Last, I consider the dynamics of anatomical design in relation to the dialogic 
interaction that successful communication in learning necessitates. 

 This account draws on fi eldwork, including museum and archive-based re-
search, begun in 1999 at sites for medical education in Scotland and En-
gland (Hallam 2006, forthcoming). Although an analysis  of  design processes 
positions anatomists and students as subjects of study, these subjects are 
also situated as coproducers of this account because their actions, descrip-
tions, and explanations are crucial in its composition. Research participants 
will also read and possibly act in relation to the account. Such anthropologi-
cal works are not, therefore, simply descriptive of social life, but constitutive 
and potentially formative of it; they can be consumed and have effects within 
the fi elds of practice they analyze, opening out to unanticipated future deploy-
ments (see Harvey 2009). For design anthropology, this indicates the capacity 
of anthropological accounts to feed back into processes of design, depending 
on how those accounts are disseminated among design practitioners by col-
laborating anthropologists. 

 ANATOMICAL MODELS: ISSUES OF DESIGN 

 Historical studies of science highlight the changing signifi cance of 3D mod-
els in knowledge formation (de Chadarevian and Hopwood 2004). Not only do 
models vary and transform—their perceived validity and effi cacy being subject 
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to reevaluation and contestation—but understandings of the very term  model  
shift according to historical and social context, as recent anthropological work 
suggests (Isaac 2011). Whether regarded as replicas of that which is already 
materially present or as tools for transforming the world (Harvey 2009), mod-
els take shape, fi nd purpose, and exercise effects in the social environments 
of their production and use. Within these processes practices of design and 
perceptions of designs emerge and alter. 

 Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century anatomical models made in Continen-
tal Europe often featured high degrees of compelling detail shown in wax, 
plaster, and papier mâché (see Maerker 2011). Many of these, and later 
variants of them, were acquired by anatomists in Britain for medical school 
teaching, especially during the second half of the 1800s and into the early 
twentieth century (see  Plate 12 ). By the 1950s, the advantages of “mod-
ern materials,” especially plastics, which could withstand frequent handling, 
were recognized among practitioners involved in teaching anatomy (Blaine 
1951: 338). Continental European manufacturers—in particular, SOMSO ®  in 
Germany, founded in 1876—produced plastic models from around the mid-
twentieth century onward, each model comprising several parts for repeated 
dismantling and reassembly by teachers and students. These gained ground 
as major teaching resources in British medical schools. 

 Although commercial model manufacturing has not developed to the same 
extent in Britain, model making has, nevertheless, been signifi cant—not in 
established studios and factories, as in Continental Europe, but in the less 
prominent workshops and other spaces of medical schools. Characterized 
by the use of eclectic methods and heterogeneous materials, this medical 
school modeling has created, for specifi c purposes, models as one-offs or 
in small numbers for local on-site consumption, rather than in high numbers 
for international distribution. Unlike the celebrated eighteenth-century plas-
ter models of William Hunter and Joseph Towne’s accomplished nineteenth-
century waxes (Alberti 2009), fashioned in London, purpose-made models 
improvised in mixed media (sometimes recycling products) by a multitude 
of anatomists, technicians, and medical students have remained, to date, 
largely unresearched. Yet these practices—consistent with and often closely 
related to other modes of anatomical making, for example, the dissection of 
embalmed bodies and preparation of preserved specimens, which appropri-
ate techniques, tools, and materials from other domains of work and activity 
(Hallam 2010)—have often been crucial in facilitating and deepening ana-
tomical understandings of the body. Products from napkins to newspapers 
were enlisted in improvised modeling during the 1800s (for example Pettigrew 
1901), and in the mid-twentieth century anatomists continued to emphasize 
the importance of model making. Although imported commercial models were 
deemed useful, they had drawbacks in that they were “rarely designed as 
an integral part of a particular system of instruction” (Hamlyn and Thilesen 
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1953: 472). By contrast, models designed  within  a medical school arose out 
of and were fully integrated into specifi c teaching practices. 

 Purpose-made anatomical models have, therefore, taken shape as material 
entities enmeshed in changing educational contexts. Their design has been 
infl uenced, since the 1970s, by the reduction in time allocated to the study of 
anatomy within the medical curriculum, and by developments in other teach-
ing methods and equipment. So that while students’ opportunities to dissect 
human bodies have decreased, there has been a rise in students’ study of 
prosections (preserved body parts dissected in advance by teaching staff), 
computer-based anatomy software (with, for example, interactive databases of 
anatomical images and video clips), and commercially produced plastic mod-
els (Collins 2008; Fitzgerald 1979). Local assemblages of this anatomical 
“material,” as it is termed, help form environments (described in the next sec-
tion) in which purpose-made models are designed and deployed ( Guide  2009: 
16). Within these, no models—whether commercial or made on site—are 
treated as substitutes for (what are regarded as) “real” human bodies. Rather, 
they operate as “adjuncts” to those bodies, living and deceased, which are uti-
lized in learning ( Guide  2009: 17). And, given the time available to students for 
anatomy, models are not required to possess high degrees of convincing ana-
tomical detail, which is considered too time-consuming or irrelevant to learn. 
Instead, models—which, when purpose-made, can become quite minimal and 
abstract in form—act as devices for managing the absolute detail or complex-
ity of “real” bodies. While aiding clarifi cation in learning, models are crucial 
in mediating, as the following analysis suggests, not only between expert and 
novice but also between the physical and the conceptual. Design in action is 
here a material mode of social mediation. 

 LEARNING ANATOMY IN PRACTICE 

 Designing at the University of Aberdeen’s Anatomy Facility has the primary 
aim not of producing tangible products, but of enabling anatomical knowledge 
to be appropriately and effectively taught and learned within a community of 
experts and students. This involves critical evaluations of existing commercial 
anatomical models, leading to their on-site remodeling, as well as the local 
crystallization of new models. But these material entities are not regarded as 
ends in themselves, for they are designed to be put into practice as anatomi-
cal material with which to learn. 

 Learning anatomy in this setting is intended to “provide students with a 
framework of basic knowledge and practical skills relating to the human body 
that form a vital part of understanding how human beings function in health 
and disease.” References to  the  body here embrace  all  human bodies, while 
physical differences, especially those relating to sex and age, are highlighted 
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as is the “spectrum of usual variation of normal human structure and func-
tion” beyond which is “abnormality” ( Guide  2009: 7, 9). Anatomical practices 
thus participate in the very defi nition of the (normal) human body; indeed 
they are infl uential in constituting this body, even as they purport to simply 
reveal it.  Anatomy , as defi ned by contemporary teachers and students, is 
both a domain of already existing factual knowledge and a (changing) fi eld 
of disciplined practice in which learners must actively participate to properly 
understand the body. So anatomical knowledge is both communicated  and  
generated through learning (which can only take place in authorized, legally 
regulated institutions). 

 This learning is a tactile as well as a visual process, as “anatomical skills” 
are developed through “practical experience.” First-year medical students 
must become demonstrably skilled in “being able to visualise in the mind’s 
eye and feel with an examining hand the body structures as they lie beneath 
the skin” ( Guide  2009: 8). The “mind’s eye” is understood as that part of the 
person’s memory that assimilates and stores sensory impressions, be they 
visual, tactile, aural, or olfactory (Morgan and Boumans 2004), and in this 
anatomical context the notion is used to describe the learning process as 
one that engages not just the learner’s mind but also his or her body. The im-
portance of learning by participating in (directed) practical activity, by “doing 
Anatomy” ( Guide  2009: 10), has itself to be learned by students who are 
often initially unfamiliar with this approach, especially as it tends to desta-
bilize entrenched assumptions that oppose, and hierarchically order, mental 
and manual work, theory, and practice (see Roberts, Shaffer, and Dear 2007). 

 Training students’ eyes and hands is meant to enhance their capacity to vi-
sualize and remember “how parts of the body are put together and how these 
components work” ( Guide  2009: 8). To visualize is to accurately imagine and 
understand spatial relationships between anatomical parts or structures, and 
this skill is honed through extended periods of close visual and manual in-
vestigation. From this perspective, learning anatomy “build[s] up a complete 
3D image in your mind,” mentally assembling and integrating “components” 
of the body into a single functioning unit ( Guide  2009: 16). Envisaged as 
dynamic, not fi xed or fi nished, this image—which is valued as the core of 
anatomical knowledge—is expected to be augmented over time as students 
engage with anatomical material during their training, and in the future when, 
as medical practitioners, they conduct clinical examinations of and provide 
treatment for patients. So, anatomy teachers, with years of experience, pos-
sess “expert 3D conceptualizations” compared with those of students, which 
are still to properly form (Patten 2007: 14). 

 As a visual education conducted by means of disciplined bodily action, 
learning anatomy also exercises the students’ imagination. To build the nec-
essary 3D mental image, students take external visual and tactile impres-
sions from anatomical material, and they internalize or incorporate these 
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impressions to compose an image of a moving bodily interior that is neither 
entirely derived from that material, nor entirely imagined, but that emerges 
somewhere in between. Students must develop the capacity to retain and 
continuously refi ne a mental anatomical image from which they can extrapo-
late and visualize from different angles for different medical purposes over 
time. To achieve the required command of anatomical knowledge is here a 
matter of developing an enduring mental image, one that relies on the imme-
diacy of ongoing embodied practice for its maintenance and modifi cation, but 
also one that is expected to have longevity, to be remembered, built upon, and 
refi ned, rather than constantly generated afresh. 

 Building students’ 3D mental image of the body requires tactile visual-
ization through interaction with anatomical material in designated teach-
ing rooms. This material comprises preserved, dissected, or prosected 
bodies; museum specimens; 3D models; illustrated textbooks; diagrams; 
medical images such as X-rays and scans from magnetic resonance im-
aging (MRI) and computed tomography (CT); computer-assisted learning 
packages; and also students’ own bodies when they are taught to ob-
serve anatomical aspects of themselves and of others acting as mod-
els (appropriately clothed) in surface anatomy classes. No single teaching 
material and method alone is regarded as suffi cient. Rather, it is in the 
movement among multiple and different renderings of anatomy in two and 
three dimensions—that is, in the tracing of relations between anatomical 
material—that knowledge is generated and transmitted as an intermedial 
process (Hallam 2006, 2009). 

 Students’ movement within this fi eld of interrelated material is guided by 
teachers’ evaluation of the different anatomical renderings employed. Com-
mercially produced plastic models are deemed “not as good as the real thing,” 
that is, the deceased or living body ( Guide  2009: 17). By comparison with the 
“real,” these plastic models are limited in not showing the variation apparent 
in actual human bodies (because each plastic model of a specifi c anatomical 
part appears identical to another, rather than varying as in life). Nevertheless, 
teachers defi ne them as “valuable stepping stone[s] towards understanding” 
anatomy ( Guide  2009: 17), providing a route to rather than a direct source 
of knowledge. As plastic models simplify rather than simulate the complex 
anatomical interior, they are used not as primary points of reference (as are 
actual human bodies) but as anatomical material that students can mobilize 
when, for instance, navigating between the detail of a prosected body part and 
a schematized diagram of the same. Providing an intermediate level of detail, 
plastic models mediate; they facilitate observational and tactile movement as 
learning. Also utilized as mediators are purpose-made models, designed and 
constructed on site as discussed in the rest of this chapter, which assist in 
clarifying and communicating anatomy 
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 MODEL MATERIALS 

 Models can be particularly useful, teachers at the University of Aberdeen’s 
Anatomy Facility point out, for helping students to visualize aspects of the 
human body diffi cult to see in dissections and prosections—especially fi ne 
structures such as nerves, blood vessels, and lymphatic vessels. To enable 
a clearer grasp of these structures, teachers and a technician, in dialogue 
with students, have engaged in designing models by reworking existing ones 
and by drawing upon other readily available materials to create new ones. The 
main principles of their approach are that materials should be to hand or oth-
erwise easy to obtain, inexpensive, and good to work with speedily. So diffi cult 
aspects of anatomy are modeled from the mundane and the familiar. Raw ma-
terials, for example, wood, are sometimes called upon, but many model mate-
rials are commonly used products originally designed for other purposes but 
that have recognizable potential for adaptation in modeling tasks. 

 This anatomical redesign/use of available products is consistent with cura-
tor Nicolas Bourriaud’s notion of postproduction, which identifi es a tendency in 
contemporary art practice to create works on the basis of preexisting works: 
“The material they [artists] manipulate is no longer  primary . It is no longer a 
matter of elaborating form on the basis of raw material but working with ob-
jects already in circulation on the cultural market, which is to say, objects al-
ready  informed  by other objects” (2002: 13). Such artwork, argues Bourriaud, 
“does not position itself as the termination point of the ‘creative process’ (a 
‘fi nished product’ to be contemplated) but as a site of navigation, a portal, a 
generator of activities” (2002: 19). Similarly, the on-site design and making of 
anatomical models is enacted through the selection, combining, tailoring, and 
recontextualizing of products, and this form of postproduction creates models 
that prompt action, that facilitate learning. 

 In 2007, for instance, the senior anatomy lecturer initiated a model of the 
lymphatics of the breast. As students were struggling to understand this as-
pect of the breast, and he could fi nd no commercially available models of it, 
he set up a project for a third-year medical student to make one, providing 
all of the materials as well as outline instructions and advice. Using an ex-
isting plastic model as the basis—a model already deployed in teaching the 
anatomy of the thorax and upper limb—the student modeled the relevant 
anatomical parts over it (see  Plate 13 ), guided by diagrams in current anat-
omy textbooks. The breast was made from a tennis ball bought at a sports 
shop and cut in half, the lymph nodes from wooden beads from a local hab-
erdashery, and the lymphatic vessels themselves from colored (green) wire, 
which was by now basic equipment used by the technician in the Anatomy 
Department’s workshop. The model is used to help students learn how fl uid 
(lymph) is drained from the breast through lymphatic vessels, in particular 
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how the fl ow of lymph can contribute to the spread of cancer from the breast 
to other parts of the body. To activate the model in anatomy classes, students 
are asked to place a glass-headed pin (usually employed in sewing) into the 
breast—the pin represents a tumor, which can block lymph vessels—and 
then to imagine alternative routes that the lymph, possibly carrying cancer 
cells, might take. 

 There are two central issues to note here. First, the design emerged out 
of interactions between anatomy teachers and students and then developed 
through a collaborative making process—it was, therefore, generated through 
the social relations and practices of anatomy teaching. Second, existing 
commercial products, especially the plastic model and wire, were reworked 
through use. The plastic model, like the Anatomy Facility’s 200 or so other 
models of this type, was manufactured by a leading company SOMSO ® , based 
in Coburg, which highlights the accuracy, craft, and skill involved in its produc-
tion processes. 2  SOMSO’s ®  models have been distributed to medical schools 
in Britain since the late 1920s by the company Adam,Rouilly, which also man-
ufactures medical training models in Sittingbourne, England. Although com-
mercial model designs change, or morph as Adam,Rouilly’s directors term it, 
with modifi cations arising partly from users’ feedback, gaps become apparent 
between those designs and anatomy teachers’ specifi c needs. Teachers ad-
dress these gaps when they initiate and coordinate the adaptation and build-
ing of models on site. In Aberdeen, the Anatomy Facility’s teachers consider 
their models to be “made from experience” for particular local uses, unlike 
commercial models with generalized designs manufactured for wide consump-
tion. In the case of the lymphatics model, teachers, working with students, 
initiated the modifi cation of a plastic model’s generalized design so that it 
was tailored or particularized to promote learning. Moving from the general to 
the particular entailed improvisation, and this was carried out through the ma-
nipulation of materials, especially a specifi c kind of wire. Next I focus on this 
wire, and the purpose-made models—of nerves—that it has composed, to ex-
amine the signifi cance of materials in suggesting design possibilities and the 
social interactions through which anatomical models are designed. 

 HOOK-UP WIRE 

 This wire travels a long way: it moves from a world of electrical cables—like 
those that disappear into computers and walls in university teaching rooms—
into anatomical practices that aid students in visualizing human anatomy. In 
2002, the Anatomy Department’s technician ordered a stock of wire (about 
eight 100-meter reels) for modeling. The reels were supplied by RS Com-
ponents, a fi rm in Northamptonshire, England that distributes cables, con-
necting devices, tubes, aerials, switches, tools, and so forth—an enormous 
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array of products for maintaining our electrical and mechanical lives. The 
hook-up wire, made of tinned copper insulated by a plastic (PVC) wall and with 
a 1mm diameter, is designed and marketed for “internal wiring applications in 
electrical and electronic equipment.” 3  Its current manufacturer, supplying RS 
Components, is RG Wire and Cable Ltd in Fife, Scotland, which designs and 
sources products for the telecommunications, electronics, automation, and 
medical equipment industries. 4  

 The wire selected by the technician thus came out of this extensive design 
and manufacturing domain, lending itself nicely to anatomical uses, where it 
has been seen as particularly apt for modeling parts of the nervous system. 
Indeed, nerves are often likened in anatomical discourse to insulated wires 
that conduct electricity and to telephone cables (for example, Moore and Agur 
2002). The use of these metaphors strengthens descriptions of nerves such 
as those given to students at the Anatomy Facility: “nerves are bundles of fi -
bres that carry the impulses that produce movement and sensations” ( Guide  
2009: 15). Not only is hook-up wire in tune with anatomical turns of phrase, 
but its linear form is well suited to modeling elongated fi bers. This cheap and 
easily obtainable product is also available in a range of colors, its colored 
insulation rendering it especially useful in modeling—where there is a need 
to distinguish different nerves by color. The deployment of hook-up wire in 
anatomy teaching capitalizes especially on its fl exibility and capacity to hold 
shape when manipulated. Pliability—malleable handleability—and color be-
come valued material and visual qualities that assist students in enhancing 
their knowledge of nerves. 

 MODELING NERVES 

 Brachial Plexus 

 During 2002/03, teachers in the Anatomy Department found that fi rst-year stu-
dents were experiencing diffi culties in understanding a particular part of the 
nervous system—the brachial plexus, a “network” of nerves running from the 
spine, through the neck, and into the arm (Moore and Agur 2002: 436). In em-
balmed, dissected bodies, whose preserved interiors appear a uniform brown/
grey, nerves are diffi cult to see and can be too fi ne to feel. In addition, the avail-
able commercial plastic models were not helping. The SOMSO ®  model showing 
the brachial plexus—represented by colored plastic strands (see Plate 13)—
was found insuffi cient: its design did not adequately demonstrate how different 
nerves branch out and run along their pathways. So students were struggling 
to visualize this anatomical structure. To address this, the senior anatomy 
lecturer arranged for a second-year student to make a series of four enlarged 
models of the brachial plexus, with assistance from the technician. 
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 Making the models involved consulting diagrams and other models and 
mapping out the nerves in sketches and summary tables. Plastic tubing was 
used for the spinal cord, multiple strands of hook-up wire for the nerves (held 
together with fi shing wire), and large wooden beads removed from a disman-
tled abacus represented the ganglia, or nerve centers. Initial plans for the 
model were modifi ed when the student and technician grappled with their 
materials: a rib cage was too diffi cult to assemble and an artery made from 
a transparent hose too awkward. When constructed, the student’s model dis-
played the distribution—the branching and merging—of the different nerves 
(shown by wire in six colors) (see  Plate 14 , left). Over the following year, the 
technician made a set of seven second-generation models, simplifying the 
initial design and making it less “clumsy and fl oppy,” according to the senior 
anatomy lecturer, with shorter strands of wire nerves and a section of a broom 
handle recycled as a spinal cord (see  Plate 14 , right). The second-generation 
models were seen as more robust and “compact,” and better able to “hold 
themselves together.” To activate one of the technician’s models in teaching, 
it was exhibited with a diagram of the same anatomical part. Students could 
then compare the 3D model and the simplifi ed 2D diagram, a movement be-
tween anatomical material that drew students into a more concentrated vi-
sual exploration of both renderings. 

 Following the development of the brachial plexus, the usefulness and apt-
ness of hook-up wire for modeling nerves seemed to grow as it found its way 
into further constructions. The wire has an absorbing fl exibility when handled, 
it can be guided and turned in different directions, undone and shaped again, 
qualities considered (in this context) unusually suited to helping students 
imagine anatomy. 

 Nerve Pathways 

 In subsequent years, students used more of this wire to better understand 
particular nerve pathways. Compared with the brachial plexus, the models de-
signed for this purpose are minimal in form, each comprising a six-inch piece 
of wire. Rather than enabling students to visualize complicated structures, 
these models are intended to help them focus on—to see and feel—pathways 
or routes taken by nerves. Wire pieces can be used to represent any nerve, 
depending on the anatomical region being studied, but they are especially use-
ful where a nerve’s pathway is long and convoluted and therefore diffi cult to 
clearly visualize. 

 Numerous pieces of wire are cut from reels by the technician, but these 
pieces do not become models until they are used. To operationalize the mod-
els, in small classes of around twelve students, teachers demonstrate how 
to wind and push the wire into the correct positions on commercial plastic 
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models of the relevant anatomical part. Each student then takes up a piece 
of wire and performs this movement himself or herself. For example, on the 
underside of a white-ish plastic model of the skull, colored wire is pushed 
through one of the openings (foramina) to model where a certain nerve travels 
through that part of the body. As each student manipulates a piece of wire, 
bending and twisting it along its channel, the wire comes into place and is 
visualized as a nerve, the bright color of the wire contrasting starkly with the 
pale plastic skull. In the interaction between the student, the plastic skull, 
and the wire the nerve’s pathway is modeled—the wire taking direction and 
shape and thereby enabling the student to clearly visualize the nerve’s route 
in three dimensions. 

 In this case, anatomy teachers have designed a modeling technique through 
which pieces of wire are temporarily mobilized as models by students. Teach-
ers demonstrate the technique, highlighting the wire’s potential and how to 
use it. But it is the wire user’s actions that realize that potential—the model 
is formed through its use and lasts only for the duration of that use. Afterward 
the wire pieces are smoothed out ready for subsequent modeling. 

 Pterygopalatine Ganglion 

 Just as the purpose-made models of the brachial plexus developed out of 
perceived limitations in a commercial model’s design, so a further model—
that of the pterygopalatine ganglion (or nerve center) (see  Plate 15 )—took 
one of its points of departure from a SOMSO ®  model of the skull. In 2008, 
an anatomy teaching fellow needed a model of this ganglion for students, es-
pecially as her verbal descriptions of this part were not fully communicating 
it. On the commercial plastic skull, only the ganglion’s spatial location could 
be observed—in a pyramid-shaped recess under the cheekbone, described 
in anatomy textbooks as a “small pyramidal space” (Moore and Agur 2002: 
568). And in prosections students could barely see this ganglion, except as 
what appeared to be a yellow dot in which the different interconnected nerves 
were indistinguishable. 

 To help students visualize these nerves, especially their spatial relation-
ships and passage through openings in the skull, the teaching fellow began 
designing a model of the ganglion. This was made by the technician according 
to the teaching fellow’s requirements, using materials already available in the 
workshop, with modifi cations that emerged during the making process. Part 
of the skull, greatly enlarged, was constructed in transparent Perspex as an 
inverted pyramid through which a wooden ganglion and wire nerves could be 
seen. Wire, in different gauges and color coded to show different nerves, was 
arranged and twisted together to convey a clear sense of the nerves’ position-
ing, orientation, and relations. To use the model effectively, students currently 
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examine it in relation to their own modelings. In classes, they each handle 
a plastic skull and use a piece of wire to trace the pathways of the relevant 
nerves (as described earlier). Then they view their own wire models alongside 
the enlarged ganglion model, repeatedly moving their anatomical observa-
tions between the two to enhance their visualization of this nerve anatomy. 

 ANATOMICAL DESIGN 

 In 2010, the senior anatomy lecturer referred to designing as a matter of 
making certain kinds of decisions—deciding which materials for modeling 
best represent which anatomical parts, as in the choice of wire for nerves, for 
instance. These decisions are necessarily contextual. They are made in par-
ticular social situations in which anatomists, technicians, and students enter 
into dialogues, along with coordinated, creative interactions with materials, in 
dedicated educational sites. Analyzing anatomical design, from an anthropo-
logical perspective, brings into focus the interactive and imaginative dimen-
sions as well as the embodied and material aspects of knowledge formation 
as a social and cultural process. It also highlights the dynamic interrelation 
of design and use, as the practices of making explored in this chapter mani-
festly entail both. 

 An initial idea for a design emerges out of teaching situations in which stu-
dents have diffi culties visualizing an anatomical part and its relations—that 
is, when their visual and tactile exploration of existing anatomical material, in-
cluding commercial models, does not produce the required and demonstrable 
clarity and depth of understanding. Such diffi culties interrupt the 3D mental 
image of the bodily interior students are building (or incorporating), and teach-
ers decide to trial alternative solutions to address this. Thus interruptions 
or gaps that become apparent in students’ conceptual and imaginative work 
prompt teachers to refl ect on and collaboratively devise material methods for 
alleviating them. Here critical refl ection and action are interrelated, as con-
ceptual processes develop through embodied practices (see Portisch 2009; 
Schön 1991). Designing is enacted so that anatomical teaching and learning 
can (re)gain momentum. 

 At the Anatomy Facility, as in other medical schools in Britain, designing 
purpose-made anatomical models attuned to particular local needs is con-
ducted with various mundane materials (contrasting with high-tech anatomy 
learning aids, for example, the Visible Human Project and the commercial 
company Anatomage’s Virtual Dissection Table, which feature 3D digital im-
ages). This ordinariness is integral to the effi cacy of these models because 
for teachers to swiftly respond to emergent conceptual gaps in teaching 
situations—which become apparent through ongoing dialogues and so are 
not possible to entirely anticipate in advance—solutions that utilize readily 
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available, inexpensive materials are necessary. With properties conducive to 
rapid shaping, sculpting, and assemblage, these materials become models 
that enhance time-effi cient communication, and indeed mutual learning, be-
tween teachers and students. 

 Hook-up wire, originally designed to connect electrical components, has 
proved especially productive in modeling human anatomy, where the body is 
conceived as a functioning assemblage of parts. Appropriated within anatomi-
cal design, this wire helps to compose models to convey anatomical knowl-
edge, thereby connecting teacher and student. In this context wire is adapted 
through socially situated practices of design so that it mediates the teacher’s 
expert 3D mental image or conceptualization of the anatomical body and the 
student’s novice, yet improving, 3D mental image. And furthermore, this view 
of social connectivity, as a traversing of gaps, parallels anatomical accounts 
of living nerves where impulses travel via points of contact or synapses be-
tween neurons (Moore and Agur 2002); such conceptions of the anatomical 
body appear to inform perceptions of the functioning social body of teachers 
and students. 

 The interactive manipulation of wire, in concert with other anatomical 
material, is both physical and conceptual work. Like the string in Susanne 
Küchler’s anthropological analysis, wire is “good to think with,” where thinking 
is an embodied process (2007: 129). Looping, twisting, and bending, hook-
up wire has material capacities that motivate anatomical design, especially 
the modeling of elongated and convoluted bodily fi bers and vessels. Flexible 
and attachable, it is also readily combinable with other material elements in 
improvised modeling: wire is integrative in a sort of anatomical bricolage (see 
Lévi-Strauss 1996 [1962]). Designing is thus propelled by embodied explora-
tion and deployment of materials; emergent material properties, in this case 
of wire, inform design practices just as those practices produce form. 

 Purpose-made models are not designed as completed, stand-alone, or dis-
crete objects but as open entities that operate within a fi eld of related ana-
tomical material with which students learn. These models must be activated 
in order to facilitate what is deemed to be successful learning, and so they 
rely on students’ visual, tactile, and imaginative engagement with them to be 
fully realized. As both teachers and students are involved in making and using 
such models, anatomical design is distributed among participants within this 
working and learning environment (see Turnbull 2007). Anatomical models 
are thus socially as well as materially generated through processes of design, 
which are always embedded in social relationships. 

 Hook-up wire has taken grip in the context analyzed here. Initially pur-
chased for one series of models (of the brachial plexus) in 2002, this wire 
has since offered further possibilities for modeling anatomical structures 
through which fl uids and impulses move. Over time, a growing set or network 
of models—related through dialogic improvisation with wire—has developed. 
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This ongoing set comprises a distributed material entity with spatially and 
temporally separated parts that are nevertheless connected in terms of their 
composition and form as well as the social relations of their creation, modifi -
cation, and use (see Gell 1998). Produced through social and material inter-
actions in the fi eld of anatomy teaching and learning, this distributed nervous 
system, each part with its own micro-history, relies upon the dynamics of 
design that bring it into material being and ensure that it works its way into 
the imaginative processes necessary in the continued generation of anatomi-
cal knowledge. These modeling practices are constitutive in helping to form 
knowledge necessary for students’ future work as medical practitioners, but 
they are also transformative as they contribute to each student’s lengthy tran-
sition from novice to professional expert. This chapter’s exploration of ana-
tomical design thus highlights, for design anthropology, the signifi cance not 
only of the interrelation of making and using, and of the material and the men-
tal, but also of the temporal dimensions of embodied socially and spatially 
situated designing that produces dialogically generated designs  and  persons 
with expertise. 

 NOTES 

 1.  As participants in my research, they prefer anonymity and to be referred to 
by their professional roles in my published work.

 2. See www.somso.de/. Accessed April 2012. 
 3. See http://uk.rs-online.com/web/. Accessed April 2012. 
 4. See www.rgcable.com/. Accessed April 2012.  
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 Designing Heritage for a Digital Culture 

 Rachel Charlotte Smith 

 Emerging landscapes of digital media and technologies provide an opportu-
nity for museums to involve audiences as active coproducers of expressions 
and experiences of cultural heritage. Often, however, the focus for the cultural 
institutions remains on the technologies themselves, and how to apply these 
to already existing knowledge and exhibition plans. In the following, I argue 
that the real challenge of integrating technologies into museum practice is to 
understand how digital cultures of communication affect the emergence, cre-
ation, and conceptualization of cultural heritage itself. I present experiences 
from a design anthropological research and exhibition experiment, Digital Na-
tives. The project worked to create possible futures and understandings of 
contemporary heritage, digital cultures, and media technologies and involved 
the collaboration between a group of teenagers, anthropologists, and interac-
tion designers in the process of designing an interactive exhibition. The case 
demonstrates alternative ways of designing anthropological research through 
a dialogic design process. Findings generated through the research show 
how understandings and creations of the digital emerged through the project 
and provide insights into the cocreated and dialogic qualities of cultural heri-
tage that challenge the traditional museum focus on material and historical 
matters. 

 EXHIBITIONS FOR THE DIGITAL ERA 

 Contemporary museums and heritage institutions are under pressure in terms 
of attracting and engaging audiences. Facing a decrease in visitors and fund-
ing opportunities, many museums are exploring how digital technologies and 
media can capture the younger audiences in particular and engage them in 
art, culture, and heritage experiences. Development of digital technologies for 
museums has taken two main directions. First, museums are using the tech-
nologies to convey existing knowledge related to collections and design of ex-
hibition spaces to visitors inside the museum. Such approaches to involving 
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digital technology have emphasized visitor participation, learning, and social 
interaction inside the exhibition space (Heath and Lehn 2008; Pierroux et al. 
2007). Second, substantial efforts have been made to create technologies 
for extending the bandwidth to and accessibility of audiences, utilizing mo-
bile and online platforms, digital archives, and virtual galleries (Deshpande, 
Geber, and Timpson 2007; Galani and Chalmers 2010). Although cultural 
projects are emerging focused on networked social content and living heritage 
(Giaccardi and Palen 2008; Lui 2012), few have actively used technologies in 
the development of museum exhibitions to achieve participation and engage-
ment of audiences in creating the exhibition itself (see, for example, Ciolfi  
2012; Iversen and Smith 2012a). 

 Museum projects tend to lack involvement, not just with the technologies 
and audiences, but also with the  digital  as a cultural and social phenomenon. 
With this I refer to everyday digital practices, new participatory cultures and 
grassroots activities, and extensions of space and place characteristic of the 
information era (Castells 2000, 2010) that are part of shaping meaningful 
experiences for people in their everyday lives. Cultural institutions exist in a 
world of technology, social media, and instantaneous digital communication. 
These institutions must understand how digital technologies are made mean-
ingful in the culture around them and how shifting paradigms of communica-
tion effect conceptions and expressions of heritage—both inside and outside 
the museum. 

 Giaccardi argues that the impact of social media is to reframe our “un-
derstanding and experiences of heritage by opening up more participatory 
ways of interacting with heritage objects and concerns” (2012: 1). Here the 
traditional focus on materiality and historical objects, and oppositions be-
tween the digital and material, no longer holds (Witcomb 2007). Moreover, 
“[T]he impact on heritage discourse and practice is signifi cant, as new digi-
tal technologies alter and transform the complex set of social practices that 
interweave memories, material traces, and performative enactments to give 
meaning and signifi cance in the present to the lived realities of our past” (Gi-
accardi 2012: 5). The age of information and communication technologies 
(Castells 2000) challenges our understanding of and approach to cultural 
heritage as something materialized from the past; as preserved historical 
objects and sites; and as privileged, authoritative knowledge communicated 
from museums to audiences. Rather, as Fairclough (2012) comments, while 
building on constructions of the past, heritage becomes as much a dialogue 
between the present and the future—something constructed and negotiated 
here and now—that everyone is engaged in producing. Digital technologies 
and social media forge participatory forms of communications and engage-
ment and can play an essential role in transforming museums into places of 
dialogue and interaction, enabling institutions and audiences to connect in 
new ways. 
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 A design anthropological approach can be a means to exploring alterna-
tive forms of digital cultural communication, not by describing what is already 
there, but through actively experimenting with possible futures (Halse, Chapter 
10, this volume). Through a human-centered and critically refl ective approach 
to anthropology and design (Hunt 2011; Binder et al. 2011), the  conditions  
for creating and designing heritage can be established with audiences and 
communities through collaborative processes of design and curation. This 
approach involves intervention into social and cultural practices that actively 
challenge existing assumptions of heritage, museums, and exhibitions. Such 
interventions can recast the focus from technological issues, linear commu-
nication, and obsolete distinctions of material, intangible, and virtual forms 
of heritage to exploring how contemporary hybrid experiences and meanings 
of culture can be cocreated  in  and  through  dialogue with its audiences. In 
the following sections, I present experiences from the Digital Natives project, 
whereby a research team worked through practices of anthropology and de-
sign to explore digital cultures and experiences of heritage. 

 A DESIGN-BASED EXHIBITION PROJECT 

 Digital Natives was an exhibition project exploring possible futures of cul-
tural heritage communication. The project involved collaboration between a 
group of seven teenagers, two anthropologists, and twelve interaction design-
ers. During the project, I acted as the lead anthropologist and project man-
ager. 1  Utilizing the academic concept of “digital natives” (Prensky 2001), the 
project focused on the contemporary culture and practices of young people 
raised in the digital era, surrounded by new media and information technolo-
gies. The exhibition explored young people’s everyday relation to digital tech-
nologies and experimented with new ways of representing and interacting 
with their life worlds. The project aimed to create dialogical spaces of en-
gagement between exhibition installations and audiences. We worked from 
the premise that a dialogical museum exhibition demanded a dialogical de-
sign process in which young stakeholders were included as genuine cocre-
ators (Iversen and Smith 2012b). Narratives, arguments, or characteristics 
concerning the local digital natives had to emerge  through , not  prior to , the 
collaborative process of designing. Hence, a main concern was to integrate 
the voices and perspectives of the differently positioned stakeholders in the 
project from the inception of ideas to the fi nal exhibition. The project became 
a  heritage-making  project in the sense that we actively explored and created 
issues of heritage that were not there from the outset. Four interactive instal-
lations were designed for the exhibition through the project, all focusing on 
the everyday lives and social practices of the seven young “natives” involved 
in the project. 
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 The design process was set up as a loosely structured framework drawing 
upon concepts, tools, and methodologies from social anthropology and Scandi-
navian participatory design (Bjerknes, Ehn, and Kyng 1987; Ehn 1993). There 
was no predetermined exhibition concept, only a “Digital Natives” headline and 
a design space formed by the collaboration of the design partners. We made a 
timeline indicating major design events and milestones (workshops for match-
making, scenarios, mock-ups and prototyping, and the fi nal exhibition) and a 
set of nine dogmas, or design principles, created from our initial research into 
the challenges of contemporary museums and their use of digital technologies. 
The principles were formulated by the two main designers and me to articulate 
our interests in the dialogic paradigm we wished to pursue, but without predefi n-
ing the potential outcomes of the project. 2  The purpose was that the exhibition 
concept itself develop as part of the collaborative process while challenging ex-
isting curatorial practices and preconceived ideas of heritage. This approach to 
design refl ects Löwgren and Stolterman’s (2004) defi nition of a  vision . As they 
argue, a vision is not a solution or a specifi cation of  how to  work, but rather an 
organizing principle or a preliminary idea that can help the designer structure 
his or her work and response to the situation as it unfolds over time. 

 We did not endorse Prensky’s (2001) defi nition of digital natives that in-
cluded everyone born after 1980, assuming that their brains had been men-
tally and socially rewired by the impact of digital technologies. However, the 
concept was a central driving idea for the project and a framework for explor-
ing local youngsters’ relation to the digital media. Moreover, in our critical un-
derstanding, the headline both claimed that the natives existed and worked 
as a frame for challenging and negotiating whether they existed at all. The title 
also suggested a reference to the history of ethnographic exhibitions in which 
 natives have traditionally been represented as less privileged “Others” (Fabian 
1991). Simultaneously, the concept granted a focus on contemporary digital 
practices and technologies not normally affi liated with heritage or exhibitions 
anywhere. On the level of participatory design, focusing on the digital natives 
placed the teenagers in a triple role. They were subjects  in  and cocreators  of  
the design process and exhibition. They were also the potential audience for 
it. They were subjects in the sense that their worlds were exhibited, with them 
as active participants. Creating an exhibition  about ,  with , and  for  these people 
was to carve out a central position for them throughout the project. In this 
way, the title encompassed multiple meanings and challenges, and functioned 
both as a boundary object (Bowker and Star 1999) and a vision for the project. 

 EXPLORING THE NATIVES 

 I commenced the project with a two-month period of research and recruit-
ment. A series of small-scale anthropological fi eld studies were carried out 
among teenagers in Aarhus, focusing on their everyday use and ideas about 



 DESIGNING HERITAGE FOR A DIGITAL CULTURE    121

digital technologies. Meetings ranged from informal conversations in cafés 
and observations in schools to semi-structured interviews and photo journeys 
in home environments. The research was structured and facilitated by me and 
analyzed collaboratively in iterative workshop sessions involving anthropology 
students who carried out part of the fi eld studies. Through the research, I re-
cruited a group of seven teenagers aged between sixteen and nineteen for 
the project from various schools, creative clubs, cultural organizations, and 
online gaming sites. All were recruited individually, based on their interests 
and engagement with digital media, as well as their personal interests in, for 
example, fi lm, photography, painting, sports, and politics, that could help them 
to work creatively in the project. This age group emerged as particularly inter-
esting as they identifi ed strongly with various digital media and were creative 
and refl ective about their identities. Also, museums generally deemed this 
group of teenagers out of reach and only accessible through educational in-
stitutions. Through a series of fi ve workshops and an online project blog, the 
research team consisting of the teenagers, a museum anthropologist, and me 
carried out research collaboratively with the teenagers, focusing on everyday 
practices and relations to digital technologies. Throughout this process, the 
youngsters did not only participate, but became critically engaged with their 
own role as well as the design project as a whole. 

 Hybrid Virtual Possessions 

 The research demonstrated how effortlessly the teenagers moved among vari-
ous media platforms and social networks. They spent many hours every day 
chatting on Facebook, texting their friends, gaming, fashion blogging, reading 
online manga comics, and updating digital music libraries. One young girl, Lil, 
was very passionate about her digital devices: “I just looooove my iPhone,” 
she exclaimed when asked in the fi rst session about her personal digital ob-
jects. She was also desperately fond of her shiny white iMac computer that 
accompanied her everywhere. Observing and discussing Lil’s everyday inter-
actions with digital objects, it was obvious to her and the team that she spent 
most of her time switching between digital devices, listening to music, texting, 
checking Facebook, and chatting online with friends and classmates in a con-
tinuous mash-up of digital and online activities. 

 The devices played a vital role for the teenagers. They were not mere 
technological objects affording them access to online networks and virtual 
spaces. They were precious  belongings , and virtual and inalienable  posses-
sions  (Odom, Zimmerman, and Forlizzi 2011; Weiner 1992). They represented 
material and immaterial parts of their identities; relations to friends; personal 
collections of images, music, games, and social events; and long traces of pri-
vate communication. Anne, who had bought into the iPhone frenzy six months 
previously, found eight thousand text messages accumulated in her mobile. 
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One evening she was cut off from her mobile network at home, just to fi nd a 
forest of messages waiting for her the next morning. “Hello, Anne, are you 
there?” “Where are you, Anne?” “Anne?????” “?????”. Her friends wanted 
help with their mathematics assignments and were getting desperate. She 
blogged: “It’s strange, its only really today I realize exactly  how  addicted you 
get to the Internet and mobile . . . It’s funny, it’s not just me who’s dependent 
on my mobile, it’s all of my friends who are dependent on  my  mobile.” Johan 
often spent four to fi ve hours a day gaming online with his usual team or ran-
dom online players. Sometimes he spent days creating video sequences of 
his best “kills” from the game, carefully overlaying them with music before re-
leasing them on YouTube and Facebook to stir up maximum attention among 
his friends. Martin would post mobile updates on Facebook at least six times 
a day, especially on the long train ride to and from school, and continuously 
collect inspiration and images online and in shops for broadcasting on his 
newly established fashion blog. The devices were like hybrid connectors of 
time and space, in Castells’s (2010) sense. Moreover, they were hybrids of 
material, digital, and virtual possessions, deeply engrained in everyday life. 
They carried and traced personal narratives and social networks and were 
used incessantly to create, access, and distribute experiences, meanings, 
and identities. 

 Heritage or ? 

 Prompted by the inquiry of the project, the teenagers were surprised and often 
shocked upon realizing their own level of involvement with the digital media 
and devices. This oblivion was also apparent from the diverse responses 
to the question: “Do you consider yourself to be a Digital Native?” Philip 
(aged sixteen), who had three to four computers, received 600 Facebook up-
dates an hour, claimed to be lost without Google, and spent £150 a month 
on mobile communication, said promptly: “No, I’m not a digital native. I’m 
too old. I still remember when I didn’t have a computer and mobile. They’re 
much younger, the natives, those who grew up with the media. Like my little 
brother who’s eleven and plays Counter Strike four hours every day.” Others 
replied: “I guess you could say that’s someone like us, who use media tech-
nologies all the time,” or “My dad would be a digital native. He grew up with 
each of the new technological devices; a television, a telephone and a com-
puter.” None of the teenagers were familiar with the concept of digital natives, 
veven if it only took them a split second to respond, always spurring enthu-
siasm and engaged conversation. Something was at stake, although it had 
never been consciously refl ected. It was experiences of common practices 
and relations, shared networks, and constructions of narratives and personal 
identities. These were cultures, not of virtual realities, but of “ real virtuality ” 
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(Castells 2010: 428), as real as any experiences and expressions of their 
cultural life worlds, with no distinctions between real and virtual realms of 
meaning. In their daily practices, the teenagers were developing a sense of 
self and identity that was heavily dependent on the modern media they were 
using, and in that process they were producing the traces of a cultural heri-
tage of the future. The effect of the digital native project was to make this 
process more explicit by articulating the youngsters’ identities as part of an 
exhibition, which was a public digital-material rendering of the emerging intan-
gible cultural heritage. 

 CREATING DIGITAL INSTALLATIONS THROUGH PARTICIPATORY 

DESIGN 

 After six weeks of collaboratively exploring and developing ideas about them-
selves as natives, the teenagers had created a series of design ideas that 
they expressed in a mock-up exhibition. The interaction designers, represent-
ing the project’s three design partners, were invited into the teenagers’ exhibi-
tion and introduced to their materials. The ideas were created as expressions 
of the youngsters’ visions, as design materials suggesting directions for de-
sign and contributions to creating the exhibition concept. Drawing the de-
signers into the design process at this later stage was an intentional move 
to weaken the customary roles and power relations of  users  and  profession-
als  and to forge more genuine user involvement (Bødker 1999; Iversen and 
Smith 2012b). Facilitating the process in this way allowed the teenagers to 
gain presence and commitment in the project and provided them with a lan-
guage and authority to collaborate on more equal terms with the designers. 

 Working in Dialogue 

 The designers and youngsters partnered in groups toward developing ideas 
for their digital installations. Here my role as design anthropologist changed 
and I acted as a mediator between the teenagers as cultural agents, the 
designers as professional creators, and the curation of the exhibition as a 
whole. I functioned as the glue connecting the individual groups, and con-
tinuously worked on a micro level inside the groups, as well as on a macro 
level managing the overall project. I attempted to fi ll various roles as design 
anthropologist, project manager, coordinator, exhibition curator, friend, and li-
aison in a discursive creative process of dialogue and intervention. A main 
concern was to support the youngsters as cocreators, mediating between the 
multiple voices of the project. A central issue was also an active interweav-
ing of the different perspectives during the design process: digital cultures 
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(heritage issues); technologies (means of expression); and audience experi-
ences (modes of engagement). A balanced integration of these aspects was 
essential for creating a whole exhibition, with dialogic spaces intersecting the 
boundaries of material/digital and museum/audience. 

 It was exactly at the center of these issues that challenges between teen-
agers and designers arose, also creating a productive tension from which 
each installation emerged. The designers were drawn toward the digital as a 
fascination with technology. Many imagined themselves as “related natives,” 
claiming validity to their own ideas because of their familiarity and involve-
ment with designing technologies. Some saw the teenagers as mere content 
providers and found it inhibiting to work from the teenagers’ ideas, as well as 
the critical nature of the anthropological research perspectives, as it seemed 
to impede on their professional creativity as designers. Thus their own as-
sumptions about design, users, and technology prevented them from actually 
engaging with the worlds of the teenagers,  with  and  for whom  they were de-
signing. For the youngsters, it was an enormous process to externalize their 
identities, being creative experts representing a generation while being mere 
teenagers in their own particular lives. 

 Designing from Experiences or Technologies 

 Many of the team discussions came to center on issues of  categories . What 
cultural categories from the lives of the digital natives were suitable for ex-
pressing their everyday experience? One prominent example was the Portraits 
installation, cocreated by two young girls, Lil and Ida. Their idea was to make 
an artistic video installation based upon a series of portraits about people 
they knew. It focused on passions, which all youngsters had, for example, 
books, photography, fi lm, and fashion. Through a couple of workshops, the 
two designers working with them explored their fascination with visual media 
and aesthetics. But when the designers attempted to use these insights as 
information for creating systemic categories for the audiences’ interaction, 
the girls reacted promptly. They refused to have their lives reduced to a series 
of simple choices or random buttons to be selected by the audience. They 
also rejected the designers’ ideas of mixing their images with thousands of 
arbitrary videos from YouTube to express the endless networked options of 
the digital age. These solutions diminished their artistic expressions as cre-
ators and tampered with their sense of integrity, identity, and privacy. It was 
tricky for the designers to grasp that, even though the youngsters were con-
tinuously occupied with digital activities, their focus was never on the tech-
nologies as  such . In fact, the teenagers consistently pulled away from a focus 
on technologies and especially on interaction per se. They defi ed generalized 
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concepts or categories of “their generation” and continued to stress their per-
sonal values and experiences. It was here the interests and focus of the de-
signers and teenagers clearly diverged, and the assumptions of the designers 
sometimes overruled their interests in the youngsters. 

 Lil’s Digital World 

 Later in the design process, based upon discussions about the central con-
cept of the exhibition, Lil and I created a three-meter-long poster illustrating 
Lil’s digital world. It was covered with tiny printouts of collected digital images, 
Facebook updates, text messages, and photographs from events in her past 
year, meticulously combined into digital traces of personal narratives (see 
 Plate 16 ). For example, the concert with her favorite band, Kashmir, a photo of 
her with the lead singer, a printout of her featuring in one of their music videos, 
and strings of Facebook comments and text messages by her and others link-
ing the fragments. Or the episode when she was celebrating her completion 
of high school with all her friends and mourning the loss of her grandfather 
who died at the same time. People in the project who saw the poster were 
excited about its ability to represent particular personal experiences weav-
ing in and through the technologies. It was a material expression of an in-
tangible digital world allowing the research team to “move refl ection beyond 
a superfi cial intellectual awareness to new lived experiences” (Sengers et 
al. 2005: 50). The poster helped bring about the refl ective collaborative de-
sign space we aimed for, a third position from which common understandings 
could emerge. It helped the designers appreciate the rich particularities of 
the youngsters’ lives, and me in attempts of catalyzing the people-centered 
aspects of their digital lives into the design process. In this way  materializing 
the digital  contributed to the emergence of the central idea of the exhibition 
that no stakeholders could have envisioned singlehandedly. In Schön’s (1991 
[1983]) sense of creating a refl ective conversation with the materials of de-
sign, the iterative design process allowed us to oscillate between the digital, 
intangible, and material to explore and understand our materials and to cre-
ate possibilities for a cultural heritage pointing to the future. 

 THE DIGITAL NATIVES EXHIBITION 

 The Digital Natives exhibition was built up around four digital installations: 
Digital Sea, Portraits, Google My Head, and DJ Station. Each of them experi-
mented with modes of visual and aesthetic communication allowing audi-
ences to explore and interact with the lives of the natives. 
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 Digital Sea 

 At the center of the exhibition was Digital Sea, a visually striking fl oor pro-
jection allowing audiences to explore digital materials from various media 
and mobile platforms of the seven young natives (see  Plate 17 ). Facebook 
updates, photos, text messages, and videos fl oated randomly on the fl oor, 
and people could activate fragments according to their interest by physically 
standing on them. Audience movements were tracked with ceiling-mounted 
cameras, and chosen materials were enlarged on the fl oor while related im-
ages from the “sea” surfaced and surrounded the visitor. With its blue graphi-
cal shades, swivels, and well effects, the fi ve-by-three-meter Digital Sea was 
aesthetically prominent and functioned as the physical and virtual center of 
the exhibition. The installation was connected to the other installations so 
that activities in other parts of the exhibition infl uenced what appeared in the 
sea. Digital Sea represented fragmented everyday narratives and the infi nite 
grid of digital connections constructed across various media platforms in the 
daily lives of the teenagers. 

 Google My Head 

 Joined to Digital Sea was Google My Head, an interactive tabletop installation 
with a large multi-touch display (see Plate 18). Audiences were encouraged to 
browse in the repository of digital natives’ online and mobile updates,  pictures, 
and videos posted on the interface. While browsing through the digital traces, 
audiences were confronted with the task of completing the sentence “ Digital 
Natives are: . . . ” They could select four digital fragments or pictures to sup-
port their argument and use an onscreen keyboard to create statements 
such as “Digital Natives are ‘creative,’ ” “Digital Natives are ‘egocentric and 
spoiled,’ ” and “Digital Natives are ‘no different than others.’ ” Audiences could 
browse the materials following their personal interests and create new connec-
tions and statements about digital natives, stored and displayed as part of the 
exhibition. Thus using the form and language of social media, audiences were 
invited to explore the everyday life and cultures of digital natives and to con-
tribute to their emerging understanding through engaging with the exhibition. 

 Portraits 

 Portraits was an artistic interactive video installation projected onto a large 
two-by-three-meter semitransparent screen. The installation invited people 
to explore the worlds of a girl and a boy and their passion for books and 
photography. The fi lms were personal and aesthetic accounts giving an in-
timate glimpse of the dreams and self-representations of the young digital 
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generation. The visuals were fragmented clips, not a linear fi lm, with which 
audiences could interact. Infrared cameras tracked the audience, and the in-
tensity of the audience’s movements infl uenced the timing and selection of 
clips, playback speed, and coloring of the visuals. Dancing or jumping made 
the visuals more frantic and cold in color, building up to a climax where pages 
from the book rained over the girl while she was dancing, facing the audience. 
Slower movements made warm-colored sequences appear of her calmly read-
ing her book. Being a direct visual representation made by and of the teenag-
ers themselves, the installation opened for novel personal experiences and 
subjective interpretations by the audience. 

 DJ Station 

 DJ Station was an interactive audiovisual installation using a tangible user 
interface based on fi ducial tracking. 3  The installation contained a series of 
musical cubes and effects cubes for audiences to engage with. Each cube 
represented one digital native’s musical taste, and each side of the cube con-
tained a unique loop coproduced with the teenager in question. By placing 
more musical cubes on the table and applying effects to them, people could 
combine and alter loops and create complex mash-ups (see  Plate 19 ). Visual 
images of the youngsters gathered around their respective musical cubes 
and interacted with images from other cubes on the interface. The live activi-
ties on the tabletop were projected onto a wall, while tracks created by the 
audience were streamed on the exhibitions website. In this way, DJ Station 
allowed audiences to interact with the musical universe of the seven young-
sters, while getting fi rsthand experience with the remix and mash-up cultures 
that characterized their approach to the digital media. 

 ENGAGING WITH THE AUDIENCE 

 The exhibition attracted visitors from primary and high school classes and 
teenagers, to university students, teachers, parents, and middle-aged cou-
ples. Observations, qualitative interviews, and walk-throughs suggested that, 
despite the highly saturated media space, the installations invited people to 
spend much time exploring and engaging with them. The installations spurred 
individual refl ection, conversation, and creative interaction between  audiences 
about the key themes: What did it mean to be a digital native? Did they exist 
at all? Were they just like the rest of us? 

 The Portraits installation seemed to challenge the audiences’ personal 
boundaries and their relationship with the two characters represented. The 
subtle interactions confused some audiences and made them experience 
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the technology as a barrier for engagement. For others it created a range of 
emotional and refl ective experiences and a feeling of connecting directly with 
the characters and the artistically striking universe in the installation. One 
woman commented: “it touched me in one way or the other . . . of course be-
cause you infl uence what happens, and therefore it creates, in that moment, 
a sense that you just reach out and touch that person, or establish a contact 
with that human being sitting there.” In contrast to the secluded space of Por-
traits, Digital Sea and DJ Station were more inclusive and visibly explorative. 
Audiences were attracted by the aesthetics and playfulness of both installa-
tions, and returned to them between exploring other parts of the exhibition. 
People walked, jumped, and danced on the fl oor and related to their own 
tracking of the visual materials, as well as to the movements of other audi-
ences surrounding them. At the same time, the connections of Digital Sea to 
the other installations gave a subtle sense of repetition and coherence in the 
exhibition. At DJ Station, people would spend more than thirty minutes explor-
ing and creating tracks and music singlehandedly or in groups. Again, the lan-
guage, layout, and physicality of the installations transformed the exhibition 
into a social arena and allowed the audience to become an expressive part 
of the exhibition. 

 A considerable number of audiences saw the installations and materials 
as an expression of the youngsters’ worlds that opened up and invited them 
to engage with their digital universes. Several noted a braveness and sincer-
ity in the youngsters’ way of presenting themselves through the exhibition, 
which prompted audiences to refl ect on the practices and behaviors of the 
teenagers as well as their own digitalness, and relations to the technologies. 
Two girls in their mid-twenties said, “It was a bit diffi cult to get behind the 
Facebook image. It’s my impression that digital natives are very conscious 
of the image they create, and that sometimes provokes me. So I thought by 
seeing this exhibition I would get behind that image and get a sense of the 
things that concern them. But that was missing, I thought.” The differences 
in audiences’ reactions were less determined by age or acquaintance to the 
digital technologies than by their own expectations as visitors. There seemed 
to be a correlation between people who were regular museum visitors and 
had certain assumptions about their own role as audiences and those who 
found it challenging to engage with the exhibitions’ interactive and explorative 
approach. 

 Most people appreciated the interaction and the empowerment the tech-
nologies afforded them, connecting them to the subjects of the exhibition. 
They were engaged refl ectively, creatively, and physically with the exhibi-
tion space, and used the technologies to actively explore and interact with 
the natives as well as each other. One woman expressed her experience in 
the following way: “It doesn’t come naturally to me to get caught by it [the 
technology]. But I think spending that extra time, some things appear that 
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I’m completely surprised about getting through the media. It’s that the tech-
nology gets something more drawn in . . . that it gets the human drawn into 
it. I think that’s the essence of it: the sense that there is a  human presence  
there.” Likewise, the exhibitions’ explorative approach was generally valued 
also for its ability to create a whole range of individualized experiences. 
One man commented, “It means that the work is experienced in many many 
different ways. That’s no different than ordinary artwork, but here you can 
really infl uence it.” Experiencing the audiences’ engagement and reactions 
through the exhibition also gave the teenagers participating in the project a 
deeper understanding of the interactive aspects the designers had pushed 
through the design process. The shift from design process to exhibition 
meant they were temporarily  defamiliarized  with their own digital materials 
and narratives, and experienced them in new ways through the audiences’ 
engagements with the installations. As such the materialization and engage-
ment with the digital opened up new experiences and understandings of 
 digitalness and heritage. 

 THE DESIGN OF CULTURAL HERITAGE 

 Was the Digital Natives project a successful demonstration, or design, of 
cultural heritage? What difference did the digital make in the project? And 
what was the effect of the design anthropological process through which it 
was created? 

 The Digital Museum 

 The audiences’ experiences stress the presence or absence of the young na-
tives in the exhibition. Some experienced the technology as a barrier to their 
engagement; however, most people felt that new forms of fragmented narra-
tives and stories  emerged  through the intertwining of digital elements and 
experiences. There was no separation between the exhibition content and 
the technologies. The installations demanded active engagement of the au-
diences, which in turn became cocreators of their experiences. In this way, 
various dialogic spaces emerged connecting the audiences to the lives of 
the natives while confronting them with their own practices and assumptions 
about technologies, young people, and contemporary heritage. The project 
shaped a new language and “virtual materiality” inherent to the exhibition, 
demonstrating that objects can be digital and new information technologies 
can be material (Witcomb 2007). The installations were objects in their own 
right, not merely interpretations of objects, apart from the exhibition. And 
they forged multiple layers of subjective engagement by, with, and between 
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the audiences. There was no singular voice speaking in the exhibition, but a 
myriad of fragmented perspectives and cocreated narratives. The exhibition 
demonstrated that both youngsters and audience were attracted to the tech-
nologies used in the installations as a means of exploration, rather than a 
focal point in themselves. Rather, the focus was on human-centered issues 
of self-expression, establishment of relationships, and identities in which 
they were continuously engaged. And as in the lives of the so-called natives, 
sometimes  reality  became even more alive and present when reframed, trans-
formed, and augmented in and through digital representations. 

 Designing Heritage 

 Through the design process and the oscillation between the digital and mate-
rial, we created an alternative understanding and experience of cultural heri-
tage. But we did this by involving people into dialogical spaces, negotiating 
intangible meanings and expressions of contemporary heritage that were con-
tinuously produced and recreated through everyday life. This was the same 
fl uidity and dialectic of cultural formation and transformation stressed by an-
thropologists, in which cultures and identities exist only through—not apart 
from—representation and consumption. And how people experience these 
cultures and identities cannot be separated from the situated dialogical acts 
in and through which they are performed and negotiated (Ashcroft 2001). Dur-
ing the exhibition, the teenagers  became  the natives,  our  natives, temporarily, 
and a sense of shared culture emerged that did not exist prior to the project. 
Through the exhibition the teenagers experienced themselves as cocreators 
of the exhibition. They acted as hosts for school classes and audiences, in-
vited bloggers to review the exhibition, wrote on the Digital Natives Facebook 
page, and were presented through the press as: The Digital Natives! This was 
an unintended and essentializing outcome, but it became part of the exhibi-
tion’s momentum, as yet another dialectic layer and iteration of cultural trans-
formation and cocreation. 

 Digital Natives was an ongoing performance through which we actively cre-
ated heritage  with  the natives and audiences inside the exhibition. But rather 
than claiming authenticity, history, or expert knowledge, we experimented with 
the present, situated, and fl uctuating. The project was successful in the shift 
it created from an emphasis on individuals acting in the moment to individu-
als, communities, and museums participating in the social and cultural pro-
duction of heritage. The “natives” were not studied in their own environment, 
but rather expressions of them were negotiated, transformed, and created 
through the design process and exhibition, just as they were in their everyday 
engagements with the digital media and technologies. The project produced a 
view on heritage as a present concern. And in this sense of heritage  making  
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and  design , using the digital technologies to frame, explore, and express, the 
exhibition created alternative possible futures. 

 Participatory Design and Social Anthropology 

 The participatory design process allowed us to merge research and design in 
various ways by working closely with both users and audiences. The explor-
ative and dialogical design space was extended into the exhibition, creating 
continuity between process and product and allowing the exhibition concept to 
emerge as a shared creation. Working with the youngsters as cocreators in the 
project, exploring and negotiating with them what was meaningful, engendered 
a focus on the youngsters as subjective individuals rather than generalized 
objects of representation. The design anthropological process meant that we 
could work with observed practices, outspoken refl ections, and ideas created 
and materially expressed. This extended triangulation, between what was said, 
done,  and  created, gave new insights into the values and assumptions of both 
youngsters and designers and their nuanced perspectives on the digital. 

 While the common focus in the Digital Natives project was on the devel-
opment of an exhibition, the overall aim was academic, to inform anthro-
pology as much as design. As the design anthropologist in a collaborative 
project, I played a central role in laying the conditions for the research and the 
fundamental framing of an explorative project that challenged existing ways 
of curation and design in museums. Through my anthropological approach, 
I continuously attempted to push and ingrain the human dimension into the 
research and exhibition as I worked to understand and include the perspec-
tives and roles of the teenagers as genuine cocreators. The loosely structured 
design process, and the large number of stakeholders in the project, was 
highly demanding, especially when collaboration broke down, and often per-
sonal interests and agendas of teenagers, designers, and museum partners 
did not align with my anthropological insights or concerns. This aspect of the 
collaboration was challenging and demanded continuous negotiation. But it 
forced us constantly to alternate between a focus on the individual and col-
lective, the personal and the externalizable, as well as the digital and material 
to create unforeseen forms of heritage expressions and experiences. It was 
through this process of dialogic curation and heritage  design  that perspec-
tives coalesced into the exhibition as the medium. 

 TOWARD A DESIGN ANTHROPOLOGY 

 If museums and cultural heritage institutions wish to engage audiences in 
new ways using the opportunities digital media and technologies afford, they 
need to look more carefully at how these media provide meaning to people 
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through their everyday lives. As the Digital Natives project showed, technolo-
gies are ingrained and intertwined with various meanings and expressions of 
contemporary digital cultures outside the museums. We need to learn to cre-
ate experiences of heritage that connect to, challenge, and negotiate such 
contemporary issues and allow participation and dialogue. This can be done 
not merely with material objects, but a whole range of contextual layers at 
once; social, affective, refl ective, and so forth. If exhibitions have convention-
ally been about materiality and learning, they are as much about coming to-
gether to intervene, create, or augment intangible aspects of human life, for 
a period, relating to digital, virtual, and material worlds. 

 Design anthropology can be a refl ective and creative way of approaching 
such challenges, enabling conversations between present and future worlds 
without losing sight of the past. This approach to exploring opportunities does 
not necessarily provide stable solutions or concise design requirements. But 
through collaborative processes, iterative work fl ows, and the production of 
design opportunities, design anthropology can create insights, merge differing 
perspectives, and work against preconceived assumptions. Anthropologists 
can play a vital role in such projects, in scaffolding the infrastructures for re-
search and intervention, compiling the theoretical visions and human-centered 
methodological approaches in collaboration with multiple stakeholders. The 
work is unpredictable and loaded with contest and uncertainties, but offers 
possibilities for experimental ways of designing anthropological fi eldwork, or 
“refunctioning” ethnography (Holmes and Marcus 2005), that can enrich the 
fi eld and practices of design anthropology. 
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 NOTES 

 1.  Digital Natives was carried out at the Center for Digital Urban Living, 
Aarhus University, Denmark, between October 2009 and January 2011 
in collaboration with a number of external partners: Center for Advanced 
Visualization and Interaction (CAVI), The Alexandra Institute, Innova-
tion Lab, and Moesgaard Museum. The exhibition was held at Kunsthal 
Aarhus in December 2010. Our research is carried on in the Center for 
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Participatory IT and the program for Contemporary Ethnography, Aarhus 
University .

 2.  The dogmas included such principles as the following: 1. The audience 
has a central role in creating content and experiences in the exhibition; 
2. The museum experience should be a socially engaging experience; 3. 
Communication in the exhibition must be dialogic, but not necessarily 
true. 

 3.  Fiducial markers are manually applied to objects to enable tracking in a 
particular scene or installation. 
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 From Description to Correspondence: 
Anthropology in Real Time 

 Caroline Gatt and Tim Ingold 

 AS, OF, AND BY MEANS OF DESIGN 

 Anthropology comes to design from two ends. From one end, it approaches 
design in the spirit of the universal, in the same way that it might approach, for 
example, language or symbolic thought, as a human capacity to propose, to 
set ends in mind in advance of their material realization. From the other end, 
however, it approaches design in the particularizing mode of ethnographic de-
scription, as the study of the knowledge, values, practices, and institutional 
arrangements of people in contemporary Western societies who identify them-
selves professionally as designers. And if there is a connection between the 
two ends, it lies only in this: that the assumptions that provide a kind of 
founding charter for the design profession and that underwrite its legitimacy 
are much the same—and indeed issue from the same source—as those that 
have long driven the anthropological search for universals of human cogni-
tion. They go back to the defi nition of man as a maker, as  Homo Faber , who 
distinguishes himself (and in this discourse, it usually is a “he”) from beings 
of all other kinds that merely use what nature has to offer. For what lifts mak-
ing from using, according to this defi nition, is  design . Friedrich Engels was 
typical of many when, back in 1875, he declared that the works of humans 
differ fundamentally from those of other animals insofar as they are driven by 
an “aim laid down in advance” (Engels 1934: 34). Humans produce, animals 
merely collect, and it is design—the conception that precedes and guides the 
task—that distinguishes even the most inept of human makers from the most 
accomplished of animals. Here, the capacity to design—what Nigel Cross 
(2006) calls “design ability”—is taken to be constitutive of our very humanity. 

 The assumption is that every act of making has two components: an intel-
lectual component of design and a mechanical or bodily component of execu-
tion. Thus the very notion of design is linked to a pervasive dualism between 
the mind that projects and the body that executes. In some European lan-
guages, the word for  design  is the same as the word for  drawing : in French 
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 dessin , in Italian  disegno , in Spanish  dibujar . But this is drawing understood 
not as the trace of a movement or gesture but as the geometric projection of 
a mental image (Maynard 2005: 66–67). As long ago as 1568, Giorgio Vasari 
wrote, in this vein, that “design is nothing but a visual expression and clarifi ca-
tion of that concept which one has in the intellect, and that which one imagines 
in the mind and builds up in the idea” (cited in Panofsky 1968: 62). Four cen-
turies later, much the same view was reiterated in a work widely heralded as 
a manifesto for a truly scientifi c approach to design, namely Herbert Simon’s 
 The Sciences of the Artifi cial  (1969). Closely linked to contemporaneous devel-
opments in artifi cial intelligence, computer technology, management, and or-
ganizational theory, this “design science” emerged, as Lucy Suchman (2011: 
16) notes, during the very same period in which the discipline of anthropology 
was about to embark on its own internal self-examination. As it did so, and 
as old certainties about cognitive universals and cultural particulars were pro-
gressively deconstructed or exposed as fallacies of modernism, anthropology 
and design, once joined at the hip, became increasingly at odds. Anthropol-
ogy’s critical examination of its own founding conception of the human—as a 
being that, by its own nature, transcends nature—inevitably entailed a parallel 
critique of the cognitivist underpinnings of design science, according to which 
the very mechanisms of thought render thought capable of the intelligent de-
sign of mechanisms. 

 In this spirit, Suchman urges us not to reinvent anthropology  as  (or for) 
design but rather to adopt a critical anthropology  of  design as part of a wider 
anthropology of the contemporary. Such an anthropology, she argues, would 
require “ethnographic projects that articulate the cultural imaginaries and 
micropolitics that delineate design’s promises and practices” (2011: 3). It 
would take us, in effect, from one end of the spectrum to the other: from a 
cognitive anthropology that incorporates the very idea of design into its found-
ing axioms to an anthropology-as-ethnography that sets out to situate these 
same axioms, and the professions that espouse them, in their cultural, politi-
cal, and economic contexts. Our argument in this chapter, however, is that an 
anthropology  of  design, of the kind Suchman proposes, is too limiting, insofar 
as it narrows the scope of anthropology, in relation to design, to an essentially 
ethnographic project, and one, moreover, that in its focus on the emergence 
of design science—specifi cally in the United States in the second half of the 
twentieth century—is of an exceedingly constricted historical and geographi-
cal reach. The trouble with the “anthropology  of ” formula, whether applied to 
design or to any other human activity, is that it turns the activity in question 
into an  object  of analysis. Our aim, to the contrary, is to restore design to the 
heart of anthropology’s disciplinary practice. This is not to advocate a return 
to cognitivism. But it is to suggest that there are other ways of thinking about 
design than in terms of setting determinate ends in advance, and other ways 
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of thinking about anthropology than as the description and analysis of what 
has already come to pass. More particularly, we argue for an open-ended 
concept of design that makes allowance for hopes and dreams and for the 
improvisatory dynamic of the everyday, and for a discipline of anthropology 
conceived as a speculative inquiry into the conditions and possibilities of 
human life. 

 Combining the two, we propose an anthropology not  of ,  as , or  for  design, 
but an anthropology  by means of  design. Such a design anthropology would 
adopt what Hirokazu Miyazaki (2004) has called the “method of hope.” Like 
the lives it follows, it would be inherently experimental and improvisatory, 
and its aim would be to both enrich these lives and render them more sus-
tainable. In its temporal orientation, it would be the precise reverse of con-
ventional anthropology-by-means-of-ethnography, moving forward with people 
in tandem with their desires and aspirations rather than looking back over 
times past. We could draw a parallel, perhaps, from anthropology’s relation 
with theology. This might seem an unlikely place from which to start thinking 
about the discipline’s relations with design. However, a recent article on the 
former by Joel Robbins offers the closest equivalent we have found to what 
we are attempting here. Robbins distinguishes three approaches to the an-
thropological engagement with theology. The fi rst is to expose and critique 
the way Christian theology has underwritten such universalizing concepts of 
anthropology as religion and culture. The second is to treat the works of theo-
logians themselves as data for ethnographic analysis. In the third approach, 
however, anthropology might open up to theology as a potent source of inspi-
ration for its own projects, acknowledging that we have much to learn from 
the faith, commitment, and wisdom that give hope and commitment to oth-
ers’ lives (Robbins 2006: 285). Our “third way” approach to design mirrors 
Robbins’s to theology. This is not to render the other two approaches inad-
missible. There can still be a critical design anthropology alert to the intel-
lectual currents that have shaped our modern understandings of the human 
condition. And there can still be an anthropology of design committed to plac-
ing the activities of designers in their social and cultural context. But our aim 
is different. 

 The key to both the rethinking of design and the rethinking of anthropol-
ogy for which we call is the concept of  correspondence . We therefore begin by 
introducing this concept. We then go on to consider what this means for the 
design of everyday life. This leads to a reconsideration of the central role of 
participant observation in an anthropology-by-means-of-design. We illustrate 
what this entails in experimental practice by drawing on the recent fi eldwork of 
one of us (Caroline Gatt) with the environmentalist organization Friends of the 
Earth International (FoEI). We conclude with some refl ections on the implica-
tions of our argument for the refl exive turn in anthropology. 1  
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 ON CORRESPONDENCE 

 In his 1925  Essay on the Gift , Marcel Mauss repeatedly insisted that in gift ex-
change, the thing given is indissolubly bound to the person of the giver. There-
fore the bond created in the exchange “is in fact a bond between persons, 
since the thing itself is a person or pertains to a person. Hence it follows that 
to give something is to give part of oneself” (Mauss 1954: 10). Note this 
well: the persons who give and receive, according to Mauss, are not mere  dra-
matis personae , nor is their exchange the role play of actors who, in the per-
formance of their parts, themselves remain confi ned behind their masks and 
closed to one another. What Mauss established, and what made his essay so 
revolutionary at the time of its fi rst publication, was the possibility for selves 
to interpenetrate, to mingle, for each to participate in the ongoing life of the 
other, without thereby sacrifi cing their identities to a higher-order entity of the 
kind Emile Durkheim had previously posited under the rubric of “society.” In 
social life, Mauss wrote, we see people and groups and their behaviors “as 
we observe octopuses and anemones in the sea” (1954: 78). Quite unlike 
Durkheim’s society, this is a fl uid reality in which nothing is the same from 
one moment to the next and nothing ever repeats. In this oceanic world, every 
being has to fi nd a place for itself and avoid being swept away in the current by 
sending out tendrils or lifelines that can bind it to others. In their interweaving, 
these lifelines comprise a boundless and ever-extending meshwork. 

 Critically, the weaving of the meshwork involves the passage of time. In the 
exchange of gifts one does not make immediate recompense but always al-
lows a certain period to elapse, else the relationship with the original donor 
is deemed terminated. “The period interposed,” as Pierre Bourdieu observes, 
“is quite the opposite of the inert gap of time,” which, being incidental to the 
realization of a preconceived project, could in principle be extended indefi -
nitely or compressed into an instant (1977: 6). Persons and relations can 
only carry on or  perdure  in the current of real time. As the material embodi-
ment of a generative process, the gift is also imbued with duration, carrying 
with it a history of relations among those through whose hands it has passed, 
and propelling these relations into the future. The spirit of the gift, its vital 
force or impulse, is precisely equivalent to this durational content. Divorced 
from the fl ux of real time, the gift would revert to the status of an inert object, 
and persons to individuals, fi xed points in the social fabric between which only 
a reciprocal, back-and-forth exchange would be possible. Gifts, however, do 
not travel back and forth but  along , passing from hand to hand where lifelines 
overlap and wrap around one another, as on a relay. Like a line uttered in con-
versation, a particular transaction picks up the fl ow of social life and conveys 
it forward, and its meaning can only be comprehended in the context of a his-
tory of previous exchanges of which it is but a singular moment. 
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 Alfred Schutz, phenomenologist of the social world, hit on much the same 
idea in his characterization of social life as a process of “growing older to-
gether.” Sharing a community of time, Schutz maintained, every consociate 
participates in the on-rolling life of every other (1962: 16–17). In a celebrated 
paper, he compared this participation to making music. The players in a string 
quartet, for example, are not exchanging musical ideas—they are not  inter-
 acting, in that sense—but are rather moving along together, listening as they 
play, and playing as they listen, at every moment sharing in each other’s vivid 
present (Schutz 1951). In a study of everyday walking, my colleague Jo Lee 
and I came to a very similar conclusion (Lee and Ingold 2006). We found 
that walking abreast was generally experienced as a particularly companion-
able form of activity. Even while conversing, as they often did, companions 
would rarely make immediate eye-to-eye contact, at most inclining their heads 
slightly toward one another while coordinating their gait and pace by means 
of peripheral vision, which is especially sensitive to movement. Direct face-to-
face interaction, by contrast, was found to be far less sociable. A key differ-
ence is that in walking along together, companions share virtually the same 
visual fi eld, whereas in face-to-face interaction, each can see what is behind 
the other’s back, opening up possibilities for deceit and subterfuge. As they 
turn to face one another, stopped in their tracks, each blocking the other’s 
path and eyeing each other up, conversants appear locked in a contest in 
which views are no longer shared but batted back and forth. 

 In a classic essay on “visual interaction” dating from 1921, Georg Sim-
mel argued that eye-to-eye contact “represents the most perfect reciprocity 
in the entire fi eld of human relationships,” inducing a kind of union between 
the persons involved. This union, he surmised, “can only be maintained by 
the shortest and straightest line between the eyes” (1969: 146). However, 
a straight line drawn between two points, as Simmel describes eye-to-eye 
contact, leaves each point motionless and unfeeling. Such contact may be 
rational, but it cannot be vital. Like walkers who have turned in discord to 
square up to one another, there is no way forward. The implication of the pre-
fi x  inter-  in  interaction  is that the interacting parties are closed to one another, 
as if they could only be connected through some kind of bridging operation. 
Any such operation is inherently detemporalizing, cutting across the paths of 
movement and becoming rather than joining along with them. In the kind of 
relation we propose to call  correspondence , by contrast, points are set in mo-
tion to describe lines that wrap around one another like melodies in counter-
point. Think, for example, of the entwined melodic lines of the string quartet. 
Though the players may be seated opposite each other with their bodies fi xed 
in place, their movements and the ensuing sounds correspond. So too, do the 
movements of pedestrians in walking along together. Likewise, the exchange 
of gifts or of words in conversation sets up a correspondence in which each 
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line is continually answerable to the others. To correspond with the world, in 
short, is not to describe it, or to represent it, but to  answer  to it. 

 With this established, we can proceed to our principal aim in this chapter. 
It is to propose a kind of design anthropology that seeks to correspond with, 
rather than to describe, the lives it follows. Our contention, in short, is that 
 whereas anthropology-by-means-of-ethnography is a practice of description, 
anthropology-by-means-of-design is a practice of correspondence . 

 DESIGNING ENVIRONMENTS FOR LIFE 

 Design is about shaping the future of the world we live in. Yet in many ways it 
seems a hopeless endeavor predicated upon the failure of our predecessors. 
Had they succeeded in shaping a future for us, then we would have nothing left 
to do save to fall in line with their imperatives. Likewise, were we to succeed 
in shaping the future of our successors, then they in turn would become mere 
users, confi ned to the implementation of designs already made for them. De-
signs, it seems,  must  fail, if every generation is to be afforded the opportunity 
to look forward to a future that it can call its own. Indeed the very history of 
design could be understood as the cumulative record of concerted human at-
tempts to put an end to it: an interminable series of fi nal answers, none of 
which turns out, in retrospect, to be fi nal after all. Or to adapt a maxim from 
architectural writer Stewart Brand: all designs are predictions; all predictions 
are wrong (1994: 75). This does not sound like a formula for sustainable liv-
ing. Sustainability is not about projections and targets, or about the achieve-
ment of a steady state; it is about keeping life going. Yet design seems bent 
on bringing it to a stop by specifying moments of completion when the forms 
of things fall into line with what was initially intended for them. “Form is the 
end, death,” insisted artist Paul Klee in his notebooks, “form-giving is move-
ment, action. Form-giving is life” (1973: 269). 

 By setting ends to things, do we not, as Klee intimates, kill them off? If de-
sign brings predictability and foreclosure to a life process that is open-ended 
and improvisatory, then is not design the very antithesis of life? How, following 
Klee’s example, might we shift the emphasis in design from form to form giv-
ing? How, in other words, can we think of design as an aspect of a process of 
life whose primary characteristic is not that it is heading to a predetermined 
target but that it  perdures ? 2  Here we call for such rethinking. We want to argue 
that design, far from being the exclusive preserve of a class of professional 
experts tasked with the production of futures for the rest of us to consume, 
is an aspect of everything we do, insofar as our actions are guided by hopes, 
dreams, and promises. That is to say, rather than setting the parameters 
for our habitation of the earth, design is part and parcel of the very process 
of dwelling (Ingold 2000). And it is, by the same token, about the ongoing 
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creation of the kinds of environments in which dwelling can occur. What, then, 
can it mean to design things in a world that is perpetually under construction 
by way of the activities of its inhabitants, who are tasked above all with keep-
ing life going rather than with bringing to completion projects already specifi ed 
at the outset? The answer, we suggest, is that design is not so much about 
 innovation  as about  improvisation . 

 This is to recognize that the creativity of design is found not in the nov-
elty of prefi gured solutions to perceived environmental problems but in the 
capacity of inhabitants to respond with precision to the ever-changing cir-
cumstances of their lives. To equate creativity with innovation is to read it 
backward, in terms of its outcomes, rather than forward in terms of the move-
ments that gave rise to them (Ingold and Hallam 2007: 3). You start from a 
result in the form of a novel object and trace it through a sequence of ante-
cedent conditions to an unprecedented idea in the mind of an agent. The idea 
is then taken to be the design for the object. To equate creativity with impro-
visation, by contrast, is to read it forward, following the ways of the world as 
they unfold rather than seeking to recover a chain of connections from an end 
point to a starting point on a route already traveled (Ingold 2011: 216). Such 
creative improvisation calls for both fl exibility and foresight. The element of 
fl exibility lies not only in fi nding the grain of the world’s becoming—the way 
it wants to go—but also in bending it to an evolving purpose. It is not, then, 
merely a matter of going with the fl ow, for one can give it direction as well. De-
signing for life is about giving direction rather than specifying end points. It is 
in this regard that it also involves foresight. 

 There is a critical distinction to be made here between foresight and predic-
tion. It has long been the conceit of planners and policy makers to suppose 
that to imagine the future is to predict: that is, to conjecture a novel state 
of affairs as yet unrealized and to specify in advance the steps that need to 
be taken to get there. To foresee, however, is to run ahead of things and to 
pull them along behind you, rather than to project by an extrapolation from 
the present. Seeking not to speculate  about  but to see  into  the future, it is to 
improvise a passage rather than to innovate with representations of the un-
precedented. It is to tell how things will go in a world where everything is not 
preordained but incipient, forever on the verge of the actual (Ingold 2011: 69). 
And it is about opening up pathways rather than setting targets; about antici-
pation, not predetermination. Most important, foresight involves the exercise 
of imagination. This is to think of imagination, however, not as the capacity to 
conjure up images, or to represent things in their absence, but as the percep-
tion of a world in becoming. We have already noted that in some European 
languages, the words for  designing  and  drawing  are one and the same. Sup-
pose that we retain the synonymy but consider drawing not as the geometric 
projection of a mental image but as the trace of an evolving perception. What 
would design look like then? 
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 Klee famously described drawing as taking a line for a walk (1961: 105). 
The line that goes for a walk does not project or prefi gure anything. It sim-
ply carries on, tracing a path as it goes. Traveling light, unencumbered by the 
weight of heavy materials, the line of the draughtsman-designer gives chase 
to the phantasms of a fugitive imagination and reins them in before they can 
get away, setting them down as signposts in the fi eld of practice that builders 
or makers can track at their own more labored and ponderous pace. The de-
signer, let us say, is a dream catcher. If there is a distinction between design 
and making, it is not between projects and their implementation but between 
the pull of hopes and dreams and the drag of material constraint. It is here, 
where the reach of the imagination meets the friction of materials, or where 
the forces of ambition rub up against the hard edges of the world, that human 
life is lived. The difference between plans and projects on one hand, and hopes 
and dreams on the other, is that the former anticipate fi nal outcomes whereas 
the latter do not. The verbs  to hope  and  to dream  are not transitive—like  to 
make  or  to build —but intransitive—like  to dwell  and  to grow . They denote pro-
cesses that do not begin here and end there but  carry on through . We suggest 
that in designing environments for life,  to design , too, should be treated as an 
intransitive verb. 

 It is in this sense that design can be open-ended. Recall Klee’s contention 
that form is death but form giving is life. In his celebrated  Creative Credo  of 
1920, Klee declared that “art does not reproduce the visible but makes vis-
ible” (1961: 76). By this he meant that it does not seek to replicate forms 
that are already settled, whether as images in the mind or as objects in the 
world. It rather seeks to join with those very forces that bring form into being. 
Thus the drawn line grows from a point set in motion, as the plant grows from 
its seed. Thinking of drawing along these lines, and returning to the synon-
ymy between drawing and design, we can see how designing, too, can be a 
process of growth. Like the growing plant, it would unfold within constantly 
transforming life conditions. Design, in this sense, does not transform the 
world. It is rather part of the world’s transforming itself. This process of self-
transformation, however, unfolds along not one but many paths. It is, in es-
sence, a  correspondence . As such, it has no particular beginning point or 
end point, and no one knows what will come of it. As architect Juhani Pal-
lasmaa writes, “design is always a search for something that is unknown in 
advance” (2009: 110–111). It is precisely this inner uncertainty, according 
to Pallasmaa, expressed in the hesitancy of his drawing, that drives the cre-
ative process. 

 Let us, in short, think of the process of designing environments for life as 
a correspondence: one that embraces not only human beings but all the other 
constituents of the life world—from nonhuman animals of all sorts to things 
like trees, rivers, mountains, and the earth. This is a correspondence that is 
not only processual and open-ended but also fundamentally inclusive. 
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 REPOSITIONING PARTICIPANT OBSERVATION 

 Anthropology, in our view, is a generous, open-ended, holistic, comparative, 
and yet critical inquiry into the conditions and potentials for human life in the 
one world we all inhabit. It is generous because it is founded in a willingness 
to both listen and respond—that is, to  correspond —to what others have to 
tell us. It is open-ended because its aim is not to arrive at fi nal solutions that 
would bring social life to a close but rather to reveal the paths along which 
it can keep on going. Thus the holism to which anthropology aspires is the 
very opposite of totalization (Otto and Bubandt 2010: 11; Willerslev and Ped-
ersen 2010: 263). Far from piecing all the parts together into a single whole 
in which everything is joined up, it seeks to show how within every signifi cant 
event of social life is enfolded an entire history of relations of which it is the 
momentary outcome. As Mauss wrote of the gift, to place it in the context of 
the whole is “ to catch the fl eeting moment  when the society and its members 
take emotional stock of themselves and their situation as regards others” 
(1954: 77–78; our emphasis). Anthropology is comparative because it ac-
knowledges that no way of being is the only possible one, and that for every 
way we fi nd, or resolve to take, alternative ways could be taken that would 
lead in different directions. Thus even as we follow a particular way, the ques-
tion of “why this way rather than that?” is always at the forefront of our minds. 
And it is critical because we cannot be content with things as they are. By 
general consent, the organizations of production, distribution, governance, 
and knowledge that have dominated the modern era have brought the world to 
the brink of catastrophe. In fi nding ways to carry on, we need all the help we 
can get. But no one—no indigenous group, no specialist science, no doctrine 
or philosophy—holds the key to the future, if only we could fi nd it. We have 
to make the future for ourselves, but that can only be done through dialogue. 
Anthropology’s role is to expand the scope of this dialogue: to make a conver-
sation of human life itself. 

 Now anthropologists have a way of working of which they are justly proud. 
They call it  participant observation . It is, in essence, a practice of correspon-
dence in which the anthropological observer joins with the lives of those 
whom he or she follows, coupling his or her movements of awareness or at-
tention with theirs. What we might call  research  or even  fi eldwork  is in truth a 
protracted master class in which—by way of this correspondence—the novice 
researcher gradually learns to see things, and to hear and feel them too, in 
the ways his or her mentors do. It is, in short, to undergo an  education of at-
tention  (see Gibson 1979: 254; Ingold 2001). This education is transforma-
tional in its effects upon the learner. It shapes the way you think and feel and 
makes you a different person. In this respect, we contend, learning through 
participant observation differs fundamentally from ethnography (Hockey and 
Forsey 2012: 72–74). For the objective of ethnography is not transformational 
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but documentary. This is not to deny that the practice of ethnography may 
have transformational effects. The very act of ethnographic writing, for ex-
ample, is a movement in real time, which, in the attention and concentration 
it demands, transforms the writer. Reading an ethnographic monograph, too, 
can be transformative. But this effect is ancillary to ethnography’s descriptive 
purpose and is distant, especially in the case of reading, from the situations 
in which its descriptions were formed. In terms of their respective temporal 
orientations, description is retrospective, transformation prospective. In pro-
posing an anthropology-by-means-of-design as an alternative to the conven-
tional anthropology-by-means-of-ethnography, our aim is to locate design in 
the transformational effects of participant observation, in the real-time pro-
spective correspondences with the people among whom we work. Design, in 
this sense, comes before ethnography rather than after it. It forces us to turn 
once again toward the world for what it has to teach us. And it restores the 
participant observer to where he or she belongs, in the midst of things. 

 This leaves us, however, with the question of whether, or in what way, an 
anthropology-by-means-of-design calls for practices of participant observation 
different from those to which ethnographer-anthropologists are accustomed. 
Does it require of us to reevaluate the position of participant observation 
within the projects of  both  ethnography and anthropology? We believe it does. 
In anthropology-by-means-of-design, the active participation of the anthropolo-
gist in building relationships and making things—that is, in contributing to 
the unfolding happenings in fi eldwork—necessarily becomes more deliberate 
and more experimental. At the same time, it is important to recognize that 
what is produced  during  fi eldwork, in the anthropological task of correspon-
dence by means of design, is of a value equal to, if not greater than, what is 
produced  after  fi eldwork in the documentary form of written ethnography. An-
thropologists who, in their fi eldwork, have engaged with people in a particu-
lar area over an extended period of time already recognise the value of the 
relationships thus formed for their own lives (Kleinman, cited in Das 2011). 
Veena Das is one such anthropologist. Thanks to her experiences, she is also 
searching for a way to reposition the value of relationships built during fi eld-
work within the academy of anthropology. 3  

 Over a period of eleven years, Das (2011) has carried out research in poor 
neighborhoods on the outskirts of Delhi that she has visited every year. Dur-
ing these years she also participated in setting up a nongovernmental organi-
zation (NGO) called the Institute of Socio-Economic Research on Development 
and Democracy (ISERDD). ISERDD is a research organization that offers medi-
cal and educational assistance to the poor in the areas that the organization 
surveys. Many of the fi eldworkers recruited and trained by ISERDD come from 
areas similar to the ones in which the organization carries out research. Dur-
ing her visits, Das not only undertakes her own fi eldwork but also helps with 
the work of ISERDD. She has, for instance, helped train the staff in fi eldwork 



 FROM DESCRIPTION TO CORRESPONDENCE    149

skills; she participates in their meetings and follows the cases of those peo-
ple whom the NGO assists. The small projects of assistance that ISERDD, 
with its limited resources, is able to provide, as well as Das’s exchanges 
with ISERDD staff, feed into her own inquiries about urban poverty and the 
everyday. 

 In refl ecting upon her many years of work in this area, Das (2011) com-
ments that she is committed to the idea of life as fl ux and she regrets that 
as a form of writing, ethnography is not conducive to this fl uidity. “We inevi-
tably end up,” she writes, “by using the discrete moments when something 
becomes clear rather than the continuous time in which problems of what 
events mean emerge.” Miyazaki proposes his method of hope, to which we 
have already alluded, specifi cally as a counter against which to highlight the 
inherently retrospective character of ethnographic description. Such descrip-
tion prevents anthropologists from perceiving the effects of people’s visions 
and hopes for the future, the not yet, on their current activities. A method of 
hope, Miyazaki argues, would take into account the effects of future-oriented 
practices. He claims, however, that it is impossible for anthropologists in their 
writing to remain temporally coeval with the subjects of fi eldwork, and there-
fore  not  to be retrospective (2004: 11). For Miyazaki, the only way to under-
stand hope is to enact hope and, in scholarly writing, the only way to enact 
that hope is to highlight the unsatisfi ed hope in the present. In writing, as in 
life, “acts of delegation produce an effect of indeterminacy” (2004: 84); they 
postpone closure. However, the reason Miyazaki gives up on synchronicity, 
or in our terms on correspondence, is because he considers anthropological 
practice to hinge on the production of  texts . In order to prioritize the ongo-
ing strivings of daily life, Das (2010) notes, the relationships we build during 
fi eldwork may be  more  important, as products of our work as anthropologists, 
than the texts we subsequently write. These relationships of correspondence 
pertain to the processual; they perdure and so retain the qualities of the on-
going, the not-yet that Das fi nds missing from ethnographic texts. 

 In the relationships formed during her prolonged fi eldwork in Delhi, Das’s 
contribution is recognizable: in the principles of providing assistance to those 
who furnish research data, in training people from similar backgrounds to 
carry out the research, and especially in providing ongoing support for fi eld-
workers when she is there and by telephone when she is in the United States 
(Das 2010). These relationships are as much products of Das’s fi eldwork 
as are her texts. In the same way that anthropological knowledge is now 
widely considered intersubjectively created (Coleman and Collins 2006), we 
can also recognize fi eldwork relationships or engagements such as Das’s as 
dialogically constituted anthropological products. This recognition calls for a 
repositioning of participant observation in anthropology, from a data-gathering 
exercise that feeds the production of academic texts to the locus and focus 
of anthropological productivity. We agree with Das that these anthropological 
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products in fi eldwork are as important as, if not more important than, ethno-
graphic texts. Thinking of participant observation as correspondence, these 
relationships in fi eldwork—these dialogic products—exemplify how design 
can reveal paths for carrying on as opposed to defi ning end points. In what 
follows, Gatt relates an experiment in anthropology-by-means-of-design in her 
fi eldwork with Friends of the Earth International. 

 AN EXPERIMENT IN ANTHROPOLOGY-BY-MEANS-OF-DESIGN 

 Unlike Das’s eleven years, my fi eldwork was confi ned to a shorter period of 
doctoral study. In this experiment, my anthropology-by-means-of-design work 
was elicited because of the research I was carrying out, specifi cally because 
of how the people I was working with came to understand what anthropolo-
gists could offer. A characteristic of anthropology-by-means-of-design is the 
deliberate and refl exive interweaving of research and artifact production dur-
ing fi eldwork. 

 My doctoral fi eldwork explored whether, and if so how, the transnational 
environmentalist federation called Friends of the Earth International (FoEI) 
“hangs together” (Hannerz 1996: 64). I sought to understand how such an 
organization, spread over seventy-six countries, was constituted and main-
tained. As part of this research, I carried out six months of fi eldwork with the 
Brazilian FoEI group called Núcleo Amigos da Terra (NAT). 4  In organizing my 
fi eldwork, I had been in touch by e-mail with the coordinator of the group. I ex-
plained in a few detailed e-mails and subsequent e-mail exchanges what my 
fi eldwork would focus on and what I expected to do while I was spending time 
in the offi ce and with the Brazilian activists. 

 When I arrived in Brazil, it turned out that the activists were already very 
familiar with visitors, as volunteers would often come to spend six months 
working with them. They were also familiar with the interests of social scien-
tists in their work and in their history. Porto Alegre is considered the birth-
place or pioneer state for environmentalism in Brazil, and NAT is one of the 
pioneering NGOs of this movement (Urban 2001). For this reason a number 
of doctoral students have interviewed NAT activists. In addition, two of the 
activists had followed anthropology courses at university and were therefore 
familiar with the notion of participant observation. One of the activists shared 
with me what she considered key books on environmentalism in Brazil. It be-
came clear early on that my own research questions were “shared puzzles” 
(Marcus and Fischer 1999: xvii) among the people with whom I worked. Mar-
cus and Fischer (1999) foresee that much anthropological fi eldwork of the 
contemporary will revolve around such shared puzzles, where anthropologists 
and “informants” will have intellectual interests in common. Annelise Riles 
(2000) offers one example. In her research with women’s NGOs in Fiji, Riles 



 FROM DESCRIPTION TO CORRESPONDENCE    151

found that the forms of social relationships anthropologists have classically 
explored were already being questioned, analyzed, and represented by her in-
formants through the use of organizational diagrams and maps. 

 Similarly, in my fi eldwork with NAT, I shared with the activists an interest 
in understanding the forms of relationships within the organization. One dif-
ference, compared with Riles’s experience, was that I was both asked by NAT 
activists and volunteered to make organizational diagrams myself. This re-
quired an analysis of the ongoing relationships that constituted the organiza-
tion at the time. A second and key difference was that I was asked to create 
these diagrams not simply as documentation, as depictions of the existing 
state of affairs, but with a view to incorporating the aspirations of activists 
for how the organization should develop over the next couple of years. I was 
asked to compose procedural regulations, and organizational diagrams to il-
lustrate them, that would guide the organization’s future actions according to 
apparently confl icting ideals of management and leadership. The decision to 
ask me to propose these regulations was based on activists’ knowledge that 
I had drafted procedural regulations for a number of NGOs before. In addition, 
and more important, I was asked to do this task because I had been talking 
at length to all of them, especially the different factions in the discussion on 
leadership, as part of my anthropological research. Their impression that as 
an anthropologist I was primarily interested in understanding activists’ ex-
perience, and the fact that I had managed to build trust across the different 
members of the group, meant that my proposals could be relied upon not to 
be partisan or to be aligned a priori with one or other side of the argument. 

 The argument concerned leadership styles. One of the activists, Veronica, 
was not particularly infl uential within NAT, but did have a certain degree of in-
fl uence on the opinions of the founding members of the organization, who are 
still greatly respected by current activists, and on other NGOs in Brazil. She 
wanted the group to be led by “clear and strong leadership.” On several oc-
casions, she complained to me that the current coordinator of NAT, Andrea, 
did not provide such leadership. The activities of NAT seemed to Veronica to 
be mired in endless internal discussions of “process.” As a result, NAT was 
achieving much less than it did when one of the founding ladies was coordina-
tor. On the other hand, Andrea, supported by most of the current NAT activists, 
believed that leadership should not mean the imposition of one person’s will. 
Rather, leadership lies in the ability to harmonize activists’ varying interests 
and abilities. This understanding of leadership, in Andrea’s view, is also best 
suited to the realities faced by NGOs such as NAT. The reality Andrea refers 
to is the ongoing challenge NAT activists face in funding their activities. Most 
activists work on very small salaries, which they have to secure themselves, 
year on year, by winning funding for projects they propose. This means that 
at the end of each year, a number of activists will likely be unable to carry on 
working for NAT. The implication is that activists have to be motivated enough 
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to propose projects to fi nd their own funding, which reduces the possibility 
for a leader to impose her own priorities without alienating her staff. It also 
means that NAT needs to be fl exible enough organizationally to survive chang-
ing priorities and staff turnover, as well as to adapt to the changing require-
ments for environmental activism to which NAT aims to respond. 

 The procedural regulations I was asked to draw up for NAT had to accom-
modate these different positions. The documents I then produced arose from 
FoE Brazil’s need and desire for a guide that could incorporate enough struc-
ture to facilitate continuity and productivity and enough fl exibility to incorpo-
rate the principles of diversity and inclusion as well as the demands of rapid 
staff turnover. These documents are an example of a dialogically designed 
anthropological artifact that arose from and through the collaborative learning 
process of fi eldwork. The anthropological artifact, in this case, was a tangible 
trace of the workings of correspondence. This trace, rather than referring only 
at some remove—whether temporal or geographic—from its source, partici-
pated directly in the ongoing correspondence that followed. 

 The task of producing these regulations infl uenced aspects of my fi eldwork. 
Together with individual activists, I made maps of the work they carried out 
in order to understand the sorts of endeavors the procedures would need to 
cover. These work maps also informed my understanding of environmental-
ist practice, which then fed into my doctoral research. I explicitly incorporated 
what I had learned from life history interviews and the fi ve months of partici-
pant observation I had carried out by that time into the procedural regulations. 
This provided an empirical foundation on which to build a discussion about the 
documents based on mutual trust between the parties in the different factions 
and myself as document proposer. Had Andrea, or anyone known to support 
Andrea, proposed the document, the discussion would have started out in con-
frontational terms, as it would had the proposals been advanced by Veronica. 

 The thrust of my proposal was that those activists who have to fi nd their 
own funding should become project managers empowered to manage their 
own projects. As project managers, however, they would become more ac-
countable for their work by reporting not only to the Executive Committee 
( Conselho Diretor ), but also to the Annual General Meeting ( Assembléia Geral ). 
In practice this meant that, although on a day-to-day basis the project manag-
ers had more freedom, they had to convince the General Meeting every year 
to support their planned projects, and to be accountable to them at the end 
of the year. In effect, this proposal reduced the need for an overall coordinator, 
but expected project managers to become stronger leaders or coordinators 
for their own projects, and to be personally responsible for the quality of their 
own project management. Plate 20 shows the  organogramma , or the organi-
zational structure map, I drew up as a result of my empirical observations, 
coupled with my proposals based on what the different members of NAT were 
hoping for at the time. 
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 THE NEXT TWIST OF THE REFLEXIVE TURN 

 The documents Gatt produced during fi eldwork were not adopted unchanged: 
that was not the goal. They provided a concrete starting point grounded in 
activists’ concerns and experiences. The work that went into producing and 
proposing these procedural regulations informed her doctoral research. Con-
versely, the activists knew that Gatt’s research interests coincided with what 
she would need to explore in order to produce the documents. She was asked 
to do this specifi cally because of her presence, her specifi c interests, and 
her neutral position in offi ce politics as an anthropologist interested in under-
standing activists’ experiences. 

 Anthropologists have long been alert to the implications of their pres-
ence in the situations in which they carry out fi eldwork. Indeed as we have 
already shown, the method of participant observation is enshrined in, and 
depends upon, the anthropologist’s personal commitment to others (Okely 
1996). In the case described previously, for example, Gatt’s position as an 
anthropologist was pivotal. The acknowledgment that the anthropologist is 
necessarily implicated in the fi eld of study came to the fore in the 1980s 
in the so-called refl exive turn. This was the period when anthropology com-
menced its self-examination. In the years that followed, refl exive sensitivity 
tended to imply that anthropologists would include in their writing details of 
the contexts in which their particular researches were carried out—including 
the political and economic preconditions that led to some projects but not 
others being fi nancially supported—as well as spelling out potential sources 
of bias (Whitaker 1996). Refl exivity was also honed into a tool within partici-
pant observation to yield further insights. The position of the anthropologist 
within social situations was refl exively analyzed to understand the cultural 
specifi cities elicited by their presence (see Kenna 1992, for a pointed exam-
ple). The refl exive turn has made the notion that anthropological knowledge 
is intersubjectively generated more or less mainstream. Anthropologists are 
widely considered coauthors of the knowledge that results from the personal 
relationships of fi eldwork; in this the creativity of the anthropologist is recog-
nized (Amit 2000; Coleman and Collins 2006). But this creativity, at least for 
the purposes of academic evaluation, remains restricted to the production of 
texts (or if it  extends beyond text, it is taken only as far as the production of 
ethnographic fi lms). 

 Though the refl exive turn brought the creative role of the anthropologist 
to the fore, for various reasons this new paradigm did not encourage anthro-
pologists to engage in public debate or to collaborate with their informants 
(see Eriksen 2006; Gatt 2010; MacClancy 1996; Whitaker 1996). This was 
contrary to the hopes of Marcus and Fischer, who had taken center stage 
in the refl exive turn when in 1986 they published the fi rst edition of  Anthro-
pology as Cultural Critique  (Marcus and Fischer 1999). We suggest that the 
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anthropologist’s deliberate and refl exive participation in the production of ar-
tifacts (such as personal relations, documents, or even texts) during fi eld-
work—in other words anthropology-by-means-of-design—is the next step to 
be taken in the discipline of anthropology, following from the refl exive turn. In 
this regard, anthropology-by-means-of-design carries forward a long-standing 
disciplinary concern with refl exivity. 

 In the example presented earlier, as an anthropologist carrying out partici-
pant observation Gatt was not only learning how to learn; she was also con-
tributing her own experiences and skills to the ongoing, unfolding paths of the 
people with whom she worked in the fi eld. Although any participant observa-
tion is a practice of correspondence, anthropology-by-means-of-design takes 
participant observation one step further: it becomes  observant participation . 
Doing anthropology-by-means-of-design neither leaves fi eldworkers as eternal 
cultural apprentices (Agar 1996) who have nothing to contribute beyond criti-
cal questioning, nor does it turn them into managers of development projects 
in an all-too-familiar top-down regime (Croll and Parkin 1992; Hobart 1993). 
In creating the draft procedural regulations, Gatt participated from a unique 
position—as unique as for every other activist—and with unique skills. It was 
her role to elicit the understandings of others and to present her own propos-
als based on these observations, including observations accrued from previ-
ous experiences, the NAT activists’ hopes, and her imaginative contribution. 
The procedural regulations were a form of dialogically constituted artifact, 
identical to an ethnographic text insofar as it resulted from the cocreative con-
tributions of fi eldwork participants and the anthropologist. Unlike an ethno-
graphic text, however, the form and audience for this anthropological product 
participated in the ongoing happenings in situ. 

 In anthropology-by-means-of-design, anthropologists turn away from the 
broad public discussion envisaged by Marcus and Fischer as  cultural critique , 
and that most others call  engaged anthropology  (Eriksen 2006; MacClancy 
1996; Scheper-Hughes 1995), toward correspondence with the everyday lives 
of the people among whom they do fi eldwork. In so doing, they become par-
ticipants in among, rather than above and beyond, the ongoing life situations 
with which they deal, where they and their designs play out on the same level 
fi eld as everyone else. 

 NOTES 

  1.  Though we have collaborated in writing this chapter, all the sections bar-
ring this introduction and the concluding section on “the next twist of 
the refl exive turn” have been single authored. The fi rst two sections “on 
correspondence” and “designing environments for life” are by Tim Ingold; 
the following two sections on “repositioning participant observation” and 
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“experiments in anthropology-by-means-of-design” are by Caroline Gatt. 
In our respective uses of the fi rst person singular in these sections, each 
of us is referring to ourselves. 

  2.  We do not deny, of course, that for many practitioners, designs can never 
reach completion, and that they see their practice as an ongoing corre-
spondence between ideas and material form. Our question, which is one 
for practitioners too, is: What can design  mean  if this is so? 

  3.  We recognize the parallels with action research, especially its notion of 
“living inquiry” (Reason and Bradbury 2008). However, disciplinary gate-
keeping and what qualifi es as “good ethnography” remain adjudicated 
by academic audiences (Kelty 2009) and not by the people with whom 
anthropologists correspond during fi eldwork. Indeed anthropologists 
working outside universities are not always considered “properly an-
thropological.” Nancy Scheper-Hughes (2009) goes so far as to caution 
anthropologists against mixing advocacy with academic work. Ironically, 
Scheper-Hughes is considered a champion of engaged anthropology (see 
Scheper-Hughes 1995). We are discussing here theoretical questions—
on process and the everyday—that would drive conventional academic 
practice toward such living inquiry, not only for the ethical implications it 
holds, but also for the theoretical insights it promises. 

  4.  The fi eldwork for Gatt’s doctoral research included six months of partici-
pant observation with FoE Brazil, fi ve months with the FoE International 
Secretariat in Amsterdam, and six months with FoE Malta, as well as the 
three years between 2003 and 2006 during which Gatt was engaged with 
FoE Malta as an activist. It also included attendance at nine international 
meetings between 2003 and 2007 and continuous participant observa-
tion by e-mail throughout the period from February 2003 to December 
2007. Gatt gratefully acknowledges the University of Aberdeen’s Sixth 
Century Studentship award, which funded her research. 

 REFERENCES 

 Agar, M. (1996),  The Professional Stranger , London: Academic Press. 
 Amit, V. (ed.) (2000),  Constructing the Field , London: Routledge. 
 Bourdieu, P. (1977),  Outline of a Theory of Practice , trans. R. Nice, Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press. 
 Brand, S. (1994),  How Buildings Learn: What Happens to Them after They’re 

Built , New York: Penguin. 
 Coleman, S., and Collins, P. (2006), “Introduction: ‘Being. . .where?’ Perform-

ing Fields on Shifting Grounds,” in S. Coleman and P. Collins (eds.),  Locat-
ing the Field: Space, Place and Context in Anthropology , ASA Monographs 
42, Oxford: Berg, 1–21. 



156    DESIGN ANTHROPOLOGY

 Croll, E., and Parkin, D. (eds.) (1992),  Bush Base: Forest Farm. Culture, Environ-
ment and Development , London: Routledge. 

 Cross, N. (2006),  Designerly Ways of Knowing , London: Springer Verlag. 
 Das, V. (2010), “Reversing the Image of Time: Technologies of the Self and 

the Task of Detachment,” Unpublished paper presented at the conference 
Reconsidering Detachment: The Ethics and Analytics of Disconnection, 
Cambridge, UK, June 30–July 3. 

 Das, V. (2011), “Poverty, Suffering and the Moral Life.” Unpublished paper pre-
sented at the American Anthropological Association conference, Montreal, 
Canada, November 19. 

 Engels, F. (1934),  Dialectics of Nature , trans. C. Dutt, Moscow: Progress. 
 Eriksen, T. H. (2006),  Engaging Anthropology: The Case for a Public Presence , 

Oxford: Berg. 
 Gatt, C. (2010), “Serial Closure: Generative Refl exivity and Restoring Confi -

dence in/of Anthropologists,” in S. Koerner and I. Russell (eds.),  Unquiet 
Pasts: Risk Society, Lived Cultural Heritage and Re-designing Refl exivity , 
Farnham: Ashgate, 343–360. 

 Gibson, J. J. (1979),  The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception , Boston, MA: 
Houghton Miffl in. 

 Hannerz, U. (1996),  Transnational Connections: Culture, People and Places , 
London: Routledge. 

 Hobart, M. (1993), “Introduction: The Growth of Ignorance?” in M. Hobart 
(ed.),  An Anthropological Critique of Development: The Growth of Ignorance , 
London: Routledge, 1–32. 

 Hockey, J., and Forsey, M. (2012), “Ethnography Is Not Participant Observa-
tion: Refl ections on the Interview as Participatory Qualitative Research,” 
in J. Skinner (ed.),  The Interview: An Ethnographic Approach , London: Berg, 
69–87. 

 Ingold, T. (2000),  The Perception of the Environment: Essays on Livelihood, 
Dwelling and Skill , London: Routledge. 

 Ingold, T. (2001), “From the Transmission of Representations to the Educa-
tion of Attention,” in H. Whitehouse (ed.),  The Debated Mind: Evolutionary 
Psychology Versus Ethnography , Oxford: Berg, 113–153. 

 Ingold, T. (2011),  Being Alive: Essays on Movement, Knowledge and Descrip-
tion , London: Routledge. 

 Ingold, T., and Hallam, E. (2007), “Creativity and Cultural Improvisation: An 
Introduction,” in E. Hallam and T. Ingold (eds.),  Creativity and Cultural Im-
provisation , Oxford: Berg, 1–24. 

 Kelty, C. (2009), “Collaboration, Coordination, and Composition: Fieldwork 
after the Internet,” in J. Faubion and G. Marcus (eds.),  Fieldwork Is Not 
What It Used To Be: Learning Anthropology’s Method in a Time of Transition , 
New York: Cornell University Press, 184–206. 



 FROM DESCRIPTION TO CORRESPONDENCE    157

 Kenna, M. (1992), “Changing Places and Altered Perspectives: Research on 
a Greek Island in the 1960s and the 1980s,” in J. Okely and H. Callaway 
(eds.),  Anthropology and Autobiography , London: Routledge, 147–162. 

 Klee, P. (1961),  Notebooks, Volume 1: The Thinking Eye , ed. J. Spiller, London: 
Lund Humphries. 

 Klee, P. (1973),  Notebooks, Volume 2: The Nature of Nature , trans. H. Norden, 
ed. J. Spiller, London: Lund Humphries. 

 Lee, J., and Ingold, T. (2006), “Fieldwork on Foot: Perceiving, Routing, Social-
ising,” in S. Coleman and P. Collins (eds.),  Locating the Field: Space, Place 
and Context in Anthropology , Oxford: Berg, 67–85. 

 MacClancy, J. (1996), “Popularizing Anthropology,” in J. MacClancy and C. 
McDonaugh (eds.),  Popularizing Anthropology , London: Routledge, 1–57. 

 Marcus, G., and Fischer, M. (1999),  Anthropology as Cultural Critique: An Ex-
perimental Moment in the Human Sciences , Chicago, IL: University of Chi-
cago Press. 

 Mauss, M. (1954),  The Gift , trans. I. Cunnison, London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul. 

 Maynard, P. (2005),  Drawing Distinctions: The Varieties of Graphic Expression , 
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press. 

 Miyazaki, H. (2004),  The Method of Hope: Anthropology, Philosophy and Fijian 
Knowledge , Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

 Okely, J. (1996),  Own or Other Culture , London: Routledge. 
 Otto, T., and Bubandt, N. (2010), “Anthropology and the Predicaments of Ho-

lism,” in T. Otto and N. Bubandt (eds.),  Experiments in Holism: Theory and 
Practice in Contemporary Anthropology , Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 1–16. 

 Pallasmaa, J. (2009),  The Thinking Hand: Existential and Embodied Wisdom in 
Architecture , Chichester: John Wiley. 

 Panofsky, E. (1968),  Idea: A Concept in Art Theory , New York: Harper and Row. 
 Reason, P., and Bradbury, H. (2008), “Introduction,” in P. Reason and H. Brad-

bury (eds.),  The Sage Handbook of Action Research: Participative Inquiry 
and Practice , London: Sage Publications, 1–10. 

 Riles, A. (2000),  The Network Inside Out , Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press. 
 Robbins, J. (2006), “Anthropology and Theology: An Awkward Relationship,” 

 Anthropological Quarterly , 79(2): 285–294. 
 Scheper-Hughes, N. (1995), “The Primacy of the Ethical,”  Current Anthropol-

ogy , 36(3): 409–440. 
 Scheper-Hughes, N. (2009), “Making Anthropology Public,”  Anthropology 

Today , 25(4): 1–3. 
 Schutz, A. (1951), “Making Music Together: A Study in Social Relationship,” 

 Social Research , 18: 76–97. 
 Schutz, A. (1962),  The Problem of Social Reality , collected papers I, ed. 

M. Nathanson, The Hague: Nijhoff. 



158    DESIGN ANTHROPOLOGY

 Simmel, G. (1969), “Sociology of the Senses: Visual Interaction,” in E. W. 
Burgess and R. E. Park (eds.),  Introduction to the Science of Sociology , 3rd 
edition, Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 146–150. 

 Simon, H. (1969),  The Sciences of the Artifi cial , Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 Suchman, L. (2011), “Anthropological Relocations and the Limits of Design,” 

 Annual Review of Anthropology , 40: 1–18. 
 Urban, T. (2001),  Missão (Quase) Impossível: Aventuras e Desaventuras do 

Movimento Ambientalista no Brasil , São Paulo: Peirópolis. 
 Whitaker, M. (1996), “Refl exivity,” in A. Barnard and J. Spencer (eds.),  Ency-

clopedia of Social and Cultural Anthropology , London: Routledge, 470–473. 
 Willerslev, R., and Pedersen, A. (2010), “Proportional Holism: Joking the Cos-

mos into the Right Shape in North Asia,” in T. Otto and N. Bubandt (eds.), 
 Experiments in Holism: Theory and Practice in Contemporary Anthropology , 
Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 262–278. 



– 159 –

 –9– 

 Conceptions of Innovation and Practice: 
Designing Indoor Climate 

 Wendy Gunn and Christian Clausen 

 While moving within and between homes, institutions, and offi ces people come 
to know indoor climate as lived experience, along the way remembering a history 
of opening and closing windows and doors; turning thermostats for radiators, air 
conditioners, towel rails, and under fl oor heating on and off; putting clothes 
on and taking them off; coping with breakdowns in heating, ventilation, and 
water systems; doing something about drafts; and where possible trying to 
fi nd ways of conserving energy. These “incidents and encounters en route” 
involve responding to other people and things within continually changing en-
vironments (Ingold 2011: 154). Knowing thus comes through movements “in 
the passage from place to place and the changing horizons along the way” 
(Ingold 2000: 227, 2011: 154). In this way what people come to know about 
indoor climate is not about correlating levels of physical factors such as tem-
perature, relative humidity, or carbon dioxide concentration. Rather, “Lying at 
the confl uence of actions and responses, they are identifi ed not by their intrin-
sic attributes but by the memories they call up. Thus things are not classifi ed 
like facts or tabulated like data, but narrated like stories” (Ingold 2011: 154). 
Importantly, these stories do not encode instructions; they describe a rhyth-
mic process. Comfort here has a temporal dimension. People negotiate old 
sensors and old technological models while at home, in the kindergarten, or 
in the offi ce, implying both people and technologies have life histories. They 
become old over time. 1  

 WHERE ANTHROPOLOGY MEETS INDUSTRY 

 The Indoor Climate and Quality of Life project was a three-year (2008–2011) 
Participatory Innovation Project organized by Sønderborg Participatory Inno-
vation Centre (SPIRE) 2  and funded by the Danish Enterprise Construction 
Authority (EBST). Five Danish companies and two university partners were 
invited to participate in the project, including a skylight window manufacturer, 
a natural ventilation engineering manufacturer, an insulation manufacturer, a 
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mechanical ventilation manufacturer, building project management, research-
ers from the Indoor Climate Research Unit, Technical University of Denmark 
(DTU), and SPIRE, University of Southern Denmark. The core idea of the proj-
ect was to explore how involving a wider group of stakeholders in designing 
indoor climate products and systems may bring about innovation in the build-
ing industry (Buur 2012: 3). 

 Whereas our project partners working in the fi eld of indoor climate empha-
size identifi able, measurable parameters of comfort (temperature, humidity, 
light, noise, air quality,  CO2 ) and focus their efforts on engineering products and 
systems based upon behavioral models, as researchers interested in the idea 
of participatory innovation, SPIRE researchers aimed toward involving both 
quantitative and qualitative knowledge in the design of indoor climate prod-
ucts and systems of control. As such, SPIRE researchers attempted to involve 
a broader group of stakeholders in the design process through engaging with 
the improvisatory capacity of people involved in the course of their everyday 
activities of inhabiting indoor climate (Boer and Donovan 2012; Buur and 
Matthews 2008; Jaffari, Boer, and Buur 2011; Jaffari and Matthews 2009). 
Specifi cally, the research team was concerned with the dilemma between two 
meanings of environment. One stemmed from lived everyday experience of 
engaging with indoor climate in homes, kindergartens, and offi ces; the other 
stemmed from an environment where everyday experience is considered in-
dependent of a projected world and numbers and scientifi c evidence are the 
basis for legitimate knowledge claims. 

 Participation in SPIRE workshops with project partners enabled the au-
thors of this chapter (an anthropologist and an engineer) to become familiar 
with different conceptions of innovation and practice relating to designing in-
door climate. Our main research question concerned how differing (and simi-
lar) perceptions of indoor climate converge during collaborative practices of 
designing indoor climate products and systems of control. Seventeen work-
shops and four telephone meetings involving SPIRE researchers, indoor cli-
mate researchers from DTU, and company representatives took place at 
SPIRE, DTU, and company representative workplaces (2008–2011). The work-
shops focused on exploring possibilities for involving nursery teachers and 
children, family members, and offi ce workers who lived experiences of indoor 
climate. Importantly, we asked: Could qualitative knowledge gained through 
fi eld studies 3  of everyday practices of negotiating indoor climate products and 
systems of control be a resource for innovation potential in the building indus-
try? As researchers our role was to explore the uptake of user knowledge in 
project partners’ organizations (Gunn and Clausen 2012b). Working with an 
analytical framework grounded upon ethnographic inquiry gained through on-
going participation in The Indoor Climate Project, SPIRE workshops, research 
seminars, and interviews with workshop participants, we made the following 
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claims to guide further research based upon our project partners’ responses 
to involving end user knowledge in their design processes: 

 • Claim 1: There is nothing the user can give us in terms of innovation potential. 
 • Claim 2: User knowledge only results in small movements (if any) within exist-

ing frameworks of innovation. 
 • Claim 3: Through dialogue involving material traces of different forms of knowl-

edge you do not reproduce existing ways of doing innovation. 

 PRACTICE(S) 

 SPIRE Workshops 

 Field studies engaging with nursery children and teachers, families, and of-
fi ce workers in Denmark showed that people often use indoor climate prod-
ucts and systems in ways far beyond what designers of these products and 
systems imagine. For example, controlling fresh air in a nursery, family home, 
or offi ce is not only related to opening and closing windows, but also inter-
twined with social relations. Our research also suggested that people actively 
intervene in confi guring products and systems through ongoing use. People 
are constantly improvising in their negotiations with design judgments of in-
door climate between the tension in what is given and what is left open to re-
sponse. Project partners were surprised by SPIRE researchers’ observations 
of people’s everyday practices of negotiating indoor climate products and sys-
tems of control: “I was surprised to see that users often do not know how to 
work the systems . . . I was also surprised to see that users were not able to 
control their indoor climate and to translate this into a new confi guration prac-
tice” ( Natural Ventilation Engineer ). 4  

 In contrast to our partners’ understanding of people’s practices, we argue, 
during processes and practices of negotiating indoor products and systems, 
people become skilled practitioners instead of passive consumers (see Kil-
bourn 2010). To replace the idea of the passive consumer of indoor products 
and systems with that of a skilled practitioner is to challenge the notion of 
the consumer and to refocus our attention on local practices of appropria-
tion and enskillment. This requires different ways of thinking about designing 
that allow for people to develop skills and to create meaningful relations with 
 things  through use (Gunn and Donovan 2012). We take the position that in-
door climate is immediate, experienced, and involves local practices of appro-
priation. Taking this position within processes of collaborative indoor climate 
design, we also argue, does not lead to innovation but to a reframing of what 
innovation could be. 
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 During a series of workshops organized by SPIRE (2008–2011), project 
participants were encouraged to participate in activities concerned with “re-
fl ection-in-action” (Schön 1983). This was done to provoke workshop partici-
pants and move end user insights toward innovation potentials with the aim 
of: a) creating an awareness of implicit assumptions of end users’ potential 
to contribute to innovation in designing indoor climate; b) explore possibilities 
of involving people’s everyday experiences of interacting with indoor climate 
product and systems within design processes and practices; and c) bring at-
tention to differing perceptions of indoor climate among project partners. In 
parallel, a series of SPIRE research seminars focused on shifting assump-
tions of SPIRE researchers themselves in terms of perceptions of project part-
ners’ interpretations of users’ knowledge. 

 The workshops were constructed processually throughout the duration of the 
project. Drawing upon design materials during unfolding events of SPIRE work-
shops can be considered a form of a design studio practice whereby “the fi eld 
or the particular story or theme that is emerging takes over the design” (Rees 
2008: 116). Infl uenced by George Herbert Mead’s (1934) research on taking 
the role of the other, ideas were generated through emergent understandings 
created in ongoing collaborative engagements and led to participants taking 
up different positions—from a company representative, an end user of indoor 
climate, to university researcher. During workshop activities, SPIRE research-
ers wanted to challenge implicit understandings of innovation potential based 
upon end users’ practices, that is, an understanding of end users as poten-
tially active in codesigning indoor climate was something our project partners 
saw happening far in the future. SPIRE researchers began to ask what mecha-
nisms are required to bring end users closer to being involved in innovating 
the design of indoor climate. In order to address this question, workshop par-
ticipants worked with design materials in the form of video clips, provotypes, 
A-frames, design themes, and sensitizing concepts based upon fi ndings from 
fi eld investigations in Danish kindergartens, family homes, and offi ces. A va-
riety of design materials were also placed in family homes, kindergartens, 
offi ces, and project workshops to support refl ections on a number of levels: 
a) to understand how people relate to indoor climate over time; and b) to pro-
voke refl ection-in-action on lived experience of indoor climate (see Plate 21). 
During collaborative sense making of fi eld study fi ndings, materials were un-
derstood as an active way of bringing attention to people’s experiences rather 
than focusing on statistics associated with indoor climate parameters. Impor-
tantly, materials were important  to talk with  in order to have a shared dynamic, 
were made with the intention of providing workshop participants with some-
thing to relate to that resonated with their  way of talking , and co-analysis of 
 materials was considered a kind of design work (Boer 2012; Donovan and Gunn 
2012; Mogensen 1994). Workshop facilitators involved combinations of these 
different materials with the aim of drawing upon material resources to support 
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participants in co-analysis, collaborative design, and cross-comparison ac-
tivities. It is important to remember, however; participants were not working 
directly with people from kindergartens, offi ces, or homes who use indoor 
climate. They were also not mobilizing insights gained from fi eld materials pre-
sented. Instead, they were engaged with making explicit implicit framings of 
end user knowledge to prepare them for being introduced to other forms of rela-
tions within processes of designing indoor climate. Staging workshops to make 
things  move  in this direction involves a performer—a workshop facilitator—who 
(in the SPIRE research group’s world) takes the user seriously. Taking the  user  
seriously, however, is to problematize the idea of the user itself and to move 
beyond the idea that a designer involves users to provide the designer with 
ideas. SPIRE researchers, therefore, were not interested in representing users 
as such. Rather, we were interested in keeping voices of the people we carried 
out research with present during workshops as a means of building relations 
between designing and using. 

 Tracing relations made during this process presented challenges for the 
authors of this chapter. Something was happening with how end users’ narra-
tives were framed in this journey of building relations. Workshop participants 
were confronted by analytic understandings of constantly changing objects, 
and the subject (in this instance the end user of indoor climate) was defi ned 
by this temporal thinking. The subject was thus, as Marcus has argued, “al-
ternatively imagined” (2011: 19). The role framing plays in generating knowl-
edge during workshop activities is not easily articulated. The reason was the 
ongoing temporal nature and emergent qualities of the sense-making, co-an-
alytic, cross-comparative activities involving design materials. To be able to 
make explicit the implicit framings of end users’ knowledge that take place 
while workshop participants are engaged in generating knowledge is, as dis-
cussed previously, to prepare participants to be open to reframing relations 
between designers and end users. 

 Engaging with Traces of Narratives 

 Workshop participants made sense of unfolding events through emergent pro-
cesses of mapping different and similar ways of understanding indoor climate 
(Turnbull 2007). Sometimes this led to individuals saying that they could not 
see how a statement from an end user of indoor climate could be used in 
their organization. Time was a crucial issue here, especially when nonver-
bal knowledge translates to verbal, because all participants were involved in 
doing activities at the same time. An example of a co-analytic activity was to 
work with a series of comfort themes: “Comfort is what people make; Com-
fort is bringing feeling and understanding in tune; Comfort is about social 
relations; Comfort is a political construct; Comfort means becoming healthy; 
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Indoor comfort connects to the outdoor.” Each theme provided a focus for co-
analysis of specifi c narratives originating from video materials across differ-
ent fi eld sites. This resulted in the development of a series of research ques-
tions. Addressing the questions, comfort themes were subsequently modifi ed 
both within and without the workshop space by SPIRE researchers, external 
researchers, and workshop participants. The themes were meant as a form of 
ethnographic provocation and were made collaboratively by SPIRE researchers 
and workshop participants over a six-month period (Buur and Sitorus 2007). 
An important aspect of this activity was to give form to otherwise diffi cult to 
grasp abstract concepts related to experiencing indoor climate during collab-
orative sense making. 

 The lead facilitator organizing workshops was usually a senior researcher 
skilled at knowing  where  and  when  to bring in the competencies of workshop 
participants to shift the focus of the discussion. He or she was also skilled 
at bringing attention to differing perceptions of what it means to inhabit in-
door climate to fi nd shared places for “imaginative empathy” through design 
activities and transformation of materials (Rapport and Harris 2007: 325). 
In August 2009, one workshop was designed to move the comfort themes 
toward future innovation projects. During the workshop, the facilitator sum-
marized ideas generated through the day-long collaborative sense-making 
and co-analytic activities. Participants selected four potential themes to work 
with: “Democratizing Negotiation,” “Enabling Action,” “Connection to the Out-
door,” and “Visualizing Change.” Previous themes generated through work-
shop activities were formulations of fi eld narratives from people’s past and 
present practices of negotiating indoor systems and products, whereas the 
four themes overlaid upon the BCG matrix 5  were concerned with the future. 

 Workshop participants began to tell the facilitator where post-it notes 
should be placed on the BCG matrix, indicating greater or less innovation 
potential. The facilitator placed post-it notes with themes onto the matrix ac-
cording to participants’ imaginings of each of the themes’ future innovation 
potential in terms of a) belief in the theme or b) belief the theme will come 
true. Plate 22 shows the BCG matrix with Post-It notes as decided by three of 
the workshop participants. Participants also verbally expressed their beliefs 
concerning individual themes’ innovation potential to become true in the fu-
ture: “Democratizing Negotiation” originated from working with fi eld materials 
in Danish offi ces. The theme emerged from a discussion of problems faced 
by offi ce workers while negotiating temperature control in an open plan offi ce. 
This theme was diffi cult to believe in as becoming true by one of the work-
shop participants: “I think this theme will move the discussion in the offi ce 
and the kindergarten but I am not sure it will move innovation potential” ( En-
gineer from Insulation Manufacturer ). “Enabling Action” originated from users 
wanting more control of indoor climate products and systems. One engineer 
recognized greater individual control could have high innovation potential. He 
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did not, however, believe all individuals were capable of utilizing control in the 
right way: “The way forward therefore could be to create an impression of con-
trol” ( Engineer from Indoor Climate Research Unit, Technical University of Den-
mark ). The idea of enabling people to better control their indoor climate was 
problematic for one engineer: “I see more trouble than innovation with that 
theme because the communication part is enormous” ( Engineer from Win-
dow Manufacturer ). There still, however, remained “huge innovation potential” 
in doing something with this theme “even if this meant educating the user” 
( Engineer from Insulation Manufacturer ). “Connection to the Outdoor” was a 
way of thinking about how people relate their perceptions of indoor climate 
to external environments. Creating an awareness of the relational aspects 
of internal and external environments suggested an explorative possibility 
for both the user and the designer. This involved making systems of control 
“available to people,” and that was considered “not so easy” ( Engineer and 
SPIRE Researcher ). For the window manufacturer, this theme was top priority 
and thus “should have innovation potential” ( Engineer from Window Manufac-
turer ). However, according to the insulation manufacturer, although the poten-
tial was “big . . . no one is doing it.” The reason no one was doing it raised the 
question, “Is innovation missing?” ( Engineer from Insulation Manufacturer ). 
“Visualizing Change” was somewhere in between low and high innovation 
potential. The potential lay with the ability to repeatedly show people that 
“something is wrong” and they need to rectify the situation immediately ( En-
gineer from Indoor Climate Research Unit, Technical University of Denmark ). If 
visualizing change could help people “control making connections to the out-
door,” “then that would have high innovation potential” ( Engineer from Window 
Manufacturer ). 

 These design themes were written on Post-Its and then overlaid on a BCG 
matrix. Juxtaposing design materials was a way of making a familiar system 
of engineering representation both strange and familiar. Importantly, juxta-
posing here was a means to realize the relation (or not) between design 
practices and use practices. Here traces of narratives belonging to nursery 
children, teachers, family members, and offi ce workers were, as Anderson ar-
gued, strategically placed to a) “enable designers to question the taken-for-
granted assumptions embedded in the conventional problem-solution design 
framework” (Anderson 1994: 158); and b) offer refl ection “on that central 
plank of design thinking, the problem-solution frame of reference” (Anderson 
1994: 159, 161). 

 Within the process of making implicit framings of innovation potential of 
end users’ knowledge explicit, unfolding concepts were valued more than 
methods. Such design concepts based upon people’s practices of negotiating 
indoor climate were understood by SPIRE researchers as central for moving 
beliefs of what kinds of knowledge had (or did not have) innovation potential. 
The ethnographic approach toward designing offered in the workshops differs 
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from involving  users  for the purposes of generating ideas for the designer. In-
stead, designerly ways of knowing and doing are discovered through emergent 
social dynamics and the workshop format is not a constraint on the content. 6  

 EXCHANGE AND SHARING OF KNOWLEDGE 

 Indoor climate models, daylight calculators, and building requirements are 
based upon generalized systems of knowledge and embedded in indoor cli-
mate engineering practices, marketing, and confi guration of products, sys-
tems, and services. This type of engineering knowledge gives precedence to 
calculation of a single factor as the basis for engineering design solutions or 
survey-based research (Jaffari and Matthews 2009). By contrast, qualitative 
knowledge generated through people’s practices of negotiating indoor climate 
is diffi cult to involve in mathematical models informing engineering concep-
tualizations of indoor climate. SPIRE workshops attempted to question engi-
neering models underlying project participants’ judgments of what kinds of 
knowledge were perceived as having or not having innovation potential. 

 Exchange of knowledge during the workshops did not result in any imme-
diately usable results by project partners in their companies, institutional 
settings, and sites of reception. But keep in mind the effects of knowledge ex-
change and sharing in workshops did not mean value equates to utility by proj-
ect partners when they tried to implement what was learned in the workshops 
within company or institutional settings (Leach 2011: 90–91). User knowl-
edge of experiencing indoor climate had value in terms of informing models 
simulating design variables such as temperature and ventilation. Project part-
ners also valued the role scientifi c institutions can play in producing credibility 
in their organizations. Co-analysis of 2:1 interviews also showed that project 
partners were interested in the idea that several knowledge practices may 
coexist in an organization. These practices were valued in terms of their abil-
ity to adapt over time and refl ect shifting political concerns and perspectives. 

 Utilizing dynamic resources available in the moment within workshops 
was important to navigate in unfamiliar territories but did not always lead to-
ward a process of agreement (Farnell 2000: 410). In an interview with the In-
door Climate and Quality of Life project manager 7  focusing on the differences 
between university and industrial partners, he said, “Researchers become 
attached to the moment and try to make use of the openings created to con-
tinue the conversation” (2010). He continued, “it is possible to partly take 
up” what has been generated during these moments. He compared his expe-
riences of participating in the project to taking steps: “when you backtrack or 
look ahead you learn, but when you know the step it is an angle on the same.” 
What is important here is the ways of knowing and doing are coming together 
(or not) and the friction that is encountered in being confronted with  both  
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similarity and difference (Tsing 2005). Collaboration between SPIRE research-
ers and their project partners succeeded in part, as Tsing says, “because no 
one stopped to realize the depth of their disagreements. Collaboration was 
not consensus making but rather an opening for productive confusion” (2005: 
247). Agreeing to disagree was a way of working together (Suchman 2011: 15). 

 TRACES OF MOVEMENT 

 SPIRE workshops attempted to shape the terms of relationships where knowl-
edge could be shared. As researchers, we were interested in how knowledge 
is produced through such activities and is able to move between different com-
munities during transactions (Strathern 2004). Collaborative activities were 
central to the design of SPIRE workshops, leaving no time to work with partici-
pants on an individual basis. We therefore became interested in working with 
individual project participants in their organizational or institutional context. 
Our challenge as researchers was to fi nd ways of tracing shifts in conceptions 
concerning innovation potential of involving qualitative knowledge from fi eld 
studies in their working practices, and how this knowledge was then practiced 
in their companies and universities (Lave 2011). Semi-structured 2:1 inter-
views were carried out in Danish with three engineers from the project’s com-
pany partners and with three researchers from the Indoor Climate Research 
Centre, all active in the participatory innovation workshops at SPIRE. 

 Our approach was to trace the movement of qualitative knowledge across 
sites and analyze how this knowledge was taken up, rejected, or transformed 
in workshop participants’ organizations and institutions. Questions ad-
dressed “tempos of change, and moments in the fl ow of events” (Marcus 
2011: 23). As such, we were concerned with a kind of knowledge that is 
“as much modulated in temporal terms as placed in spatial terms” (Mar-
cus 2011: 23). Specifi cally, we asked project participants to describe the 
characteristics of dominant knowledge practices in their organizations and 
compare this with the kind of knowledge shared while participating in SPIRE 
workshops. As a next step, interviewees were asked to comment on design 
themes depicting stills from video clips and excerpts from end user narra-
tives presented in the workshops. During the interviews, interviewees did 
not refer so much to the specifi c design themes as to observations from 
the fi eld studies. Through further analyses, we traced associations made by 
the engineers. In particular, relations were made between end user narra-
tives, knowledge practices, and knowledge objects of their organizations and 
the wider systems they related to in order to pursue innovation potentials. 
Interview questions focused on the uptake of end users’ knowledge in proj-
ect partners’ organizations and institutions. We also raised questions con-
cerning standardization and the role played by regulations in conceptualizing 
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innovation potential. In parallel, both authors studied transcriptions and video 
material from previous workshops and fi eld studies where company and uni-
versity partners were involved. Co-analysis of 2:1 interviews and workshop 
documentation led toward developing an analytical framework focusing on 
how workshop participants formed relations between a) abstract—material; 
b) social—technoscientifi c; and c) qualitative—quantitative while negotiating 
their professional practices. The analytical framework was grounded on eth-
nographic materials emerging from the conditions of our fi eldwork. The rea-
son we developed the framework in this way was linked to repeated evidence 
through our ongoing workshop participation, video archival footage, and in-
terview transcriptions of distinctions rather than relations made by engineers 
between these categories. 

 A recurring challenge for us as researchers in the workshops, presenta-
tions, and subsequent writings was keeping all project participants’ voices 
present. This included bringing “the dominant [the strongly “current”], re-
sidual [“the thinking and orientations that linger”], and the emergent [“the 
speculative and planned for”] into fullness and into relation with each other” 
(Rabinow et al. 2008: 103). As Rabinow says, “This triad seems to structure 
a set of complex temporalities that we need to make choices about and that 
we can’t forget” (Rabinow et al. 2008: 103). As participants of the workshops 
and SPIRE researchers, we were confronted with the limitations of our own 
positioning because as researchers, our positioning was to question others 
during the research process. To question the form and domains of our knowl-
edge traditions during collaborative activities, as opposed to afterward, was 
a challenge. What was valued in our day-to-day participation within collabora-
tive design activities was not what was produced afterward, that is, an eth-
nographic monograph or a critique, a patent or a product idea, but what we 
did during our engagement with people at a particular  moment  in time (see 
Gatt and Ingold’s discussion of the anthropological task of  correspondence  by 
means of design, this volume). 

 Working with the conditions of a participatory innovation project, we ques-
tioned the idea that if you just bring different knowledge traditions together 
this will lead to innovation—it is not that easy. Our ongoing collaboration, our 
roles within the research team—an engineer and anthropologist—from par-
ticular methodological positions led us to ask why a user-oriented approach 
does not lead immediately to innovation. It is often assumed in ideas of con-
temporary knowledge production that a combination of different disciplines 
is the main road to creating innovation potentials (Strathern 2004). We ad-
opted the position that while the combination of different kinds of knowledge 
is  important for research, disciplinary exchange and collaboration between 
universities and industry do not lead immediately to innovation (Gunn and 
Clausen 2012a). 
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 WHAT DID WE FIND OUT? 

 The Engineer from the Skylight Window Manufacturer’s Response 

 The engineer from the skylight window manufacturer expressed a strong aware-
ness of the rules for making accounts in his organization, as they were per-
ceived as a strong barrier for the dissemination and sharing of knowledge. He 
appreciated the confrontation with qualitative knowledge generated through 
SPIRE activities, but as he pointed out, there seems to be limited uptake of 
this kind of knowledge in the wider organization. Especially when it came to 
the identifi cation of innovation potential, the engineer had diffi culties in point-
ing out where innovation could take place in the organization. User narratives 
were appreciated, as long as they supported the skylight manufacturer’s cur-
rent marketing strategy, insofar as it underlines the very framing of its prod-
uct, that is, “Indoor climate does not stop at the window.” He accepted that 
end users of indoor climate—nursery teachers and children, offi ce workers, 
and family members—were in fact active in creating their environment. He re-
fused, however, to adopt the idea that innovation potential lay within the active 
use of the environment by users of indoor climate. Rather, the most important 
aspect of his participation in the project was the discussion of fi nding different 
ways of controlling indoor climate. This is where reframing the idea of a win-
dow  speaks to him  and the traces of users’ narratives presented in the work-
shop  speak to him . He did not expect innovation to come out of a project like 
the Indoor Climate and Quality of Life project. On the other hand, he welcomed 
the “magic” SPIRE methods brought to him during the workshop as a partici-
pant, and he tried them out in his company with some success. The reason 
the uptake of the kind of knowledge generated at SPIRE in the wider organiza-
tion proved so diffi cult was connected to the fact that his organization relied 
on evidence-based technical arguments. Only quantitative-based arguments 
were recognized as valid by top management and in the sales and marketing 
departments. This meant evidence needed to be based upon large data sets 
and/or other kinds of evidence-based measurements informed by science. 
He experienced this kind of knowledge as a different kind of scientifi c knowl-
edge than that presented in the SPIRE workshops. He deliberately described 
a meeting between knowledge practices happening during the workshops—
he did not discard this. As he said, “it has something to say to us.” He then 
referred to the qualitative knowledge as being related to “a small number . . . 
we can actually be informed by a few statements and they are actually say-
ing something to us . . . But then the organizational structures we work within 
begin speaking to us. They say something about this kind of knowledge as 
being diffi cult to spread in the organisation . . . if I had something written, then 
it would be easier” ( Engineer from the Skylight Window Manufacturer ). 
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 The engineer from the skylight window manufacturer was interested in 
using qualitative knowledge to magnify “small numbers to big numbers.” This 
was important because knowledge must always refer back to the system 
in his organization. In his world, sales and techno economic reasoning de-
manded  hard  evidence. He was clear that this kind of evidence counted in his 
organization and it was diffi cult for him to say something was interesting in 
the organization “if it does not count.” As he said, “A structure that speaks 
of the techno economic is the only one that speaks . . . and opens different 
channels of where knowledge can go.” He was aware that other indoor climate 
product specialists might criticize him and/or his organization because they 
were only interested in whether people could open and close their windows. 
Imagining a window could be used for other things beyond opening and clos-
ing, for example, having a social function that creates meaning, was diffi cult 
for the engineer. The idea of reframing the window in this way appeared to the 
engineer to be related to the past, or something that architects had no mea-
surement tool for. Importantly, the engineer related to the idea that windows 
have a social function as having no innovation potential. He also emphasized 
that SPIRE researchers should forget the idea of innovation happening be-
tween project company participants. In terms of the way things work in the 
building industry, that is unimaginable. 

 The Engineer from the Insulation Manufacturer’s Response 

 The engineer from the insulation company did not recognize a signifi cant dif-
ference between her own understandings and the comfort design themes de-
bated within the workshops. In fact, the other engineers actually expressed 
that the engineer from the insulation manufacturer was the only participating 
engineer able to make sense of the qualitative fi eld materials during work-
shops. She explained how knowledge practices in her department included a 
close social connection to and learning from marketing channels. Compared 
to the marketing side, knowledge practices in the laboratories and in product 
development were highly quantitative, parametric, and oriented toward the im-
provement of technical performance indicators. Accordingly, she was used to 
handling rather diverse and coexisting knowledge practices and did not experi-
ence diffi culties in disseminating observations from workshops to colleagues 
or in obtaining management support in the organization. By connecting to a 
wider context of designing sustainable housing, the insulation manufacturer 
engineer pointed at the need to coordinate indoor climate defi nitions and 
product designs across diverse social and engineering worlds. As she said, 
“I see the workshops as an opportunity to extend our dialogue across the 
companies and research in order to develop a platform for developing indus-
try solutions.” Here, the engineer from the insulation manufacturer expected 
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innovation mainly to occur through relation building and creation of new mar-
kets. She also pointed at the common interest across companies in setting 
up a space for innovation concerned with standard development based on 
qualitative user insight. Here the end user is not just a variable social com-
ponent separated from the material world but a competent player innovators 
may relate to. Still, while the end user is implicated in the innovative process, 
the end user is not necessarily ascribed an active role, but rather considered 
a fi gure to be educated and informed. 

 LIFE WORLDS AND ENGINEERING WORLDS 

 Findings from fi eld studies conducted in Danish homes, kindergartens, and 
offi ces indicated that end users of indoor climate are interested in develop-
ing an awareness of the quality of their indoor climate in relation to otherwise 
diffi cult-to-perceive parameters, such as carbon dioxide. Numbers, however, 
did not always make sense to people, as one co-analyst reminded us: “They 
seem to be saying these machines have numbers that I cannot see. But in 
your home, you do not need numbers because you can feel changes in in-
door climate” ( Designing Environments for Life Participant ). 8  As is indicated 
by claim 1 on page 161, we did in fact fi nd examples of innovation potential 
based on user accounts, but that was not the dominant view. Our company 
and university partners’ belief in technical arguments based on numbers pre-
vailed, despite recognition that end users of indoor climate do not always 
understand numbers while trying to negotiate indoor climate products and 
systems of control. As researchers, we were also aware numbers could be 
treated in ways that surface qualities in addition to quantities, as Anderson 
and colleagues have shown (2009: 125). That said, the researchers and en-
gineers we were collaborating with were fi xated upon the functional aspects 
of numbers (Crump 1990: 149). Here numbers move from one context to an-
other with ease and provide the appearance of authority (Crump 1990; Guyer 
et al. 2010). 

 As mentioned previously, fi eld study and design materials were perceived 
by project partners as based upon a different kind of knowledge produced by 
statistical analysis. Design materials were diffi cult to interpret for engineers, 
and research outputs, provotypes and prototypes, for example, were consid-
ered incomplete. However, fi eld study materials in the form of user state-
ments were considered useful as hypothesis generators and in developing 
quantitative survey questions. In the end, these hypotheses needed further 
testing by quantitative methods. There was, however, an attempt by one of our 
partners ( Engineer from Indoor Climate Research Unit, Technical University of 
Denmark ) to draw upon SPIRE fi eld studies to confront the prevailing distinc-
tion between the social and material in designing quantitative questionnaires. 
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The questionnaires were designed as part of a general survey involving one 
thousand users of indoor climate products and systems in Denmark. The 
quantitative questionnaires based upon fi ndings from SPIRE fi eld studies was 
a move instigated by engineers from our partner university (focused upon the 
development of indoor climate models in a controlled environment) to an in-
creasing focus on human behavior (real-life surveys). The fi ndings from the 
quantitative questionnaires were targeted toward informing building regula-
tions and improving engineering practice. The questionnaire’s role in the proj-
ect was to validate qualitative knowledge from fi eld studies and contribute to 
the generation of research hypotheses tested through quantitative surveys. 
As with recent experiments in ethno-mining, the engineer from the Indoor Cli-
mate Research Unit was unable to develop a “means of bridging between in-
dividual and large scale data sets” (Aipperspach et al. 2006: 10). 

 In the design of the quantitative survey questionnaire there was an at-
tempt in a generalized system of knowledge to extend and potentially reframe 
research questions. Still, in order to generalize fi ndings, engineers from the 
Indoor Climate Research Unit maintained that fi eld study fi ndings should be 
confi rmed by quantitative surveys across a high number of respondents. Ac-
cordingly, qualitative methods in the end should be confi ned to generating hy-
potheses and questions for quantitative surveys. 

 Dominant Systems of Engineering Knowledge 

 Through collaborating with indoor climate engineers over a three-year period, 
we observed a gradual movement away from the current and prevailing gen-
eralized understandings of end users’ lived experiences of indoor climate. 
But this movement was vague and constrained by ideas of producing single 
dimensions and even a single fi gure as design recommendations, informed 
by expectations of providing explanations and predictions of user behavior. 
In this sense, the user is reduced to a variable in the engineering calcula-
tion. Dominant systems of engineering knowledge in the building industry 
dealing with indoor climate have in common a reference to climate models. 
These models describe general relations between certain indoor climate pa-
rameters (often temperature, air quality, light, and noise). In the world of en-
gineering, the role of engineering models and how indoor climate models are 
constructed is rarely questioned. The Indoor Climate Research Unit, Technical 
University of Denmark has been an important player in the development of 
research-based indoor climate models and represents an internationally re-
spected research environment. The fi rst climate models were based on labo-
ratory experiments with dummy models of human bodies or real test persons 
in an artifi cial, but controlled environment (see  Plate 23 ). In these models 
the inhabitant of indoor climate is represented as a generalized human being 
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as made up across the variety of a test sample (Jaffari and Matthews 2009; 
Shove 2002). 

 In engineering worlds, examples of theoretically informed refl ections of en-
gaging everyday practices of negotiating indoor climate products and systems 
of control (especially in housing) are limited (Rohracher 2003; Stevenson and 
Leaman 2010). However, housing occupancy feedback is a critical area of 
debate emerging in discussions of building performance and evaluation. Re-
searchers are concerned with evaluating users’ perceptions and behavior in 
relation to how housing performs and why (Vischer 2008). Researchers in this 
area are limited to fi nding gaps between predicted and actual performance 
(Stevenson and Leaman 2010). Engineering systems demand a strong tech-
nological regime—including systemic knowledge embodying certain ideas of 
how knowledge fl ows through a system. This would suggest diffi culties in fl ow 
of knowledge, and existing knowledge and institutional structures cannot take 
up just any kind of knowledge. 

 The diffi culty engineers have in understanding what others could take up 
from practices of inhabiting indoor climate says something about how diffi -
cult it is to make radical innovation in such a system. By focusing on the pro-
cesses and dynamics belonging to the practices of inhabiting indoor climate, 
SPIRE researchers challenged these established confi gurations of knowledge 
(Marchand 2010; Rapport and Harris 2007). In particular, we challenged no-
tions about where exactly designing takes place and by whom. 

 USER-CUM-PRODUCER 

 It was diffi cult for company and university partners to say where innovation 
could take place in the design of indoor climate products and systems of 
control. Participants were, however, willing to make  judgments  of what kind 
of knowledge had innovation potential based on unclear ideas of what inno-
vation is. We did fi nd evidence to suggest the conceptualization of end user 
knowledge was challenged and moved slightly, despite dominant framings re-
ceived from engineering modeling practices. There remained a fi xation with 
the  user  providing ideas for designers of indoor climate. 

 Ingold makes a distinction between professional and inhabitant knowledge 
as related to the distinction between occupation and inhabitation. Inhabit-
ant knowledge is a way of knowing and is part of the movement through the 
world. The line of movement goes along instead of cutting across, each move-
ment part of an ongoing activity (2011: 154). Therefore, as opposed to con-
sidering inhabitants of indoor climate as potential  users  of designed things, 
Ingold’s concept of  user-cum-producer  posits end users of indoor products 
and systems of control as designers themselves (2012). Ingold asks us to 
consider design, inherent to the concept of  user-cum-producer , as imagining 
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a future that is open-ended. Unlike objects that imbue some form of closure 
in the relation between using and producing, designing and using, people and 
things—things are not fi nished, “but are carried on in their use even as you 
carry on with your own life” (2010: 5). Things here are considered in the Hei-
deggerian sense. Everyday practices of negotiating indoor climate products 
and systems of control could then be understood as a way of designing. How-
ever,  the way  people negotiate and thus design in the course of their everyday 
actions is not a matter of determining in advance the fi nal forms of things 
and all the steps needed to get there, but of “opening up a path and impro-
vising a passage” (Ingold 2012: 27). To foresee, in this sense, “is to see into 
the future, not to project a future state of affairs in the present; it is to look 
where you are going, not to fi x an end-point” (Ingold 2012: 27). Such foresight 
is about prophecy and not prediction as found in engineering models or func-
tional numbers. Foresight is what allows people using indoor climate products 
and systems of control to carry on rather than be hindered by things brought 
into being through the course of their actions (Ingold 2012: 27). By contrast, 
engineers’ reliance on numbers as a form of prediction reduces people to a 
variable in an engineering calculation. The aim for certainty in projecting into 
the future is also in opposition to an open-ended approach to innovation, 
where processes of uncertainty and continuous reframing are keys to innova-
tion instead of sources of unwanted uncertainty. 

 Making Innovation Potential Judgments 

 Continuous innovation with users of indoor climate was perceived by proj-
ect participants as contradictory to what they do; after all, companies need 
to freeze concepts in order to produce. If companies acknowledge that radi-
cal innovation is required by inviting  user-cum-producers  of indoor climate to 
work with them then a wider perspective is required than is currently possible 
within engineering knowledge traditions. This requires contextual and political 
refl ections upon how  judgments  are made of innovation potential within indoor 
climate engineering design practices. 

 A number of our project partners asked why SPIRE researchers were in-
terested in scaffolding improvisatory skills. Some interpreted this as a need 
for fl exible systems, while others argued that it was an unnecessary deroute 
toward obtaining a pleasant indoor climate. Unlike innovation, improvisation 
in a fi eld of practice is concerned not so much with producing novelty but 
to fi nd ways of keeping on going. The difference, as Ingold and Hallam have 
previously argued, between innovation and improvisation is that innovation 
is linked to a retrospective view of production (2007: 2). That something is 
considered innovative by comparison to something that has gone before. So 
as soon as you  judge  something as innovative, it is necessary to return to a 
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prior state from which the innovation arose. Improvisation, by contrast, is con-
cerned with moving forward and is in itself a process that moves concurrently 
with the fl ow of people’s actions within the world. This is not to say that im-
provisation and innovation are different activities; they are different kinds of 
judgments of the same activity. One is a prospective judgment in terms of our 
involvement in a movement, a forward movement. The other is a retrospective 
judgment in terms of prior states. 9  
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 NOTES 

  1.  Sønderborg Participatory Innovation Centre (SPIRE) conducted a series of 
three workshops in 2009 for the Scottish Universities Insight Institute’s 
Designing Environments for Life program. Background information on the 
program is available at: www.scottishinsight.ac.uk. Accessed March 11, 
2013. At workshop 3 (November 10, 2009), Symons, Chandler, and Ingold 
posited the idea that lived experiences of indoor climate are temporal. 

  2.  See SPIRE website. Available at: www.sdu.dk/SPIRE. Accessed May 27, 
2012. 

  3.  Field studies were conducted in Danish homes, kindergartens, and of-
fi ces (2008–2010) by two doctoral students, one with a background in 
language and communication, the other with a background in interaction 
design; one postdoctoral researcher in interaction design; the project 
manager; a mechanical engineer; and master students in IT product de-
sign with backgrounds in interaction, industrial design, and engineering. 

  4.  In this instance and hereafter, except where reference is explicitly made 
to published and bibliographic sources, we acknowledge material gath-
ered from interviews with unnamed project partners. To avoid confusion 
between primary and secondary sources, references to partners here 
are italicized. To ensure anonymity of project participants we have not in-
cluded company names and referred to individuals as professional roles. 

  5.  A BCG matrix is a management tool used widely by engineers to visualize 
prioritization of product lines for business units of companies. 

  6.  Emilia Ferraro’s refl ection-in-action of SPIRE’s workshop practices,  De-
signing Environments for Life Workshop 4 , Scottish Universities Insight 
Institute, Strathclyde University, Glasgow, December 16–17, 2009. 
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  7.  In parallel to conducting 2:1 interviews with project partners, we also 
interviewed the SPIRE project manager. 

  8.  Comment made by participant during  Designing Environments for Life Work-
shop 3 , Scottish Universities Insight Institute, University of Strathclyde, 
Glasgow, Scotland, November 10, 2009. 

  9.  Comment by Tim Ingold concerning the institutional division between 
innovation and improvisation at  Designing Environments For Life Work-
shop 1 , Scottish Universities Insight Institute, University of Strathclyde, 
Glasgow, Scotland, September 10, 2009. 
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 Ethnographies of the Possible 

 Joachim Halse 

 ANTHROPOLOGY AND THE IMAGINATIVE 

 During a recent experimental graduate course at the Royal Danish Academy 
of Fine Arts School of Design, where students of anthropology and design 
worked closely together, anthropology student Esther Fritsch expressed her 
experience of active participation in a design intervention this way: 

 We were not just describing a here-and-now. For me, the synergy between the two 
disciplines emerged through our “interventions” where it was allowed to suggest 
a distorted here-and-now, or a possible future that gave access to a new type of 
data. By articulating a hypothetical world we were physically invited into a new 
universe of peoples’ thoughts and refl ections. (2011) 

 This chapter is about inquiring into this kind of possible future as an exten-
sion of the ethnographic gaze. But before going into more detail with what 
is meant by  ethnographies of the possible , I will fi rst ground the topic of the 
imaginative in established anthropological discussions. 

 In  Designs for an Anthropology of the Contemporary , Rabinow and Marcus, 
in conversational dialogue with Faubion and Rees (2008), seek to renew and 
invigorate anthropology. The challenge, as they see it, is to release anthropol-
ogy from its conventional methodological focus on people out of time and in-
stead better equip anthropologists to deal with the contemporary, understood 
as an open moment in which the world is potentially changing. To do this, the 
four interlocutors project the future of anthropology in the image of an archi-
tectural design studio. In considering the virtues of the architectural design 
studio they play with the idea of understanding research as a design process, 
where the dominant mode of knowledge production is characterized by critical 
experimentation and collaboration with peers, users, and clients around unfi n-
ished concepts (Rabinow et al. 2008: 83–85). I am sympathetic to this goal 
of enriching anthropological knowledge production by learning from certain 
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aspects of design processes, particularly collaborative and experimental in-
quiries. With this chapter I wish to contribute to the discussion by suggesting 
that a design anthropological practice may not only take inspiration from the 
design studio in its form of inquiry, but also in the object of its inquiry, namely 
that which does not concretely exist, the imaginative. 

 In a recent anthology on design anthropology, Jamer Hunt expresses a 
concern with the leap from the descriptive, similar to the one pursued in this 
chapter, when he states that “ethnography is rarely projective; it does not 
speculate on what might happen next” (2011: 35). Ethnographic projects con-
ventionally describe present or past situations through observation, interview, 
analysis, and interpretation, as is also instructed in disciplinary introductions 
(see Hammersley and Atkinson 1995). I am concerned that the imagination 
and speculation about what might be, how people’s near futures are con-
sciously shaped and projected, is not discarded by the emerging fi eld of de-
sign anthropology as mere reveries of the real, just because it is diffi cult to 
scrutinize this realm of creative possibility through conventional ethnographic 
methods. 

 This is not to say that anthropology does not deal at all with what might 
happen next. Certainly Vincent Crapanzano’s  Imaginative Horizons  deals with 
the process of imagination and how people understand possibility. Crapanzano 
uses the horizon as a metaphor for the imagination: “when a horizon and what-
ever lies beyond it are given articulate form, they freeze our view of the reality 
that immediately confronts us—fatally I’d say, were it not for the fact that once 
that beyond is articulated, a new horizon emerges and with it a new beyond” 
(2004: 2). The dialectic between openness and closure is central. Through an 
inspirational style of montage and juxtapositions, Crapanzano demonstrates 
a keen ethnographic attention to concrete manifestations of processes of 
imagination. But in inquiring into the hopes, fears, and aspirations of people 
from around the world, Crapanzano relies on the conventional ethnographic 
interview, observation, and literary sources. It seems as if there are no eth-
nographic tools for inquiring into the bodily and material experience of  the pos-
sible  or the processes through which it is given articulate yet tentative forms. 

 The question I am raising here is aiming to expand the range of ethno-
graphic practices: How can ethnography be part of these transformative ac-
tions themselves? What does it look like when imaginative issues are actively 
brought from beyond the horizon to a point where their contours can begin to 
be articulated and contested? What methodological resources may assist us 
when we get confronted with their immediate manifestation and people either 
seek opportunities to celebrate what they see or hurry to dismiss it as unre-
alistic fantasies or all too realistic threats? 

 In a similar vein, Sneath, Holbraad, and Pedersen ask: “What would an 
anthropology that takes the imagination seriously look like?” (2009). Their 
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ambition is to move away from a conceptualization of the imaginary that is 
overly homogeneous and that glosses over local differences. They specifi cally 
criticize Charles Taylor’s understanding of the social imaginary as “shared by 
large groups of people, if not the whole society” (Taylor cited in Sneath et al. 
2009: 8). To avoid the all-encompassing connotations of the imaginary and 
to refi ne the anthropological characterization of the imagination, Sneath and 
colleagues suggest to focus instead on technologies of the imagination, that 
is, “the social and material means by which particular imaginings are gener-
ated” (2009: 6). The concept of “technologies of the imagination” is useful 
for our purposes here to appreciate the heterogeneous processes through 
which the concrete imaginings of particular visions and concerns are gener-
ated in design events. 

 ETHNOGRAPHIC INQUIRIES INTO POSSIBLE FUTURES 

 To ethnographically qualify the imaginary, as Sneath and colleagues also 
pointed out, we must move into the concrete. For an ethnography concerned 
with the social and material means by which particular imaginings are gen-
erated, I suggest a focus on design events understood as lived moments of 
becoming, particularly those that move out of the design studio into the wild, 
so to speak. One of the immediately intriguing aspects of design practices is 
that the object of concern is nonexistent. The very point of designing is a pro-
cess of bringing into being something that does not yet exist. Sometimes this 
happens on an abstract level as ideas, visions, or fantasies, sometimes on 
a more concrete level as drawings, prototypes, or specifi cations for manufac-
ture. The object of design is not available during the practice of design: it is in 
the making. In researching this space of possibility as it unfolds within actual 
design practice, one would be researching something that is not yet available 
for scrutiny—at least not in the conventional sense of ethnographic fi eldwork. 

 Because the object of exploratory design partly belongs to the realm of 
imagination and lies beyond the point where it can be fully articulated, it is 
fairly commonplace to experiment with prototypes in everyday life situations 
carried out under the name of living labs, design interventions, and fi eld tri-
als. The immediate purpose of these experiments is to establish and explore 
a credible and meaningful practice around a particular issue and an idea for 
its resolution in the environment  of  and  by  the people it addresses, before 
the idea is fully developed. Given the availability of alternative resources (for 
example, new technologies, processes, or organizations), this kind of design 
experiment works through a playful mode of trying out how everyday life might 
play out differently in light of this, and in a way that seeks to be meaningful 
to the involved participants. The archetypical question of the design proto-
type,  what happens if we look at it this way?  seeks to give articulate form to 
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a proposal or hypothesis and when it works best, expose the proposal or hy-
pothesis to critical dialogue and refl ection. 

 From a position within the emerging fi eld of design anthropology, I focus on 
two empirical design events where the imaginary was concretely performed 
in doll scenarios and in full-scale enactments in order to refl ect about what it 
implies to appropriate an anthropological methodological heritage for an ori-
entation toward possible futures. I wish to point to the potential of extending 
the ethnographic gaze from practices that are given and more or less histori-
cally manifest to practices that are suggested, future-oriented, and facilitated 
through a more or less temporary design event. The ambition is to arrive at 
a potential transdisciplinary position for interventionist experiments, which 
draws on designerly tools and methods for articulating possibilities in corpo-
real forms while retaining an ethnographic sensitivity to its social and political 
implications for the people involved. 

 TRANSFORMATIVE EVENTS 

 Recently Bruce Kapferer revisited the role of “the event” in ethnographic work 
and criticized the way events are often chosen for their typicality, as illustrative 
examples supporting the ethnographic account of general patterns. Instead, 
Kapferer points to the heritage from situational analysis developed by Max 
Gluckman of the Manchester School, among others, to see the event as consti-
tutive in and of itself: “it was Turner who realized most of all a key implication 
of Gluckman’s situational analysis—that it is through a focus on events that 
anthropologists can come to grips with social processes in their creative and 
generative moments” (Kapferer 2010: 9). Kapferer even ascribes Victor Turner 
chief credit for an understanding of the event as a locus of creativity and change 
(2010: 10). One of Turner’s central points was that the ritual suspension of nor-
mal order was a critical step for enabling reconfi gurations of existential realities 
(Turner 1969). Drawing on Victor Turner’s work on rituals and social dramas, 
Richard Schechner used “actual” to defi ne those nonmimetic and particularly 
transformative moments when something contestable happens here and now 
with irrevocable consequences for the participants (1988: 26–65). With the 
concept of actuals Schechner was very concretely traversing the boundaries 
between ethnography and performance theory, as he links it with ritual combat 
and exchange, staged theater performances, and political activism. What is 
particularly interesting about the concept of the actual is that it locates change, 
creativity, and future making not in the realm of presumably shared imaginaries 
nor in the decidedly nonexisting as in the virtual, but as something actualized 
in the event by concrete articulations of things and processes. 

 Ethnographic fi eld techniques in support of commercial design processes 
have been charged with naïve realism when collecting evidence of purportedly 
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 real people who live out there  (Nafus and Anderson 2006). To counter the sim-
plifi ed image of ethnographers documenting existing practices and designers 
inventing future practices, it may be productive to complexify the temporal re-
lationship between past, present, and future. In his posthumously published 
 Philosophy of the Present , George Herbert Mead (2002 [1932]) laid out an 
understanding of the present as constitutive of both past and future. Mead 
states that a present “marks out and in a sense selects what has made its 
peculiarity possible. It creates with its uniqueness a past and a future. As 
soon as we view it, it becomes a history and a prophecy.” The past and the 
future, according to Mead, “are the boundaries of what we term the present, 
and are determined by the conditioning relationships of the event to its situ-
ation” (2002 [1932]: 52–53). In this light, that which is prototyped during a 
design event can be understood as extending the boundaries of the present. 
The design event is where lived life meets the imagined artifact, be it in the 
shopping center, the architectural studio, or the unemployment center, where 
people’s bodily comportment, social relations, cultural preferences, and tech-
nological ability can be projected onto an artifact that is still in the making. 

 EXPLORING POSSIBLE WASTE HANDLING FUTURES 

 Let me introduce two concrete design events that took place in Denmark during 
2008. The events were generated through a design and research project about 
waste handling, from which I have extensive fi rsthand experience. Because of 
growing amounts of unsorted waste, the incinerator at Vestforbrænding, a pub-
licly owned company located outside of Copenhagen, was reaching its limits. 
Vestforbrænding invited a team of design researchers from universities and pro-
fessional consultancies with varied backgrounds in industrial design, concept 
development, and anthropology, including me, to explore existing and new waste 
handling practices. The project was funded in part by the Danish government pro-
gram for User Driven Innovation and by the participating partners themselves. 

 The project’s stated objective was to engage citizens and professional 
stakeholders in design-oriented dialogues to explore and unfold potentials 
for improving waste handling practices. A two-month challenge was organized 
by Herlev Municipality and Vestforbrænding to identify possible cross-sector 
local partnerships between small shops, citizens in housing compounds, and 
the municipality. Bangs Torv, a medium-sized shopping center combined with 
residential homes, was chosen as a concrete stage for the dialogues. In the 
following empirical account, I would like to suggest two attention points as 
particularly intense occasions for an ethnography of the possible: miniature 
doll scenarios and 1:1 bodily enactments, both taking place in the present in 
very corporeal forms, yet extending this moment and these forms by project-
ing aspirations and concerns onto a possible future. 
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 In the design research team, we became familiar with the shopping cen-
ter and its people through short-term participant observation: walking along 
and video fi lming the caretaker on his rounds and conducting semi-structured 
shop fl oor interviews with shop owners and staff, in-home observations, and 
semi-structured interviews with residents. In addition to the ethnographic 
techniques we devised dialogue board games for playing with customers at 
the shopping square and maintained an online weblog to allow and encour-
age participants to see what was made of the stories generated by these 
mixed methods. In parallel we facilitated workshops for members of the pro-
fessional waste sector and asked them to formulate their versions of future 
dream projects to gain a sense of what was becoming technologically pos-
sible and desirable from a waste expert’s perspective. 

 From the material generated by these methods we could have tried to 
identify patterns, triangulate hypotheses, and eventually write up a coher-
ent ethnographic account of waste handling practices of Bangs Torv. Instead, 
we created a stage for those involved to participate in making sense of the 
data in the form of a workshop in the municipal town hall (see Plate 24). This 
methodological choice was part of a larger approach developed and practiced 
by the CoDesign research cluster at the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts 
School of Design, among others. The approach draws on resources from par-
ticipatory design (e.g., Greenbaum and Kyng 1991), American pragmatism 
and the formation of publics around issues of concern (Dewey 1988 [1927]), 
Stengers’s cosmopolitical proposal toward critical refl ection as a collective 
practice (2005), as well as recent design theory bringing some of these as-
pects together with particular creative design practices (Binder et al. 2011). 

 COLLABORATIVE DOLL SCENARIOS 

 By bringing together differing horizons of citizens’ imaginings, concerns, design 
ideas, environmental challenges, and business opportunities in very concrete 
terms, our motive was to synthesize an account of waste handling by all the proj-
ect participants in collaboration, rather than writing a single authored detailed 
ethnographic monograph. The stated goal of the workshop was to familiarize 
the participants with fi eld material from the shopping center, prompt them to 
discuss issues from the waste experts’ dream projects, coproduce synthesized 
stories of possible future waste handling practices in this specifi c shopping cen-
ter, and fi nally to enact these stories as small video recorded doll scenarios. 

 To this end the research team organized the documented material from 
previous inquiries into workshop activities and materials. Photographs, video 
clips, and stories from Bangs Torv were not presented as ethnographic evi-
dence or representations of the real, but rather as fragmentary snapshots 
that invited further interpretations, cuttings, and reuse in montages or 
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juxtapositions with design ideas (see Plate 25). As the basis of this selection 
and organization of the material was not an ethnographic analysis but rather 
an intuitive estimate of its qualities for participatory sense making, how well 
could this particular piece of fi eld material lend itself to diverse interpretation 
by the broad range of participants? The selection process had two ideals: 
fi rst to lead participants to a general recognition of rhythms and happenings 
at this particular shopping center, and second to try and make partial connec-
tions between the hopes and dreams of all participants in order to offer pos-
sibilities of how things could be different. 

 Workshop participants, comprised of local residents, municipal waste plan-
ners, shop staff, the board chair of the shopping center, technical waste spe-
cialists, the caretaker and his son, and the design research team, explored 
and discussed in small groups the meaning of the open-ended selection of 
fi eld material. The room and the furniture were arranged as a place of partici-
patory creation, rather than one of listen and learn. Instead of smooth-looking 
visuals, demonstrations of new technologies, or authoritarian statements of 
what goals to reach, there was a large amount of local photographs and quo-
tations by project participants, rough sketches of design ideas, and materi-
als for tinkering scattered over the tables, along with utensils to transform 
them. The tables were arranged in small islands, signaling a degree of group 
autonomy. Municipal offi cials were the offi cial hosts as workshop activities 
occurred in the town hall, while I and my colleagues in the design research 
team planned, introduced, and facilitated the three-hour workshop program. 

 To structure the process of group familiarization with the open-ended mate-
rial a design game was employed (for an in-depth treatment of design games, 
see Brandt, Messeter, and Binder 2008). Game rules instructed participants 
to choose what they found to be the most interesting material to work with 
and place it or replace it on a simple game board. Thereafter they were asked 
to explain to each other what the material and its placement in relation to 
other materials on the board meant to them. The rules involved turn taking 
and invited participants, including the researchers, to rely on personal and 
professional experience in creating an account of Bangs Torv as a landscape 
of waste-related practices. During this collaborative crafting of the account, 
the voice of the ethnographer is supplemented by other voices like that of 
the teenager concerned with the right to smoke cigarettes, the engineer con-
cerned with the cleanliness of the sorted materials, and the resident con-
cerned with the aesthetics of the parking lot, just to name a few. 

 Halfway through the workshop the populated landscapes of Bangs Torv 
were turned into concrete stages for possibilities when the event moved into 
a more playful mode, asking, “ What if things were different at Bangs Torv? ” In 
line with the fragmentary status of the empirical snapshots, a number of de-
sign suggestions were presented as visual sketches of “what if” situations 
crafted to evoke further refl ection and imaginings rather than to convince 
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about given qualities through stylistically fi nished aesthetics (see “the evoca-
tive sketch” by Foverskov and Dam 2010). The sketches were accompanied 
by questions derived from waste professionals’ dream projects like, “What if 
there was a waste collection station on the plaza?” and “What if it was fun to 
hand in used mobile phones?” After a short, intense working session, a re-
tired shop owner working together with a young designer explained the direc-
tion they were moving in their imagining of a residential waste area that was 
active and invited a range of recreational activities where people could meet 
over coffee: “So that it would be more than just a place to get rid of your stuff 
and then rush off” (transcribed from video, February 5, 2009). 

 Using simple materials like the fi eld photos, sketches, and blank paper, the 
participants created stories of possible futures and eventually enacted them 
as six short doll scenarios. They were captured on video demonstrating how 
a group’s idea of an attractive future waste practice could play out over time 
for particular persons. Considered as a technology of the imagination, the doll 
scenario works to reconnect a somewhat abstract and general product of the 
imagination with highly concrete constraints of a particular place in a particu-
lar time: Where exactly is the furniture for the coffee drinkers placed in rela-
tion to the parking lots? If this is a private lot, who is maintaining the public 
containers? Is it open on Sundays? Based on extensive experience with facili-
tating creation of doll scenarios beyond the present case, the process often 
leads to the surfacing of a number of trade-offs between confl icting interests. 

 One future scenario was developed by Ulla, who has lived at Bangs Torv for 
more than thirty years, together with the municipal waste planner, Dorte. The 
latter led a doll looking like the shop owner, Allan, and Ulla led a doll dressed 
like her close friend Lillian, who also lives at Bangs Torv. The two doll charac-
ters meet in Allan’s shop: 

 Allan (led by Dorte): Just leave your used batteries here, then Michael the caretaker 
will bring them over to our new shared waste sorting station. Have you seen how 
busy it already is? 

 Lillian (led by Ulla): Oh, yes. How pretty it is with the beautiful fl owers and trees and 
all. It does look good. It must be Michael who is keeping it so nice. (transcribed 
from video, February 5, 2009) 

 This little excerpt from a doll scenario is a coconstructed story of things, 
relationships, and environments that point  both  to well-known places and re-
lationships  and  to imaginary aspects of these. The participants use dolls and 
photographs to build a scene that resembles their particular shopping center, 
but they also use design sketches and improvised props to accomplish their 
story of a possible future. Dorte, the waste planner, focuses on the benefi t of 
an imaginary waste sorting station while Ulla, the resident, expresses an aes-
thetic concern for her particular home environment. 
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 While encompassing highly localized and particular concerns (“how can 
we avoid used batteries in the incinerator?” or “what if we could make the 
citizens sort better?” or “what if our parking lot was a really nice and clean 
place to meet?”), the resulting new stories and situations as they were en-
acted as doll scenarios did in fact link up some of these different voices. 
Doll scenarios were a promising ending point for the workshop, a concrete 
coproduced result. But as somewhat idealized future stories based on scale 
models they also glossed over some concrete confl icts of interest. After the 
workshop, the research team reviewed video recordings of the workshop dis-
cussions and doll scenarios and analyzed them for points of convergence and 
confl ict. We synthesized promising and recurrent features across the material 
into four more concise and illustrated design proposals. Drawing on perfor-
mance theory (Schechner 1988) and performance-oriented design methods 
(Binder 1999; Brandt and Grunnet 2000; Buchenau and Fulton Suri 2000), 
we then prepared design proposals as open-ended invitations to be concret-
ized through performances in situ no longer with dolls, but by the project par-
ticipants themselves in full scale. 

 FULL-SCALE ENACTMENTS 

 A few weeks after the workshop, the project participants assembled in the 
basement of Allan’s retail shop on Bangs Torv itself. When presented with the 
roughly sketched idea In and Out of the Shop, the municipal waste planner, 
Dorte, commented: “It would be new to make something shared for the resi-
dents and the shops here. But it would also be new to make something where 
it was allowed to bring something from elsewhere” (transcribed from video, 
March 5, 2009). The shop owner, the caretaker, two residents, the municipal 
waste planner, and the design research team went on to explore how roughly 
sketched ideas could potentially play out in concrete physical surroundings 
of the shopping center. The goal was to build a scene as concretely as pos-
sible by using foam, cardboard, tape, and other props adapted from the local 
setting so that participants could subsequently  try out  the imagined arrange-
ment. In other words, Allan the shop owner would now play his part himself, 
rather than being led by a puppeteer. Two researchers trained in industrial 
design were taking the lead in arranging the physical materials to support the 
ideas, I was acting as a kind of stage manager, and local participants were 
contributing as experts, each in their own domain. When everybody had had a 
chance to raise their concerns, and it seemed that we might have agreed on 
an acceptable confi guration of an imagined alternative practice and artifact 
with respect to placement, ownership, size, and functionality, we moved into 
an explicitly playful performance mode with the question:  What if this was re-
ally working?  
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 Allan, the shop owner, introduced his customer to the partly imagined, 
partly mocked-up in-shop waste handling system, and Lillian responded with 
appreciation of the imagined, yet concrete, new possibility (see Plate 26). The 
performance was located on the shop fl oor during regular business hours, and 
other staff members walked in and out of the scenario stage while carrying 
out their work. 

 The cardboard and paper mock-up of an imagined battery machine is not 
merely fi guring as an inclusive receptacle for suggestions, but is detailed 
enough to prompt the shop owner to carefully demonstrate how an ID card is 
swept correctly in order for the machine to recognize the user. This particular 
incident gave rise to a lively and important discussion of the trade-off between 
the potential benefi t of earning and registering an individual bonus through 
good recycling habits vis-à-vis the pressing question of unwarranted surveil-
lance and “why anybody needs to know that I am here doing this.” The shop 
owner and the resident balanced between play acting for the case of the situ-
ation and consciously expressing their real and concrete concerns for how 
this artifact could make sense for them and possibly become part of their life 
worlds. When it comes to critical moments in the scenario, this play is very 
serious for the implied participants. For example, the direct question if the 
shop owner was willing  in the scenario  to offer his customers a discount on 
purchases when they brought in used batteries forced him to think twice be-
fore promising something his business concerns  outside the scenario  would 
not allow him to. What played out in the scenarios was indeed performative 
in the sense that even a playful commitment to offer a discount has to be 
explicitly withdrawn or marked as just pretend to bracket it off from ordinary 
life and restrict it to a feature of a temporary imaginary world. The fi ne line 
between real and imagined was traversed many times in ways that implicated 
the participants beyond the particular performance, and eventually when the 
service was implemented for a twelve-month test period the shop owner  did  
offer a discount in return for used batteries. 

 Another idea had taken its point of departure in a workshop discussion 
with Michael the caretaker about problematic household waste left by the bus 
stop in front of the shopping center. Project participants hesitantly agreed 
it could be interesting to pursue an opportunity to accommodate this illegal 
practice instead of their immediate reaction: trying to stop it by sanctions. 
However, in preparing for trying it out, Ulla, who was playing her own part as 
citizen and local resident, exclaimed, “I don’t think it could work! I don’t be-
lieve in it! Why should we take down our trash to this place?” Some of the 
design researchers tried with an explanation that this was already happening 
(although illegally), but Ulla persisted: “I don’t buy it! Suddenly we will have 
three big containers here. It will not look nice!” (transcribed from video, March 
5, 2009). Subsequently this imagined waste collection point was moved to a 
less prominent place to the side of the shops and residential homes. 
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 Piling up a handful of shopping baskets and attaching handwritten paper 
labels to them (see  Plate 27 ) seemed a fairly small effort to achieve the ef-
fect of exploring the detailed bodily interactions of a mini recycling station; 
not in general, but placed right there, right then. Its concrete qualities served 
to bring out disagreements hidden by the less detailed props in the previous 
doll scenarios. This particular mock-up evidently held fi ve small fractions of 
waste, no more, no less. A suggestion of a larger number of fractions neces-
sarily reopened the discussion of size, aesthetics, and inclusion in the home 
environment for the residents. A suggestion to include medicinal waste im-
mediately raised a concern with the station’s sturdiness to prevent desperate 
drug users breaking into it. 

 The entire session at Bangs Torv dealt with four main design suggestions 
for possible waste handling practices and lasted about three hours. One sug-
gestion was rejected by the residents before reaching the point where it was 
defi ned enough to act it out. So after having enacted and fi lmed three scenar-
ios, the session was coming to an end. The participants physically stood back 
a little and prompted each other to briefl y refl ect on the experiences with the 
enactments. It also became an occasion to raise any remaining objections: 

 Joachim (design researcher): Dorte, do you think it could work? 
 Dorte (municipal waste planner): I think some of these things could actually work. Of 

course we would have to fi nd a way to solve the problems of payment and fees. 
We don’t want the citizens to pay for the businesses and vice versa, so there will 
be some practical issues. But it could be done as a trial period; I think we could 
try that. (transcribed from video, March 5, 2009) 

 Exhausted from the intense activities of imagination, discussion, refl ection, 
and enactment, as well as the cold weather, we departed. 

 Our project on waste practices was set within a more general cultural imag-
inary of environmental sustainability, waste recycling, and local participation 
in decision-making processes as three vaguely defi ned ideals. However, the 
particular technologies of the imagination employed shifted the focus to a 
more concrete level of how these grand narratives play out concretely as 
moments of locally contested possibility and constraint for those involved. 
Technologies of the imagination thus allow participants to specify details of 
something otherwise only partially visible on the imaginative horizon, or at 
least at such a distance that it may have appeared as uncontested goods 
or the opposite. With this empirical account of two design events, I have pre-
sented doll scenarios and full-scale enactments as occasions for articulating 
features of possible futures that lie partly beyond the known. The specifi c 
forms of doll scenarios and enactments render the imaginative directly avail-
able for an experiential inquiry, ethnographic or not, as observable phenom-
ena in the present. 
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 The process of repetitive fi gurations of possible future waste practices 
with cheap intermediary materials like paper sketches, scenarios, and card-
board mock-ups refl ects a widespread design approach to iterative prototyp-
ing, whereby misunderstandings and errors in the specifi cation of a proposal 
are revealed earlier than is the case in more strict phase-divided design pro-
cesses. From a design anthropological perspective, however, it does more 
than that. The concrete technologies of the imagination described here allow 
for the dialectic of openness and closure Crapanzano refers to to be posi-
tioned as a focal point of design anthropology. This is so both in terms of 
providing specifi c ethnographic encounters with the imaginary and in terms of 
providing inspiration for anthropological knowledge production processes that 
are inclusive of multiple stakeholders. 

 CRITICAL ENGAGEMENTS WITH DESIGN 

 Anthropologists have often sought a critical position of analysis from where 
the given order of the world can be challenged. Everything that is ordinarily 
taken for granted can be rendered exotic and in need of explanation; for ex-
ample by revealing how dominant assumptions rest on sociohistorical contin-
gencies. The implied conclusion, that the world could be different—at least 
in principle, can of course be left at that: an anthropological afterthought with 
no immediate consequences. For people enrolled as informants, however, 
the conclusion has different immediate implications. They will rarely rest as-
sured that “the world could be different,” at least not with the addendum “in 
principle.” Dealing with people’s dreams, hopes, and aspirations as well as 
with their fears and concerns is usually tightly linked with practical struggles 
to infl uence the world in ways that comply with these imaginings. Instead of 
leaving the follow-up question “what if things really  were  different?” for de-
signers, future casters, or innovation strategists to pursue, I suggest that the 
exploration of how imaginative horizons can be given articulate but tentative 
form could be a welcome challenge for an anthropology that takes the imagi-
nation seriously. 

 As a former employee at Xerox’s Palo Alto Research Center (PARC) pio-
neering the use of anthropology in commercial design research in the 1980s, 
anthropologist Lucy Suchman is in a highly qualifi ed position to consider the 
disciplinary encounter between design and anthropology. Her early work of 
applying ethnographic competencies in high-profi le design processes in what 
was once one of the world’s self proclaimed centers of innovation serves as a 
backdrop for her recent academic work, where she has developed a more dis-
tanced critical stance informed by posthumanist and feminist theories. Given 
her extensive experiences in the fi eld of design, Suchman takes great mea-
sures to establish an analytical distance to it. In “Anthropological Relocations 
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and the Limits of Design,” Suchman warns against a naïve celebration of 
design’s ability to solve the world’s most pressing problems through wishful 
thinking, for example about “massive change” that overly simplifi es transfor-
mation processes (2011: 5). Focusing on the hubris implied by design’s self-
promoting “future makers,” she states that “design and innovation are best 
positioned as problematic objects for an anthropology of the contemporary” 
(2011: 3). What Suchman is requesting with this analytical distance between 
the disciplines is a scholarship that illuminates its own entanglements in the 
knowledge it makes. I envision a design anthropological practice that, in line 
with this request, commits to the insistence on our own entanglements in 
the knowledge we produce. Heidegger famously expressed it as “Being-in-the-
World is always already entangled” (2003 [1927]: 180). 

 For a design anthropology that engages actively with transformation pro-
cesses, explicit as well as implicit agendas of any of the participants can-
not be categorized and treated as problematic features of an empirical fi eld 
comfortably distinct from analytical resources. These agendas are features 
of the analytical fi eld as well because they too belong to a research institu-
tion’s constituency, ultimately judging if the outcome is valid. As there are 
no free lunches, nor is there free access to ethnographic fi elds. As anthro-
pologists or as design researchers, we are rarely if ever free to enter set-
tings of prototyping solely based on a generalized scholarly curiosity. We 
are as much recruited for, and have to continuously consider our role for, 
those particular interests that initiate the projects we become part of. From 
a phenomenological perspective these project-entangled agendas are all 
there is, and inescapably they are also the conditions of possibility for the 
kinds of knowledge produced. There is undoubtedly more room for conduct-
ing a critical review of unquestioned assumptions and problematic conse-
quences of a given design event after the fact, than during. But with that 
approach we are left with the all too common division of labor between de-
signers who intervene and anthropologists who object with belated critical 
commentary. 

 A distinct contribution of design anthropology could be to develop par-
ticular technologies of the imagination that enable and encourage critical 
refl ection  during  future-making processes. The use of doll scenarios, open-
ended mock-ups, and enactments presented here attempts to iteratively 
connect projective and refl ective modes of future making. These technol-
ogies of the imagination are carefully designed and facilitated by a de-
sign research team to allow all participants to playfully shift perspective 
by stepping in and out of imagined story worlds, shifting between immer-
sion and commentary. The participants on Bangs Torv did not simply play 
roles or pretend to like any particular idea, but continuously refused to step 
into its story world unless their concerns had been articulated or the idea 
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remodeled. They did not enroll as scenic performers of pre-given ideas, but 
rather acted as themselves under slightly altered conditions invoked by the 
magic  what if . 

 There is nothing innocent about the interventionist research process out-
lined in this chapter—the games and performance techniques have been 
carefully designed by my colleagues and me to nurture a dialogue around 
the formation of a new public that cuts across conventional organizational 
borders of municipal offi cials, technical experts, citizens, and business peo-
ple (cf. Clark, this volume). Research and design participants clearly did not 
agree on what makes up an attractive future waste handling practice. But ev-
erybody joined in this kind of project for  something  and all share aspirations 
for improvement (albeit) from their point of view (see Plate 28). For some, 
aspirations have to do with increased effi ciency of operations; for others, it 
is about an increased experience of a provided service. For still others, as-
pirations were directly based in environmental concerns. For me, aspiring to 
both anthropological and designerly ways of knowing, the project was an oc-
casion to follow an interest in participatory change processes committed to 
democratic ideals of respectful disagreements. Demonstrating that this kind 
of dialogical and relatively open-ended future-oriented encounter is even pos-
sible was an important driver for my engagement. 

 During the 2010 Prototyping Cultures: Social Experimentation, Do-it-Your-
self Science and Beta-knowledge conference in Madrid, Jiménez and Estalella 
raised the critical question of what gets detached or disappears when particu-
lar possibilities are proposed: “What is going on when we allow prototypes to 
hold a sociological imagination in suspension for us, regardless of it turning 
on hopeful / liberating / communitarian abeyance?” (Jiménez and Estalella 
2010). Well, in this particular project illegal waste practices were silenced, as 
they seemed too diffi cult to handle on this kind of exposed project stage in a 
short period of time. Suggestions of technological quick fi xes to sorting prob-
lems were largely ignored because they tend to exclude one of the project’s 
shared priorities: the social as a resource in design processes. The list of 
guilty ommitments could be continued ad infi nitum, but serves here merely to 
allude to the trivial fact that collaborative research spaces are as contested 
as any other. 

 CONTESTED FUTURE MAKING 

 There is an established anthropological discussion of the contemporary 
as an open moment. Rabinow and colleagues suggested that collaborative 
and experimental design methods can be helpful in anthropological inqui-
ries into the contemporary (2008), Crapanzano demonstrated how empirical 
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imaginative horizons can be conceptualized anthropologically (2004), Sneath 
and colleagues suggested focusing on concrete technologies of the imagina-
tion (2009), and Kapferer underlined the transformative character of events 
(2010). Drawing on these anthropological resources, I have proposed the 
design event as an important occasion for inquiring into the possible—not 
in the abstract, but through concrete tools and practices whereby the pos-
sible appears partly available for embodied experience and refl ection. To in-
quire into design events as moments of becoming, the projection of concerns 
and aspirations onto an artifact in the making, constitutes an expansion of 
the conventional ethnographic gaze on the present and on past presents. As 
Mead argued, the future is also constituted through interactions in the pres-
ent (2002 [1932]). Anthropology could leave contemporary future making to 
those privileged enough to claim directions for attractive futures on behalf 
of everyone, or we can begin to employ the anthropological sensitivity to dif-
ferences and particularities as an active driving force of establishing design 
events as more open-ended dialogues about what constitutes attractive from 
various viewpoints. 

 Ethnographies of the possible are a way of materializing ideas, concerns, 
and speculations through committed ethnographic attention to the people 
potentially affected by them. It is about crafting accounts that link the imagi-
nation to its material forms. And it is about creating artifacts that allow par-
ticipants to revitalize their pasts, refl ect upon the present, and extrapolate 
into possible futures. These ambitions lie in the borderland between design 
and anthropology. For designers involved in this type of process, it is a new 
challenge to craft not beautiful and convincing artifacts, but evocative and 
open-ended materials for further experimentation in collaboration with non-
designers. For anthropologists, on the other hand, it is a new challenge to cre-
atively set the scene for a distorted here and now with a particular direction 
as a fi rst, but important step toward exploring particular imaginative horizons 
in concrete ways. 
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 Generating Publics 
through Design Activity 

 Brendon Clark 

 THE PUBLIC NATURE OF PROJECT WORK 

 John Dewey (1954) argued that the public does not exist at large, but rather 
that  publics  are made up of individuals through face-to-face interaction brought 
into action around issues of importance to them. Publics are groups that form 
around matters of individual concern that fall outside the attention of present-
day institutions. Dewey demonstrated a pragmatic approach that located the 
abstract concept of  public  in the lived experiences and practices of people. 
The difference between private and public refers to whether the actions of a 
 transaction  have implications that extend beyond the  interaction . The forma-
tion of Deweyan  publics  depends upon the alignment between an understand-
ing of an issue and its consequences. Ultimately, a public seeks to organize, 
gain resources, and appoint representatives that can ensure favorable ac-
tions to improve the implications. 

 Here I draw on the model of the formation of Deweyan publics to shed light 
on work practices at the intersection of design and anthropology. While an-
thropological ethnography has long been characterized as a descriptive prac-
tice examining past and present human behavior in writing with little regard 
for the future, design has been hailed as the practice of the future through 
material intervention and change. These distinctions become blurred when 
we shift the focus from output alone to include the working processes of each 
practice. Suchman has explored the interrelationship of social practice and 
technological development, taking focus away from the designed devices or 
networks of devices alone and locating the sites of technological production 
and use within larger complex sets of relationships. She defi nes “working re-
lations” as the “sociomaterial connections that sustain the visible and invis-
ible work required to construct coherent technologies and put them into use” 
(2002: 91). 

 This expanded and dynamic understating of technological development 
broadens who may be classifi ed as participants in design and what may be 
included in the processes of design and implementation of technical products 
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and services. The issues of individual concern that arise in the context of 
design anthropology may relate to the people included or excluded in design 
efforts, a topic of interest such as sustainable practices, or, as in the case ex-
amined in this chapter, a theoretical orientation to how a topic is approached. 
In invoking Dewey’s conception of publics, I intend to link the activities of 
speculative, exploratory design and the development of working relations for 
addressing an issue, whether addressing the issue technologically, politically, 
with public or private services, or in combination. 

 To explore how the organization of collaborative project work can lead to 
the generation of publics, I fi rst introduce a model of design practice that 
does not focus on “design for use,” but rather seeks to draw on design tra-
ditions for instigating debate (see Mazé and Redström 2008). DiSalvo intro-
duces “designerly means” for triggering Deweyan publics into action through 
raising awareness of the conditions and consequences of an issue (2009: 
52). Unlike prescriptive design scenarios that use visualization of scenarios 
to suggest a desirable trajectory for product or service development, an ap-
proach used in commercial design, DiSalvo argues, design for the construc-
tion of publics involves the presentation of critical trajectories that leave the 
opportunity for multiple publics to form as a result. For example, to visualize a 
trajectory in a future when mining human waste for electricity is the norm, de-
sign researchers created a scenario with the product Poo Lunchbox, a plastic 
article of Tupperware with one side labeled “lunch” and the other side “poo” 
(DiSalvo 2009: 53). These trajectories do not prescribe how people will be 
triggered into action or take action, but rather confront people with a tangible, 
possibly undesirable option or experience that embraces the same design 
mechanisms as favorable scenarios. 

 While the Poo Lunchbox was part of an exhibit at the National Museum 
in London, other examples are experienced through a workshop format. For 
DiSalvo, linking design processes and practices with design research to the 
construction of publics in the Deweyan sense is based upon the infl uential 
nature of design output and how a critical future scenario provides refl ection 
upon the absurdity of embellished views of technological development. 

 Anthropology has a long tradition of cultural critique, which plays a similarly 
provocative role for its audience, albeit through ethnographic description of 
“the other.” A powerful form of anthropology as cultural critique has been the 
explicit or implicit use of descriptions of other ways of living for “disorienting 
the reader and altering perception” (Marcus and Fisher 1986: 111). In criti-
cal modes of research production, the galvanizing effect the output may have 
upon its audience depends greatly upon the values and perceptions of the 
audience. The output plays the role of a candidate scenario, something that 
could be reality, provoking refl ections about how the future may unfold for peo-
ple. As a candidate, it has the potential to motivate efforts toward embracing 
such a trajectory, working to prevent it, or no action. 
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 This chapter builds upon DiSalvo’s model of the construction of Deweyan 
publics as a mode of exploring favorable and unfavorable possibilities during 
the processes of design activities, rather than as an output of design alone. 
It is concerned with the experiences through which people turn understand-
ing into collective action through interdisciplinary project work across sites of 
production and use, and how such a practice can be supported. I explore an 
approach to practicing design anthropology that focuses on the organization 
and unfolding of site-specifi c collaborative experiences. The work of combin-
ing various disciplinary, organizational, and personal traditions demands guid-
ance. However, when working toward an undefi ned future with others whose 
working practices may be unfamiliar, it is diffi cult to make present not only the 
future objective, but also the means to get there. My aim here is to introduce 
a practice that focuses on making accessible possible future paths for ad-
dressing an issue, including the working relations, to the public sphere of the 
participants and potential participants. As candidate trajectories, these paths 
seek to provide reference points, whether favorable to people or unfavorable, 
for publics to form. 

 I draw on examples from a project exploring new options for supporting sec-
ond language learning outside of the classroom setting. Positioning language 
learning as an interactional activity that benefi ts from contextualized interac-
tion with others has prompted us to revisit how to support learning through 
technological development, potential learning resources, and the roles people 
play in different environments. I draw upon site-specifi c project explorations 
relating to sites of design and the practices of business, research, and use. 
Before introducing the case, I review some of the valuable organizational as-
pects of ethnographic fi eldwork, the Scandinavian tradition of participatory 
design, and conceptions of performance. 

 THE ETHNOGRAPHER AS A RESEARCH INSTRUMENT 

 Ethnographic research has traditionally relied upon the ethnographer as a 
research instrument negotiating his or her way into an often messy entangle-
ment of local activities as an approach to experiential subjective learning 
and data generation (Agar 1996; Powdermaker 1966; Rabinow 1977; Wolcott 
1995). This process is based on being involved in shared experiences with 
members of a community with the ultimate goal of “grasp[ing] the native’s 
point of view, his relation to life, to realise his vision of his world” (Malinowski 
1932: 25). Ethnographic research and the Malinowskian model of participant 
observation introduced an experiential process that incorporated socializa-
tion into the life practices of others, as part and parcel of the researcher’s en-
deavor. At this interactional level of learning to participate, breakdowns in the 
daily interactions between researchers and their hosts provide opportunities 
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for meta-explanations by insiders or demonstrations of cultural norms to the 
ethnographer (Geertz 1973). These activities offer and become opportuni-
ties for new insight (Otto 1997). They also offer simultaneous and/or delayed 
documentation sought to develop an insider point of view by preserving the 
categorizations and perspectives of those studied. Agar suggests that the 
initial goal in ethnographic fi eldwork is to be able to  paraphrase  what people 
are doing by the process of “decoding long sequences of verbal and nonver-
bal behaviour and then encoding our understanding of the meanings of those 
sequences into some utterances to check whether or not we understood what 
just occurred” (1996: 129). 

 When moving from individual fi eldwork to interdisciplinary, interorganiza-
tional project work for purposes of designing sociomaterial practices, there 
is a similar messy, often clumsy organization of experiences in which project 
participants struggle to engage with each other’s practices. In such cases, 
preservation of individual views and categorizations is not necessarily the de-
sired outcome. Rather the goal is to develop shared practices and perspec-
tives that combine various life histories, skills, and experiences. Drawing on 
experience and traditions of organizing ethnographic experiences for individ-
ual ethnographic research provides an outline for a model of taking and being 
given various roles in activities with and for those infl uencing and/or facing 
implications of project efforts. At the same time, the use of multiple methods 
of inquiry and juxtaposition of situations, points of view, and ways of working 
provide impetus to the organization of activity and experience rather than to 
written ethnography. However, while the ethnographer as a research instru-
ment has proven invaluable for the individual researcher (as author), partici-
patory design has a rich history with the researcher as a facilitator using the 
construction of physical materials to mediate collaborative activities. I now 
look to this tradition for a greater appreciation for organizing sociomaterial 
collaborative activities with a focus upon mutual learning. 

 MUTUAL LEARNING 

 The Scandinavian tradition of participatory design (PD) was born out of the 
workplace democracy movement of the 1960s with a focus on including the 
users of new technological systems in the development process. One of 
the original goals of PD was to develop technologies that supported skill build-
ing rather than developing expert technologies that replaced workers (Green-
baum and Kyng 1991). The model of mutual learning between designers and 
users is based on the premise that designers share the latest technological 
advancements as well as introduce the process of design to users, while the 
users share their skilled practices. Drawing on Wittgenstein, Ehn framed the 
activities of design between users and designers of new technical systems 
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as  design language games  that seek to break the Cartesian separation of 
description and action. Coming from two separate language games, the goal 
is to develop a third  design language game  that has a  family resemblance  to 
each of the professional practices, but does not belong entirely to either (Ehn 
1988). 

 Muller (2002) refers to these hybrid experiences as taking place in a 
“third space” between the context of system use and system design. Ehn’s 
 designing-by-doing language games , with the use of nonverbal artifacts such as 
mock-ups and cooperative prototyping techniques, allows both designers and 
users to identify a  family resemblance  to their own language games, while ex-
periencing different possibilities of practice with the prototype in hand. This 
is an attempt to transcend what is known with what could be in the service 
of skill-building support systems. In this type of cooperative prototyping activ-
ity, breakdowns in understanding during use scenarios are used as triggers 
to refl ect upon both practices of skilled use and of design, and for resolving 
confl ict through adjusting the prototypes and the practices (Kyng 1995). 

 Whereas the PD facilitator has played a role in hosting collaborative activi-
ties for users and designers, the success of the ethnographer’s (fi eld)work 
has relied greatly upon his or her willingness to participate in the activities or-
ganized locally. Otto argues that taking part in role play activities in fi eldwork 
is a political form of reciprocity. He suggests that, “[w]hereas local people will 
pursue their own interest in engaging the researcher in such a role-play, the 
latter may use it refl ectively to experiment with means and interpretations and 
to gain a practical knowledge of cultural action” (1997: 99). 

 Exploring how others pursue their own interests through engagement is a 
fundamental feature of exploring future trajectories. I look to Goffman’s theatri-
cal framework for everyday behavior and performance theory for a greater ap-
preciation for how to organize performances based on the everyday experiences 
of participants with an eye to the galvanizing mechanisms within the activities. 

 PROVIDING OCCASIONS TO PERFORM 

 Goffman’s (1959)  impression management  during face-to-face encounters pro-
vides a vocabulary from theatrical performances, useful as a metaphor to 
blur the distinction between everyday interactions among people and staged 
productions: 

 A performance, in the restricted sense in which I shall now use the term, is that 
arrangement which transforms an individual into a stage performer, the latter, 
in turn, being an object that can be looked at in the round and at length without 
offence, and looked to for engaging behaviour, by persons in an “audience” role 
(Goffman 1974: 124). 
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 During ethnographic fi eldwork, in daily offi ce work activities such as meet-
ings or presentations, or when facing a clerk in a store, we participate in 
arrangements that transform others or us into performers (to be looked at 
without offense). In asking others to perform in collaborative project settings, 
however, we draw on how people may interact when they perform together. 
Central to Goffman’s dramaturgical framework is the idea of  front , the  ex-
pressive equipment  employed during performances by individuals or the  per-
formance team . A  team  refers to those who “co-operate in staging a single 
routine” (1959: 79). While individuals and groups perform (or help perform) 
in a wide variety of routines on a daily basis, Goffman suggests people give 
special attention to those routines that infl uence their “ occupational reputa-
tion ” (1959: 33). 

 Overall, people and teams seek to illuminate some and diminish other 
characteristics in order to maintain a specifi c “defi nition of the situation” 
(Goffman 1959: 83), an image sustained with the audience’s cooperation. 
Drawing on the PD ideal of mutual learning, attempting to surface potential 
interconnections among people from different practices and disciplinary ori-
entations, upholding a favorable defi nition of the situation, at least for a mo-
ment, is a desired effect. 

 While Goffman provides a theatrical frame for the analysis of everyday 
behavior, performance theory explores the (greater) processes of organizing 
performances ranging from aesthetic performances to ritual ones (Schech-
ner 1985). Schechner suggests that “[p]erformance is ‘twice-behaved behav-
iour’ ” (1985: 36). For him, the most common performative circumstance is 
how the current focus determines what is drawn from the past experiences or 
projected into the past. It is through the specifi c goal of or interest in the up-
coming performance that  strips of behavior  are called upon in performance. By 
isolating strips of behavior from everyday behavior, they can be deconstructed 
in workshop activities and redeveloped through rehearsals that build up new 
strips for the upcoming performance. 

 At the same time, the performance process can be viewed as a ritual pro-
cess initiating a  liminal  period of new possibilities similar to the third space 
in PD. Turner argues that: “[T]he rules may ‘frame’ the performance, but the 
‘fl ow’ of action and interaction within that frame may conduce to hitherto un-
precedented insights and even generate new symbols and meanings, which 
may be incorporated into subsequent performances” (1982: 79). Following 
Schechner, the transformative nature of a performance, which is unpredict-
able, often arises from the audiences’ stakes in the outcome and the atten-
tion given to the success of the performance. 

 Embracing performance as an organizing principle in collaborative project 
work brings focus to various activities intended for sharing knowledge and ex-
pertise with an eye for infl uencing how they can be arranged. However, asking 
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for performances presupposes that a person is in a position to ask. Just as 
the ethnographer relies upon his or her own identity to negotiate access into 
the life worlds of others, the performative ethnographer negotiates infl uence 
over activities. This involves recruiting people to play various roles in differ-
ent aspects of the performance process, whether a member of a specifi c 
group representing a particular expertise or merely a guest in the audience. 
It entails preparing materials, identifying stages, positioning audiences, and 
encouraging others to play along. Rather than a scripted act, however, it is 
inquiry in the sense that how a performance unfolds is unknown and may ex-
pose unanticipated results. There is a focus upon providing occasions for oth-
ers to pursue their interests in a visible way. 

 SUPPORTING CONTEXTUALIZED LANGUAGE LEARNING 

 Språkskap is a language project focused on how to turn everyday situa-
tions between Swedish speakers and Swedish learners into “sites of lan-
guage learning” through the development of information technology (IT) tools 
and educational concepts. The project arose out of a critique of the lack of 
technical and structural support for people to learn language outside of the 
classroom environment, specifi cally in Sweden. There remains a disconnect 
between what researchers of learning in general (Lave and Wenger 1991) and 
research in second language acquisition specifi cally (Firth and Wagner 2007) 
understand about situated, contextualized learning and how technological 
products and systems, public and private organizations, and citizen interac-
tions support language learning. Simply put, a cognitive-dominant model of 
second language acquisition has a stranglehold on the initiatives for sup-
porting language learning in education, technology development, and poli-
tics. This has stymied the exploration of contextualized learning support and 
places the burden of language learning predominantly on the shoulders of 
the learner. 

 Språkskap received a grant under an “everyday IT” program to demon-
strate what could support contextualized learning activities. 1  The expected 
results were an IT demonstrator (something that demonstrates a concept), an 
idea catalog, and explorations in user-driven design methods. Three partner 
organizations represented commercial design and business, research, and 
the commercial practice of second language education. My role was that of 
project leader for the research organization. I was also the lead author of the 
funding proposal and had organized the coalition of partners. Once the project 
began, the challenges lay in how to explore the potential trajectories of the 
project through providing stages, audiences, and props for the various stake-
holders to pursue their interests in an observable fashion. 
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 THE BUSINESS OF DESIGN 

 The design consultancy was one of the three partners of the project. Accord-
ing to the project proposal, it was responsible for the design competence and 
engineering competence of the project and for the business development. 
At the outset of the Språkskap project collaboration, Madde, an interaction 
designer working with the design consultancy, and I organized a full-day se-
quence of activities involving the four core members of the project from the 
three main partner organizations: a pedagogue from the language school, 
an engineer from the design consultancy, Madde, and me. We referred to 
the workshop as a  project-in-a-day  (see Clark and Lahtivuori 2011) in which 
we intended to conduct some of the main phases of the project in a rough, 
fast-paced style at the early stage. We had two main areas of focus: poten-
tial product and service concepts that could support learning outside of the 
classroom context, and the potential business scenarios involved in turning 
the concepts into products and services available to the intended users. 

 In this case, the fi fty-fi ve employees of the design consultancy not only 
represented experience in a wide variety of commercial product and service 
design projects, but also their experiences as Swedish learners and Swedish 
speakers. Madde and I recruited six employees based on their experience to 
play different roles throughout the day, such as product users and business 
representatives. 

 COLLABORATIVE DESIGN 

 Cooperative prototyping in the PD tradition provides a format for exploring 
how to support interaction between people, through creating scenarios with 
mocked-up, malleable materials,  in hand  (Kyng 1995). A mock-up may com-
bine paper, foam, and cardboard to provide a rough depiction of the func-
tionalities of a concept. In this case, we asked the design teams to develop 
concepts that they found viable for supporting interaction between language 
speakers and learners outside of the classroom setting. 

 Similar to organizing interviews and observations in ethnographic fi eld-
work, here I was both part of organizing the activities and taking an active 
role in them. We split the four of us into two teams of two. Using pictures 
from everyday situations in which learners and speakers could meet, such as 
a parent dropping children at a kindergarten, and a learner waiting at the bus 
stop searching for bus information, we developed concepts and mock-ups to 
support interactions. The other team developed “The Beacon,” a service sup-
ported by a device that connects subscribers in public spaces based on pro-
fi le information. During the fi rst prototype try-out activity, I played the role of 
a Swedish learner (which I was), while my teammate played a fi rst-language 



 GENERATING PUBLICS THROUGH DESIGN ACTIVITY    207

speaker (which she was). They introduced us to the functions of The Beacon 
and asked us to act out a scenario in which the service prompted us to meet 
each other while traveling on the same bus. After exploring the concept with 
us, the design team readjusted its mock-up before a second session with the 
language learners and speakers recruited from the design consultancy who 
were unfamiliar with the project. 

 Latour argues that the role of the critic is no longer to deconstruct, but 
rather to assemble. He contends that once “something is constructed, then it 
means it is fragile and thus in great need of care and caution” (2004: 246). 
The two mock-ups resulting from the morning activities represented the type 
of concepts that could result from the project, albeit they were hastily cre-
ated as probes into the type of concepts that could arise from the project. 
They were developed with consideration of the sociomaterial practices of the 
potential users, but without consideration of the broader set of working rela-
tions that could be necessary to develop and sustain the commercial aspects 
of the service. Euchner (2004) claims that the “the myth of the brilliant idea” 
often dictates the organization of innovation efforts in industry. He decries the 
overemphasis on ideas themselves at the expense of focusing on the con-
texts and conditions for innovation. Coming from outside of industry, it easy to 
simplify the innovation process and to exaggerate the power of new concepts. 
As the Språkskap project partners were coming from organizations with dif-
ferent orientations, it was important to explore the potential working relations 
involved in business development. At the design consultancy, we approached 
the CEO and senior business strategist to bring insight to the potential busi-
ness trajectories of the project. They agreed to contribute one hour of their 
time to the project. 

 SALES PITCH DRAMA 

 We staged a sales pitch drama as an activity that could best resemble how the 
project was expected to conclude. After a short introduction, the teams briefl y 
presented the Language Magnifi er and The Beacon concept with a strong empha-
sis on how they support interaction between learners and speakers (see Plate 
29). I then split the six of us into two teams, one tasked with pitching the con-
cepts to a venture capitalist, the other with playing the role of venture capitalists. 

 After each team prepared its arguments and questions for the role play, I in-
troduced the drama activity and sat as a member of the pitch team as the role 
play began. The twenty-minute role play was predominantly a back-and-forth 
discussion between the two business representatives, in character, as the 
core project team members looked on. The representative presenting the proj-
ect began by stating, “[A]s you saw, this is a service that you run on a digital 
device. And it can be used in many different ways to enhance communication 
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between people learning a language. So even though we showed it on our 
own device, our goal is to develop a pure software application and it’s gonna 
be a global version.” He quickly departed from the characteristics of the con-
cepts presented as prototypes by reformulating them as a commercially viable 
product and distribution channels, a software available on mobile phone app 
stores. He continued by identifying the intended markets: “We will start by 
rolling out Swedish, but we have a roll-out plan with English, Spanish, Manda-
rin.” Whether the departure from original conceptions, such as a concept that 
would be adapted to multiple languages because of their market potential, 
would be considered a welcome addition to the concepts or a deviation from 
a valuable concept depends upon one’s interests. 

 The commercialization role play, however, demonstrated a trajectory of how 
the working relationships could unfold. The business representatives were 
recruited based on their experience in similar situations and their ability to 
reproduce how such a negotiation process could unfold. When the investor 
character asked, “[H]ow do you know that they will buy this software?” the 
pitch character improvised a plausible answer to a question he has likely an-
swered before: “[W]e actually don’t know yet. In these target groups we have 
tested the product and we have conducted surveys about how they feel and if 
they would like to use it. And our numbers are based on those surveys.” The 
core team was witness to the type of argumentation that may be needed to 
convince investors that such a concept is worthy of their resources. 

 The day did not end with a single output agreed upon by the core project 
team. Rather, the sales pitch drama was the last activity of the day. Each 
participant was left to his or her own interpretations and left to organize as 
he or she saw fi t. As an organizer, facilitator, and participant vested in the 
issue of second language learning, I had my own interests in and concerns 
about what I experienced. While I was satisfi ed with how we managed to 
demonstrate possible directions of the project, I was left dumbfounded and 
physically drained by the end of the sales role play. I witnessed how quickly 
the project concepts could be stripped of their core characteristics that were 
dear to me in favor of a fast-selling product that would provide return on in-
vestment. I was confronted by a trajectory that was not desirable to me in its 
current form and that threatened my own agenda of exploring contextualized 
learning solutions. Similar to the other project partners, I was free to commit 
resources and negotiate for or against the trajectories I was exposed to. 

 USAGE-BASED LANGUAGE RESEARCH 

 Collaborative project work often seeks to incorporate the knowledge and 
skills of multiple people with varying relationships to an issue, varying inter-
ests and agendas, coming from different practice traditions, and positioned 
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differently as members of various organizations and communities of practice. 
In multi-sited ethnographic research, Marcus describes the ethnographer as 
a “circumstantial activist” because of the various contradictory commitments 
he or she forges by taking various roles in numerous sites. In this case, how-
ever, I was explicitly interested in the language learning agenda beyond the 
scope of a single project. I sought to explore the project with people that held 
special interests and knowledge in the topic area or who could potentially 
contribute to contextual learning support services. The advocacy in this case 
is not based on a specifi c group of people, but rather a specifi c conception 
of how and where learning can take place and the potential roles of technol-
ogy, educational conceptions, and services for supporting learning. However, 
knowledge alone is not the goal, but rather to build demonstrations of how 
knowledge from different perspectives and formats can manifest in active 
support of contextualized learning. 

 The second example took place with the language learning group at the Uni-
versity of Southern Denmark. The group was not an offi cial partner in the proj-
ect, but through conversations I had with one of the researchers, he became 
suffi ciently interested in the project to warrant a workshop. Over the course of 
an afternoon, the four core members of the project team participated in pre-
sentations by two professors and two PhD students describing theoretical, 
methodological approaches and examples of language learning and teaching 
based on everyday activity. The approach of Conversation Analytic–Second Lan-
guage Acquisition (CA-SLA) sees the interaction between two people in commu-
nication as the minimum unit of analysis. We were introduced to usage-based 
linguistics, its challenge to the cognitive-dominant fi eld of Second Language 
Acquisition (SLA), and a detailed transcript of an audio recorded interaction 
between an Icelandic learner and a café clerk. Rather than a fi eld of SLA that 
views language learning as a separate type of knowledge only accessible 
through SLA, these researchers are CA-SLA specialists in studying how lan-
guage is accomplished in everyday interaction (Firth and Wagner 1997, 2007). 
A “language learning as social practice” perspective rejects the “defi ciency” 
model of analyzing language learning as a closed system demanding a process 
of cognitive acquisition and therefore allows CA-SLA, for instance, to explore 
the richness of accomplishments when looking at what language novices do 
in interaction. After the fi rst half-day of exposure to their expertise through pre-
sentations, our team was responsible for facilitating a workshop with the goal 
of using their knowledge in the content area with our design process and ob-
jectives. This was an opportunity for us to marry our own project agenda with 
that of years of detailed research practice specifi c to the interest of the project. 

 The following day, we brought prepared workshop materials such as sheets 
of paper divided into blank sections of “before, during, and after” an encoun-
ter between a learner and speaker, paper of various sizes, Post-It notes, scis-
sors, and pens. We organized and I facilitated a three-hour workshop using 
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the case presented the day before as material. In the case, a learner of Ice-
landic as a second language, living in Iceland, recorded her mundane daily 
interactions for thirty minutes a week for three years. One of her early record-
ings came from a local bakery while she was buying bread. The researcher’s 
analysis highlighted how the data demonstrated both the business of the 
encounter, to buy baked goods, and language learning practices in the same 
conversation. This was exactly the type of contextualized learning practice our 
project sought to support. 

 I planned a performance process that sought to draw on the rich research 
example, the language learning expertise, and the design and pedagogic ex-
pertise culminating in team performances. After the language researcher took 
us through the details of the data, we split into three groups working with the 
transcript from the Icelandic café, then held a short discussion in plenum and  
fi nally went off into three new working groups. 

 Through work with paper, foam prototypes, whiteboard, and text explana-
tions, the workshop concretized three design directions: (1) materials and 
concepts for infl uencing the structure of the encounter between the learner 
and bakery worker; (2) technological platforms for the learner to easily docu-
ment and reproduce the interaction; and (3) time and places to attend to 
language matters. For example, in one of the fi nal performances, Madde, the 
designer, and Gudrun, the researcher who provided the data, stood behind the 
table set up with a display of material in front of them. Madde described how 
their solutions focused on the preparation and interaction phases, demon-
strated by the data. She picked up a large piece of paper and held it between 
her and Gudrun, introducing the countertop screen concept that enabled the 
learner to foresee and practice a likely sequence or scenario of the interac-
tion with the clerk, using the natural pauses in communication while the clerk 
prepared her order. Madde stated, “If I am Anna and you are a clerk, this 
would be between us. And we have sort of replaced these,” she said, point-
ing to the paper between them, “so this is the preparing phase and this is 
the understanding phase or section and it is facing both ways.” The example 
highlights how the group adapted the prepared material Madde brought from 
Sweden to Denmark to accommodate the sequencing of interaction germane 
to the learner’s interaction in the café. They clearly performed a mutual un-
derstanding for the audience and the camera, complementing each other’s 
points and looking to the audience and each other to verify their comments. 

 PERFORMANCE AS AN ORGANIZING PRINCIPLE 

 In the shift from organizing individual ethnographic experiences to organizing 
ethnographic activities culminating in performances of candidate trajectories, 
the role of the organizer is no longer that of an individual carrier of specialized 
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knowledge from site to site as is common in research. Rather, the role is one 
of asking for performances, looking for opportunities to organize performative 
processes, negotiating collaboration of participants, identifying and introduc-
ing local materials and spaces, and facilitating activities. The critical dimen-
sion is found in the organization of performance processes. The audience, the 
setting, and the team makeup are part of the organizers’ equipment relied 
upon to provide an arrangement for performance. 

 In the context of the language project, we introduced a challenge that had 
not been addressed adequately by current public and private organizations. 
The project sought to explore sociomaterial relationships that were not acces-
sible through the language school’s efforts alone, or through design, business, 
or academic research. The missing dynamic of a public across these various 
contexts is that the issue and the potential public are not out there merely to 
be linked together or visited. Rather, the cause and consequences of the issue 
need exploration by differently positioned people and a mechanism of raising 
them, through a process, to a candidate position by exposing them to an au-
dience who has the potential to form. We conducted a series of design activi-
ties with people positioned differently in relation to the topic to materialize 
the sociomaterial relationships involved in supporting contextualized learning. 

 One of the great challenges in collaborative project work is how to assess 
value and how to account for what has taken place. Strathern stresses that 
“what makes interdisciplinary work diffi cult is knowing how to recognise that it 
has happened, and beyond that knowing to what extent it has been productive—
in short, how to pinpoint the value of the interaction” (2005: 82–83). Bødker 
(1996) suggests that one of the shortcomings of participatory design projects 
has been that the benefi ts of “collective experiences of participation” often do 
not extend beyond the direct participants into their peer groups and that the 
value does not extend beyond the life of the project. With a focus on triggering 
the formation of publics, involving a wide variety of participants in design activi-
ties, beyond those who may merely add their skills to the concept development, 
the pool of people with such collective experience increases. A greater focus on 
working relations involves exploring how to legitimately enroll people from the 
participants’ peer groups. For instance, recruiting users and business represen-
tatives from the design consultancy for very short involvement increased the 
number of people at the consultancy with experience in the project. 

 Organizing performance processes that align to the expected or intended pro-
cesses of collaboration is meant to allow the participants to observe and react 
to something. But what forms the basis of individual or group value? Dunne 
and Raby make a general distinction between  affi rmative design  and  critical 
design . Affi rmative design reinforces current trends conforming to “cultural, so-
cial, technical and economic expectations.” Critical design, on the other hand, 
“provides critique of the prevailing situation through design that embod[ies] al-
ternative social, cultural, technological or economic values” (2011: 28). 
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 I position a form of practicing design anthropology that does not inherently 
fall into either category, but integrates aspects of both directions. Debate 
is largely delegated to the experience and output of collaborative activity by 
those who form the current and potential audiences. The selection or negotia-
tion of sites, participants, and materials for the collaborative project work and 
the organization of the performance processes determine greatly whether an 
activity may appear affi rmative or critical and whether that is deemed attrac-
tive or unattractive. 

 The relative nature of assessment suggests that value assessment of this 
form of practice can only be organized out of a situated interest of individuals. 
Suchman draws on feminist theory to situate objectivity within the dynamic 
life words of people. She argues for a move from the “master perspective that 
bases its claims to objectivity in the closure of debate, to multiple, located, 
partial perspectives that fi nd their objective character through on-going dia-
logue” (1994: 22). A focus on collaborative performances seeks to provide an 
experiential demonstration of what is possible as a basis for potential action. 
This contrasts an organization of activity that promotes individual perspec-
tives and leaves speculation of how disciplines, organizations, or perspec-
tives may be woven together through the actions of individuals. 

 As one example from my own position, over a year and a half after the 
research-based design workshop in Denmark, I was contacted by one of the 
participants who described her great inspiration from the workshop. She had 
since organized a coalition of partners and was seeking funding for a project 
that combines Icelandic language courses with a network of businesses in 
which learners can conduct their daily business in Icelandic. She invited me 
to be a partner in the Icelandic Village project, where I have since co-organized 
and facilitated design workshops for the partners in the project. To date, in 
the pre-pilot of the Icelandic Village, four Icelandic language courses taught 
by three different teachers have coupled daily participation in the Icelandic 
Village sites with structured classroom activities using the content of their 
interactions. The Icelandic Village has become a test bed for contextualized 
learning support, further design explorations, and research on language learn-
ing, in addition to an international network of interested participants. 

 PROVIDING OCCASIONS FOR ACTION 

 I suggest that asking for performances to give experiential answers lifts can-
didate project processes and project outcomes into the public sphere. This 
provides opportunities for publics to form. The creation of various outputs 
consolidated into performances draws as their audience not only those in the 
room, but also the potential for their transmission, potentially triggering ac-
tion outside the room. They are candidates conceived as best as they can be 



 GENERATING PUBLICS THROUGH DESIGN ACTIVITY    213

at present, with the intent of being considered for action. They do not attempt 
to preserve individual points of view, but rather to display what integration of 
practices could look like. They are held up in performance to be looked at in 
the round. Additionally, they provide candidate demonstrations of how collab-
orative efforts could unfold. This focus contrasts from attempting to grasp the 
natives’ point of view or from the multi-sited ethnographer who may struggle 
to reconcile contradictory perspectives and interests. Here I have located my 
own role as a facilitator with interests. However, it is precisely in understand-
ing that people are positioned differently and hold different, often changing, 
interests in relation to my own and the issues I favor. Just as with Dewey’s 
publics, stakes are generated through interaction with others. Projects begin 
and are formed in relation to those who are willing participants and who com-
mit their personal resources to project efforts in one way or another, in the 
present. In this sense, the work toward generating publics takes place at the 
experience level in face-to-face activities. 

 NOTE 

  1.  The project was funded by VINNOVA, the Swedish Governmental Agency 
for Innovation Systems (2009–2010). 
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 Bridging Disciplines and Sectors: An 
Industry-Academic Partnership in Design 

Anthropology 

 Christina Wasson and Crysta Metcalf 

 As discussed in the introduction to this volume, design anthropology strad-
dles two fi elds or research traditions with markedly different objectives, ori-
entations, epistemic assumptions, and methods (see Otto and Smith, this 
volume). Combining the practices of anthropology and design across a univer-
sity-industry partnership adds another layer of complexity to the equation for 
success. While other authors in this book speak to the challenges of combin-
ing anthropology and design, in this chapter we speak to the challenges of 
combining anthropology and design across organizations. 

 Like designers and anthropologists, universities and for-profi t industries 
often have different, sometimes competing, goals and purposes. For instance, 
collaboration between industry and universities can face obstacles because 
these organizations are driven by different incentive systems and different 
goals (Bruneel, D’Este, and Salter 2010). In some ways, these organizational 
differences overlap with the disciplinary differences between designers and 
anthropologists. While anthropology is present and past focused to develop 
a body of knowledge, design is future focused and the goal is to develop new 
products, services, and policies. Universities are usually producing knowledge 
for educational purposes, while industry is usually harnessing knowledge for 
profi t. While universities emphasize the creation of public knowledge, corpo-
rations often want to keep the knowledge they produce private. The goal of a 
for-profi t organization is, like design, to create products, while the product of 
academic research is knowledge. The fact that the two partners in any joint 
work have differing goals and objectives can, sometimes signifi cantly, reduce 
the likelihood of either side viewing the relationship as a success. Further-
more, research has shown that effective collaboration is even more challeng-
ing across organizations than across disciplines. For instance, a study by 
Cummings and Kiesler found that “projects with PIs [Principal Investigators] 
from more universities were signifi cantly less well coordinated and reported 
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fewer positive outcomes” than projects with PIs from one university but mul-
tiple disciplines (2005: 703). 

 There is signifi cant evidence that university-industry partnerships have his-
torically faced fairly high rates of failure, at least in the United States (see 
Baba 1988). This has prompted a change in how universities and industry are 
coordinating for collaboration. Since the 1980s, there has been more focus 
on creating institutional structures to help mitigate the challenges. Accord-
ing to Freitas, Geuna, and Rossi, “This qualitative change in the nature of the 
relationships between industry and academia has been accompanied by the 
emergence of visible new organizational forms such as university-industry liai-
son offi ces, technology licensing offi ces, technology transfer offi ces, industry-
university research centres, research joint ventures, university spin-offs and 
technology consultancies” (2010: 3–4). And, despite the effort to formalize 
the collaborations, consulting work, and paid access to university research, 
success is still varied and occurs less often than all involved would hope (Frei-
tas et al. 2010). 

 Two major types of barriers that hinder success have been identifi ed by 
Bruneel and colleagues (2010) as orientation-related barriers and transac-
tion-related barriers. Orientation-related barriers are due to the different goals 
and objectives of universities and industry. Transaction-related barriers come 
into play with the advent of new institutional structures for university-industry 
collaboration, such as the technology transfer offi ces and others listed ear-
lier. The barriers come from administrative and legal issues, such as who will 
retain intellectual property rights under what conditions. The development of 
technology licensing offi ces, technology transfer offi ces, technology consul-
tancies, and so forth has corresponded to an increase in transaction-related 
barriers. Universities use these new organizational forms to capitalize on the 
commercialization of knowledge and produce fi nancial gain for the universi-
ties. In doing so, there is increased confl ict over intellectual property rights 
and the terms of the research partnership (Bruneel et al. 2010). For example, 
joint ventures and research centers can encounter competing interests when 
attempting to structure their agreements so that both the university and the 
organizational partner profi t from royalties. Pavese has suggested that suc-
cessful industry-university partnerships require fi guring out “the right value 
proposition” (2009). 

 Before the development of these new industry-academic partnership mod-
els, the prior model of university-industry collaboration had been based on 
“ personal contractual  collaborations between university researchers and 
fi rm engineers and researchers” (Freitas et al. 2010: 16; italics in original). 
In these cases, the relationships were not institutional as such; they were 
based on researchers’ social networks and the development of trust between 
the parties involved. The term  contractual  is used metaphorically rather than 
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literally. It is our assertion that this earlier model actually works better than 
the newer model, at least in design anthropology partnerships. 

 Ours is a case study of successful personal contractual joint research be-
tween a professor and her class at the University of North Texas and a research 
scientist and her team at Motorola Mobility, Inc. We conclude that fi ve major fac-
tors contribute to successful university-industry design anthropology partner-
ships: 1) the multidisciplinary membership of the teams; 2) the close alignment 
between the interests and backgrounds of the lead researchers; 3) the high 
value students placed on these projects; 4) a strong commitment on the part 
of the lead researchers; and 5) their reliance on a personal contract model. 

 THE HISTORY OF OUR COLLABORATION AND ITS 

INTERDISCIPLINARY CONTEXT 

 In the period from 2005 to 2011, we conducted fi ve collaborative class proj-
ects. In this section, we outline the history and practices of our collaboration 
and situate it in the context of multiple, intersecting forms of interdisciplinary 
practice(s). The two of us initially met at the spring 2004 annual meeting of 
the Society for Applied Anthropology. Immediately in our fi rst conversation, we 
started to explore the possibility of developing a collaboration in which Crysta, 
and through her Motorola, would be the client for a class project in Christina’s 
design anthropology course at the University of North Texas. 1  We remained in 
communication over the summer, and planned our fi rst collaboration for fall 
2005. Thereafter, we usually collaborated on a class project every fall semes-
ter, with some variation due to adjustments to course schedules. 

 Here is a list of project topics and when projects were conducted: 

 • Eco-Moto (Fall 2005). An investigation of how the physical design of a mobile 
phone could communicate to consumers that this line of phones was ecologi-
cally friendly. 

 • Social Television Peripherals (Spring 2008). Motorola had developed design 
guidelines for a product that enabled friends and family who were geographi-
cally distant from each other to watch television together virtually. The class ex-
amined the design of remote controls, input devices, and presence indicators. 

 • Supplemental Experiences (Fall 2008). A study of how people move back and 
forth between live experiences and on-screen experiences that supplement the 
live event by providing more information about it. 

 • Nonintrusive Notifi cations (Fall 2009). Another study related to social televi-
sion, this time focusing on the design of notifi cations about people’s buddies 
that would appear on the television screen. Research was conducted to under-
stand people’s perceptions of interruptions during leisure activities. 

 • Exploratory Kitchen Media Research (Fall 2011). An investigation of how peo-
ple use media before, during, and after the cooking process. 
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 During the fi rst class project in fall 2005, we experimented with our collab-
orative process, exploring ways to work together effectively. We both ended up 
feeling that the process as well as the results satisfi ed our respective needs, 
and were motivated to continue. The leader of the business group inside Mo-
torola who was our ultimate  client  was very pleased with our work, generating 
recognition for us both inside and outside of Motorola. Subsequently our col-
laboration process remained fairly consistent in its general outlines, although 
we continued to refi ne our approach and each project had unique aspects. 
It was undergirded by our mutual commitment to a partnership in which we 
played equal but different roles, our willingness to be fl exible, and our readi-
ness to invest a fair amount of time and energy into the project. When we 
started to plan a class project, Crysta usually suggested a few potential re-
search topics that would contribute to ongoing activities within her organiza-
tion, and together we selected the one that seemed like the best fi t for the 
class. We both contributed to the study design, methods, and protocols, with 
Crysta taking a lead role in the overall study design, and Christina understand-
ing better how to adapt a study design to the context and constraints of a 
semester-long course. 

 Our compatibility as collaborators was facilitated by the specifi c charac-
teristics of the organizations in which we worked and our roles within those 
organizations. Crysta worked in a research lab setting within Motorola. While 
Motorola went through various restructurings during the time period de-
scribed, as of spring 2012, Crysta’s organization was called the Applied Re-
search Center at Motorola Mobility, Inc. As a manager in a corporate research 
lab, Crysta’s role was to lead research projects that would generate ideas for 
new products and services. So the research projects Crysta suggested for 
the class fi t within a larger constellation of similar, ongoing research projects. 

 Christina was a professor in the department of anthropology at the Uni-
versity of North Texas (UNT). This department offered a master’s degree in 
applied anthropology, with the goal of training students who would become 
practitioners rather than academics. Client projects were regarded as a valu-
able aspect of students’ preparation for such careers. Furthermore, one of 
the specializations of the department was business anthropology, which in-
cluded design and organizational anthropology. In fact, at the time of the 
writing of this chapter, UNT was the only university in the United States that 
offered a course on design anthropology within an anthropology department. 
So the master’s program attracted students who were interested in design 
anthropology. In addition, UNT’s design department had a signifi cant focus on 
design research. Faculty encouraged students to take the design anthropol-
ogy course. 

 Our collaboration is situated within multiple, intersecting types of part-
nerships, including partnerships across institutional sectors, disciplines, 
and people. It is productive to examine interactions between the fi elds of 
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anthropology and design in more detail, as they played out in the context of 
the class projects. The two fi elds were brought into dialogue in at least four 
ways: through the topics of the research projects; the composition of the 
class; Crysta’s team composition; and the partnership between the two of us. 

 First, while the research topics for each class project were unique, they 
all shared the overall goal of combining anthropological theories and meth-
ods with design theories and methods to create tangible product ideas. The 
research process was enriched by the multiple disciplinary backgrounds that 
students brought to it. The case study presented later in this chapter illus-
trates the process. Second, Christina strove to have each class consist of 
about half anthropology students and half design students. One of the peda-
gogical goals was to have design and anthropology students learn from each 
other and learn how to collaborate with each other. The class was primarily 
open to advanced undergraduates and master’s students in anthropology and 
design (UNT did not offer a PhD in anthropology). Christina also accepted a 
few doctoral students from fi elds such as marketing and information science. 
Total class size ranged from thirteen to eighteen students. Third, the team 
Crysta managed, and to whose ongoing research activities the class projects 
contributed, was highly interdisciplinary. In addition to an anthropologist and 
several designers, the team included engineers, computer scientists, and hu-
man-computer interaction specialists. The team had developed a highly col-
laborative research process in which all members of the team, regardless of 
training, participated. Computer scientists, designers, and other team mem-
bers went into the fi eld and gathered and analyzed the data together with a 
trained fi eldworker; anthropologists, engineers, and others participated in the 
design process with the designers; and while prototyping was usually the pur-
view of the computer scientists and engineers, they regularly consulted with 
the entire team to ensure the research prototypes were designed as planned 
and would answer the next set of research questions. The team had devel-
oped an interdisciplinary dialectical process that acted as a catalyst to inspire 
a collaborative culture of working relationships and an understanding of how 
to utilize the strengths of diverse disciplines (Metcalf 2008). 

 Fourth, while both of us were trained in anthropology, we each had ex-
tensive histories of working with designers and contributing to the interdis-
ciplinary area that has been labeled  design anthropology . Christina worked 
for E-Lab, a design fi rm that was a pioneer in incorporating ethnography into 
design research practice, from 1996 to 1997 (Wasson 2000, 2002; Wasson 
and Squires 2012). She subsequently taught design anthropology in collabo-
ration with clients ranging from the Field Museum to Microsoft to the Dallas-
Fort Worth International Airport, as well as maintaining a modest consulting 
practice. Christina was also a founding member of the Ethnographic Praxis in 
Industry Conference (EPIC) Steering Committee, one of the original six people 
who together developed the fi rst EPIC event (Anderson and Lovejoy 2005; 
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Wasson 2005). She remained on the steering committee until 2010; her 
roles included chair of academic relations. Crysta has worked for Motorola 
since 2000, where she pioneered an approach to the integration of ethnog-
raphy, design, and engineering targeted to the specifi c context of Motorola 
products and services (Metcalf 2011). She both worked on and led cross-
disciplinary teams for the entirety of her career at Motorola, mentoring and 
teaching others how to conduct successful interdisciplinary research and de-
velop transdisciplinary teams. 

 These four areas of interdisciplinary interactions illustrate complex connec-
tions between people, disciplines, and institutions that overlap and intersect in 
multiple ways. Crysta and Christina were able to model their experience in cross-
disciplinary partnerships to students; the students themselves learned about 
other disciplines from their classmates in the context of collaborating on a project 
that would be used by an interdisciplinary team. Furthermore, the fi elds of anthro-
pology and design were not linked in a simple one-on-one dialogue surrounded by 
a vacuum; rather, they were connected to additional disciplines through the com-
position of the class as well as the membership of Crysta’s team. 

 OBJECTIVES AND INCENTIVES 

 In this section, we describe ways in which our collaboration addressed the 
goals of Christina’s class and Crysta’s team, our own agendas, and the objec-
tives of our organizations. With respect to class goals, it was an invaluable 
experience for students in an applied master’s program to work on a real cli-
ent project; they were highly motivated by the awareness that their fi ndings 
would be used. Furthermore, they learned important skills in conducting cli-
ent-centered research projects. While some of them had already conducted 
academic ethnographic research projects, they were new to the cultural logic 
of developing a research design targeted to the needs of a client organization, 
maintaining a focus on client priorities during the course of the fi eldwork, and 
engaging in an ongoing communication process with the client during analy-
sis to ensure fi ndings were directed to the client’s needs. The class project 
helped us to bring students into the design anthropology/design research 
community of practice. In terms of relationality, it provided a vehicle for us to 
form a mentoring relationship with the students. 

 The goals of the interactive media user research (IMUR) team, Crysta’s 
team within the Applied Research Center at Motorola Mobility, Inc., are to de-
velop a body of knowledge about how people interact with media, how they 
interact with each other around media, and how they communicate with each 
other through media. Most of the team’s research concentrates on innova-
tions in video consumption and curation experiences, but includes research 
on photos, music, blogs, and books as well. The team seeks to understand 
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people’s behavior with respect to professionally created content and user-
generated content in order to invent and design compelling consumer expe-
riences. For the IMUR team, the value of collaborating with universities is 
threefold. First, there are a certain number of people on the team, and thus 
the number of projects that can be completed in any given year is limited. But 
the list of projects that the team is interested in conducting is fairly close to 
unlimited. University partnerships can enhance the team’s ability to acquire 
additional information about media behaviors through research partnerships. 
The second form of value obtained when partnering with a university is di-
versity of perspective. In spite of the fact that Crysta’s team is highly cross-
functional, university professors and students bring a fresh perspective to 
project defi nitions, research questions, and analysis that contributes greatly 
to innovative thinking. Third, the collaboration also establishes university ties 
that are respected in the larger research organization. 

 Our collaboration also contributed to Christina’s educational, research, and 
practice goals. Conducting applied research projects was central to her vision 
of how to train applied anthropology master’s students. At the same time, she 
enjoyed the opportunity to conduct research on particular aspects of sociality 
and technology use that she might not have previously encountered, but which 
fi t within the framework of her theoretical interests. As a professor, Christina 
did not have as much time to engage in applied projects as she would have 
liked, so the class projects were a valued way to maintain a foot in the world of 
practice. In addition, our collaboration contributed to the goals of Christina’s 
department, college, and university. As mentioned previously, the UNT De-
partment of Anthropology had an applied focus and a business anthropology 
specialization; our class projects contributed to both of these areas (Jordan, 
Wasson, and Squires 2013; Wasson 2008). Furthermore, the department was 
housed in a unique college, the College of Public Affairs and Community Ser-
vice. Essentially this was a school of applied social sciences; it included other 
departments such as criminal justice, public administration, and social work. 
Therefore the emphasis on providing students with applied experience was 
seen as a feather in the cap of the college, and the fact that the client was 
such a well-known company was regarded as an additional plus. Finally, the 
university administration placed a strong emphasis on partnerships between 
the university and outside organizations. One of the four goals of UNT’s 2012 
Strategic Plan was to “partner with businesses and community groups to build 
and deepen meaningful relationships” that would strengthen the institution. 2  

 While universities most often regard university-industry partnerships as a 
benefi t for fi nancial reasons, our collaboration was somewhat different since 
it took place in the context of a class rather than a research grant or consul-
tancy. The advantage for students and for the university was the experience 
that students obtained. We are often asked whether Motorola pays students 
for these class projects. The answer is no. Students should be motivated 
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to take the class for the learning experience, not because they want to earn 
money. It would be unfair to compete with other classes where the client is 
a nonprofi t organization that cannot afford to pay, or where there is no class 
project. At the same time, Motorola did spend some money on these class 
projects. It paid for Crysta’s trips to Texas and the pizza party for students at 
the end of the semester, as described in the following section. In addition, 
Motorola paid the costs of data collection. For instance, study participants 
were always given an incentive to compensate them for their time, and on 
some projects we used a recruiting fi rm to fi nd study participants. 

 Another question that often comes up is whether students are required 
to maintain secrecy about the research fi ndings. Again, the answer is no, be-
cause the research was designed as a class project rather than a consultancy 
with a professor. On some projects, there was a legal agreement between Mo-
torola and UNT, but it protected Motorola’s right to profi t from design ideas that 
emerged from the project. All legal agreements explicitly preserved the right to 
publish for Christina and the students. From Motorola’s perspective, a number 
of benefi ts for the corporation stemmed from establishing a university-industry 
partnership of the type that we engaged in. As part of the Applied Research 
Center, Crysta’s team has a number of mandates that result from its position 
within the larger corporation. Alongside developing design ideas that Motorola 
can profi tably use, one of the main goals is to produce patents, or intellectual 
property, that can be leveraged by the corporation. The team has regularly 
used the class’s research as the foundation for new product innovation. This is 
done without including the class in brainstorming activities and Motorola thus 
retains the value of any intellectual property that the IMUR team generates. 

 The IMUR team is also expected to create thought leadership within its respec-
tive communities of practice. This increases the visibility of Motorola and high-
lights the rigor and cutting edge nature of technology research in the company, 
and this in turn attracts talent to the organization. Dissemination of the team’s re-
search, specifi cally publishing and speaking at conferences, is encouraged. This 
is why there is no obligation for Christina or the students to keep the research 
fi ndings secret; publication of research is seen as having value for the company. 

 In addition, research teams are expected to collaborate with other groups 
within the company, so the corporation can leverage their knowledge through-
out the product development cycle. University-industry projects are always 
conducted with an eye to providing benefi t for other groups in the organization. 

 CASE STUDY: KITCHEN MEDIA 

 With our respective goals in mind, and our history of successful collabora-
tions, we decided to team up once again for a joint research project in the fall 
of 2011. This was a project examining how people use media in the kitchen, 
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and serves as our case study of a successful university-industry partnership. 
From Crysta’s perspective, the IMUR team had been studying how people en-
gage in television viewing experiences for a number of years (see, for exam-
ple, Basapur et al. 2011; Harboe et al. 2007). These studies mainly focused 
on research in the living room or family room and how people engaged with 
the media and with each other when the primary task was watching television. 
However, the team knew it was missing a signifi cant amount of information 
on how people engage in media experiences when watching the screen is not 
the primary focus of attention. The team also wanted more information about 
media behaviors when the media experience was taking place in other con-
texts in the home and when more than one type of media was being used as 
part of an activity. Investigating how people use media in the cooking process, 
the IMUR team believed, would serve as a good fi rst step in looking at differ-
ent media consumption contexts within the home. Crysta’s team proposed 
that media use in the cooking process would be interesting because in the 
United States many people have televisions in their kitchens, and people uti-
lize their smartphones and tablets in the kitchen and during the cooking pro-
cess as well. The kitchen is also a social location, and the process of cooking 
is a social process, which means that if people were engaging in media expe-
riences, they would be likely to be engaging in social activities as well (Grimes 
and Harper 2008; Svensson, Hook, and Coster 2005). Finally, the cooking ex-
perience was selected because the IMUR team expected the primary focus of 
activity to change during the process. They expected more shifting back and 
forth between tasks and between different types of media than when some-
one sits down in the living room to watch a program. 

 Crysta and Christina discussed the possibility of ethnographic-style re-
search exploring kitchen media use and agreed this project would be good 
for university collaboration because it was a new domain area of research for 
both Crysta’s team and Christina’s class. From Crysta’s point of view, it was a 
good topic because the students would not need a deep and nuanced under-
standing of the space and history of IMUR research to come up with fi ndings 
that would be new and interesting to Motorola. What were the patterns in how 
people used media in the cooking process? Did people use more than one 
device to create, curate, and/or consume media while in the kitchen? What 
types of media were consumed in the kitchen—were they food or kitchen spe-
cifi c? Answers to any of these questions would help Crysta’s team understand 
this space better and help it devise follow-on research. From Christina’s point 
of view, exploratory kitchen media research seemed like a great topic be-
cause she was confi dent that students would be able to connect with it eas-
ily and become enthusiastic conducting fi eldwork. After all, food preparation 
and eating are fundamental human experiences. In most cultures, certainly in 
ours, they evoke powerful emotions and feelings of connection with family and 
community (Mintz and Du Bois 2002). 
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 We developed plans for the kitchen media project during the summer of 
2011. Crysta wrote drafts of the research design and interview guide; Chris-
tina suggested minor edits. Christina developed the course syllabus, which 
operationalized the research design into a series of specifi c assignments 
for students. Crysta hired the recruiting fi rm to fi nd the participants and ac-
quired the participant incentives. Once class had started, Christina worked 
with students to create a password-protected website for fi eldwork data on 
WordPress. Crysta visited the class in person three times over the course of 
the semester. First was an introductory visit in the second week. Second was 
a midpoint check-in during week nine. The last visit was during fi nals week; 
students delivered an oral presentation of their fi ndings and submitted a writ-
ten report. Crysta expressed her appreciation to the class by throwing a pizza 
party at Christina’s house afterward. The students in this class included: 

 • Five undergraduate anthropology majors 
 • Two undergraduate communication design majors 
 • One undergraduate interdisciplinary arts and design/anthropology double major 
 • Three MA students in anthropology 
 • Two MFA students and one MA student in communication design 
 • One PhD student in marketing 
 • One PhD student in education. 

 The class was therefore mainly a mix of anthropology and design students, 
with a few students from other fi elds included for additional diversity and 
insights. This mix produced a productive interdisciplinary collaboration. The 
project benefi ted from the expertise of each discipline. 

 The class met one night a week for three hours. The fi rst half of each class 
meeting was dedicated to discussion of readings on the history, theory, and 
practice of design anthropology to ensure that students received an introduc-
tion to relevant literature. The second half of each class meeting was focused 
on project activities. Crysta participated in almost every class meeting. Since 
she was based in the Chicago area while students were meeting in the vicin-
ity of Dallas, we used virtual communication technologies on the days when 
she was not physically present at UNT. A speakerphone sat in the middle of 
the circle of students, and we used desktop sharing to allow Crysta to see 
what was being shown on the computer in the classroom (visible to students 
through an LCD projector). 

 Christina taught students to follow E-Lab’s model of collaboration between 
anthropologists and designers. E-Lab was a pioneering design fi rm that played a 
leading role in bringing together ethnographic research and design in the 1990s. 
Christina assigned two articles that described E-Lab’s work practices and had the 
class discuss them at length (Wasson 2000, 2002). One useful tool for these 
class discussions was an image termed the “bow tie model” that illustrated a 
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collaborative, interdisciplinary work process (Wasson 2002). According to this 
model, the fi rst half of the work process focused more on ethnographic research. 
It moved from the collection of  instances —bits of data—through  patterns  across 
the data, to the development of explanatory  frameworks . The frameworks were 
the center point or pivot of the work process. They were followed by more design-
focused activities, fi rst the development of high-level design concepts and then 
actual prototypes. Christina explained that the class would not go as far along 
the design path as it could, because of time constraints; its work process would 
end with visualizations of design ideas. Christina also emphasized that a cen-
tral principle of E-Lab’s work practices was that both researchers and designers 
should be members of a project team from beginning to end. Although research-
ers might play a lead role in the fi rst half, it was important for designers to par-
ticipate in fi eldwork fi rst hand. And although designers might play a lead role in 
the second half, it was important for researchers to continue to assess emerg-
ing design ideas in light of the research fi ndings. 

 The course lasted for sixteen weeks—fi fteen weeks of class meetings fol-
lowed by fi nals week (this is the standard semester length at American univer-
sities). The fi rst four weeks were spent in orienting students and training them 
in ethnographic fi eld methods. Then the students spent fi ve weeks conducting 
fi eldwork. Eight research participants who regularly used media to enhance 
their cooking experience were recruited. They were asked to take pictures 
documenting their media use and to draw a map of their kitchen showing the 
location of all media devices used during a particular cooking event. Then 
student researchers conducted open-ended, in-depth interviews with the re-
search participants to learn more about their cooking-related media use. The 
students worked in pairs and video recorded the interviews. Interviews lasted 
one-and-a-half to two hours. The student researchers placed photos, maps, 
detailed fi eld notes about each interview, and extensive video clips from the 
interviews on a WordPress site that they created for the class. This made fi eld 
data available to the whole group for comparison and analysis. 

 All students working together as a group, with Christina as guide and fa-
cilitator, conducted much of the analysis during class time. The students 
presented fi ndings from their research over the course of four weeks. Each 
team of students verbally narrated its fi eldwork experience and illustrated 
key moments and insights with photos and video clips. Other students asked 
questions and discussed the fi eldwork. During this process, Christina noted 
examples and emergent insights in a Word document visible to the whole 
class via an LCD projector. Initially, the Word document functioned somewhat 
like a more sophisticated and deep version of a fl ipchart. As the Word docu-
ment became longer, students started to group the ideas by having Christina 
cut and paste bits of text. Information was organized into the categories of 
instances, patterns, and design ideas. This process was somewhat similar 
to creating an affi nity diagram, moving to an increasingly sophisticated and 
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abstract level of analysis. The class needed a  portable  analysis space be-
cause its meeting room was used by many other classes over the course of 
each week, so it could not store any data or analysis materials in the room. 
Over time topics emerged that became the chapters of a written report. To-
ward the end of the semester, students were asked to choose a chapter 
topic; chapter authors generally included a mix of anthropology and design 
students. They conducted further analysis of the data on their topic and de-
veloped design ideas based on the research fi ndings. In addition, one student 
took on the task of preparing a PowerPoint presentation. 

 While there is not space in this chapter to describe all of the fi ndings from 
the project, a few examples may be illuminating (Aiken et al. 2011). First, we 
found a strong connection between sociality, media use, and cooking. For in-
stance, people built community by sharing recipes and pictures of dishes they 
prepared. Second, we developed an overall framework about the temporal cycle 
of cooking. The cooking experience could be understood as being composed 
of three stages: before, during, and after cooking; or, planning, execution, and 
celebration. Contrary to expectations, the use of media was most prevalent 
before cooking and after cooking. The  before  stage was characterized by the 
richest media use, as it included exploration activities that led to browsing and 
information searches. Furthermore, the  after  stage of one cooking experience 
was often  the before  stage of the next cooking experience, either for the same 
person or another person.  Plate 30  shows one of the  trajectories  we mapped 
for the study participant, Michael. Third, we identifi ed three common orienta-
tions toward cooking among people who use media: the foodie orientation, the 
effi ciency orientation (often seen in parents of large families), and the health 
orientation. We termed these  orientations  rather than  segments  or  personas  
because the same person might display different orientations or a mix of ori-
entations depending on the circumstances (Aiken et al. 2011). 

 Based on these research fi ndings, students developed a number of inter-
esting design ideas. For instance, to support sociality they designed a media 
device that would encourage and facilitate both physical and virtual social in-
teractions before, during, and after the cooking experience. Specifi cally, they 
developed a stationary kitchen computer with the following capabilities, as 
illustrated in  Plate 31 : 

 • The ability to mount the screen onto any fl at surface (kitchen cabinet doors, 
refrigerators, walls, etc.) and to pivot it in different directions 

 • A touch screen interface system 
 • A wireless and waterproof keyboard for optional use 
 • A built-in camera on the computer screen 
 • A voice command option 
 • Ahe capability to sync the stationary or “main” computer with other media 

(phones, tablets, laptops, desktops) (Aiken et al. 2011). 
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 CONCLUSIONS 

 This project was extremely successful from both Crysta’s and Christina’s 
perspectives. Crysta’s team utilized the fi ndings of the study to greatly en-
hance its understanding of media use in context and also disseminated the 
research to other groups within the company who were producing products 
geared toward the kitchen context. Immediately after the research project was 
over, others in Motorola Mobility’s Applied Research Center were requesting 
the results, and one member of another team sat in on the fi nal presenta-
tion. From the UNT perspective, indications of the project’s success included 
the positive evaluations given to the course by students; the opportunity for 
several students to present a paper on the project at the next meeting of the 
American Anthropological Association; and encouragement from the leader-
ship of the National Association for the Practice of Anthropology (NAPA) to 
apply for the NAPA Student Achievement Award. 

 We think a number of factors played into the success of this and previous 
design anthropology projects conducted jointly by UNT and Motorola. We also 
believe that taking into consideration these fi ve factors, collaborative success 
can be replicated. First, both teams on the project were multidisciplinary. Both 
the class and the IMUR team had designers, social scientists, and others 
whose perspectives and goals needed to be understood and accommodated 
as part of the teaming process. This difference in perspectives and goals is 
similar to the differences in perspectives and goals of UNT and Motorola, as 
described in the introduction. Thus the students and researchers were already 
familiar with negotiating differences in product orientation versus knowledge 
production orientation, because they had to accommodate that in their team 
building. When it came to accommodating the differences in perspectives and 
goals among institutions, it was already familiar territory. Second, the two of 
us as project leaders have aligned interests and backgrounds. As described 
previously, our partnership meshes well with our professional priorities and 
our other work activities, as well as those of the organizations in which we 
work. We both have many years of working at the intersection of anthropology, 
business, design, and technology. In addition, our professional circles over-
lap quite a bit. For instance, Marietta Baba, who was Crysta’s dissertation 
advisor, has also informally mentored Christina for many years. A third factor 
that contributes to our successful partnership is that students greatly value 
the experience of participating in client-oriented class projects. They see the 
benefi ts of gaining marketable skills in design research, being able to list 
the project on their resume, and, for the design students, adding the designs 
they create to their portfolios. They also appreciate the skills they learn with 
regard to teamwork, collaboration across disciplines, connecting research in-
sights with design ideas, and organizing a research process around client 
needs. Thus the students are motivated to do well on the project. In addition, 
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the interactions between the two of us model an effective and constructive 
client-consultant relationship. Many students have had little exposure to such 
relationships beforehand, or have primarily encountered negative interactions 
between clients and consultants. A fourth element in the success of our part-
nership is our willingness to dedicate quite a bit of time and energy to the 
collaboration. We both demonstrated a high level of commitment to the proj-
ect, which was visible to each other. For instance, Crysta displayed dedication 
through her willingness to give up one evening a week of her personal time, 
for sixteen weeks running, to participate in class meetings. Christina put 
quite a bit of effort into project management, ensuring that students carried 
out their research responsibilities in a timely manner, guiding the analysis pro-
cess, and encouraging constructive teamwork among students. 

 Finally, it is our assertion that the collaborative research effort was suc-
cessful because we based it on the personal contract model. The problem 
with the transaction-based approach that uses institutional structures for 
knowledge transfer, according to Freitas et al., “is that it ignores the speci-
fi cities of the socio-economic-institutional context and the fi elds of research” 
(2010: 13). Instead of relying on institutionalized structures and market-
based contracts for knowledge transfer, we relied on our own long-standing 
personal relationship based upon feelings of trust and obligation, feelings 
that stemmed, in part, from belonging to the same social and professional 
networks. Our partnership was, and is, a personal, socially situated contract, 
not a market contract with its associated administrative and legal challenges. 
It is well known in psychology and economics that when people view an inter-
action in market terms, they are willing to pay a (literal) price for not meeting 
their obligations, and are more willing to end tasks (see, for example, Frey and 
Jegen 2001; Gneezy and Rustichini 2000). On the other hand, when people 
view their interaction as part of a personal contract, part of having a relation-
ship with the other person, then their actions are regulated by social norms—
in which not meeting obligations or ending a research collaboration has social 
consequences. In this case, we did not want to violate our personal contract 
by letting each other down. Thus we were motivated to put more effort into 
making the joint interorganizational research project successful as part of our 
personal obligations to one another. 

 It is our hope that this short description of our partnership can be use-
ful to others seeking to initiate academic-industry collaborations in design 
anthropology. We recognize that each partnership has unique dimensions 
and that different models of industry collaboration have evolved across the 
various programs that offer a specialization in design anthropology, such as 
SPIRE at the University of Southern Denmark, Design at the Swinburne In-
stitute of Technology, and Design Ethnography at the University of Dundee. 
These programs vary, among other things, in the degree to which they em-
phasize preparation for a career in application, their housing in different 
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disciplinary contexts, and the national educational traditions within which 
they are situated. Nonetheless, we expect the industry collaborations that 
they consider most successful share considerable similarities with our own 
experiences. 

 NOTES 

  1.  The most recent syllabus for the design anthropology course, as well as 
other course materials, can be viewed at http://courses.unt.edu/cwasson/
courses/design-anthropology. 

  2.  See http://www.unt.edu/features/four-bold-goals/. 
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 Decolonizing Design Innovation: Design 
Anthropology, Critical Anthropology, and 

Indigenous Knowledge 

 Elizabeth (Dori) Tunstall 

 This chapter proposes the methodology of design anthropology as an answer 
to how one might create decolonized processes of design and anthropologi-
cal engagement. I fi rst set out the contexts for the need for decolonized an-
thropology and design innovation (for instance, the use of design principles 
and frameworks to generate new or improved business outcomes). I then go 
on to explore what design anthropology is, its intellectual foundations and its 
principles, and to describe the fi rst phase of the Aboriginal Smart Art project 
as a case study of its principles in practice. 

 THE CONTEXT FOR DECOLONIZATION 

 In 1991, Faye Harrison published the edited volume,  Decolonizing Anthropol-
ogy , in which she and a group of “Third World peoples and their allies” sought: 
“To encourage more anthropologists to accept the challenge of working to 
free the study of humankind from the prevailing forces of global inequality 
and dehumanization and to locate it fi rmly in the complex struggle for genuine 
transformation” (Harrison 2010: 10). 

 In 1991, I had taken my fi rst anthropology course at Bryn Mawr College 
in the United States. There I learned that the founding fathers of physical 
anthropology did not think I had the cranial capacity to even be in my class 
because I was an African American and thus of low intelligence. In spite of 
that fi rst encounter with anthropology, I stuck with it because there was some-
thing powerful about a fi eld devoted to investigating the expanding notions of 
what it means to be human. But the classical anthropological framing of my 
peoples, Africans and African Americans, as objects of anthropological inquiry 
required that I take seriously anthropology’s role in the project of colonialism, 
and also the role of design innovation in continuing projects of neocolonial-
ism and imperialism. 



 DECOLONIZING DESIGN INNOVATION    233

 The phrase “handmaiden of colonialism” to describe anthropology is attrib-
uted to anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (Asad 1973). The  Stanford Ency-
clopedia of Philosophy  (Kohn 2011) defi nes  colonialism  as “a broad concept 
that refers to the project of European political domination from the sixteenth 
to the twentieth centuries that ended with the national liberation movements 
of the 1960s.” It distinguishes colonialism from imperialism: with colonial-
ism theoretically aligned with settlement and direct control and imperialism 
aligned with economic exploitation and indirect control. A wide range of an-
thropologists in the 1960s and 1970s began to directly address anthropol-
ogy’s implication in colonialism and imperialism. While review of this literature 
is outside the scope of my chapter (see Uddin 2005 and Restrepo and Esco-
bar 2005 for two exhaustive accounts), the points of criticism leveled against 
anthropology can be summarized as: 

 • classifi cation of peoples, such that it overdetermined their characters and un-
dermined their own self-defi nitions (Deloria Jr. 1988 [1969]; Hall 1992; Said 
1978; Smith 1999); 

 • framing or representation of peoples as reduced “others” and outside the pale 
of time, civilization, and rationality (Fabian 1983; Smith 1999; Wolf 1982); 

 • evaluation of peoples in a hierarchy with European Caucasians in the top posi-
tion of humanity and others ranked at various levels of subhumanness (Blakey 
2010; Smith 1999); and 

 • lack of utility of its outputs, in the form of text-based ethnographies or fi lms, 
for improving the quality of life of the peoples engaged as its anthropological 
objects/subjects (Deloria Jr. 1988 [1969]; Smith 1999, Tax 1975). 

 These four kinds of critique represent the hallmarks of colonial, imperial-
ist, and neocolonial anthropology for many indigenous, minority, migrant, and 
other marginalized communities who have been “coded into the Western sys-
tem of knowledge” (Smith 1999: 43). What does this have to do with design 
innovation and design anthropology? As I stated earlier, my personal engage-
ment with the fi eld of anthropology has been about trying to create a space for 
a decolonized anthropology in light of the discipline’s history. It has now also 
become about securing a space for decolonized design innovation practices. 

  The Oslo Manual  defi nes  innovation  as “the implementation of a new or 
signifi cantly improved product (good or service) or process, a new marketing 
method, or a new organizational method in business practices, workplace or-
ganization, or external relations” (OECD 2005: 6). Embedded in this defi nition 
of innovation, which I argue is hegemonic in the fi eld, are three assumptive 
paradigms as it relates to culture. First, individual elites or companies gen-
erate innovation (Brown and Ulijn 2004; Jostingmeier and Boeddrich 2005; 
Light 2008). There is a growing discussion of grassroots innovation that links 
sustainable consumption with community action (Seyfang and Smith 2007), 
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but it represents only an emergent thread in the innovation discourse. Sec-
ond, innovation promotes modernist values. Spanish philosopher Rosa Maria 
Rodriguez Magda (2004) states how innovation was “the very driving force 
of modernity,” which sought to replace old ways of knowing. Third, innovation 
benefi ts individual companies, individual entrepreneurs and inventors, or the 
undifferentiated masses of society. Design innovation, even within the social 
sector, refl ects the modernist agenda of OECD defi nitions of innovation. 

 In 2010, on his  Fast Company  blog, Bruce Nussbaum posed a question to 
the design community that had never been broached so directly: “Is humani-
tarian design the new imperialism?” The article raised provocative questions 
about the ethics of humanitarian design projects such as Project H, Acumen 
Fund’s Water Project in India, and One Laptop Per Child: “Are designers the 
new anthropologists or missionaries, come to poke into village life,  under-
stand  it and make it better—their  modern  way?” (Nussbaum 2010a: 1). The 
response from diverse sectors of the design community was swift as those 
such as Emily Pilloton of Project H (2010) dismissed Nussbaum’s article as 
a gross oversimplifi cation of their on-the-ground-work with communities. Niti 
Bhan, the only commentator whose non-Western voice in the debate was pro-
moted in the Design Observer round up (Editors 2010), reminded people  from 
the OECD world  that, to paraphrase, mutual respect, reciprocity, and political 
history and reality were not acknowledged in the issues raised. How could it 
be otherwise? Who are the generators, what are the underlying values, and 
who are the benefi ciaries of innovation remain the issues for design innova-
tion as a subset of the innovation discourse. Nussbaum’s two follow-up ar-
ticles partly opened up these issues. The fi rst one raised the specter of the 
“unintended consequences” of humanitarian design by probing the underlying 
values and the true benefi ciaries of design innovations in the social sector 
(Nussbaum 2010b). The second one provocatively opened the issue of the or-
igins of innovation by showing how humanitarian designers forge relationships 
with local elites (Nussbaum 2010c). This focus on local elites is important 
because it is they who determine, not those from the OECD world, whether de-
sign innovation is the handmaiden of colonialism or imperialism today. What 
is it that they say? What might be their critiques of design innovation? 

 Surprising, in the major academic journals on design (for example  Design 
Issues  and  Design Studies ), there is limited discussion by Asian, African, Mid-
dle Eastern, or Latin American scholars of design and imperialism or colonial-
ism. Main critiques of imperialism and colonialism are written by Caucasian 
scholars in ex-colonial peripheries of Australia (Fry 1989) and South Africa 
(Van Eaden 2004). Exceptions are found in the 1989  Design Issues  special 
issue on “Design in Asia and Australia” with the contributions of Shou Zhi 
Wang (1989) on modern Chinese design and Rajeshwari Ghose (1989) on 
design and development in Asia, with a focus on India. Ghose’s article in 
particular outlines a critique of design and development’s ideological biases 
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in how it classifi es, represents, models, and evaluates the Indian nation and 
people. She states: 

 No wonder then that neither of the terms design nor development have natural 
equivalents in most of the Asian linguistic traditions, for they carry with them 
all the ideological underpinnings of First World associations, aspirations, and 
debates. This realization and, more recently, the deep dissatisfaction that has 
followed this realization, both from an ideological/cultural as well as a pragmatic 
point of view, has led to some very serious soul searching among the thinking 
designers of Asia in recent years. (1989: 39) 

 Outside of academic journals, one fi nds strong critical voices on design and 
development in blogs and conference presentations by design scholars and 
practitioners such as Arvind Lodaya, M. P. Ranjan, and Niti Bhan of India, Ravi 
Naidoo of South Africa, Adelia Borges of Brazil, and Benny Ding Leong of 
China. Their points of critique are similar to those against anthropology in 
terms of how hegemonic discourses of design and innovation: 

 • classify traditional craft as distinct from modern design, excluding the histories 
and practices of design innovation among Third World peoples (and their allies 
especially in regards to their responses to colonialism, imperialism, and neo-
colonialism) (Borges 2007; Ghose 1989; Lodaya 2003; Ranjan and Ranjan 2005); 

 • frame design thinking as a progressive narrative of global salvation that ig-
nores the alternative ways of thinking and knowing of Third World peoples and 
their allies (Leong and Clark 2003; Lodaya 2007); 

 • evaluate European, Euro-American, and Japanese design and innovation as 
the top of the design innovation hierarchy (Jepchumba 2009; Leong and Clark 
2003; Lodaya 2006; Ranjan 2006); and 

 • utility of outputs because many design innovations are prototypes that have 
not been fully implemented, and thus have limited positive impact on commu-
nities. 

 A high-profi le example of how design innovation can act in an imperialist 
way is the IDEO and the Rockefeller Foundation’s Design for Social Impact ini-
tiative. The next section will briefl y introduce the project and how it relates to 
the points of critique outlined previously. 

 THE IMPERIALISM OF DESIGN 

 In 2008, the Rockefeller Foundation invited IDEO, a global design consul-
tancy, to explore how “design and how the design industry can play a larger 
role in the social sector” (IDEO and Rockefeller Foundation 2008a: 5). The 
fi rst outcomes of this study were the  Design for Social Impact How-to Guide  
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(2008a) and the  Design for Social Impact Workbook  (2008b). Both texts seek 
to demonstrate how design thinking as a human-centered design process can 
contribute to “transformation change in communities” (IDEO and Rockefeller 
Foundation 2008a: 2). Although the initiative is focused on communities, it 
follows the hegemonic paradigm of innovation in terms of its framing of who 
generates innovation, its underlying values, and who benefi ts. 

 In the Design for Social Impact initiative, Western design companies gener-
ate innovation, which places them at the top of the design innovation process. 
The texts are “intended for design companies of any size or type,” to guide 
them so that they can sell their services to nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs) and start-ups that operate in the social innovation sector, mostly in 
India and South Africa (IDEO and Rockefeller Foundation 2008a: 4). Through 
a content analysis of the photographic images, illustrations, and texts of the 
 Design for Social Impact How-to Guide , I found that Western design compa-
nies are represented as active agents who guide, serve, embed, build, pay, 
and staff (the design processes). On the other hand, Indian and African insti-
tutions are represented as those to be passively guided and directed or to 
serve as sabbatical hosts, sites for capacity building, philanthropic tourist 
destinations, and support staff for projects (IDEO and Rockefeller Foundation 
2008a). Why does it matter that Indian and African (not to mention Chinese, 
Brazilian, Mexican, and other non-OECD nations) design companies are not 
also the audiences for the  How-to-Guide ? Ghose discusses how Asian design 
is directly tied to issues of “technology/design transfers from the First World, 
as well as problems associated with adapting new or changing technology to 
diverse economic, social, cultural, and political conditions” (1989: 32). By 
framing non-Western design companies outside of the discourse of  Design for 
Social Impact , the IDEO document positions Western design companies in a 
unique hierarchical position enabling them to guide non-Western institutions 
on how to solve problems. This elides the history of non-Western design inno-
vation in which designers in India and Africa have creatively responded to the 
challenges posed to their communities, often in connection with processes of 
imperialism, colonialism, and neocolonialism. 

 In the Design for Social Impact initiative, values of design thinking draw 
from a progressive narrative of global salvation that ignores non-Western 
ways of thinking rooted in craft practices that predate yet live alongside mod-
ern manufacturing techniques. The general absence of Indian, African, Asian, 
Middle Eastern, or any other non-Western knowledge, with the exception of 
C. K. Prahalad, in the over twenty bibliographic and Internet resources at the 
end of the  How-to Guide  refl ects the disregard for local knowledge and the 
intention to supplant it with Western design thinking as the dominant meth-
odology (IDEO and Rockefeller Foundation 2008a). In a World Bank Institute 
article entitled “Design Thinking for Social Innovation: IDE,” Tim Brown and 
Jocelyn Wyatt describe the specifi c contributions of design thinking to social 
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challenges. “As an approach, design thinking taps into capacities we all have 
but that are overlooked by more conventional problem-solving practices . . . 
[It] relies on our ability to be intuitive, to recognize patterns, to construct ideas 
that have emotional meaning as well as being functional, and to express our-
selves in media other than words or symbols” (2010: 30). Brown and Wyatt 
(2010) posit design thinking as an alternative to linear, rational, and conven-
tional approaches to problem solving. In its human-centered approach, design 
thinking is said to respect local knowledge through its processes of gather-
ing user needs and codesigning through iterative prototyping. Yet postcolonial 
and feminist critiques of Western models of linear and rationalist thinking 
have been well established since the 1960s and predate IDEO’s design think-
ing. In fact, design thinking sounds similar to what Rajeshwari Ghose ex-
pressed in the late 1980s as the task of Asian designers: “Here too [Asian] 
designers have the dual task of documenting and understanding ethnicity and 
regional cultures, for understanding them is the essential fi rst step to evolving 
a medium of visual communication and restoring local confi dence in an age 
when traditional institutions are crumbling fast and benefi ts of industrializa-
tion are yet to trickle down” (1989: 40–41). 

 While design thinking represents an advance in Western business thought, 
what does it mean to bring design thinking to places that already have their 
own indigenous forms of thinking also critical of linear and rational models? 
Saki Mafundiwa raises this issue in his description of the epiphany that in-
spired him to create ZIVA, the Zimbabwe Institute for Vigital Arts: 

 These were Afrikan-trained designers—unlike me, an Afrikan trained in the west. 
Soon I realized that force-feeding Afrikans design principles born in Europe, prin-
ciples that were the product of the European experience, just doesn’t work . . . 
Afrikans have their own palettes that have no kinship with the principles of color 
devised by such schools of thought as the Bauhaus. Why do we ignore those? The 
rest of the world would love to understand this Afrikan sense of color! Tapestries 
woven by “unschooled” craftspeople grace some of the world’s major museums 
and private collections—stunning testimonials to the Afrikan creative genius. (Jep-
chumba 2009: sec. 1, par. 10) 

 Saki’s efforts to train his Afrikan students in Afrikan ways of knowing expose 
how, notwithstanding the good intentions by IDEO, bringing design thinking 
and other nonnative principles to India, Africa, or China, for example, risks 
becoming another form of cultural imperialism that destabilizes and under-
mines indigenous approaches coming out of other creative traditions. To this 
last point, Rajeshwari Ghose makes an important statement: “If design is 
perceived as an ancient activity that has gone on for several centuries rather 
than as a brand new profession, then our whole perception of what consti-
tutes Asian design begins to change and, thenceforth, issues pertaining to 
Asian design assume different forms” (1989: 36). 
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 In the Design for Social Impact initiative introduced earlier, the main benefi -
ciaries of innovation are the participating companies and individuals as well 
as general society, while community benefi ts are limited by the lack of sustain-
able implementation of design prototypes. As outlined in the  How-to Guide , 
each strategic approach is evaluated against its “benefi t to the company” and 
“social impact” (IDEO and Rockefeller Foundation 2008a: 41). The benefi ts to 
the company are all clearly enunciated through the listing of what happens to 
each strategy when it works (for the company), both pros and cons. Although 
they defi ne  social impact  as the “capacity of this type of work to create posi-
tive social change on communities and individuals,” it is represented only 
as a graphical circle without descriptions of what that social impact might 
be (IDEO and Rockefeller Foundation 2008a: 41). More important, the De-
sign for Social Impact initiative explicitly seeks to transfer the resources of 
philanthropic foundations and local NGOs to Western design companies. The 
extent to which this places the initiative in direct competition with local de-
sign companies means that while its intentions may be good, it outcomes are 
likely imperialistic. It resembles what Linda Smith refers to as the new wave 
of imperialist processes that “enter with goodwill in their front pocket and pat-
ents in their back pocket” (1999: 24). Thus, IDEO’s Design for Social Impact 
initiative demonstrates how even a design innovation project with good inten-
tions can be implicated in continuing practices of imperialism. While IDEO is 
a good company representing  good  people-centered design processes, it fails 
to respect the value systems of those communities it seeks to help. Design 
anthropology is proposed as a methodology that can reframe both anthropol-
ogy and design innovation as decolonized practices of cultural engagement. 

 DESIGN ANTHROPOLOGY: A DECOLONIZED METHODOLOGY 

 Over the last seven years, I have defi ned, promoted, and taught design an-
thropology as a fi eld that seeks to understand how the processes and arti-
facts of design help to defi ne what it means to be human and that focuses on 
how design translates values into tangible experiences (Tunstall 2006, 2007, 
2008a,b). I am proposing design anthropology as a methodology rather than 
a method, because what is at stake for me are the principles and rules for 
regulating the disciplines of design and anthropology to avoid neocolonization 
and imperialism. By  decolonized , I refer to the status of being “self-governing 
or independent” (Dictionary.com). Thus, what I mean by a  decolonized meth-
odology  is a system of methods, principles, and rules free from the biases 
of the last fi ve centuries of colonization and imperialism, and that thus 
contributes to the self-defi nition and self-determination of those formerly colo-
nized. I seek to argue that design anthropology has great potential to become 
a decolonized methodology for engaging with social issues. 
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 This, of course, is not the only defi nition of design anthropology. Sper-
schneider, Kjaersgaard, and Peterson defi ne it as the bricolage of “making 
sense of what is there with remaking what is there to something new” (2001: 
1). The University of Aberdeen in its Masters of Science (Design Anthropology) 
program defi nes it as “a novel and exciting interface where the speculative 
imagination of possible futures meets the comparative study of human ways 
of living and knowing” (Leach 2011: sec. 1). Joachim Halse suggests that de-
sign anthropology is a provocation “that portrays the culture of use in terms 
of the culture of design” (2008: 31). Paula Gray defi nes it as “ethnographi-
cally-informed design of new products, services and systems for consumers 
and businesses” (2010: 1). Two aspects of my defi nition of design anthropol-
ogy distinguish it from others. The fi rst is that my defi nition is not just about 
the application of anthropological theories and methods toward the better 
design of products, services, and systems. As I have stated elsewhere, “It 
allows for the possibility of saying stop to the design process” when the eth-
ics of engagement are questioned (Tunstall 2008a: 28). The second is that 
“the outcomes of design anthropology include statements providing some 
deeper understanding of human nature as well as designed communications, 
products, and experiences” (Tunstall 2008b: sec. 1, par. 2). My defi nition of 
design anthropology draws from core sets of theoretical perspectives—the 
critical anthropology of “Third World peoples and their allies,” indigenous and 
Scandinavian traditions of cooperative/participatory design, and indigenous, 
critical, feminist, ontological, and phenomenological knowledge traditions. In 
the following sections, I address how this particular methodological position-
ing impacts the principles of design anthropology. 

 PRINCIPLES OF DECOLONIZED UNDERSTANDINGS OF VALUE 

SYSTEMS AND CULTURES 

 In an article written for  Adobe Think Tank , I argued that “Design anthropol-
ogy does not place separate emphasis on values, or design, or experience, 
which are the domains of philosophy, academic design research, and psychol-
ogy, respectively. Rather, design anthropology focuses on the interconnecting 
threads among all three, requiring hybrid practices” (Tunstall 2008b: sec. 5, 
par. 2). As a methodology, I propose a design anthropology that adheres to a 
set of seven principles regarding how one understands and positively impacts 
on (1) human value systems; (2) the processes and artifacts of designing in 
making value systems tangible; and (3) the aligning of people’s experiences 
with the values they prefer—all under conditions of unequal power relations. 
Fredrik Barth has been critical of how anthropologists have used the term  val-
ues  without creating an “explicit theory and analysis of values” (1993: 31). 
I utilize the term  values  in my explanation of design anthropology because it 
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highlights the different perspective that anthropologists have brought in their 
engagement with the design industries (Tunstall 2006) and it states what is at 
stake in processes of decolonization (Smith 1999: 74). In the edited volume, 
 Design Anthropology: Object Culture in the 21st Century , Maria Bezaitis and 
Rick Robinson (2011) of E-Lab/Sapient argue that user research needs to get 
back to its emphasis on values as opposed to just being seen as valuable to 
industry. Thus, Bezaitis and Robinson contrast two of the three ways of talking 
about values noted by David Graeber. They promote what Graeber describes 
as values in the sociological sense “of what is ultimately good, proper, or de-
sirable in human life” (Graeber 2001: 2) as opposed to the economic sense 
of measurement. What I have found most powerful about the role of anthro-
pology in design is how it reveals the struggle over value systems as people 
seek to create meaning in their lives and pass them on to future generations. 
In this I share Barth’s notion that studying values in and of themselves is not 
“a productive strategy . . . but [as part of social action] directs our attention to 
an area where collective institutions and representations articulate with indi-
vidual behaviours” (1993: 44). Here Ton Otto’s (2006) work about values and 
norms is illustrative. As the struggle over values affects people’s identities, it 
also directly affects their ability to pass on those values to future generations. 
The collective creation of meaning and passing on to future generations is 
what can be defi ned as  culture . As a decolonized methodology, design anthro-
pology draws upon the concept of value systems, which can become cultures 
through consensus and transmission into the future, expressed in Cuban an-
thropologist Fernando Ortiz’s theory of transculturation: 

 I am of the opinion that the word transculturation better expresses the different 
phases of the process of transition from one culture to another because it does 
not consist merely in acquiring another culture (acculturation) .  .  . but the pro-
cess also necessarily involves the loss or uprooting of a previous culture (decul-
turation) . . . and it carries the idea of new cultural phenomena (neoculturation). 
(1995 [1945]: 102–103) 

 The theory of transculturation helps to defi ne three of eventually seven key 
principles I believe should guide the praxis of design anthropology when it 
comes to understanding and having positive impact on value systems: 

 • Value systems and cultures have to be accepted as dynamic, not static. Each 
generation goes through the process of negotiating the elements that make up 
its value systems and cultures. 

 • One needs to recognize the mutual borrowing that happens among value sys-
tems and cultures and to seek to mitigate or eliminate the unequal circum-
stances in which that borrowing takes place. 

 • One must look simultaneously at what is expressed as that to be gained, lost, 
and created new in the recombination of value systems and cultures by a group 
of people. 
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 Adhering to these three principles addresses what Faye Harrison describes 
as the project of decolonizing anthropology by “demystifying hegemonic ideol-
ogies and producing/co-producing forms of knowledge that can be useful and 
potentially liberating for the world’s dispossessed and oppressed” (2010: 8). 
The Aboriginal Smart Art project on which I am working provides an example 
of these principles in action. 

 THE ABORIGINAL SMART ART PROJECT 

 In 2011, Colin McKinnon Dodd of the Yamatji Aboriginal cultural group and 
the founder of the Aboriginal Artists Development Fund (AADF) asked me to 
conduct a project that would use technology to support Australian Aborigi-
nal arts. The Koorie Heritage Trust, the peak Aboriginal institution in Victoria 
State, agreed to partner with the AADF and Swinburne University on a project 
focused on how indigenous knowledge belonging to Australian Aboriginal cul-
tures can be used to create social, technological, and business innovations 
in the Victorian Aboriginal Art market that increase the holistic sustainability 
of Australian Aboriginal art-making communities. The project completed the 
fi rst of three phases, focused on researching cultural values and codesign-
ing innovation scenarios, in May 2012. This is to be followed by the imple-
mentation and then the roll-out and evaluation phases. The project’s main 
aim embodies design anthropology’s fi rst principle by accepting the dynamic 
character of Australian Aboriginal culture. Lynnette Russell (2001) in her 
book  Savage Imaginings  discusses the way mainstream Australian society 
constructs Aboriginal culture as monolithic, located in the ancient past, and 
thus inauthentic if engaged with modernity. The Aboriginal Smart Art (ASA) 
project frames cultural diversity and hybridity as part of the dynamic nature 
of Aboriginal cultures. The contemporary living values of Australian Aboriginal 
storytelling and  their Dreamtime  (in other words lore guiding the interconnec-
tions between all things in the past and present) are not seen as anathema 
to modern technologies. The ASA project draws on the growing literature 
on Aboriginal communities and digital technologies that demonstrates the 
tremendous variability of intergenerational responses to technology in Ab-
original cultures (McCallum and Papandrea 2009; Samaras 2005; Verran 
and Christie 2007). As exemplifi ed in the 2010 AIATSIS symposium on Infor-
mation Technologies and Indigenous Communities, indigenous communities 
have been increasingly using information and communication technologies 
to support (1) cultural mapping, managing, and archiving; (2) cultural innova-
tion, transmission, and communication; and (3) language revitalization (AIAT-
SIS 2010). The Aboriginal Smart Art project extends these digital practices 
into the Aboriginal art market, thus also embodying the second principle of 
the design anthropology. 
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 The borrowing of digital technologies by Aboriginal communities and the 
borrowing of indigenous visual representations by dealers, buyers, and view-
ers in the Aboriginal art market represents the mutual borrowing of cultures 
and values under unequal circumstances. For the Aboriginal Smart Art proj-
ect, the main challenge is the commodifi cation of Aboriginal artworks and ex-
ploitation of Aboriginal artists. Paraphrasing anthropologist Arjun Appadurai 
(2005: 34), I understand commodifi cation as a process in which things are 
exchanged with minimal formation of social bonds and groups. The media’s 
highlighting of the continued exploitation of Aboriginal artists by unscrupulous 
brokers, dealers, and gallery owners led to the development of the Indige-
nous Art Code in 2007. Yet the exploitation in the Aboriginal art market con-
tinues as manifested by the artwork being seen as objects for sale without 
connection to the artists, their families and communities, and the land. The 
Aboriginal Smart Art project seeks to eliminate the exploitation and commodi-
fi cation of Aboriginal artists by codesigning innovative technologies, business, 
and service models to embed story into Aboriginal artwork. People are less 
likely to exploit another person with whom they have established deep bonds 
through knowledge of the deeper meanings of the artwork to the artists and 
their communities. Artists are less likely to sell a painting on the roadside if 
it also carries story and ceremony for their future generations. The project 
seeks to use the values associated with Aboriginal storytelling to reduce the 
unequal circumstances of Aboriginal artists’ participation in the Western art 
market by mainstreaming those values such that they change the business 
model for the market. 

 The Aboriginal Smart Art project embodies the third principle of design an-
thropology by examining what is gained, lost, and created anew by embedding 
story in Aboriginal art. Through the interviews with artists, art coordinators, 
gallery owners, wholesalers, and technical experts, the Aboriginal Smart Art 
team of researchers, students, and client partners learned about Aboriginal 
communities’ loss of revenue, cultural practices including storytelling, and 
identity caused by the exploitation of Aboriginal artists and their communi-
ties as a continuation of imperialism. The team learned what communities 
felt they did or did not have to gain from using the technologies to record the 
story of art making and how it differed for urban and rural artists. Yet the team 
learned what could be created new by bringing Aboriginal storytelling values 
and Western technological values together, which was represented through 
three design concepts with related business models and technological re-
quirements. The 1D concept (see  Plate 32 ) demonstrates the students’ un-
derstanding that communities are the fi rst point of authenticating Aboriginal 
artists’ use of specifi c motifs in the art and stories. The students explored 
how available technologies in Aboriginal communities such as smartphones 
could capture the art and story-making processes to be stored in a general 
database and embedded in the artwork itself through RFID chips and GPS 
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image tracking. At the point of sale, viewers and buyers can access the story 
through a smartphone application. 

 PRINCIPLES FOR DECOLONIZED DESIGN INNOVATION 

 The  design  of  design anthropology  is theoretically indebted to two areas of 
design theory and practice. The fi rst is the design thinking exemplifi ed in 
the works of such indigenous/Third World scholar/practitioners as Indian 
M. P.  Ranjan, Zimbabwean Saki Mafundikwa, and Native Hawaiian Herman 
Pi’ikea Clark. M. P. Ranjan clearly articulates a view of designing to which de-
sign anthropology seeks to speak directly: 

 Here we are proposing that the design action takes into account the structure 
of society along with their macro aspirations, their histories and cultural pref-
erences as a starting point and from here build imaginative approaches for 
products, services and systems that would include the meta-system, the infra-
structure, the hardware, the software and the processware to ensure a perfect 
fi t to the circumstances and requirements of the particular situation. (2011: 
sec. 1, par. 4) 

 The approaches advocated by these and other Third World scholars provide al-
ternatives to the classifi cations and representations that see design primarily 
as a modern Western phenomenon by showing the long history of making in 
these communities. This provides another principle for design anthropology: 

 One should seek to eliminate false distinctions between art, craft, and design 
in order to better recognize all culturally important forms of making as a way in 
which people make value systems tangible to themselves and others. 

 The second area of design thinking and practice is the Scandinavian coopera-
tive and participatory design (Bødker, Ehn, Sjögren, and Sundblad 2000; Buur 
and Bagger 1999). The results of the 1980s Utopia project as described by 
Bødker et al. inform design anthropology’s focus on “staging active design 
exercises such as the organisational tool-box and use of mock-ups and proto-
types as a way to involve end users in design” (2000: 3). The work of Jacob 
Buur’s SPIRE research group has advanced these ideas to defi ne the praxis 
of participatory innovation. The principle that it provides to design anthropol-
ogy is: 

 Researchers and designers ought to create processes that enable respectful 
dialogue and relational interactions such that everyone is able to contribute their 
expertise equally to the process of designing and those contributions are properly 
recognized and remunerated. 
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 These two principles can be glossed as ensuring processes of inclusion into 
the formation of design concepts, prototypes, and implementation such that 
the benefi t of designing originates and ends with the groups involved, espe-
cially the most vulnerable group members. Here the Aboriginal Smart Art proj-
ect again proves illustrative. 

 By seeking to embed the values of Aboriginal ways of visual culture as 
storytelling into a design project, the Aboriginal Smart Art project collapsed 
the distinctions between art, design, and craft (the fourth principle of design 
anthropology). Herman Pi’ikea Clark states that by creating the concept of 
art “no other pre-industrial society or culture in the world established a dis-
associated category for aesthetic objects as did Western European society” 
(2006: 3). While still using the term  art , the Aboriginal Smart Art project at-
tempts to transform aesthetic objects back to what Clark describes as their 
preindustrial roles as repositories, transmitters, and vehicles in the explo-
ration and construction of knowledge (2006: 4). Aligning with the fi fth prin-
ciple of design anthropology, the project’s two presentations and scenario 
codesign workshop created inclusive interactive forums in which Aboriginal 
artists, art coordinators, art collectors, business, technology, and design ex-
perts could contribute their knowledge to inform multiple scenarios for how 
the Aboriginal Smart Art processes might work. For the mid-semester pre-
sentations of learning from secondary research, the team used writing on 
sticky notes and directly on display banner posters to facilitate discussions 
of further directions for research to inform scenario planning. The scenario 
mapping and evaluation workshop demonstrated to the student team, the 
participating client, and the technical experts how complex and diverse were 
the possible solutions to the project’s challenges. In the fi nal semester pre-
sentation, participants, including Aboriginal artists, helped select which one 
of the three concepts the group will continue developing in phase two of the 
project. This process of inclusion will continue throughout phases two and 
three of the project. 

 PRINCIPLES FOR DECOLONIZED RESPECT FOR EXPERIENCES 

 Design anthropology, as I defi ne it, comes directly out of my experiences of 
being an African American woman who has been trained in critical anthropol-
ogy and applied that knowledge to the contexts of professional design and 
design education. It speaks to the heart of the atrocities of Western colonial-
ism and imperialism, mainly the disrespect and disregard for the experiences 
of other people. Design anthropology enacts the critique of positionality and 
power articulated by Third World scholars, indigenous scholars, and second 
and third wave feminists by reframing the problem areas of social impact as 



 DECOLONIZING DESIGN INNOVATION    245

within the value systems of imperialism. The design anthropology principle 
that emerges from this perspective is: 

 Projects should use design processes and artifacts to work with groups to shift 
hegemonic value systems that are detrimental to the holistic well-being of vulner-
able groups, dominant groups, and their extended environments. 

 Last, design anthropology requires that individuals and groups move beyond 
having empathy to acting with compassion. In an essay for the tenth anniver-
sary of the ICOGRADA Design Education Manifesto, I combine Richard Sen-
nett’s (2003) defi nition of  respect  with Herbert Simon’s (1969) defi nition of 
 design  to provide a defi nition of  respectful design  as “the creation of preferred 
courses of action based on the intrinsic worth of all human, animal, mineral, 
fauna and fl ora and the treatment of them with dignity and regard” (Tunstall 
2011: 133). The acceptance of the intrinsic worth of everything and the treat-
ment of them with dignity and regard characterizes compassion, which is 
a higher virtue than empathetic shared feelings advocated in design think-
ing. Design anthropology’s fi nal principle seeks a commitment to compassion 
from its students, scholars, and practitioners: 

 The ultimate criteria for success of any design anthropological engagements are 
the recognized creation of conditions of compassion among the participants in a 
project and in harmony with their wider environments. 

 This may seem utopian, but it ensures that design anthropology understands 
its purpose as part of a spiritual system, not just an economic and social sys-
tem. These last two principles require a longer time frame and greater scope 
for the praxis of design anthropology in order to build case studies. Yet at 
least anecdotally as I give presentations around the world, I am fi nding a shift 
already taking place in the ultimate purpose of design innovation and anthro-
pology that closely aligns with these sentiments. Thus, I expect it will only be 
fi ve years or so before we have these clear case studies. 

 CONCLUSION 

 By proposing design anthropology as a decolonized methodology, I return to 
where I began with Faye Harrison to advocate for design anthropology that 
frees its two parent fi elds from “the prevailing forces of global inequality 
and dehumanization and to locate it fi rmly in the complex struggle for genu-
ine transformation” (2010: 10). Design innovation and anthropology have 
much that they can contribute to fi ghting global inequality, but fi rst it should 
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adhere to clear principles of respectful engagement with people’s values, the 
translation of them through processes of inclusive codesign, and the evalu-
ation of their effects on people’s experiences from the perspective of the 
most vulnerable. The seven principles of design anthropology can assist in 
the evaluation of one’s cultural interactions to ensure that one is avoiding 
the four imperialistic outcomes that others have critiqued in both anthropol-
ogy and design innovation theories and practices. Having established these 
principles, I seek to focus on the implementation of design anthropology as 
a decolonized methodology through my projects and those of my allies and 
students. For what is needed now are clear case studies that demonstrate 
the creation of conditions of compassion as the true goal of any design an-
thropology engagement. 
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 Epilogue: Ethnography and Design, 
Ethnography in Design . . . Ethnography 

by Design 

 Keith M. Murphy and George E. Marcus 

 It has become commonplace over the past several decades for anthropolo-
gists and designers to form partnerships of different sorts on collaborative 
projects. This is often done in the interest of enhancing the work that design-
ers do in creating new  things  in the world—with an ecumenical defi nition of 
that term—or in transforming the world as it is into one that is at least slightly 
upgraded from what came before. Not until very recently, however, has there 
been much of an attempt to formalize this relationship as a cohesive fi eld of its 
own, with a common body of knowledge, methods, and research assumptions 
shared by a like-minded community of practitioners. The chapters in this vol-
ume offer an ambitious, pioneering contribution to the emergent fi eld of design 
anthropology. Taken individually they reveal an assortment of approaches for 
how to conceive of and implement an integration of anthropological methods 
and preoccupations with those of design, all in the service of creating some-
thing new, something that both enhances and critically challenges its original 
sources. From Ewart’s thoughtful excavation of design as a cluster of related 
practices—ones that look little like design in nontraditional contexts—to Dra-
zin’s consideration of design concepts as social facts, to Hallam’s exploration 
of the cognitive outcomes afforded by designed features of anatomical mod-
els, the chapters in this volume offer a range of possibilities for forging deep 
links between anthropology and design at both practical and conceptual levels. 

 Yet as varying as the approaches represented here might be, there is none-
theless a binding thread woven among them that preserves their integrity as 
a broader collective endeavor. While the specifi c goals and theoretical frame-
works of the projects described are diverse, the general composition of their 
personnel and the trajectories of their work evidence considerable overlap, at 
least on the surface. Much of the work presented was carried out by teams 
made up of anthropologists, designers, engineers, end users, and other 
stakeholders of various kinds, often working on projects with specifi c identity 
labels, like  Digital Natives ,  Body Games , and  Indoor Climate and Quality of Life , 
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to name just a few. The funding for these projects tends to come from private 
industry, government sources, or both, with some articulated outcome serv-
ing as a warrant for the project’s very existence—even if that outcome is, at 
the start, fuzzy in its particulars. Thus while there may be no canonical way to 
carry out design anthropology, there does seem to be some tacit agreement 
as to the basic formations in which the fundamental work of design anthro-
pology is ordered.

One of the most central characteristics of the design anthropology pre-
sented here is also an enduring one, namely a direct emphasis on the util-
ity, and indeed, the necessity of ethnographic methods for a humanist kind 
of design that accounts for the lived cultural worlds inhabited by designed 
things and their users. As early partnerships between anthropologists and de-
signers could attest, ethnography has a lot to offer design (see, for example, 
Suchman’s [2011] critical refl ections on her work at Xerox PARC). In one domi-
nant strand of this kind of engagement, user-oriented ethnography furnishes 
design with a methodology for accessing aspects of reality that are usually 
foreclosed to designerly speculation and produces data, extracted from  ac-
tual  use within a range of relevant cultural practices, which is then put to work 
as crucial raw material in the design process. Another benefi t of ethnography 
for design is a different kind of theoretical engagement than most designers 
are accustomed to, as we have seen in this volume with, for instance, Clark’s 
use of Goffman in a project on second language learning, Halse’s ruminations 
on speculation and imagination at the intersection of design and anthropol-
ogy, and Gatt and Ingold’s call for reconceiving design in a more prospectively 
hopeful mode. Finally, ethnography can also transform the nature of collab-
oration in design work by infusing an already well-developed orientation to 
participation—especially within the specifi c tradition of participatory design—
with a more robust anthropological sensitivity to sociality, as Smith has dem-
onstrated with her work on museum exhibition design.

Yet as critical as the relationship between anthropology and design has be-
come, we cannot help but notice that this relationship has historically been, 
by and large, one-sided, with a predominant emphasis on the benefi ts of an-
thropology for design without much regard for any potential contributions of 
design for anthropology. In this arrangement, design—or perhaps more accu-
rately, designing—is typically granted primary status while anthropology—usu-
ally reduced to its iconic method, ethnography—is introduced as a signifi cant, 
but still supplementary, component of an overall goal-oriented design process. 
In other words, in most instances the relationship between anthropology and 
design is asymmetrical, with anthropology almost exclusively subordinated 
to the needs of design. This situation, in one sense, is not unlike the clas-
sic role of the anthropological perspective operating through ethnographic 
insight in development projects of the late twentieth century, but with an im-
portant difference. There has always been at least a fl avor of eccentricity, 
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if not subversion, of the internal critic who collaborates nonetheless in the 
kind of role that anthropologists have played in development projects, domi-
nated usually by positivist approaches to knowledge and explicitly normative 
ideas of progress (see, most acutely, Mosse 2011). In design projects, how-
ever, anthropologists work alongside those charged with making something, 
or problem solving, who intellectually, at least, share the same purview that 
encourages nuanced, venturesome, humanistically inclined imaginaries of the 
social, even through quite different media and sensory skill preferences (for 
example, drawing more than writing; visualizing more than listening). While 
the cross-talk in working together may in some instances be more pleas-
antly exotic for anthropologists in design collaborations, especially in their 
unpredictable brainstorming moments, than in classic development ones, the 
tune is still very much called by the demands of the technical, the applied 
problem solvable, and often the marketable, that occasion the collaboration 
itself. The community of anthropologists remains the primary audience for 
the meta-critical ethnography of collaboration that most anthropologists who 
participate in are inclined to produce refl exively as surplus value to the roles 
they are expected to take within design projects. Though nobody is asking the 
anthropologist to make an object of refl exive critique, the collaboration itself 
in which she participates, usually as a cultural expert on users and environ-
ments that the project affects, she does so anyhow—formally or informally—
as a report to her discipline, in its boundless ethnographic curiosity about 
all things social, including design projects themselves. Several of the pieces 
in this volume, including those by Halse, Clark, and Smith, as well as Mette 
Gislev Kjaersgaard’s (2011) recent dissertation, provide useful accounts of 
this double agency (and bind!) that results from an ethnographer’s collabora-
tion within a design project and her growing critical ethnographic perspective 
upon it, without a constituency for the latter itself. 

 What is most important about the vibrant contemporary incarnations of 
design anthropology presented in this volume is that they provide a much 
needed rebalancing of the historically lopsided relationship between design 
and anthropology, and they do so without damaging the integrity of the exist-
ing alliance. Design, it seems, does in fact have a lot to offer anthropology. 
All of these chapters demonstrate in their own ways that ongoing partner-
ships and collaborations between anthropologists and designers are push-
ing and prodding, sometimes with a nudge and other times with a shove, 
some of the fundamental defi nitions that constitute the anthropological en-
terprise. Practically any and all of its aspects are up for potential revision, 
including, among many others, its conceptual infrastructure and its opera-
tionalization (Gatt and Ingold, Drazin), the politics of encounter (Tunstall), 
the tools used for handling knowledge and knowledge production (Kilbourn), 
the kinds and contours of the partnerships that anthropologists form (Was-
son and Metcalf), and the effects and affects anthropological work can bring 
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to the world (Smith). Most compelling is that these topics are not fl oating 
in isolation: though the authors may highlight one or two in particular over 
others, all of these ideas fl ow through and resonate in each of the chapters, 
stemming from diverse project frameworks and contextual backgrounds. 
This convergence as to where design anthropology is heading and the tex-
tures of its possibilities is one of its most potent qualities.

From our perspective, the most signifi cant leverage point between design 
and anthropology is with ethnography itself, the complex mode of engage-
ment that sits at anthropology’s core and that has proven so useful to so 
many areas of design. Ethnography is the  sine qua non  of the fi eld, both in 
the sense of anthropology as an academic fi eld and the fi eld as methodolog-
ical construct. It is the primary point of contact between researchers and 
their objects and subjects of inquiry, where meaningful research relations 
are fi rst formed and transformed and challenged. Ethnography opens up a 
space of transduction, where the materials and practices of life as lived are 
generatively reconstituted into a new kind of energy useful for the production 
of knowledge. To be sure, knowledge production is ongoing in many anthro-
pological domains, but it often starts and is conditioned by contingencies 
implicit in ethnographic moments. And while ethnography is of course not 
restricted to data recovered from the practices, things, utterances, glances, 
and other situated design data that fi eldworkers encounter, the speculative 
possibilities of ethnography are always somehow tethered to them. Because 
design is inherently stitched to the social world, so embedded in a nexus of 
objects—that is, a nexus of things of various materialities made to exist in 
and support the social world—and because it, like ethnography, is a point of 
contact, a space of transduction, it seems to us that placing the two along-
side one another and tracing their parallels and divergences is as good a 
place as any to begin exploring how design can help reshape anthropology.

So this is what we have been doing at the Center for Ethnography at the 
University of California, Irvine. 1  The center was established in 2005 during 
a decade when there emerged an increasing and explicit recognition among 
anthropologists (for example, see Rabinow et al. 2008) of the new chal-
lenges of establishing projects of individually conceived and produced fi eld 
research amid complex arrangements, new forms of governance, and orga-
nizations whose keynotes are collaboration and social impact. What is it for 
anthropology to produce research and scholarship—both in its apprentice 
dissertation and more advanced forms—in these frames? How do they af-
fect disciplinary authority and agendas beyond older understandings of the 
interdisciplinary? The design-anthropology relationship has been one of the 
most productive sites to think about the conditions of collaboration that in 
turn defi ne the conditions of fi eldwork on which so much ethnographic in-
quiry depends. The implication for ethnography can be seen most clearly 
by the exercise of experimenting with design as a means—as a source of 
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techniques, dispositions, and forms—for the production of contemporary 
ethnography in the classic concept of fi eldwork. So in the remainder of this 
epilogue, stimulated by the ideas presented in this volume and our own work 
at the Center for Ethnography, we want to explore the possibilities for a new 
kind of ethnographic inquiry, which have evolved historically within the disci-
plinary ambitions of anthropology, as shaped by the insights, practices, and 
pedagogies of design. 

 ETHNOGRAPHY THEN AND NOW 

 Ethnographic fi eldwork is not what it used to be (Faubion and Marcus 2009). 
The sites ethnographers now visit are not confi gured as they were when an-
thropology fi rst emerged as a discipline. Even the traditional (and, to be sure, 
idealized) destinations of anthropologists, small-scale societies, are today 
deeply intertwined with global fl ows and transnational forces that originate far 
beyond village and regional borders. While much high-quality research is still 
conducted in such  traditional  contexts, it is simply untenable to expect that 
a robust ethnographic portrait is possible without accounting for phenomena 
of various sorts that do not emerge directly from on-the-ground participant 
observation, and that account for a practical constitution of a “fi eld” for fi eld-
work that is not simply a function of the ethnographer’s travel to sites of sus-
tained inquiry. When one reads ethnographies today, one wants more access 
to what the process of inquiry itself produces along the way, in circumstances, 
contexts, and settings that are foregrounded rather than relinquished to the 
background of the primary  mise-en-scene  of the fi eldwork encounter. This re-
quires spaces of intervention, an active role in producing occasions for ex-
perimental, and indeed speculative thinking and the collective and material 
making of concepts—in other words, studio work, in its various guises, which 
is the kind of activity that designers of various kinds have forged as their own 
method. 

 And yet despite recognitions of the substantial and complex transforma-
tions that  the fi eld  has undergone over the past several decades, the meth-
ods ethnographers now take for granted as staples of ethnographic inquiry 
have remained, in their most basic contours, largely unchanged (compare, for 
example, the classic  Notes and Queries on Anthropology  (1967 [1951]), and 
a new handbook of method on virtual ethnography, Boellstorff et al. 2012). 
Most of these originally emerged from the specifi c contingencies—both intel-
lectual and material—of early fi eldwork situations. The assiduous recording of 
everyday life through note taking, for instance, is still the centerpiece of con-
temporary ethnographic methodology, both inside and outside of academic 
anthropology. While the general practice of carefully detailing unexpected ob-
servations in visiting foreign lands long predates the disciplinary development 
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of ethnography, in the late nineteenth century note taking was the best, most 
accurate form of inscription available for social scientists interested in docu-
menting previously unknown sociocultural phenomena. Precise transcription 
of indigenous languages through interviews with native speakers, a practice 
championed in the United States by Franz Boas and his student Edward Sapir, 
was signifi cantly motivated not only by a desire to understand cultural and lin-
guistic diversity, but also by a need to salvage the rapidly disappearing linguis-
tic heritage of many American Indian groups. And, perhaps most famously, 
Bronislaw Malinowski’s contributions to the development of long-term partici-
pant observation was prompted as much by international politics during World 
War I as it was by the research questions he posed in the Trobriand Islands. 

 There are many more ethnographic methods than note taking, transcrip-
tion, and participant observation, of course, some that have come and gone 
and others that have more recently surfaced. Moreover, anthropologists work-
ing alongside designers and engineers have historically been much more 
open to innovating new methods in their fi eldwork than anthropologists more 
fi rmly embedded within the academy, so there are some notable differences 
between the general contexts in which ethnographic work is conducted. None-
theless the fundamental building blocks of contemporary ethnographic prac-
tice, the DNA of doing fi eldwork, remains widely shared and largely unchanged 
since the inception of the formalized anthropological endeavor. 

 But as we said, times have changed. Most ethnographers still travel far 
from home, but many also work in their own communities. Advances in audio 
and video technology have made recording devices smaller, cheaper, and ex-
tremely powerful, and this has in turn allowed ethnographers to generate 
new kinds of data in previously unimaginable quantities. Constantly improv-
ing computer hardware and software allow us to innovate ways to analyze this 
data and derive not only novel research questions, but also novel  kinds  of 
research questions. Meanwhile, the nature of participation in ethnographic 
practice has shifted signifi cantly to include not only a host of new collabora-
tors besides our traditional  informants , but also a much more complex web 
of ethical entanglements than ethnography’s progenitors had imagined—or at 
least had chosen to acknowledge. It would seem that  where  and  with whom  
we work has changed at a much faster rate than  how  we work. What this 
means is that conventional forms of ethnographic research inhabit a research 
terrain quite different from the ones in which they were brought into being. 
While this is by no means a fatal fl aw, it may, in our view, actually inhibit the 
continued development of ethnography as a distinct sort of inquiry attuned 
to the details of social reality. There is a deep-seated (but lively and largely 
self-admitted) conservatism in anthropology’s emblematic professional cul-
ture of method, which has the effect of slowing innovation down to a glacial 
pace. Change happens, but it usually comes from within and unfolds through 
tweaks and small-scale adjustments to the status quo. What we would like 
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to do instead is to look outside of anthropology, beyond ethnography itself, to 
fi nd other developed systems of thought and practice that when placed along-
side and within ethnographic work can help us substantially reconfi gure the 
fundamental building blocks of what ethnographers do, so as to better match 
the conditions shaping research that we now inhabit. From our point of view, 
design is one such system of thought and practice, not only because there is 
already a working relationship between design and anthropology, but for more 
specifi c reasons concerning the overlap between ethnography as mode and 
practice and design as mode and practice. Design seems to us a key domain 
for ethnography to explore critically, and perhaps absorb into its own process 
of inquiry. 

 ETHNOGRAPHY AND DESIGN 

 When we talk about design, we are conscious that our formulation relies in 
large part on an idealization and amalgamation of a number of related, but 
often quite disparate fi elds. This can lead to an invocation of specifi c  design 
principles  and  design practices  that may seem overly abstract or even inap-
plicable when compared with the specifi cs of any single design discipline. 
Architecture, industrial design, graphic design, interaction design, informa-
tion architecture, software engineering, furniture design, urban planning, and 
scores of other design-oriented fi elds all work with different materials and at 
different scales, and in some respects their students undergo distinct kinds 
of training. Nonetheless there is enough in common among these various de-
sign fi elds to talk about  design  in general terms, in an idealized form, without 
distorting the overall nature of either  design  as a unifi ed endeavor or any spe-
cifi c design-oriented fi eld. 

 In broad strokes design actually shares a number of qualities with ethnog-
raphy. There is, to repurpose Gatt and Ingold’s (this volume) phrasing, a  cor-
respondence  between the two. They are not, of course, instances of the same 
thing done differently, nor are they even variants of a kind. Instead they are 
imperfect analogs of one another, traversing overlapping territories at variable 
rates and prodded by their own motivations. Here is a sketch of such analogs, 
a compass for thinking about the absorption of design practices, or their infl u-
ence, by ethnographic ones. 

  Both design and ethnography exist as product and process . The terms  de-
sign  and  ethnography  share a kind of (am)bivalent reference when used by 
their practitioners, simultaneously denoting what they make and what they do. 
 Design , for instance, is often used to describe a thing in the world, or perhaps 
more accurately, a set of things that all fall under a single purview. We say  de-
sign is ,  design does , and  design has  as if design operates as an autonomous 
entity in possession of consistent  qualia  across its various instantiations. 
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So, too, do we discuss ethnography, which, like design, is also more accu-
rately comprised of individual ethnographies, singular contributions to a larger 
whole. In practice designers and ethnographers craft a design or an ethnog-
raphy in their work, bringing forth into the world tangible products stemming 
specifi cally from putting learned principles and methods into action. 

 At the same time  design  and  ethnography  refer not just to the output pro-
duced by designers and ethnographers, but also the complex processes by 
which that output is made—processes almost entirely obscured by the form 
of their products. In both cases these processes rely on specifi c sets of (more 
or less) inviolable principles and core methods that students are exposed to 
from their introduction to the disciplines. Moreover, while the end products of 
both design and ethnography tend to receive most of the attention from those 
who consume them, practitioners understand that the processes and prac-
tices by which designed objects and ethnographic texts are brought into being 
are the  sine qua non  of what they do, even if those processes are largely invis-
ible to the publics to whom they are accountable. 

  Both design and ethnography are focused on research . Training in both de-
sign and ethnography is heavily based in cultivating an understanding of what 
has come before, including the names and work of infl uential predecessors 
who have infl uenced their fi elds in some way—though both traditions employ 
techniques to narrow down both who and what count as relevant. For both, 
fi nding out “what has already been said” and “what has already been done” 
is not only crucial for producing innovative work, but also signals familiarity 
with a body of knowledge that is relevant to fellow practitioners. Both design-
ers and ethnographers are also urged to employ a careful observation of the 
world around them and a purposeful inscription of what they observe. This is 
quite clearly a central aspect of ethnographic practice, but designers, too, are 
typically engaged in observational inquiry. Such research often involves inves-
tigations of new materials and construction techniques, or the work produced 
by other designers, or in some cases, as the many of the contributions to this 
volume demonstrate, how people use, think about, and feel about objects in 
specifi c contexts. We could say, then, that neither designers nor ethnogra-
phers take for granted that the minute operations of the world around them 
matter for conceiving and carrying out their work. That both ethnographers 
and designers do, in fact, often overlook or misrecognize the details of social 
reality is a nettlesome aspect shared by both fi elds—one that can possibly be 
addressed in their continued collaborations. 

  Both design and ethnography are anxiously people-centered . In different 
ways, design and ethnography maintain a nominal (if not always substantive) 
relationship to  the social . Even for designers who treat people—often rela-
beled  users —as merely one component of a complex system, the conclusion 
that almost all designed things in some way impinge upon and often reorga-
nize interactions between people, either directly or indirectly, is unavoidable. 
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However as critical as people are to design and ethnography, both fi elds often 
fall victim to a tendency toward abstraction—for design in the process; for 
ethnography in the product—and thus a removal from material realities, de-
spite the seemingly self-evident attunement to observations of real-world 
conditions. 

  Both design and ethnography are at the service of more than the thing it-
self . Though both design and ethnography often operate in practice with rela-
tively small-bore goals—creating a comfortable chair or explaining a particular 
ritual—they are always linked into larger, less immediate symbolic processes, 
and their position in such processes often produces a range of different, 
unpredictable consequences. For instance design is deeply entrenched in a 
capitalist system of production, and most designers (excluding, perhaps, the 
most famous and elite) concentrate on creating designs that will, in one way 
or another,  sell . This means that some concept of  success  is featured promi-
nently in the design imaginary, with some designs succeeding while others 
are ignored or left behind. How this success is measured varies—money obvi-
ously dominates, but different design fi elds also barter in other kinds of sym-
bolic capital. Traditionally ethnography is less concerned with success in the 
ways that design is. While some ethnographic texts are more infl uential than 
others and only a fraction of research proposals receive funding, success is 
not foregrounded as a notable aspect of the ethnographic imaginary. Instead 
concerns like  ethical entanglements  are much more highly pronounced, and 
ethnographic products are often judged according to universal and commu-
nity standards for conducting ethical research. Our point here is that both 
cases— success  in design and  ethics  in ethnography—reveal different ways in 
which design and ethnography are always from the start embedded in conse-
quential contexts beyond the things—and processes—themselves. 

  Both design and ethnography are refl exive ; or perhaps it is better to say 
they are both open to refl exivity. Since the 1980s, anthropologists have taken 
to incorporating a strong refl exive stance in their ethnographic fi eldwork and 
writing. This entails, among many other things, an open acknowledgment of 
the role played by the ethnographer in the events described, ruminations on 
the limitations of particular methods, and often an openly political stance in 
relation to the framing of the research. As such, ethnographers spend quite 
a bit of time describing not only what they have observed, but also why they 
make the choices they do in carrying out their fi eldwork. While most design 
fi elds do not typically count refl exivity among their core qualities, many design-
ers do spend a great deal of time talking, thinking, and writing about what they 
do. Journals like  Design Studies  and  Design Issues , and many others in more 
specialized fi elds, devote a tremendous amount of space to exploring de-
sign (most notably  design process ) from multiple perspectives, and the recent 
trend in  design thinking  is predicated on a precise identifi cation, repackaging, 
and commodifi cation of design’s most basic practices. To be sure, the kinds 
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of refl exivity ethnographers and designers engage in are not the same and 
they are implemented in different ways. Nonetheless both fi elds demonstrate 
at least some inclination toward critical self-evaluation. 

 There are many other points of correspondence between design and eth-
nography (for example both are simultaneously conceptually infl ected while 
being grounded in a material reality; both are steeped in romanticism) that 
we will forego elaborating here. We hope that the several parallels we have 
presented at least begin to substantiate the argument that the relationship 
between ethnography and design is not as unidirectional as it is often made 
out to be. By highlighting the overall family resemblances between design and 
ethnography, rather than only the features of ethnography that benefi t design, 
we are establishing a framework for treating their connections as dynamic 
and more fully reciprocal than is generally the case in design anthropology. 

 However, for balance, we should also sketch  some relevant dissimilarities 
and divergences between ethnography and design . As we have mentioned, 
designers and ethnographers face different economic contingencies in 
their work, which affects the way the work is able to proceed. Their ethical 
entanglements—and the presence of those entanglements in their respec-
tive processes—are also differently ordered. Design is more target-focused, 
while ethnography is more open-ended. To start a project with a specifi c result 
in mind is the default position for most design projects, but for an ethnog-
rapher to do so would violate one of the most basic premises of fi eld-based 
research. Indeed, the fundamental rationale for undertaking fi eldwork instead 
of conducting laboratory experiments is to uncover previously unknown infor-
mation about how the real world works. Both designers and ethnographers 
are well prepared to carry out their respective processes, but designers tend 
to have a better idea of where they will end up at the end.

Another way of describing this divergence is that design is more obviously 
creative, while ethnography is more obviously documentary. In fact, as we dis-
cuss later, ethnography (especially in the way that it is taught) is allergic to 
most kinds of creativity, preferring instead to stick with its own style of em-
piricism. It is unclear why this is the case, but one possible explanation is a 
perception that  making things  is unnervingly close to  making things up , which, 
combined with the nature of fi eldwork, leaves ethnographers open to possible 
critiques of fabricated data from particularly ungenerous readers. Whatever 
the reason, creativity is generally not rewarded in contemporary ethnography.

In their idealized forms design is more collaborative in nature, while ethno-
graphic work is usually quite solitary. As most of the chapters in this book have 
demonstrated, this view of ethnography is of course not true in all instances, 
and in practice all kinds of ethnographic fi eldwork are deeply collaborative 
along many dimensions. However, in academic anthropology, ethnographic 
projects, especially fi rst projects conducted as dissertation research, are still 
fundamentally treated as the exclusive work of individual ethnographers. Even 
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ethnographers currently working in nonacademic settings have most likely 
crafted and carried out their own self-directed projects before joining a col-
laborative team.

Finally, design and ethnography are built upon and facilitated by different 
pedagogical infrastructures. Design education is highly structured, usually or-
ganized around completing specifi c projects, especially in a student’s later 
years. Many design traditions also involve a fair amount of critique, from pro-
fessors, external critics, and fellow students. In contrast there are no com-
monly established ways to teach ethnography, at least in U.S. anthropology 
departments. Some graduate programs require students to take multiple 
courses in ethnographic methods, while others require none. In as much as 
these courses are practice based, rarely are the assigned projects usefully 
connected to the students’ actual research interests or central projects—
more often than not, they are simply exercises intended for students to  get 
the feel  of doing consequential, question-driven fi eldwork. And meaningful cri-
tique is all but absent in contemporary ethnographic training. 2 

Another signifi cant contrast in pedagogical infrastructures is the relation-
ship between contexts of learning and contexts of practice. Design education 
most often takes place in studio environments, which are generally confi gured 
with the right kinds of equipment to support students in doing design work. 
Moreover, these studios are structured to anticipate the kinds of professional 
studios in which students will eventually work, thus maintaining a continuous 
fl ow between contexts of learning and contexts of practice. Again, such arrange-
ments are all but absent in most ethnographic training. Learning both about 
ethnography and how to do ethnography usually follows a traditional seminar 
format common across many academic disciplines. Seminar rooms are set up 
to facilitate discussions and lectures, and thus tend to function poorly as envi-
ronments for working through the details of ethnographic problems. 

 WHY USE DESIGN AS A TEMPLATE FOR REWORKING 

ETHNOGRAPHY? 

 By drawing inspiration from the correspondences between design and ethnog-
raphy, and confronting the frictions caused by their basic differences, we hope 
to exploit some of the advantages of design to enhance or transform ethno-
graphic pedagogy and practice. Our intention, quite simply, is to dismantle 
ethnography’s aging frame, tear it down to its most basic elements, and then 
reconstruct something new using parts and assembly techniques shame-
lessly scavenged from design, with the goal of rebuilding the core engine of 
anthropology—and in so doing clear a space for further transformations of the 
anthropological apparatus. The design process, insofar as it can be reduced 
to a single entity, is generally oriented toward transforming (or cooking) “raw” 
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information into “useful knowledge,” a guided mutation of “mere ideas” into 
“workable concepts” or a “feasible design” that then becomes an “object” in 
the world. The design process inherently consists of techniques for “working 
out” and “working through” different kinds of materials. Rather than unfolding 
in a strict and predictable linear form, the design process continuously moves 
back and forth between activities and modes of action that stimulate creativ-
ity and that afford a kind of critical thinking rarely achieved through simple 
discussions. In our view, ethnography could benefi t from the ways designers 
handle their material and the creativity they bring to their work. There is also 
room for infusing more speculative engagement in ethnography, as Halse (this 
volume) has pointed out. 

 Motivating this project is a belief that, through the application of design 
methods and thinking, various aspects of ethnography—from research design 
to methods to writing and representation and beyond—can be prospectively 
and productively remade to better suit the continuously shifting contingencies 
of contemporary anthropological research. By carefully integrating elements 
of design into ethnography, we hope to inject ethnography with a newfound 
creativity, new ways of thinking, new kinds of collaboration, new pedagogical 
techniques, new raw materials, and new kinds of outputs. 

 The ultimate results of this project are still unclear, but we have several 
aspirational goals. The most general is to fi nd ways to update and modernize 
both the regulative norms and actual range of techniques in classic ethno-
graphic practice, to make ethnography more adaptable to the contemporary 
world. While the mere application of design to ethnography may not itself 
accomplish this modernization, perhaps a solution can be discovered some-
where in their ongoing working relationship. Part of this modernization in-
volves recognizing that contemporary ethnography is useful for many different 
purposes, and as such should be more fl exible overall so as to better accom-
modate its attendant implementations. Moreover, this integration may also 
help ethnographers to reconstitute not only the way they do fi eldwork, but 
also what actually counts as the “fi eld,” which for as long as it has existed 
has been defi ned foremost as something close to “not here.” This may even 
include reconfi guring the roles played by informants in helping to formulate, 
carry out, and analyze on-the-ground fi eldwork. Most important, we hope that 
bringing together design and ethnography in this way will help generate new, 
previously unforeseen forms of knowledge. 

 ETHNOCHARRETTE : AN EXPERIMENT IN ETHNOGRAPHIC 

ENGAGEMENT 

 In order to put these ideas into action, under the auspices of the Center 
for Ethnography at the University of California, Irvine, we have developed an 
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ongoing series of events that we call  ethnocharrettes . In design a  charrette  
is an organized and highly focused stretch of time devoted to what amounts 
to quick and dirty designing. Charrettes are common in many design fi elds, 
including architecture, industrial design, and urban planning. In a way a 
charrette—which can last for a few hours or a few days—is a condensed ver-
sion of a long-term design process. It is usually highly collaborative, bringing 
groups of people together, in some cases involving users and other nonde-
signers, to work on specifi c design problems with the goal of devising one or 
several solutions to the initial problem. There is no one way to run a charrette, 
though to work most effectively they should offer a good balance of struc-
ture and fl exibility, with the intention of providing enough structure to foster 
focused creativity. In a way charrettes are like elaborate brainstorming ses-
sions, but with a few more rules and expectations. 

 The  ethnocharrette  is an augmentation of the charrette form tailored to the 
needs of ethnographers. The idea behind initiating the ethnocharrette was 
simple enough: What happens if we ask ethnographers to run ethnographic 
material through a design studio process? How would they think? What would 
they produce? For our initial events we decided to use published ethnographic 
texts as our stimulus material, treating the contents contained in a familiar 
textual format as the basic information to discuss, think through, and trans-
form. Our participants were graduate students, most of whom were working 
toward a PhD in anthropology, and all of whom had some amount of training 
in ethnographic fi eldwork.

Our fi rst two ethnocharrettes were day-long events. They were both divided 
into three stages, each of which lasted several hours, followed by a discus-
sion period. For each ethnocharrette we instructed the participants to arrive 
having read the assigned book-length ethnography and to be prepared to dis-
cuss it as they would in a traditional seminar setting. For the second event 
(though not for the fi rst) we provided a prompt several days prior, with a list of 
provocations for the participants to consider, including “Remake or reinvent 
the ethnography—explore roads that it didn’t take, or how it might be differ-
ently animated or reanimated,” and “Juxtapose the ethnography to something 
else, as a probe to engage it from a different angle.”

Upon their arrival the participants were assigned to groups of three or 
four members and given their instructions. For the fi rst stage, participants 
were required to decompose the assigned texts into whatever elements they 
individually or collectively felt were worthy of drawing attention to by writing 
them down in the form of small chunks that easily fi t on post-it notes, which 
were then affi xed to a whiteboard. This resulted in a vast array of seemingly 
random ideas, notes, and phrases jotted down and haphazardly arranged in 
front of the group. The goal of this exercise was to compel the participants 
to confront the traditional ethnographic product in a new, even uncomfortable 
way, to get them to manipulate the text to reveal—or perhaps conjure—an 
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underlying composition of the ethnography. Participants were actively discour-
aged from thinking too much during this stage, and instead were told to force 
themselves to toss all ideas up on the wall, rendering both small and large 
details co-equal, tangible things that could later be called upon for closer 
scrutiny.

If the fi rst stage concerned extracting and compiling raw information pre-
sented in the ethnography, the second stage required the participants to begin 
engaging more seriously in speculative, comparative, and synthetic thinking. 
The collages of post-it notes created during the fi rst stage represented each 
group’s collective understanding of the ethnography, though in a new, atom-
ized form. The groups were now asked to identify clusters of concepts within 
their collages that could form new and potentially unexpected ethnographic 
categories and concepts. Our expectation was that these categories and con-
cepts would not replicate what is already known, but would emerge though 
group discussion—and that they would not (and ideally, should not) match 
how the book’s author had framed the project. The hope was that this exer-
cise would allow the participants to draw connections that might not have 
been visible when they fi rst read the ethnography. Toward the end of this 
stage participants were asked to select the clusters that they felt (individu-
ally and collectively) were useful for generating possible new avenues for 
speculation. 

 The fi nal stage was dedicated to innovation. The groups were asked to 
develop a “rapid prototype” for a new ethnographic form, method, or mode, 
using the clusters of concepts they had identifi ed as interesting and useful 
for speculation. They were instructed to stick relatively close to the origi-
nal source material, but were allowed to let their discussions take them in 
whichever directions they wished. Their prototypes did not have to be con-
crete in any way, nor were they required to be aesthetically pleasing, but 
they did have to demonstrate some deep thinking about possibilities for 
how ethnographic material can be analyzed, argued, collected, or presented 
and needed to be something more than a verbal description. Participants 
were asked to present their prototypes in a slideshow format, and a group 
discussion followed the presentations. We will not spend time here dis-
cussing the specifi cs of what the groups produced during the initial events 
(an Internet search for “ethnocharrette” will lead to the project’s website, 
which has the details), however the groups participating in both events 
worked hard to produce some very stimulating preliminary ideas that, if car-
ried forward and developed in other forums, could prove interesting for ad-
vancing ethnographic inquiry. 

 In devising and conducting these initial ethnocharrettes we had two 
broad goals, one more conceptual in scope, the other more pedagogical. 
We were—and continue to be—quite hopeful that these events will, in time, 
help to generate the seeds of new ethnographic forms of a sort that can 
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push ethnographic inquiry in new and useful directions. As we have con-
ceived the ethnocharrette thus far, we have brought participants together 
to evaluate critically the kinds of ethnographic forms currently active in and 
vital to the ongoing pursuit of ethnographic inquiry. Our overriding objective 
has been to determine if by tweaking or reworking these forms, pathways 
for developing new practices, conceptual frameworks, and methods might 
emerge. From the start we had no expectations that any single event would 
produce some new ethnographic panacea. Instead the idea we have worked 
with has been to use established ethnographic texts as springboards for 
contemplating ethnography’s possibilities—or, if not the possibilities for eth-
nography writ large, then at least for the participants themselves as they 
develop their own ethnographic projects and prepare to enter the fi eld. After 
all, the future of all ethnographic inquiry will unfold through the work of its 
practitioners. 

 Following from this, our second goal has been to provide opportunities for 
our students to orient to ethnographic materials—and learning about and 
with and through them—in new and unexpected ways. This includes some 
very basic augmentations of traditional learning experiences, including, for 
instance, abandoning the seminar structure; relying on collaboration between 
students; and working in open, transformable spaces. 

 REFLECTIONS ON DESIGN IN ETHNOGRAPHY . . . SO FAR 

 Not surprising, there has been some friction in our attempts to blend design 
studio practices with ethnography, much of which surfaces at precisely the 
points of noncorrespondence we earlier identifi ed. While there are plenty of 
reasons for this, ranging from minute practicalities of how we structured the 
events to broader conceptual mismatches, there are at least three dimen-
sions that need further refi nement. 

 First, studio techniques are more obviously goal directed than the work 
ethnographers do. This does not mean that ethnographic fi eldwork is not 
goal oriented, but rather that the end results are not as clearly defi ned from 
the start as they are for design. Designers (and design students) tend to 
work with design briefs, descriptions of the end products that their clients 
(or professors) have asked them to make, and most design work is oriented 
toward achieving results that satisfactorily fi t those descriptions. Briefs may 
be more or less specifi c, but regardless of their level of detail they serve as 
the primary device for organizing the trajectory of the design process. As 
such, a design process without a brief (or something like a brief) will rarely 
yield anything of much value. The constraint of the brief, while quite genera-
tive for practices geared toward producing specifi c products, in many ways 
seems unnecessarily restrictive and antithetical to the free exploration of 
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ideas seen as underpinning traditional seminar interactions. Merging our 
goals as ethnographers with the kinds of goals design processes are adept 
at reaching is a critical challenge to confront moving forward. Related to this, 
a second mismatch between design and ethnography stems from, as we 
have stated, the different ways creativity is positioned and valued in the two 
disciplines. Creativity is quite obviously foregrounded as a necessary and 
often constituent component of design practice, and most studio techniques 
uncritically presume creative work—however one defi nes it—to be the most 
basic building block of any design process. This differs signifi cantly from eth-
nographic instruction, especially within anthropology, in several ways. First, 
while almost all the work entailed in  doing  ethnographic research is in some 
way creative—for instance devising research questions, crafting grant appli-
cations, orchestrating fi eldwork, writing up results—such creativity is rarely 
described or treated as such, nor is it explicitly articulated as valuable to the 
institution. 

 Second, on a much more practical level, the mundane work of design is 
centrally concerned with  making things . While ethnographers do make things 
during certain stages of their practices, the orientation to making is quite dif-
ferent, and predominantly restricted to textual (and in some cases audiovi-
sual) forms. In contrast to the seminar room or most home offi ces, studios 
are full of raw materials designers use to work through their ideas—they use 
markers and pencils to sketch, they make computer drawings on their lap-
tops, they build prototypes with foam and cardboard, a kind of engagement 
with diverse materials that is rarely found in anthropology. We can summarize 
all of this by saying that in most instances studio techniques entail working 
within an infrastructure that both materially and ideologically supports and af-
fords creative projects, a condition that does not fi t with the current state of 
most ethnographic training.

Finally, and in some ways most crucially, studio pedagogy recognizes  cri-
tique  as a necessary and generative element of design education in ways 
that contemporary graduate training in anthropology does not. Embedded 
in studio practice is the expectation that design ideas are (more or less) al-
ways subject to assessment and open critique from peers, and in educational 
contexts, from instructors. Students are trained to articulate and explain the 
choices they have made in their work and to respond to what might be per-
ceived as bad news when their instructors offer critical evaluation (a handy 
skill to have when they are eventually making presentations to paying clients). 
Indeed these moments of criticism, in which instructors identify the  problems  
in a student’s work (as well as the positive details), are where a great deal of 
the pedagogical work is accomplished in design education. In fact, critique is 
so embedded and expected in this institutional context that if a student were 
 not  to receive some amount of negative assessment, it would most likely be 
read as a sort of assault on her abilities. This, quite clearly, is the opposite 
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of what is expected in academic anthropological training, on the part of both 
students and instructors. While critique is more acceptable in certain private 
formats, like paper comments, or at certain obvious stages, like oral exams 
or dissertation defenses, a regularized public performance of directed, indi-
vidualized critique, no matter how constructive it might be, is generally no lon-
ger a preferred pedagogical practice in anthropology. 

 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 In fulfi lling our tasks as epilogists for a rich and exploratory volume setting pa-
rameters for the still nascent fi eld of design anthropology, it would seem that 
in appreciating the volume collectively, we have produced another contribu-
tion to it, another ingredient to the stew. Rather than an integrative, program-
matic meta-commentary on it—in essence a review and forecast—we instead 
have produced a further dialogic engagement with it, according to our own 
stakes, not unrelated to the hopes—both imaginative and partially enacted—
expressed in each paper in its own idiom for the state of evolving collabora-
tions between anthropologists, designers, and all of the other stakeholders 
with whom we interact. There can be no more appropriate epilogic tribute to a 
volume, and the arena of work that it refl ects, than to have “joined in” rather 
than to have indulged the “meta.” Like the volume itself it is a promissory of 
things to come. 

 NOTES 

  1.  See www.ethnography.uci.edu 
  2.  Note that there are national and regional differences in the way anthropol-

ogy is taught. The tradition in Denmark, for instance, is more centered 
on collaboration and critique than the U.S. model with which we are more 
familiar. Given this, it is not surprising that design anthropology is more 
strongly emergent in Scandinavia than in other parts of the world. 
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