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ABSTRACT 
 
What happens when you ask a student of Arts and Humanities to design the future? 
 
This paper reports and reflects on the results of a teaching experiment conducted with 
senior students of Arts and Humanities at Universidad Carlos III de Madrid (UC3M). 
The goal of this experiment was to assess the suitability of design-futuring techniques 
for students with no design background and experience, and refine these techniques in 
preparation for an interdisciplinary Masters Program in Digital Living, currently under 
development at UC3M (Díaz, Giaccardi, Aedo, 2011). The experiment was conducted 
as part of the course “Humanities and Computing” during the academic years 2009–
2010 and 2010–2011. Thirty students participated in the experiment as part of their 
required curriculum, including students from Literature, History, Media Studies, Library 
Sciences, Journalism, Business and Law. 
 
Students engaged in this experiment followed a design-futuring methodology meant to 
offer a cultural mapping of the social, political and ethical implications of a potential 
design future. This activity is not usually part of the traditional interaction design 
process. The methodology is structured in three stages: (1) focused critique, (2) 
reframing, and (3) synergistic writing. During the first stage, students are exposed by 
means of examples to the changes in computing and interaction brought about by 
emerging technologies, and are asked to identify the aspects of these changes that each 
of them finds either positive or negative. At this stage, students are challenged to 
express and discuss their own personal concerns and values. The second stage brings 
together students with similar concerns (but often conflicting values) to pick a 
technology in its infancy, and reframe its use in the context of a potential design future. 
In the third stage, students elaborate a scenario through synergistic activities of creative 
writing. These activities result usually in the production of short stories or short movies. 
At this stage the techniques used for developing the scenario are quite flexible and 
opportunistic. Students are given a high degree of freedom in exploring different 
language tools and models of collaborative writing, and to elaborate the technique most 
suitable to their different backgrounds and expertise. The ultimate goal of the scenario 
is the cultural mapping of the implications of the design future students have 
collaboratively envisioned. 
 
This is an example of the kind of mapping you may obtain:  
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Humbert Humbert and Lolita conduct a normal life in Spain Solyplaya. One morning 
Humbert Humbert gets up and -- Nescafe in his hand -- turns on his computer to read 
online the latest news about his friends. He gives a quick look at all the news and 
notices that one of his friends is in Petronas-Bangkok in the midst of a revolt. 
Immediately he calls him. His friend tells him what is happening while, at the same 
time, grants him access to his vision: “Dude, you cannot go on a holiday without 
someone rising a barricade, and fucking up your plans for a quiet vacation. I have just 
seen a guy been shot in the head…” Humbert Humbert interrupts him: “Yeah... hey, 
dude, watch out, will you? Are you going to record it?” “Bah, why? Hundreds of 
people will be already recording. They have just shot another one…” “Come on, 
beware”. Humbert Humbert decides to take a quick shower and get dressed. Before 
leaving home, he comes back to where yesterday he had left off his ‘permanent 
memory’. It was the party for his 18th birthday and there were all his friends. Despite 
seeing what he himself saw, he cannot experience the same happiness. He can relive the 
moment, but cannot feel the same joy. He can remember the joy, but has forgotten how 
it felt. Melancholic, he writes in his Facebook status: “...Melanckjole, black bile...”, 
wondering whether a better definition of the image would allow him to recreate the 
feeling... or whether in fact images are just files and not memory. The agony produced 
by looking at his 18 years urges him to take a walk and look for a distraction. While 
walking, he receives the request to connect to his vision in real-time. It is his girlfriend, 
Lolita. He decides to accept, unwillingly. While broadcasting, he reflects and comes to 
the conclusion that the obsession of control exerted by Lolita is starting to unhinge him. 
He has nothing to hide, but her constant monitoring is making his reality become 
schizophrenic. In the midst of his walk, he comes across a friend that invites him for a 
drink with some old buddies from college. Humbert Humbert has nothing better to do 
and decides to join them. At the pub, he asks himself whether any of his old friends are 
recording. A sense of hesitation pervades Humbert Humbert. Someone breaks the ice: 
“I guess I will record this meeting… I’m not sure when we will meet again. Is it okay?” 
Another friend adds: “I hope you do not mind, but I have a colleague aligned to my 
vision…” “Me too”, says another one. Humbert Humbert agrees with a slight nod of 
his head, and decides to record too. Lolita is aligned with his vision. During the 
conversation, someone mentions his whereabouts of the day before. In that moment, 
Humbert Humbert receives a snapshot from his girlfriend and a micromessage saying 
“What your friend is saying is false, I saw him at the unemployment office”. Humbert 
Humbert, annoyed by the demonic interference of his girlfriend, decides to ignore the 
truth and cuts off his alignment with Lolita.1 
 
This scenario is part of “CamUs”, a design future that students imagined by reframing a 
technology in its infancy such as the electronic contact lens with built-in recording 
capability developed at the University of Washington. Other scenarios of this design 
future include a journalist accessing, distributing, and commenting live news through 
other people’s eyes, and a teleworker ‘disconnected’ from his own vision during the 
working day. Together, the “CamUs” scenarios are meant to reveal and map the social, 
political and ethical implications of living in a society in which digital technology 
enables people to record and archive what they see, and to ‘align’ themselves in real-
time with what other people see. 

                                                
1 This text has been translated from Spanish by the author; naturally, the translation 
lacks the cleverness and power of the original text. 



 3 

 
While students of Arts and Humanities encountered difficulties in understanding and 
sorting out the difference between the artistic creation of imagination and the aesthetic 
transformation of reality produced by design, this experiment has revealed potential for 
cultivating a new cultural competence for interaction design research. The kind of 
design-futuring activities described in this paper can help incorporate in the interaction 
design process a wealth of disciplinary knowledge and experience that extends the ways 
in which user research is conducted. By explicitly addressing human experience and 
human values through the mapping of the social, political and ethical implications of a 
potential design future, we can add an initial stage to the design process of study, 
design, build, and evaluate—the one that Abigail Sellen and colleagues refer to as 
“understand” (Sellen et al. 2009). In this paper, I call cultural mapping the result of this 
initial stage. Cultural mapping can enable designers to “pinpoint the human experience 
and values that the technology in question will be designed to serve” (Sellen et al. 2008, 
p. 84), by unfolding the complexity of the implications of such technology within a 
broad socio-technical landscape. 
 
This paper: (a) describes the methodology and techniques explored; (b) reflects on 
students’ participation and engagement in the design activities; (c) identifies the results 
to date, presenting a few examples of cultural mapping produced by the students; and 
finally, (d) compares cultural mapping with traditional design scenarios and experience 
prototypes, discussing the potential of the experiment outcomes for interaction design 
research and practice. 
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