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Abstract

Although design has previously sought to engage with 
migration and the borderscape, it often fails to take 
a critical view of  the ways it is implicated in border-
ing practices, and of  what else designers might seek 
to do beyond addressing immediate needs. Starting 
with the provocation to Design Unlikely Futures — a 
slogan encountered during the field work — this re-
search develops — and by developing the concept 
of  a/symmetry, problematises — what I call situated 
‘a-firmative’ speculative design practices, that engage 
empirically with the European borderscape, includ-
ing the ‘Jungle’ camp in Calais, France and Lesvos 
in Greece. 

The practice portions of  the research have involved 
designing, making and deploying devices to these set-
tings so that they may enter into new compositions, 
invoke new possibilities, and record what they do, 
and what happens to them. Devices have included 
a tandem bicycle equipped with audio and video 
recording equipment, a ‘broadcast trailer’, and films, 

exhibitions, zines, and publications produced as a 
result of  these various and ongoing relations. 

I draw on a wide range of  scholarship and exist-
ing design practices to conduct and analyse these 
devices and practices. Drawing on speculative 
and process philosophies, I develop a framework 
for specific kinds of  empirically engaged specula-
tive practices. My aim in doing this is to revitalise 
speculative and critical design’s long-standing cri-
tiques of  problem-solving rhetoric in and around 
design discourse. To do this I adapt the concept of   
a/symmetry from science and technology studies 
and actor-network theory to both examine and in-
tervene in various distributions of  agency, and their 
materialities, temporalities, and compositions. The 
thesis provides a critical reflection on these theories 
and practices, where I establish these key concepts 
and ultimately outline an extended manifesto to 
suggest ways for designers (and others) to engage 
speculatively with the borderscape.

I, Liam Healy hereby declare that this thesis and the 
work presented in it is my own. Where I have con-
sulted or presented the work of others this is always 
clearly stated.

July 2020
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are often referred to as ‘normative’, or ‘mainstream’ 
design. I refer to critical design as a general rejec-
tion of  consumerist patterns of  design, that seeks to 
question the role of  science, technology and design 
in society rather than purportedly solving problems. 
In relation to earlier kinds of  critical design, this was 
largely practiced through poetic interventions rather 
than being practiced instrumentally. As such, I see 
CD’s main contribution and concern in this thesis 
as presenting opportunities to open up new design 
practices that are not concerned with servicing 
industry (e.g. designing products for market). CD 
draws on previous traditions such as furniture design 
and radical architecture, that had already developed 
critical relationships with design while product and 
industrial design (especially the development of  
electronic products) had largely lagged behind. CD 
borrowed a number of  these devices and aesthetics, 
for example object-collages (assemblages of  ready-
mades alluding to new functions) to develop propos-
als and prototypes that were often contextualised and 
situated in domestic settings. 

Design Unlikely Futures (DUF)
A slogan that I encountered in the Calais Jungle 
camp. DUF, or Design Unlikely Futures, has become 
what I will go on to refer to as a ‘lure’ for the re-
search — it has modified my intentions and research 
throughout this work. It is also the assumed name of  
the collaborative group of  designers and displaced 
people that I have been working as part of  since 
2016. We have published and displayed articles, web-
sites (e.g. http://duf.space), photos, zines, and films 
under this name.

Empirical Speculation
Throughout this thesis I develop my arguments 
around what I call ‘empirical speculation’, which I 
will develop into two key definitions. The first is in-
formed by Tobie Kerridge’s epistemological concerns 
around Speculative Design and Public Engagements 
with Science and Technology (PEST). He urges de-
signers to be reflexive and provide accounts of  their 
practice in order to produce new knowledge about 
them. I inevitably do this, in providing this written 
account, and draw on reflexive accounts in the 
thesis. However, I will go on to develop a second by 
arguing that empirical speculation is an ontological 
practice that is also concerned with situating design 

interventions, and should not only be a reflexive prac-
tice, but a way of  accounting for others in doing so 
(which I argue is especially pertinent, when engaging 
with the borderscape). Hence, throughout the thesis 
I will suggest an onto-epistemological speculation, 
whereby situating design work alters a given setting 
and invites new patterns of  agency (e.g. with other 
humans and non-humans that participate in them), 
which can also be the subject of  analysis. 

Participatory design (PD)
In this thesis I refer specifically to the Scandinavian 
(or European) tradition of  participatory design that 
was developed to give workers a say in the introduc-
tion of  new technologies in the workplace.

Science and Technology Studies (STS)
Science and Technology, or Science, Technology 
and Society Studies (both abbreviated to STS) is the 
interdisciplinary (e.g. drawing on sociology, anthro-
pology, geography, cultural studies, history) study 
of  scientific research and technology, and its role in 
society.

Speculation
In this thesis I draw on a specific lineage of  specu-
lation informed by speculative thought and process 
philosophy. Specifically, this concerns not only the 
analysis of  design in retrospect, but the ways that 
practicing and doing design offer ways to analyse the 
future of  networks and objects. In the thesis I argue 
that design and speculation suggest a new kind of  
empirical relationship with futures, to analyse the 
ways that objects introduced into a setting (like a 
camp) change it. In Chapter 2, I will argue that this 
is different to the way speculation is often understood 
in design as an imagination of  fictional futures.

Speculative Design (SD)
Speculative design (SD) takes the above discussed 
critical design tradition (and is associated with 
many of  the same practitioners and scholars from 
the RCA) and explores through a critical lens how 
speculation might be used to provoke debates about 
emerging roles of  technology and their implications 
for society. It operates in two distinct ways: first, by 
taking scientific and technological advances as mate-
rial, projecting them into future settings through the 
use of  props or prototypes. Second, by speculatively 

Glossary

Actor-network theory (ANT)
Actor-network theory is typically understood to have 
first been developed by Michel Callon, Bruno Latour 
and John Law in the social studies of  science. ANT 
is a theory and methodological approach for un-
derstanding the social as heterogenous assemblages 
that emerged by developing social theory from hu-
man-centred analysis, to describe the ways non-hu-
mans participate in society as much as humans. My 
uptake of  ANT in this thesis is thanks to the sensibil-
ities it offers for attuning to worlds, humans, design 
interventions, natures and technologies.

A/symmetry
A key concept that I develop and draw from in this 
thesis and my practice is a/symmetry. To do so I 
have taken up and problematised the foundational 
tenet of  symmetry from science and technology 
studies (STS, see below). Symmetry was originally 
developed in the Sociology of  Scientific Knowledge 
(SSK), whereby scholars analysing the ways scientists 
create new knowledge committed to using the same 
analytical language ‘symmetrically’ to describe two 
‘sides’ to a debate or distinction, for example the 
success and failure of  experiments (that SSK scholars 
argued were typically treated and described differ-
ently). Symmetry has since been radicalised as a key 
commitment in ANT, where scholars drew on the 
concept to describe humans and non-humans sym-
metrically. I have taken up symmetry in a number of  
ways that include the epistemological and ontologi-
cal concerns of  design-research, tracing patterns and 
distributions of  agency in the field sites, among other 
concerns that are further unpacked in the literature 
review. Hence, I go beyond drawing on symmetry as 
a treatment or commitment towards language and 
description, and in the context of  design I take it up 
as way of  practicing material, making and design 
processes. Rather than symmetry however, a key 
argument for this thesis is to adopt a/symmetry to 
account for the ways that discourses, distributions of  
agency, and practices often cannot be symmetrised. 
Instead, a/symmetry invites design-researchers to 
pay attention to, recognise, and care for these dispar-
ities or distinctions, without necessarily attempting to 
flatten them.

Borderscape
I have drawn on the concept of  the ‘borderscape’ 
from geography and migration studies to describe 
the setting of  this project. This concept is used to 
express the spatial and conceptual complexity of  the 
border — not as a static entity (a line), or a single 
space, but one that is fluid and shifting, established 
and variously enacted by both humans and non-hu-
mans in multiple ways. This project started in, and 
has expanded from, physical locations  such as Calais 
where the borderscape manifests itself  materially. 
This expanded scope takes in other sites, as I will 
describe in the course of  the thesis.

Cosmopolitics
My understanding of, and drawing on, cosmopol-
itics is based on the work of  Isabelle Stengers and 
her calls to listen attentively to those that will bear 
the consequences of  decisions or — in relation to 
the specifics of  this work — of  designs. This means 
taking a position that does not start with a priori 
definitions of  for whom or for what something is for, 
or for what something is designed, and instead seeks 
to slow down and pay attention to those (humans 
and more-than-humans) that might be excluded, not 
consulted, or made invisible. I will go on to argue 
that engaging with cosmopolitics in this way suggests 
that the political capacity for design is not only to 
pre-scribe possibilities into artefacts or practices, 
but is instead involved in proposing and opening 
up new capacities, forms of  action, and thought in 
the process of  doing design, and to consider for who 
or what this might be for. I unpack this concept in 
more detail in Chapter 2, and draw on recent work 
in design and its engagement with cosmopolitical 
prototyping in Chapter 4.

Critical Design (CD)
Although other designers (e.g. Victor Papanek) have 
been involved in non-commercial design practices 
that critique the role of  design in society for some 
time, Critical Design (CD) was developed most 
notably by Tony Dunne (in his PhD thesis and re-
sulting book Hertzian Tales), as well as others working 
at the Royal College of  Art (RCA) in London in the 
1990s. CD emerged from a frustration with ‘prob-
lem-solving’, and consumerist patterns of  design, that 
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designing presents, fictions, or worlds to describe 
future iterations and uses of  technology, SD attempts 
to disrupt what is often presented as a line of  techno-
logical progress by questioning what that technology 
might go onto do and the problems associated with 
that. The concern for SD is not to expand what can 
be done, and the intention is instead to provoke crit-
ical inquiry in an audience, to ask people to consider 
whether the futures suggested by a set of  prototypes 
or props is what they think ought to be designed or 
made. Typically, these props are presented in galler-
ies and museums, with the promise that they might 
stimulate debate around the role and applications of  
technology in society amongst their viewers. 

Speculative and Critical Design (SCD)
In this thesis I have grouped Speculative and Critical 
design together as SCD. I do this because, though 
I will draw from both canons, my aim for the most 
part is not to examine the specifics of  existing SCD 
practices, but to draw on a more general commit-
ment to both critiquing and speculating on the role 
of  design and technologies in specific situations so 
that I might frame new speculative and critical prac-
tices and approaches. I will unpack this in greater 
detail in the literature review chapter.
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A. Calais Then (2016),
and Then (2019)

Calais Then (2016), and Then (2019) is a two-screen 
video depicting the former ‘Jungle’ camp in Calais, 
France. The film juxtaposes footage shot during a 
tandem bicycle tour of  the camp in 2016, the height 
of  the Jungle’s activity, with footage retracing the 
same route in 2019, after the camp was shut down. 
By revealing the re-wilding taking place amidst 
unused roads and uninhabited shelters, the film is 
a study into which kinds of  life are permitted in a 
Europe increasingly hostile to displaced people. In 
2016, the Jungle camp was home to an estimated 
10,000 people and was largely self-built by both 
displaced people and volunteers working on the site, 
with little state or NGO intervention. Before the 
camp was cleared in November 2016, I had set out 
to explore the ways image-making practices might 
be symmetrised between researcher and research 
subject. To do this, I made and deployed the tan-
dem bicycle with cameras and interview equipment 
used in the film, which could be piloted and ridden 
by the camp’s residents, volunteers and researchers 
to record an account of  the lived experiences of  
displaced people in Calais, and the architectures 

that they had built. In the intervening years, the site 
has been turned into an ‘eco-park’, the landscape 
having been modified to be a home for birds, and 
a tourist attraction. In this setting, ‘natural’ ecolo-
gy (or perhaps more accurately ‘greenwashing’) is 
cultivated to erase displaced people, their histories, 
and practices for survival. In 2019, in the camp-
become-eco-park, instead of  finding those that 
populated the roads, shops and shelters that I had 
encountered before, evening primrose flowers have 
taken root, thick scrub, a community of  horses, arti-
ficially constructed sand dunes, various small ponds, 
boardwalks, and a bird viewing hide. These new ‘ar-
chitectures’ take on a new function as part of  wider 
bordering practice in France. The ponds flood the 
area to prevent people from being able to camp in 
the space, and the bird hide and newly built board-
walks provide the regularly patrolling CRS police 
with vantage points for surveilling the area.
A copy of  the video work is provided digitally in the 
appendix, the following pages contain a selection of  
stills.
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1. Introduction:  
‘Big Problem My Friend’

The trip [to Calais] forced me to question the role of  the designer in a refugee 
camp. The limitations of  what a designer can do, as well as what they 
should do. Where in our discipline do we start to cross over into film-making, 
documentary making, photo-journalism, reportage, and how? Why do we feel 
that we can do this?

Perhaps one issue is that we’re not that good at it. ‘Designing to expose’ is 
limited and problematic. Exposing to whom? Where does it go? What are 
the limitations of  the materials, infrastructures and processes that we have as 
designers? What and how exactly are we exposing? In what gallery?  
(Field notes, October 2016)

Design & the Borderscape

Recently, the borderscape has become an increas-
ingly important and prominent feature of  social 
life that can be seen to be playing out globally as 
the ongoing effects of  militarist intervention, co-
lonialist exploitation and extraction, disasters, and 
global heating increasingly force people from their 
homes. Mounting anti-migration sentiment, right-
wing politics, the fortification of  borders, and pro-
duction of  a ‘hostile environment’ for migrants give 
rise to — to borrow a phrase repeated during my 
fieldwork — a ‘big problem my friend’ (Fig. 1). The 
borderscape is an important concept for paying at-
tention to these topics in relation to design, because 
it enables me (and, as I will argue, other scholars and 
practitioners) to recognise and intervene in design’s 
entanglement and implication in bordering practic-
es. Borders are not static entities — like a line or a 
single space — but are distinctive for different people 
and things and are established and variously enacted 
by both humans and non-humans, including police 
and border guards, and objects such as walls and 

passports. Though design has previously sought to 
engage with these topics in various ways, it often does 
not take a critical view of  the ways it is implicated, 
or of  what else might be done beyond addressing 
immediate needs, such as temporary architecture. In 
this research I develop an alternative set of  design 
practices to foster new empirical and speculative re-
lationships with the European borderscape as what I 
call a problem-finding exercise. In doing so I devise a 
set of  key concepts, namely a/symmetry, and a-firm-
ative and empirical speculation, that I argue are key 
for both conducting and analysing these practices. I 
attune to three specific kinds of  a/symmetry — ma-
teriality, temporality and compositions — that give 
structure to the three empirical chapters.

This concern, and the subsequent research that 
I describe in this thesis began while I was working 
in the Jungle (often referred to as the ‘new Jungle’), 
an improvised camp that existed on the far eastern 
edges of  Calais, Northern France, in the city’s 

Fig. 1: ‘BIG PROBLEM MY FRIEND’ Graffiti outside 
Mytilini in Lesvos. A phrase that repeatedly and fre-
quently appeared in both Calais and Lesvos throughout 
this project. Photo by: Clare Thompson.



30

industrial region before its demolition in October 
2016.1 Around the time that I wrote the field note 
quoted at the head of  this chapter, the camp was 
home to around 9,000 displaced people — the 
largest of  any of  the various Jungle camps in Calais 
that emerged since the closure of  a Red Cross-run 
reception centre in Sangatte, near Calais, in 2011. 
Nevertheless, this camp was never formally recog-
nised by either the British or French governments. 2 
The site of  the former camp is a few kilometres from 
the main town and around half  a kilometre from the 
ferry port, near to the now demolished Jules Ferry 
migrant centre (a disused sports centre) that opened 
in 2015. Being next to the N216 highway that leads 
towards the ferry port, the site was significant as a 
place to ‘try’ to enter the UK.3 I came to see the 
site as a kind of  ruin, both in terms of  the ruins of  
the now defunct camp and the history of  the site it 
was built on, which had previously been designated 
as contaminated with hazardous industrial sub-
stances under the Seveso III European Union (EU) 
Directive. The camp has since been repurposed as a 
nature reserve (a ‘Natura 2000 Habitat’) built among 
these ruins, seen in the introductory film section I 
made, Calais Then (2016), and Then (2019).   

The Jungle is one of  two main fields that I have 
engaged with throughout this project. The second 
is the Greek island of  Lesvos, which has become a 
key route for those migrating across the Aegean Sea 
from Turkey to Europe. In my view, both of  these 
sites represent a legacy — a kind of  fallout — of  
militarist intervention, and colonialist expansion 
and extraction. Thus, they are not sites of  disaster 
(though disasters such as large fires did, and continue 
to, occur in them), but the upshot of  multiple spa-
tially and temporally distanced events. Coupled with 

1. The name of  the camp comes from the Pashto ‘dzhangal’, roughly meaning ‘forest’ (Mudu and Chattopadhyay, 2016: 54). The ‘new 
Jungle’ refers to previous encampments that went by the same name before being cleared, for example in 2009. Despite the problematic 
nature of  this name I use ‘Jungle’ because those that I engaged with in the camp referred to it in this way, and I am persuaded that the name 
originates from its various inhabitants, rather than from external actors; however, it is important to note that it has also been taken up as a 
racist taunt.

2.  I will purposefully refer to the Jungle as a ‘refugee camp’, despite it not being officially recognised as one, to reject what I view as the 
weaponization of  ‘economic migrant’ in popular media and political rhetoric to argue that those in Calais are undeserving of  asylum and 
aid. Though ‘refugee’ has a specific legal definition, I refer to those I have engaged with by how they self-identify — typically as refugees and 
asylum seekers. See Rygiel (2011) for an account of  the closed Red Cross camp.

3. ‘Try’ is the slang used to describe the process of  trying to get to the UK either by boarding trains or lorries.

4. See Dell’agnese & Amilhat Szary (2015) for a thorough introduction to the concept. I have been most influenced by Chiara Brambilla’s 
(2016) accounts emphasising the cultural production, complexity, and shifting nature of  borders.

increasingly hostile British and European foreign 
policy, these culminate in various camps and settle-
ments that variously seek to hold displaced people 
and prevent their movement. For example, the Calais 
Jungle was partly the upshot of  the UK border being 
set up in Northern France following the Touquet 
agreement in 2003. This enables border checks to 
be conducted before crossing the English Channel, 
effectively precluding many legal routes to asylum 
because migrants are unable to reach the country in 
order to initiate a claim. Lesvos is referred to as a 
‘hotspot’, which is intended to keep asylum seekers 
on the island while their claims are processed. This is 
a management strategy for slowing down the move-
ment of  displaced people to central Europe, especial-
ly after a deal between the EU and Turkey in 2016 
whereby asylum seekers can be deported directly 
back to Turkey.

I have come to refer to the field of  this research as 
the European borderscape by drawing on geogra-
phy and migration studies to express the spatial and 
conceptual complexity of  the border.4 The concept 
of  the borderscape is key for recognising the fluid 
nature of  borders and the ways that they are es-
tablished and variously enacted by both humans 
and non-humans. There are physical locations like 
Calais and Lesvos where the borderscape manifests 
itself  materially (with walls and fences), but it also 
exists in other ways — for example in objects like 
passports, legal documents, and in less tangible forms 
like migration policy. It is the concept’s emphasis on 
cultural production that means the borderscape is an 
increasingly pertinent topic, space, and set of  prac-
tices for design to problematise and engage with. 

A key driver of  the so-called European refugee 
Fig. 2: A collection of  CS gas canisters collected after 
the camp was removed. See also: DUF Zine 11 — a zine 
produced to document a ‘near-past archaeology’ of  the 
former camp in Section B, Calais After the Jungle Zines.
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crisis has been an ongoing commitment by what the 
British home office has openly referred to as creating 
a ‘hostile environment’ for migrants (May, 2013; see 
also: Travis, 2013; Goodfellow, 2019). A palpable 
example of  this is the fact that when the Calais camp 
was destroyed in 2016, NGOs and volunteers found 
there were around 1,900 unaccompanied children 
living in the camp that had a legal right to come to 
the UK, under either the Dublin regulation (an EU 
policy) or the Dubs amendment (a UK family reuni-
fication policy) (see: Help Refugees, 2016). Despite 
this, the frameworks to do so were obscured and 
made intentionally invisible. When the camp was 
finally cleared and due to the ‘exceptional nature 
of  the camp clearance’ (House of  Commons Home 
Affairs Committee, 2017: 5), 200 unaccompanied 
minors were accepted into the UK under the Dubs 
amendment. This small number of  places was attrib-
uted to stemming the so-called ‘pull factor’ (ibid: 6) 
— these restricted numbers were a key tactic of  the 
UK’s hostile environment designed to deter and de-
liberately make invisible legal routes to asylum, and 
to make asylum processes difficult.

In my engagements early on with the Jungle camp I 
came to see multiple kinds of  design in operation (but 
not necessarily what might be deemed professional 
design). This took the form of  quite typical struc-
tures, like border walls and fences, police uniforms, 
and surveillance systems, but also the above tactics 
deployed — or designed — to curtail agency. The 
camp itself  had been designed and built by displaced 
people and volunteers. Taking an expanded view of  
design, I also find other instances of  designed objects 
in the borderscape: for example images taken by press 
photographers to construct a certain representation 
of  the camp in the public imagination; the hostile 
environment policies designed to deter and punish 
displaced people; and the mainstream adoption of  
dehumanising language — e.g. ‘swarms’, ‘waves’ or 
an anonymous ‘bunch of  migrants’ (Cameron, 2016) 
— rhetoric that has had a considerable effect on the 

5. For a detailed account of  images in the Jungle see Ibrahim (2016), and for an account of  the previous Jungle camp as constructed by the 
Daily Mail and Express newspapers see Ibrahim and Howarth (2015).

6. I use ‘migrant’ here to refer to a specific point of  view, or direction of  this kind of  labelling, whereby migrant is typically used from the 
point of  view of  an observer to describe one that is ‘incoming’, rather than from the position of  leaving, or moving through.

7. See also Miriam Ticktin’s account of  undocumented migrants in France contracting illnesses in the hope of  a better asylum case (2006).

8. For a rare set of  images of  inside the Moria camp see McElvaney (2018).

refugee crisis and responses to it.5 Arguably, these 
discourses have also been designed and materialised: 
from the mundanity of  a graphic designer laying out 
a front page or political advert (e.g. Fig. 4), to the 
headlines and political speeches that are penned. It 
is in this process of  designed de-humanisation that a 
version of  the migrant and the camp can be seen to be 
produced and re-enforced.6 

Related to this hostile environment, in Calais, the 
lack of  state or NGO intervention was the upshot of  
a policy of  deliberate indifference, whereby suffering 
was employed (arguably designed) as a political tech-
nology to control residents by keeping them exposed 
to conditions in which they were in a constant state of  
injury and need.7 State intervention around health, 
policing and management was very different in the 
Jungle to usual accounts of  camps. The camp was 
monitored from the edges, and tear gas was routinely 
fired into the camp to quell disturbances (see Calais 
After the Jungle Zines, and Fig. 2 for my documentation 
of  CS gas canisters). Ambulances and fire engines 
would not enter the camp — instead those in need 
of  assistance were collected from the camp’s edges, 
and fires (of  which there were many) had to be dealt 
with ad hoc by residents and volunteers. Other than 
police checkpoints around the entrances to the camp, 
once inside there was no centralised organisation, 
meaning volunteers, researchers, journalists (and so 
on) were relatively free to do what they liked. My 
experience of  access in Calais was very different to 
that in Lesvos, especially the Moria and Kara Tepe 
camps run by the Greek state. Moria was especially 
highly policed, not allowing researchers and journal-
ists to enter, operating a strict photography policy to 
control or restrict documentation of  the poor con-
ditions inside.8 After the removal of  the Jungle, dis-
placed people have of  course returned to Calais, but 
there are now far stricter measures imposed by the 
police. Currently displaced people are not allowed 
to ‘install themselves’ — i.e. they cannot sit or lie 
down and are forced to hide in bushes and wooded 

Fig. 3: Concrete wall that came to be known as ‘The 
Great Wall of  Calais’, white mesh fencing and razor 
wire lining the N216 motorway a short distance from 
the former Jungle camp, April 2017.
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of  planning the camp’s removal, or of  plans associ-
ated with distributing resources) it is possible to see 
multiple design processes being conducted. What I 
mean to say is that ways of  organising places, people 
and things in these camps come about by design, but 
not necessarily by designers. Etymologically, design 
suggests that the discipline’s concern is to plan, des-
ignate, mark out, or give structure in order to fix or 
stabilise something. In Calais something has clearly 
gone wrong with this definition — the Calais camp 
was not stabilised, and its problems were certainly not 
fixed — it no longer exists! This problematises and 
disrupts simplified or neat definitions of  design, in-
viting questions around how design ought to engage 
with the borderscape, and its politics, asymmetries, 
and instability.10 Given the above, it would appear 
that faced with the complexities of  the borderscape, 
it is not enough for design to apply off-the-shelf  ways 
of  doing design. Product designers building new, more 
ingenious tents will not fix anything more than an 
immediate need for shelter (which of  course is still 
extremely important and necessary). In my view the 
problems of  the borderscape are multiple and cannot 
be neatly defined so that they may be addressed — is 
it a problem of  disasters? Lack of  political participa-
tion? Anti-migrant rhetoric? Poor living conditions? 
Racism? Post-colonialism? Origins of  displacement? 
— and so it becomes almost impossible to imagine 
how to start solving and fixing things. 

Ignoring the impulse to try to fix things, through this 
research I will propose that designers can instead 
devise other ways to engage with the people, things, 
and practices that populate the borderscape as a 
problem-finding exercise. In doing so it becomes 
possible to question for who or what we are solving 
problems. As I demonstrated above, solving prob-
lems at a governmental level clearly focusses on 

10. Simon Turner (2016: 142) argues that the refugee camp by definition is temporary (though clearly some refugee camps reach greater 
levels of  permanence than the Calais Jungle).

governmental requirements, and not on the needs 
of  displaced people. To problematise this I will draw 
on the traditions of  Speculative and Critical Design 
(SCD) as SCD practitioners have long questioned the 
problem-solving rhetoric around design, becoming 
concerned instead with both critiquing, and specu-
lating on the role of  design and technology in society. 
My aim is to start from a humble position: that I (and 
including my colleagues, we) might not be qualified 
to try to fix things, but might be better positioned to 
intervene in other ways — we may instead need to 
slow down in order to find relevant questions, and 
think more carefully about what we are busy doing 
(Stengers, 2005: 996).  In slowing down it becomes 
possible to consider the implicated actors that might 
not be present, or might not be able to participate in 
what is deemed problem-solving. Hence, the ques-
tion I start this thesis with is speculative: in what ways 
might SCD practices engage with the European borderscape? 
The question will remain somewhat open, but I will 
go on to demonstrate that this question begins to 
propose new questions for the research that were not 
necessarily staked out from the beginning. 

The starting point for this thesis is also different to 
those typical of  social science that typically look 
to describe what exists in order to intervene in or 
inform debates, asking questions like ‘what are you?’ 
Or ‘what do you do?’ As a design practice my ques-
tion is also concerned with what to do, or make, and 
in turn what this reveals. Or put another way, my 
concern is to use design methods to find out how to 
ask questions, and to make conditions for new ques-
tions to be proposed. In so doing, I quickly came to 
realise that SCD as I found it was not equipped to do 
this, because it still asks highly staked out questions 
in stable settings like galleries (that are a far cry from 
the borderscape), where the designers retain control 

areas, silently occupying unseen parts of  the town, 
with tents and possessions regularly confiscated or 
destroyed by the police.

Although for some time designers and scholars have 
demonstrated that design is often implicated in vi-
olence, this is still often ignored in many idealistic, 
progressive, and mainstream accounts of  design.9 For 
example, the Design & Violence project by Antonelli et 
al. (2015; see also the accompanying blog: MoMa, 
2013) has made an important argument that design-
ers are often implicated in violence, in that they often 
devise violent objects, for example the AK47 which 
Mikhail Kalashnikov reportedly grew increasingly 
uneasy about (Hodges, 2008) has also been added to 
the MoMa’s collection (Jones, 2011; Keitetsi, 2014). 
In addition, scholars such as Natasha Schüll (2014) 
have demonstrated that designers are implicated in 
crises in their ambivalence towards immoral and 
unethical practices, like the careful optimisation of  
machines and settings that promote machine gam-
bling addiction. I found that my engagement with 
the borderscape contributed to these arguments, 
but that in these spaces, it is not only professional 
designers who are practicing design. In both Calais 
and Lesvos (though to a greater extent in Calais) the 
state’s deliberate indifference provoked a process of  
construction, like the ‘design’ of  shelters and other 
infrastructures — for example the church shown in 
Fig. 10 was built by displaced people with materials 
to hand to provide a community centre. Here, the 
state subject people to what Giorgio Agamben (1998) 
calls ‘bare-life’, and as a result necessitate participa-
tion in ‘total-design’, whereby the means for survival, 
like food and shelter have to be designed and made 
by displaced people, almost from scratch. Seen in 
this way, total-design becomes a form of  repression, 
where basic rights are removed so that design has to 
be mobilised to survive. This is a radically different 
view of  the ways design is often described — as a 
mode of  introducing new capacities or optimising 
human practices — and instead becomes more 
closely aligned with the precise opposite. The reduc-
tion to bare life excludes other possible responses, 
or ways of  being and living in the camp, whereby 
responses program a politics of  repression in them, 

9. By ‘mainstream’ I mean to refer to accounts of  industrial or product design that report to solve problems. This is what James Auger 
(2012: 130) refers to as ‘normative design’. And what Dunne & Raby (Dunne and Raby, 2009) refer to as ‘affirmative’, ‘problem-solving’, and 
‘in the service of  industry’.

and what is allowed for, seen as achievable, or pos-
sible. A clear example of  this is the vast number of  
border fences and walls built around Calais (see Fig. 
3) in order to contain and limit the camp, the people 
in them, and possibilities for movement. 

Given the above, it is important to view design far 
more expansively in the borderscape. In Calais there 
was very little sense of  formal or professional kinds of  
design, and the character of  a heroic designer often 
celebrated in the design press was relatively absent, 
(though there were architects e.g. Hassett, n.d.). 
Having said this, in many ways these camps have 
come to be used as publicity vehicles, most notably 
in relation to organisations such as IKEA that ex-
ercise corporate social responsibility with their now 
infamous shelters that were being built in Lesvos, 
though interestingly not in Calais (Fairs, 2017). On 
the other hand, the British and French government’s 
maintenance of  (or deliberate indifference to) the 
Calais camp’s dire conditions was employed as a 
kind of  publicity towards a deterrent intended to 
keep displaced people away (though clearly this did 
not succeed). Arguably, this was also used to demon-
strate a hard-line approach to voters becoming in-
creasingly sympathetic to anti-migration sentiment, 
especially around the UK’s Brexit referendum. 

I am aware that in the above I could be accused of  
trying to call everything design. Humanitarianism, 
policing, destruction, public relations, waste man-
agement, journalism, and all of  the other practices 
involved in the camp (and its removal) clearly have 
a specific set of  histories and traditions and are by 
no means the same as professional design. Clearly in 
the camp there are objects and buildings that have a 
certain level of  design, even if  they are made by lay 
people rather than professional designers. Though 
the practices listed above are not typically thought 
of  as design, if  one broadens the definition of  design 
from only form-giving (e.g. the design of  police uni-
forms) to structuring more generally (e.g. the process 

Fig. 4: Nigel Farage poses in 
front of  Leave.eu’s Breaking 
Point poster. Photo by: Mark 
Thomas/Rex/Shutterstock

Fig. 5: A collage of  images 
taken on the last weekend of  
the Jungle. Original photos 
by Clare Thompson.
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over forms of  speculation. I found I needed to draw 
on other work, which I found in speculative and 
process philosophy such as the work of  Alfred North 
Whitehead, Gilles Deleuze, Isabelle Stengers and 
Donna Haraway that I will unpack in the following 
literature review chapter. In this work, speculation is a 
practice for constructing concepts that recognise how 
knowledge is actively becoming-with the questions 
being posed. This notion of  the speculative provides 
an alternative to the critical, aiming to build new 

11. Loizeau is an important figure in the development of  SCD, especially his collaborative work with Auger, which includes a well-known 
early example of  critical design, the Audio Tooth implant (Auger and Loizeau, 2001). For a recent interview with Loizeau that details his ongo-
ing relationship to SCD see: Božanić and Loizeau (2020).

knowledge, rather than expose, debunk or deflate, 
by acknowledging how that knowledge comes into 
being. Hence, it is also good at devising new knowl-
edge-making practices and questions that are not set 
out a priori. Throughout the thesis I will draw on 
this work in order to re-frame the ways speculation is 
typically understood in design practice (e.g. by SCD) 
where the speculative is mainly concerned with criti-
cal engagements with gallery audiences. This is what 
I will go on to refer to as a-firmative speculation.

What I Have Been Busy Doing: Speculating in the Borderscape

Throughout this thesis I will provide a set of  descrip-
tions and analysis of  the various design practices I 
have been involved in. In part this thesis follows the 
argument of  design-researchers like Kerridge (2015: 
176) who suggest that designers can learn from, 
develop, and use their practices to build new knowl-
edge by giving accounts of  them. Before delving into 
the literature review and methodology I feel it would 
be beneficial for the reader to have a brief  overview 
of  the various design practices I have been engaged 
in and what I have been busy doing over the course of  
the research. 

The starting points for this research emerged in 
early 2016 after I had been volunteering in the now 
defunct Jungle camp in Calais, building and repair-
ing informal shelters. Intrigued by the space that 
was being produced, during these visits I began to 
take pictures, and made a short film to document 
the camp’s architectures — its shelters, shops, and 
community buildings. In this time I became inter-
ested in the politics of  this process of  image-making 
— of  who got to take images, and what recognition 
of  the camp and its residents might look like in an 
increasingly hostile environment (both in terms of  
the response from the UK, its politicians and media, 
and the material conditions of  the camp). This led 
me to make several experiments with Google Maps 
and 360º image-making where I engaged in ‘conver-
sations’ (either with bots, or Google employees, it was 
never clear) about the processes for adding data and 

imagery of  informal settlements and refugee infra-
structure to its mapping platform (see Fig. 7).

Building on the above concerns with documenta-
tion, in late 2016, I collaborated with my colleague 
Jimmy Loizeau from Goldsmiths to design, make, 
and deploy a tandem bicycle (Fig. 6) that was con-
ceived as a participatory interview, mapping, and 
film-making device to problematise the politics of  
image-making in the camp.11 We took the tandem 
to Calais in September and October 2016 shortly 
before the camp was destroyed and its residents dis-
persed around France. This research (as is common 
in design practices) has consistently engaged in 
collaborations with a number of  different people, 
including other designers, students and displaced 
people. These collaborative relationships (including 
some of  their problems and a/symmetries) will be 
an ongoing theme and an important aspect of  the 
research that I revisit throughout the thesis. After 
the deployment of  the tandem I developed a series 
of  films (A/symmetries of  Space, Tandeming, Racing & 
Access) and maintained contact with a number of  dis-
placed people from the camp. I showed these films 
both informally to those I engaged with in Calais, 
and in various exhibitions and conferences in New 
York, Oslo, Athens and Lesvos. In April 2017, I re-
turned to Calais, and the site of  the former Jungle, 
to document remnants of  the camp after the clear-
ance. I produced two publications documenting 
this trip (Calais After the Jungle), and a short film (A/
symmetries of  Use). Later in 2017, I organised a trip 

Fig. 6: The tandem device 
with its ‘rigs’ photographed 
shortly before being taken to 
Calais.

Fig. 7: A screenshot of  a conversation I had with a 
representative of  Google maps about listing the Jungle’s 
location in early 2016.
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to Lesvos, again collaborating with colleagues from 
Goldsmiths, as well as displaced people on the island, 
to make another short film (Lesvos Broadcast Pt1.) that 
was ‘broadcast’ back to Goldsmiths. I also showed 
this film in Lesvos, which marked the beginning 
of  an ongoing collaboration with Mehdi Diyanati. 
Since the trip to Lesvos in 2017, Mehdi and I have 
produced another short film and a number of  zines 
together via WhatsApp messenger service (DUF Zines 
01, 02 & 07), and have distributed these in Lesvos, 
London, Oxford and New York through an online 
shop, independent book shops, direct mail-outs, and 
book and zine fairs. 

In 2018 I also worked with my colleague Jimmy and 
‘K’ (a former Jungle resident), on his preparation to 
run the London marathon.12 This included collab-
oratively producing a film for his fundraising cam-
paign. K also came to Goldsmiths for a short work 
experience placement at this time, where he and I 
produced another short film to aid his fundraising 
campaign. I decidedly do not discuss this work any 
further in the thesis, because I see this particular 
aspect of  my practice as having moved away from 
this research. I have included this description mainly 
to indicate that although the research is completed, 
the design work is ongoing, and indicates that the 
boundaries of  what is research, design, or a project 
are blurry and not always clear.

In 2019 I expanded on the documentation from the 
Jungle camp by collaborating with machine-learn-
ing expert Aaron Hill. We fed the video stills re-
corded from Calais at the height of  the camp’s 
activity through image recognition algorithms to 

12. Throughout the thesis I refer to collaborators by either their first name, an initial or pseudonym (to retain privacy). I have found this 
more comfortable, less formal, and more in keeping with the kinds of  relationships and practices that have been fostered than using more 
typical academic convention, which would suggest using last names. 

problematise categorisation practices that happen 
in the borderscape, producing another publication 
called Machine Readable Calais. 

Between late 2018 and Summer 2019 I worked with 
the Pitt Rivers Museum, a team of  archaeologists 
from Oxford University, and a group of  ‘co-cura-
tors’ who either lived or volunteered in the Calais 
Jungle to produce an exhibition documenting both 
the former camp and the current situation in Calais. 
Finally, in 2019 I returned to Calais with the tandem 
bicycle described above and attempted to follow the 
same path through the former camp that I had taken 
at the beginning of  my research in 2016. This has 
now been turned into the introductory film Calais 
Then (2016), and Then (2019).

Though it is not my intention to draw at length from 
every activity listed above in this thesis, my aim in 
giving this summary is to give a sense of  the mul-
tiple practices, and different collaborators that I 
have been involved with. Clearly collaboration has 
been key to the research and design practices that 
I analyse here, and this will form key parts of  the 
analysis, especially in my drawing on the concept of  
a/symmetry. Seen through the lens of  speculation 
that I introduced above and develop throughout the 
thesis it is key to note that this set of  activities was 
not defined from the outset but emerged through 
an ongoing material, collaborative, and what I later 
refer to as a conversational practice. Perhaps most 
importantly for the structure of  this thesis, I have 
learned from each activity and variously sought to 
build on the process of  designing, making, writing 
and reflecting throughout.

Agency, A/symmetry & More-Than-Humans

A key theoretical contribution that this thesis makes 
is my uptake of  the concept of  symmetry from ac-
tor-network theory (ANT) both to develop an analytic 
understanding, and as a methodological, designerly 
way to engage with distributions of  agency in design 
and speculative practice. By drawing on the notion 

of  symmetry, and in so doing developing the notion 
of  a/symmetry, my aim is to define new ways that 
design and speculative practice might be employed 
to reclaim agency in these situations.  My uptake 
of  ANT is thanks to the sensibilities it offers for at-
tuning to worlds, humans, designs, technologies and 

Fig. 8: Forensic Architecture (2014), Forensic Oceanography 
— video report on the Left-to-Die boat, mapping the 
boat’s trajectory. Screenshot from embedded video.

Fig. 9: Richard Mosse’s Incoming (some of  which was 
recorded in both Calais and Lesvos). Film stills.
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capacities to act, move. and so on.14 By definition, il-
legalised migrants and displaced people appear to have 
their agency curtailed by other actors, like migration 
policy, disasters and other origins of  displacement, 
journalists, border walls, guards, police, and so on. 
However, I found that the Jungle camp was differ-
ent to some typical accounts of  refugee camps that 
hold abandoned victims with no agency (Agier, 
2008). The camp was not strictly a holding place 
— it is a different ‘cage’ to normal, with only one 
side. Residents were able to leave and travel (by foot 
mainly) throughout mainland Europe, and the cage 
in this case is the UK border meant to keep people 
out (not to mention a cold and dangerous body of  
water).15 Though the agency of  the camp’s residents’ 
should not be understated, it was still being curtailed, 
and clearly was not strong enough to produce perma-
nence or stability (and nor perhaps did the residents 
intend to do so). Hence, a key problem with trying 
to reclaim agency in the borderscape is the state of  
constant flux, meaning it is not necessarily possible 
(nor perhaps desirable), to try to fix or stabilise sit-
uations. In the borderscape, precarity closes down 
the possibility for typical kinds of  participation (e.g. 
representative democracy), and other expressions or 
reclamations of  agency (e.g. the ability to work, apply 
for welfare, achieve permanence, and so on). This is 
where design and speculative practice can begin to 
interfere, and though it might not be possible to fix 
these examples specifically, it can generate new kinds 
of  agency by way of  material intervention — to in-
troduce new capacities, new kinds of  participation, 
and therefore new kinds of  agency.

I was first alerted to the problem of  agency and 
asymmetry when thinking about image-making, 
and the question of  who was taking images, and for 
what. In Calais I saw images being used to produce 
certain representations of  the camp in the public 
imagination, especially through overwhelmingly 
hostile language. Notably, the pro-Brexit group 

14. Some scholars (e.g. Diken, 2004: 91) have argued that refugee camps are instances of  Marc Auge’s (2009) ‘non-place’, but this does not 
describe the Calais camp sufficiently. The Jungle was not a place of  indistinction — it was made up of, constructed by, and temporarily held 
together many identifiable and unique qualities and cultures, especially when seen in contrast to the nearby port in Calais. 

15. Having said this, there was a camp made from former shipping containers built on the east side of  the Jungle that more closely resem-
bled a caged detention centre. The containers were held inside a high close knit fence, with razor wire and a hand print system for entry and 
exit (for an excellent critique of  this camp see Ticktin, 2016).

16. See also the backlash by the incumbent Conservative government to Jeremy Corbyn’s visits to the Calais and Dunkirk (Mason and 
Perraudin, 2016).

Leave.eu’s ‘Breaking Point’ poster (Fig. 4) shows a 
group of  mostly non-white displaced people from 
afar, especially men in hoodies or with their faces 
covered that is constructed to appear as if  stamped-
ing to enter the UK (Stewart and Mason, 2016).16 To 
problematise this, I made Fig. 5 (full size image can 
be found in Section B) — a collage of  images my 
colleague Clare took on the Sunday before the camp 
was dismantled in late 2016. On the left-hand side, 
a group of  journalists prepared with gas masks and 
goggles walked into the clouds of  tear gas raining 
down on the camp to get close to what in reality was 
a very small disturbance. As this collage shows, there 
are many other realities unfolding elsewhere in the 
camp: two men moving their things with a shopping 
cart, a young boy playing, and so on. There was a 
significance to how these images were being framed, 
enacted and ‘taken’ — taken of, but also taken away 
from voices that might otherwise get to shape them. 
The problem for me was not that those in the camp 
have no voice, but that the platforms for that voice 
were severely limited and mediated by other actors, 
like the journalists wearing their gas masks. Equally 
the problem was not that I should ‘give voice’ — 
itself  a very patronising idea because clearly people 
in the camp have voices — but that certain images 
came to define the camp, its residents, and the ‘crisis’ 
that talked over and for those that have most at stake 
— displaced people. My interest became to prob-
lematise this and develop objects and practices that 
invited those who were otherwise not able to express 
a view, and go some way towards symmetrising 
agency in the production of  images. 

A number of  other practitioners share concerns 
around image-making in the borderscape. For 
example, the photographer Richard Mosse employs 
a critical art practice to problematise the ways mi-
grants are seen by the state through military thermal 
cameras used in border enforcement (see Fig. 9). In 
another very distinctive way Forensic Architecture 

natures, and a focus on ontology, or what can act, 
and how.13 Briefly, ANT ‘radicalised’ earlier uses of  
symmetry in the Sociology of  Scientific Knowledge 
(SSK) shifting from epistemological concerns, where 
it was used to explain the making of  both false and 
correct scientific statements sociologically, to an 
ontological concern that alerts analysts to patterns 
of  human and non-human agency. This uptake 
critiqued typical sociological accounts that would 
employ different vocabulary to describe non-human 
agency, employing the same explanatory language 
for both human and non-human participation in 
social worlds. This has become a key tool, first, for 
the analysis of  design, whereby objects can be seen to 
have been invested with certain kinds of  agency and 
are able to do certain things. Second, that in making 
design work, symmetry is a way of  thinking and de-
veloping how agency might not only be understood 
and analysed, but affected or re-designed. Following 
ANT’s understanding that politics is the upshot of  
all manner of  more-than-human compositions, 
one task for design is to intervene in, find and make 
new arrangements of  agency. I do this by drawing 
out three types of  a/symmetry that I outline in the 
next section, and which structure the substantive 
chapters of  the thesis: materiality, temporality and 
compositions. 

Put simply, my aim in conducting this doctoral re-
search has been to develop a speculative design 
practice that doesn’t assume (or attempt to stabi-
lise) what something or someone is capable of, and 
— by design — encourages, invites, and allows for 
unexpected possibilities to play out. It may at first 
seem strange to focus on more-than-humans in 
research concerned with displaced people, human 
migration, and design. Arguably, design (especially 
classical product and furniture design) has always 
been concerned with non-humans — namely de-
signed objects — but as Papanek (1985) has pointed 
out, this has led to forgetting the needs of  society. 
Human, or user-centred design (HCD/UCD), may 
instead appear to be the most appropriate tradition 
to draw on in order to re-instate, or reclaim agency 
for those in such situations. However, this explic-
it focus on the human, or user, falls into a trap of  

13. Though the relationship between ontology and design has also been taken up by other scholars (e.g. Willis, 2006; Escobar, 2018; Fry, 
2017) this scholarship often relies on a Heideggerian, phenomenological approach privileging human experience. This scholarship is there-
fore not suitable for my needs because it doesn’t enable designers and analysts to grasp the importance of  materiality and agency.

ignoring others: the more-than-humans, or more-
than-users. This is why I adopt more-than-human as 
what I will refer to as an a/symmetric commitment 
to move away from anthropocentrism and engage in 
some repair work of  design’s often explicit commit-
ment to serve certain groups, for example, ‘humans’ 
in HCD, ‘users’ in UCD, or ‘citizens’ in SCD (Dunne 
and Raby, 2009) at the expense of  others. In these 
traditions, designers often define from the outset who 
uses, or benefits from a given thing or practice, with 
little thought for those that do not fit. The problem 
with these bifurcations between human and non-hu-
man, user and non-user, or citizen and non-citizen 
is the definition of  who gets to exploit who, or what, 
whereby some gain the agency to define who or what 
counts, and who or what doesn’t. There is a parallel 
in these disciplines’ commitments towards some, that 
inevitably excludes others, which in my view shares 
hallmarks of  the violent bordering and categorisa-
tion practices found in the borderscape. This is why I 
will go on to draw on Isabelle Stengers’ (2005) notion 
of  cosmopolitics, and its uptake in design (e.g. Tironi 
et al., 2016; Wilkie, Savransky, et al., 2017; Yaneva 
and Zaera-Polo, 2016) whereby I do not start with 
a premise, or a priori definition for who or what a 
design, device, practice, or research is for, and instead 
seek to slow down and to pay attention to those that 
might be excluded. Engaging with cosmopolitics 
in this way also suggests that the political capacity 
for design is not only to pre-scribe possibilities into 
artefacts or practices, but also involved in proposing 
and opening up new capacities, forms of  action, and 
thought in the process of  doing design, and impor-
tantly to consider who or what this might be for. 

Looking at the Calais camp, it appears that the 
residents were capable of  a great deal in designing 
and producing the camp’s structures and infrastruc-
tures. Residents could build, leave the camp, and so 
on, which in turn brought about responses by the 
state in the building of  new walls and fences, and 
eventually removing and burning the camp down. 
Often scholars’ accounts of  camps and emergency 
situations share many characteristics of  the prison 
or concentration camp where agency is highly 
asymmetric, meaning displaced people do not have 
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material (including light, sound, instruments, 
devices, the body, and so on). Clearly design engages 
with material a great deal, and is involved in manip-
ulating materials into objects and designs that go on 
to act and do things. An important way that design 
does this is through prototyping, where designs first 
get materialised and can be seen to both act (in their 
use, mis-use, breakdowns, and so on), and produce 
new knowledge (often in an ongoing design process 
seeking to make improvements to objects). However, 
by prototyping I do not only mean the production of  
a preliminary artefact, or an object that is designed 
to be improved upon prior to final specification. The 
kind of  prototyping I am interested in is involved in 
opening up new forms of  agency by devising new ar-
rangements of  people and things. As I see it, making 
objects is a powerful way of  re-distributing agency, 
because objects can be both invested with agency, 
and bring about new capabilities in their becom-
ing-with a user (or other). This is what I mean by a/
symmetry and materiality. To instruct this I will draw 
on Participatory Design (PD) traditions that explic-
itly and materially invite, distribute and re-arrange 
agency between users, designers, and others that are 
implicated in design processes. PD has a long tradi-
tion with this concern in relation to the introduction 
of  workplace technology, and has more recently 
built on this to engage with migrant and margin-
alised communities (e.g. Björgvinsson et al., 2012; 
Ehn et al., 2014). By doing so, PD has also taken up 
several arguments in ANT, that the political capacity 
for design is not only to pre-scribe possibilities into 
objects and practices but is involved in proposing 
and distributing new capacities, forms of  action, 
and thought amongst designers and participants in 
the process of  designing and making. My aim has 
been to develop a design process that doesn’t assume 
(or necessarily attempt to stabilise) what something 
or someone is capable of, and — by design — en-
courages and allows for unexpected possibilities to 
play out in empirical settings. I will argue it is not 
only enough to listen to or attempt to account for 
a voice — my concern is also with material ways 
of  inviting agency, and I argue that design is a key 
practice to both devise with and draw from. Hence, 
I have found that it is key that to answer my research 
questions I engage by designing and making.

Temporality

To address the question of  what a practice might 
become, I also had to accompany the things I de-
signed and made into the field and empirical settings 
of  their realisation, or deployment. This brings about 
a temporal concern (or a/symmetry) that builds on 
the above notion of  empirical speculation and ma-
teriality. I would not be able to find out what things 
do, or how they create new arrangements of  agency 
without doing so. This temporal focus brings about 
a new set of  obligations to accompany objects into 
the field, effecting an unusual relationship between 
designers and the objects they make. This relation-
ship is a way to be in and with the problem or setting, 
going beyond attempts to critique or operate from the 
‘outside’. This involves extending and accompanying 
objects to see what they do, how they get re-made 
(or even acting to re-make them on the ground), 
and sometimes involves relinquishing control alto-
gether. By contrast, I have found that SCD is real-
ised in highly structured and controlled conditions, 
where objects and designs can only be speculated on 
cognitively. In accompanying devices into the field 
(Calais and Lesvos) and seeing what they do, I was 
alerted to other problems of  agency in relation to 
experiences of  waiting and time. Engaging this way 
troubled notions of  linear temporality, (like time, 
futures, and progress), and instead suggests that in 
the borderscape multiple temporalities are at play. I 
find that often in design temporality is thought of  
and depicted linearly (even in SCD) whereby time is 
imagined in a technologically deterministic (Winner, 
1980) way emanating from designers into the future. 
In doing so I suggest that designers need some other 
ways of  thinking about and engaging with temporal-
ity, especially drawing on conceptions of  time that 
are not linear.

Compositions

Focussing on material objects, and accompanying 
them into various fields also alerts me to the ways 
objects are able to assemble or compose together 
with other people and things. By doing so these new 
compositions of  people, things and practices begin 
to create and alter new and shifting capacities or 
abilities. This brings about multiple different kinds 
and concentrations (what I call a/symmetries) of  
agency between a heterogenous set of  collaborators 

(FA) develops a practice that straddles both critical 
practice (in showing work in galleries) and forensics 
used to examine and produce images as evidence 
against state violence (Fig. 8). My treatment and in-
terest in images of  migration is different to these — I 
have sought to explore the image-making process as 
a way to problematise and reconfigure arrangements 
of  people and things and, at the same time, develop 
the ways this image-making process might affect 
futures for those that I have engaged with, as well as 
the interventions I have made.

During this research I also found a problem with 
scholarly descriptions of  camps that often failed to 
get to grips with other expressions of  agency that I 
found in Calais. For example, humour and play came 
to represent an important part of  life in the Jungle. 
Indeed, this was something of  a provocation for the 
research, where I was often surprised by the humour, 
creativity, and playfulness with which those living 
in the desperate conditions of  the camp conducted 
themselves. By no means am I trying to downplay the 
conditions of  the violence of  the border in Calais; 
my point is that there was more happening here, and 
hence, more possibilities that warranted attention. 
This is one of  the key reasons I began to develop the 
practices I analyse in this thesis, because I felt that 
the ways things like images were taken away from the 
camp could not adequately capture or communicate 

the practices and ways of  life found there. Instead, 
the camp was often reduced to depictions of  des-
peration, or rioting, framed with a certain agenda 
that spoke over and for the people that lived there. 
Hence, play — in for example the deployment of  the 
tandem bicycle — became an important part of  my 
research practices and engagements with research 
participants. As I see it in relation to agency, play is 
speculative, and concerned with slowing down, and 
setting up conditions for something else to happen. My 
concern is with thinking through forms and prac-
tices that are not only concerned with functionality, 
or solving problems, but act as an invitation of  the 
possible, or the not-as-yet. I think of  play specula-
tively as a category of  non-functionality where things 
work stochastically to form emergent ways of  being 
that open up and invite possibilities. For me this is a 
radical commitment to not enter a situation with an 
a priori definition of  what counts, or what is set out as 
being strictly necessary. 

This is how I intend to answer the question — how 
might speculative design be re-formatted to engage with the bor-
derscape? — which is a question that requires multiple 
material, situated and empirically engaged practices 
to unpack. This is what I will refer to as empirical 
speculation and it is what I will be analysing and pro-
viding documentation of  through the thesis. 

A/symmetry: Materiality, Temporality & Compositions

In both developing and analysing the practices I have 
developed in this research I introduce three key facets 
of  a/symmetry that give structure to the substantive 
chapters that follow: materiality, temporality and 
compositions. Given my focus on speculation and 
agency, the starting points for this research are con-
cerned not only with designing and making, but also 
listening and observing. By listening and observing 
I mean to pay attention to what something (e.g. de-
signed object, prototype, practice, institution, camp) 
or someone (e.g. displaced person, designer, collab-
orator) is capable of, in terms of  knowledge pro-
duction, and in acting in the world. Concretely, this 
entails empirically following the objects and practic-
es I design and make into various fields and contexts 
of  use to find out what happens to them, and how 

the ‘questions’ they pose get answered, ignored, re-
made, and so on. In doing so, the concept of  a/sym-
metry has become central, because it allows me to 
enter into the research without a priori definitions of  
a thing, person, or design’s world-building capacities, 
and instead attunes me to understand and explore 
distributions (and redistributions) of  agency. Hence 
my drawing on a/symmetry is both an ontological 
(in intervening in the world) and epistemological (in 
observing what that might tell us) pursuit.

Materiality

A key form of  my engagement with the borderscape 
has been through materiality informed by ANT’s 
argument that it is not possible to know without 
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(including displaced people, designers and research-
ers, students, as well as non-humans). Importantly, 
in producing, deploying and collaborating on objects 
I do not seek to stabilise or fix settings or patterns 
of  agency, and aim to recognise and encourage 
these new arrangements. By drawing on a/symme-
try in relation to these compositions it is possible to 
explore how displaced people (as well as designers, 
researchers, and other implicated actors) are able to 
gain different capacities and abilities (as well as have 
capacities removed) to act based on their composi-
tion with other actors like designed objects, practices, 
and collaborators. Doing so highlights the ways that 
a given set of  conditions affect what it is that some-
thing or someone is able to do or become, which is 
why it is key to draw on a/symmetry to pay attention 
to the specifics of  the settings that empirical specu-
lation takes place in. Related to the aforementioned 
a/symmetries of  material production, the concern 

for a/symmetry and compositions is not only about 
making knowledge claims around what things do, 
but a speculative question of  what a composition 
might do. This is clearly a question that can only be 
answered in practice through various realisations and 
deployments. In doing so, the notion of  a/symmetry 
allows me to draw out multiple findings. First, in the 
ways design objects gain different capacities in their 
deployment to certain settings — in other words, 
the different compositions they become entangled 
in that are specific to given situations. Second, that 
this situatedness extends to the ways compositions 
are produced or made, and is a way to consider the 
a/symmetries (like control) immanent to spaces of  
production. And third, in understanding, fostering 
and entering into collaborations between different 
participants like displaced people, designers, cura-
tors, and institutions. 

Thesis Structure

Throughout the thesis I make what I refer to as an a/
symmetric commitment to the presentation of  both 
written discourse and other practice-based activities 
such as films, images and publication-making. As you 
will see from the table of  contents, some activities 
are labelled as sections alphabetically (A, B, C…) 
which include stories, mini essays, and visual pieces, 
like photo essays and films, and the written compo-
nents as chapters labelled numerically (1, 2, 3…) I 
have done this to recognise that all of  these practices 
(visual work, objects, writing, etc.) are made to both 
create new knowledge, and facilitate analysis in mul-
tiple ways, but that they are different, with different 
requirements, and cannot necessarily be treated the 
same, or symmetrically. 

The opening section A, Calais Then (2016), and Then 
(2019) documents the Calais camp at the beginning 
of  this research and towards the end, after the camp’s 
removal. My aim in presenting this work first is that it 
offers an account of  the changing landscape of  Calais 
to accompany the descriptions in this introduction. 

Section B is made up of  a photo-essay that serves as 
a visual introduction to the Calais camp as it stood in 
2016, and two zines made in 2017 documenting the 

site of  the camp and artefacts found there as it was 
being transformed into an eco-park. 

Section C introduces the phrase ‘design unlikely 
futures’ that has had a marked effect on the research 
and the thesis, through a photograph and short story 
that I wrote while working in the Calais camp. 

Chapter 2 is a literature review that identifies issues 
with design, specifically SCD and the borderscape, 
where I argue for and develop the alternative spec-
ulative practice that is the focus of  this thesis. To do 
this I further unpack the concept of  a/symmetry as 
a framework to examine several issues that I begin to 
identify in my practice, and the work of  other practi-
tioners. These include relationships between practice 
and theory, accounts of  humans and non-humans in 
design, distributions of  agency in participatory prac-
tices, material intervention, and methodological con-
cerns and commitments to design research. In doing 
so I develop the concept of  a-firmative speculation, 
which I argue is concerned with learning how and 
in what ways someone or something might become. 
I conclude the chapter by developing a taxonomy 
of  a/symmetries that will serve as a framework for 
both the analysis of  the practices and interventions 

I have conducted, and a set of  considerations and 
obligations for developing, making, and deploying 
interventions.  

Chapter 3 presents and discusses the methodology 
developed in and used in this thesis and concerns 
how theory — specifically a/symmetry — com-
bines with the methods undertaken to conduct 
research. Notably, this concerns a commitment to 
both intervention and observation, where I draw 
on (and expand) a ‘method assemblage’ (Law, 2004) 
to combine existing methods such as image- and 
film-making, and participant observation, as well as 
novel forms of  prototyping. I discuss a situated ethics 
of  engaging with displaced people and refugees, 
including care for participants, and issues of  rep-
resentation and anonymity. In conclusion I argue for 
a highly situated speculative version of  the method 
assemblage for both engaging in and studying design 
and engagements with the borderscape.

Section D focusses on some engagements with 
consent forms explored in the methodology. 

Section E, Faceless Migrants, is a short film made 
in 2016, which I go on to analyse in the following 
chapter. 

Chapter 4 is the first of  the empirical chapters. I 
explore materiality and prototypes by examining the 
design, production and deployment of  the tandem 
bicycle in Calais and Lesvos. I explain the rationale 
for the bicycle and go on to examine some of  its 
speculative possibilities, and my attempts to research 
the new networks and relations that it participates 
in. I argue that through use, the prototype generates 
new speculative possibilities and co-becomings of  
more-than-human relationships through trust and 
care. I problematise interviews and argue that an 
openness to becoming (and failure) addresses one 
of  my key arguments and critiques of  SCD, where 
objects get fixed in downstream engagements. I con-
clude by arguing that it is possible to design-in ways 
for devices to realise the unexpected, and that doing 
so invites speculative questions of  what something or 
someone is capable through material intervention.

Section F documents a collection of  drawings used in 
the process of  making the tandem. 

In chapter 5, I explore temporality and a/symme-
try in the sites I have engaged with. I argue that the 
design and deployment of  devices, and their settings 
of  deployment, trouble designers’ typical concep-
tions of  temporality (project time), and relationships 
to the often intangible, dystopian futures portrayed 
in SCD. In conclusion I suggest some different tem-
poral relationships by arguing that designers can 
develop devices for bringing people and things to-
gether in an extended practice. 

Section G contains a photo essay and a short video 
documenting work conducted in Lesvos. 

Section H contains five short videos documenting the 
deployment of  the tandem in Calais. 

Section I documents a set of  zines made collabora-
tively by Mehdi Diyanati and me. 

Chapter 6 is the last of  the empirical chapters where 
I turn my attention to the a/symmetries involved in 
compositions, for example, the design collective DUF, 
and a collaboration with the Pitt Rivers Museum. I 
develop a taxonomy of  compositions to explore the ways 
that designers add to collectives in order to trace 
where speculative agency is concentrated, and how it 
gets distributed in processes of  deployment, produc-
tion and collaboration. I conclude by outlining a set 
of  lessons for doing situated, a-firmative speculative 
design that relate to paying attention to the specif-
ics of  a given setting and its instability, asymmetries 
of  agency, and opportunities for reciprocation in 
collaborations. 

Section J is photo documentation of  the above men-
tioned exhibition at the museum. 

Section K and Chapter 7 articulate the conclusions 
of  the thesis. The first is made up of  a text based on 
Dunne and Raby’s a/b ‘manifesto’, and Chapter 7 is 
a more typical conclusion that reflects on the thesis 
and the practice portions of  this project, outlines the 
key findings, and revisits the thesis contribution to 
suggest some space for further work in this area.
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Fig. 10: St Michael’s Church (also known as the ‘Eri-
trean Church’) in the former Jungle. This was one of  
the camp’s largest, longest standing, and most recognis-
able structures built on the south side of  the camp by a 
community of  displaced people.

Thesis Contribution

A key contribution of  this research is to the field of  
SCD and other related design disciplines; I develop 
the concept of  a/symmetry and a-firmative specula-
tion throughout the thesis as a way to re-think and 
rejuvenate speculation and SCD practices. By doing 
so I aim to contribute towards a design practice that 
explores how to redistribute agency in more-than-
human compositions in the borderscape and sites like 
camps that are in a state of  flux. I expect this thesis 
to be of  use to six key groups of  readers. First, those 
engaged in speculative design practices, where the 
theory that I have developed in this thesis is not cur-
rently widely used in the field of  SCD. Given SCD’s 
predominance in education, I also hope this thesis 
will benefit design students. Second, those engaged 
in migration research, humanitarianism and journal-
ism, where the methods I have developed might be 
taken up and developed in order to both recognise 
and intervene in redistributions of  agency when 
engaging with displaced people and image-making. 
Third, scholars of  STS, where the coming together 
of  STS and design rethinks the nature and compo-
sition of  the socialities that designers and scholars 
attend to, especially in thinking about how designers 
add to the networks that STS scholars study. Fourth, 

this written account may be of  use to practitioners 
concerned with conducting research and developing 
prototyping practices in inherently unstable places. 
For example, the methods I have developed may be 
of  use to urban planners, architects and designers 
engaged in situated design problems and futures. 
Fifth, though the thesis has a quite specific academic 
audience in mind, I hope that some portions of  the 
practice and thesis are useful (or perhaps interesting) 
to those that I have collaborated and engaged with 
throughout the research. For example, I hope that 
the zines and films will continue to reach margin-
alised people and may offer a kind of  template for 
the production of  new issues. I also hope to continue 
working with the brilliant and passionate collab-
orators that I have been fortunate enough to work 
with in the course of  this research. Finally, the thesis 
provides a contribution to practitioners concerned 
with participation and action research, including, 
for example, participatory photography and urban 
research. I will refer back to these key contributions 
in the final conclusion chapter to develop some of  
the ways that these concerns could be taken forward.
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B. Visiting & Visualising a 
Shifting ‘Jungle’

This section provides a roughly chronologically ordered visual introduction to the Jungle camp. The section 
consists of  four elements. First is a list that I wrote as a blog post after first visiting the camp in 2016. The list 
was originally intended as a guide or list of  recommendations to others planning on visiting the camp as vol-
unteer builders. Second, a series of  360º photos — what I call Google Gaps (thanks to Emma Wagstaff) — that 
were taken at the height of  the camp’s activity in 2016. Third is a collection of  two collages of  the last night 
of  the Jungle. Fourth are two zines (documented as scans) that catalogue artefacts collected after the camp’s 
removal (DUF Zine Issue 10: Landscapes, and DUF Zine Issue 11: Objects).

I have included these images and texts to give a sense of  the thinking process that I articulated in the intro-
duction, especially in the list of  tools, which I have come to see as an attempt to come to terms with the role 
of  designers (and what might be thought of  as some of  their typical tools) in the Calais camp.
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An Incomplete List of Tools to Take to The Jungle for Building 

Shelters

 × Makita 18v Impact driver

 × 2 of  4Ah batteries (cheap Axminster copies last longer than expensive 
Makita)

 × Makita charger (remember to charge batteries overnight in hostel – no 
reliable power on site — bring power adapters)

 × Box of  PZ2 driver bits

 × Box of  Torx 25 driver bits (for French screws)

 × Hammer

 × Large crowbar

 × Sharp hand saw

 × Stanley knife and spare blades stored in handle for cutting tarps (hide from 
Police)

 × Carpenters pencils

 × 500 of  25mm clout nails (wide head to prevent tarps pulling through) for 
each day you will be there

 × 200 of  good quality 4x80mm screws for each day you will be there

 × Tool belt

 × Small spirit level

 × Small lockable tool box or backpack to keep tools with you

 × Warm gloves

 × Steel toe-cap rigger boots

 × Waterproof  socks

 × Waterproof  trousers

 × Waterproof  jacket

 × Warm clothes — long johns for under jeans and a padded shirt

 × LED head-torch (and spare batteries)

 × Large bar of  dark and nutty chocolate for energy and sharing

I went to The Jungle last week to help build shelters — I wanted to write something 
about the experience, but at the same I was struggling to come to terms with it. This 
is the compromise I came up with.  
(Blog post, 19/01/2016)

This list may at first appear to be at odds with the 
rest of  the thesis — a radical asymmetry of  bring-
ing, lending, or providing objects, but I don’t see it 
this way. Instead I have come to see these tools as 
partaking in moments of  politics, speculation, adap-
tation and conversation. The tools were not passive 
objects that were given to passive recipients, the re-
lationships they fostered were far more complex. For 
example, batteries that broke down, and ran out of  

power served as a caution against techno-fixes. The 
chocolate (among many other shared foods) became 
a site for conversation and exchange after and during 
builds. The drill and hammer were used to adapt 
spaces and other architectures, for example building 
a porch between two separate shelters housing the 
same family. And the crowbar was used to move and 
adapt shelters to new locations as a kind of  resistance 
during one of  the many partial site clearances. 



Google Gaps

Google gaps is a photo essay made up of  360º images taken in the Jungle 
camp in 2016. The images are made using the Google Streetview ap-
plication — software that collages several photographs to produce 360º 
representations that can then be added to Google’s mapping platform. 

My colleague Jimmy and I uploaded several of  these to the Google Maps 
platform using the tagging and geo-location function to record their po-
sitions in Northern France, as well as linking them to the search term 
‘The Jungle, Calais’. In the time that they were linked to these search 
terms they received hundreds of  thousands of  ‘hits’, which I was made 
aware of  thanks to several strangely congratulatory automated emails 
from Google. 

On the day of  the demolition of  the camp the search term was removed 
from Google Maps. The images still exist on the platform and can be 
found at their GPS co-ordinates, however can no longer be found using 
the search term ‘The Jungle, Calais’. They now exist in a no-man’s 
land, located only by abstract GPS codes. The camp’s history has been 
removed from the mapping platform, whose aim of  course is to record 
and provide information for what currently exists, rather than to archive. 
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The Last Night of the Jungle

(Daily Mail)

Collage of  article and images found on the Daily 
Mail website (dated 22/10/2016, and updated 
24/10/2016).
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Collage of  images taken on the last weekend of  the 
Jungle. Original photos by Clare Thompson.
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Calais After the Jungle Zines

These publications were produced in 2017 after I 
visited the  site of  the former camp a short time after 
it had been destroyed. My colleagues and I collected 
several objects that had been left behind after the 
clearance, or that had been churned into the sand 
when the eco-park that currently stands on the site 
was being built. It was during this trip that I came to 
see the site as an ongoing ‘ruin’. 

Shown here are a selection of  spreads from the zines. 
Full copies are available.



CALAIS ZINE SCANS CALAIS ZINE SCANS
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A photograph taken from the 
roof  of  a shelter in the Jungle 
camp. February 2016.

Design Unlikely Futures 
‘bumper sticker’.

I am with three colleagues attempting to fix the roof  of  a shelter in the 
Jungle camp, with a hammer, a pot of  nails and a roll of  tarpaulin. 
A boy approaches and asks for help with a leak he has in his shelter, 
which I agree to look at when I am finished. He is wearing a baseball 
cap that reads 

C. A Lure to  
‘Design Unlikely Futures’

I later find out the cap’s text is a marketing slogan 
for Analog — a clothing collection and sub-brand 
of  Burton, widely credited with inventing and pop-
ularising the commercial snowboard (Thorpe, 2012: 
45). ‘Designing unlikely futures has always been the 
calling of  those at Analog. […] There are those out 
there who intentionally fight against the flow and 
refuse to go with the grain’ (Analog Clothing, n.d.). 
In the camp it is an odd, disjointed slogan but one 
that resonates with me. I think of  all of  the design 
projects, conference themes, motivational speeches 
and TED talks tangled up with commercial interests 
that propose ‘unlikely futures’. The cap encapsu-
lates these design tropes, with an appropriated punk 
aesthetic — the typeface having been appropriated 
from the American hardcore punk band Suicid-
al Tendencies’ branding. It screams of  a utopian 
design that has become so pervasive and sits uncom-
fortably at odds with its setting and the boy wear-
ing it. I wonder if  we have hit ‘peak futures’. Or 
perhaps, I think, the opposite: the cap is a call for 

action — keep speculating! Keep designing unlikely 
futures! Design an unlikely future for this place!
The above story describes an encounter during my 
early engagements with the Jungle camp in Calais. 
For those that are sensitive to the cap’s language 
it acts as a ‘lure’ — it entices, acts as a diversion, 
modifies my intentions and research, and invites 
speculation (Whitehead in Debaise, 2017: 81). The 
slogan sticks like one of  Haraway’s ‘bumper stick-
ers’ (2016: 33) that invite the question, how might 
we design unlikely futures in a place where the fu-
ture is actively being closed down? And importantly, 
who — or what — gets to design unlikely futures? 
And for who — or what — are they unlikely? This 
provocation accompanies me throughout the thesis, 
and in the following chapter I take up and attempt 
to address some of  these questions by developing, 
first, the interface between speculation and design, 
and second, the concept of  a/symmetry in address-
ing unlikely futures.

‘DESIGN UNLIKELY FUTURES’

in a heavily stylised white typeface. The base-
ball cap strikes me and I ask if  I can take a 
photo of  him while I am on the roof.  
(Field notes, February 2016).
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2. A/symmetry & 
A-firmative Speculation

Towards a Typology of A/symmetries

In this chapter I seek to establish some ways to 
develop new speculative relationships, (design) prac-
tices and engagements with the borderscape. To do 
this, in the first part I establish the concept of  a/
symmetry that underpins the thesis by drawing on 
ANT. I build a typology of  four types of  a/symme-
try: (1) more-than-human agency, (2) disciplinary, 
(3) participation, and (4) temporality. These provide 
structure to the first part of  the chapter and will be 
revisited in a concluding typology to summarise their 
implications for the research. The first — what I 
call more-than-human a/symmetry — is informed 
by the notion of  ‘generalised symmetry’, to attune 
to both human and non-human agency in the bor-
derscape and related settings. Drawing on feminist 
STS scholars I argue that symmetry cannot account 
for the kinds of  privilege and power differentials that 
are a latent aspect of  the research, which is why I 
establish the concept of  a/symmetry. This provides 
me with a focus on agency, especially in relation to 
designed artefacts where I argue that a/symmetry 
is key to paying attention to distributions of  agency, 
and — in relation to design — can be mobilised to 
intervene in them. The second type of  a/symmetry 
is disciplinary, where I argue that the coming togeth-
er of  social theory and design enables new kinds of  
onto-epistemological practices. Third is what I refer 
to as a/symmetry of  participation and prototyping, 
which concerns both what something (e.g. design 
object) or someone (e.g. displaced person) does, and 
a speculative commitment to what they might do. I 
explore this via PD’s engagements with prototyping 
and participation, which are involved in introducing 
designs and practices into a setting in order to ma-
terialise new more-than-human arrangements and 
possibilities. The fourth a/symmetry concerns tem-
porality which I unpack through the coming togeth-
er of  participation and SCD, something I argue is 

troublesome, difficult, and opens up ethical complex-
ity. This relates to various methodological concerns, 
and a key commitment for the research to extended 
situated engagements. 

In part two I draw on the above discussions of  a/
symmetry to define what I call a-firmative speculation 
that I draw from throughout the thesis. I do this by 
problematising SCD, arguing that these practices are 
often predicated on social commentary on the role 
of  science and technology in society by designers. I 
develop some ways that speculative design practice 
can be reformatted as a situated practice by intro-
ducing speculative thought from social and cultural 
theory and process philosophy, and by drawing on 
ethnography methodologically. In doing so I argue 
for a move towards situated possibilities, rather than 
probable or dystopian futures, and a speculative com-
mitment to developing novel kinds of  participation. I 
suggest an a/symmetric disciplinary commitment to 
design and social theory is helpful in developing new 
forms of  practice for two reasons. First, the uptake 
of  speculative thought in design invites a new way 
of  relating to the borderscape (and potentially other 
settings). My intention has been to develop a practice 
where designers become situated in the settings of  
the borderscape, and the social and cultural events 
that occur there, rather than acting as a distanced 
social commentator. Second, the speculative changes 
commitments for STS scholarship, from reflection 
and analysis to intervention and participation in 
bringing about social and material change. 

At the end of  the chapter I accumulate and sum-
marise a typology of  a/symmetries related to this 
research practice. Several of  these a/symmetries will 
also be referred to in subsequent substantive chapters 
in order to both conduct and analyse the work I have 
been engaged in.
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demonstrate how non-humans act and take part 
in social life.18 Though I will draw from some of  
SSK’s concerns (especially a methodological focus 
on success and failure), the uptake of  symmetry in 
ANT represents a more pertinent move for design, 
because it not only concerns epistemology (what 
one can know), but the nature of  being, or ontology 
(what can act, and how). This application of  symme-
try was seen as radical because it rejected (arguably) 
previously held notions in mainstream sociology that 
divided the world into nature — an external world 
that can be known — and society — human subjects 
that know (partly informed by Whitehead’s [1920] 
rejection of  the ‘bifurcation of  nature’). Scholars (e.g. 
Callon and Latour, 1992; Law, 1991) instead argued 
that humans and non-humans enable each other, 
with agency distributed among them — what Callon 
and Law (1997) have called ‘hybrid collectifs’. 

Following the work of  feminist STS scholars, I have 
opted to use a/symmetry (rather than symmetry) for 
two reasons. The first is to problematise a normative 
assumption that symmetry is always analytically better 
than asymmetry — I will later propose that what is 
better, or ‘good’ needs to be worked out in situated 
encounters rather than seen as a given. Second, to 
recognise that (human) actors are not (and sometime 
cannot be) equal in a given scenario — experiences 
can be different for those that are privileged, and 
those that are not (Star, 1990: 36). In their anal-
ysis of  cervical screening in public health services, 
Casper & Clarke urge analysts to pay attention to 
‘implicated actors’ (1998; see also, Clarke, 1998: 273) 
— those ignored, or without agency. They argue for 
a political and theoretical perspective that ‘prefers to 
look over some shoulders more than others’ (257), 
including themselves as ‘implicated researchers’ who 
participate in ways that would not be accounted for 
in a symmetrical analysis. In terms of  design, one 
can also see how certain actions are scripted (Akrich 
and Latour, 1992a: 261) into objects to either give 
or remove affordances.19 In the borderscape some 
humans are given agency by objects, whereas for 
others, agency is stripped away. For example, a border 

18. Callon uses the term ‘story’ to describe his account that I will adopt to refer to the situated and necessarily partial perspectives offered in 
my own accounts. John Law (2009: 142) has also described ANT as ‘a toolkit for telling interesting stories’. Callon also drew on philosopher 
of  science Michel Serres who employs a number of  metaphors and conceptual characters to tell his stories, e.g. Hermes, angels, parasites and 
so on, which I will pick up on both in the analysis of  designed interventions, and as a way to devise new things and practices.

19. For affordances and design see Bill Gaver (1992), and Donald Norman (2013).

wall is a palpable example of  the ways things and 
objects play out asymmetrically, whereby it enacts 
certain capacities for a border guard, that are almost 
the inverse for displaced people. This is seen starkly 
in the ways that some actors transcend borders that 
others cannot — some achieve the capacity to define 
who or what counts and to exclude those who do not 
and, as I argued in the previous chapter, the ways 
that some objects (e.g. passports) will enable or arrest 
these possibilities for different actors. Migration liter-
ature (e.g. Krause, 2014) has also pointed to the ways 
that humanitarian relief  through NGOs (and so on) 
is employed in managing displaced people, through 
processes of  both distribution (e.g. Agier, 2010) and 
removal (Davies et al., 2017) of  resources. This is es-
pecially clear given the ways that bordering practices 
increasingly and asymmetrically seek to define who 
counts (Butler, 2010: 20) — as citizen, as refugee, as 
migrant and so on.

Type 2: Disciplinary A/symmetry

The move to ontology is particularly relevant to 
this thesis, in particular how the things that design-
ers produce gain, introduce and distribute agency 
(Hennion and Muecke, 2016: 296) — not only how 
agency is ascribed to non-humans by humans, but 
as an upshot of  their interactions, what Andrew 
Pickering calls a ‘dance of  agency’ (1995: 21). 
Arguably, this is quite obvious to designers who 
would seemingly know that the things they make 
have agency and act in the world (this seems to me 
precisely why designers make things). Far from being 
a problem, this instead suggests a disciplinary sym-
metry, whereby design and social theory are able 
to contribute to each other through their respective 
practices, and in doing so create new knowledges, 
practices and ontologies (Wilkie, 2019). This discipli-
nary a/symmetry is key throughout the thesis in de-
veloping multiple speculative practices, and will also 
become clear in Section K, a/b/c/ manifesto, where I 
will draw from the research and the kinds of  social 
theory I explore in this chapter to propose a new 
section for Dunne and Raby’s (2009) manifesto: c. 

I. A/symmetry: Re-figuring Who and What Counts

17. Haraway has been particularly influential to scholars of  ANT, especially her critiques of  what she refers to as the ‘gods-eye view’ (1988: 
581) where analysts could be accused of  falling for the same ‘trick’ as the scientists they analysed by failing to account for subjectivity. Hara-
way argued instead for situated knowledges that recognise how knowledge comes to be produced, and importantly, for what ends.

Type 1: A/symmetries of More-Than-Human 
Agency

The borderscape is heterogenous — it is various-
ly made up of  humans, such as police and border 
guards; objects, like passports, images, walls; both 
complex and mundane technologies; natures, like 
land formations and bodies of  water, and nature-cul-
tures, like the eco-park captured in Section A. In ad-
dition, in the research I analyse in this thesis I have 
introduced things into these settings, which leaves me 
trying to make sense of  an extremely complex ‘mess’ 
(Law, 2004).

ANT emerged as a methodological approach for 
understanding the social as assemblages of  humans 
and non-humans. A key motivation for this was to 
develop social theory from human-centred analysis 
to dispel the divide between what is seen as purely 
technical and what is social (e.g. Latour and Johnson, 
1988). This makes ANT extremely helpful for the 
analysis and development of  the kind of  design 
practice I am conducting in this research, especially 
in providing ways to account for agency in the com-
positions of  borderscapes. My uptake of  ANT, the 
focus on non-humans (and later cosmopolitics) in the 
context of  doing design in the borderscape is a com-
mitment to move away from anthropocentrism and 
engage in some repair work of  design’s (often explic-
it) commitment to serve (some) humans (e.g. a user, 
in UCD, or citizens in SCD) at the expense of  others. 
In my understanding, design discourse’s (arguably 
relatively recent) explicit attention to the importance 
of  non-human entities came via ANT’s discovery 
of  the various roles of  non-humans in scientific 
research. Though non-human is the more familiar 
and typical term in classical ANT parlance, in this 
thesis I tend towards more-than-human (inspired by 
more recent scholarship in anthropology, e.g. Tsing, 
2013; de la Cadena et al., 2015), because in my view 
it does not rely on negation (a lack of  human-ness), 
but foregrounds all of  the other things they might be. 
Having said this there are instances where I opt for 

non-human instead, especially when citing classical 
ANT, to be consistent with existing scholarship.

ANT scholarship has a history of  being drawn on 
by scholars working at the intersection of  STS and 
design (e.g. Berg, 1998; Binder et al., 2011; Calvillo, 
2010; Ehn, 2008; Storni et al., 2015; Wilkie, 2019; 
Yaneva, 2009) in part because it attends to and offers 
a set of  precedents for understanding heterogeneity. 
Informed by this work, there are two key reasons 
for my drawing on ANT in this research. First is 
ANT’s commitment to situated studies of  practice 
(for example, scientific: Latour, 1988; or design: 
Wilkie, 2010), and via feminist scholars (and ANT 
fellow travellers e.g. Haraway, 1988) an emphasis on 
situated knowledge, rather than existing in abstract 
bodies of  theory.17 Second, because ANT offers ways 
(vocabulary and methodologies) to trace and analyse 
distributions of  agency within situated studies of  
making and deploying design objects. These com-
mitments to situated practices and the empirical are 
what persuades me of  its use in analysing design 
practices. Specifically, ANT’s history in seeking to 
describe order and disorder (Law, 2009: 144) is par-
ticularly pertinent to a study of  speculation, design 
and the borderscape, where order and disorder 
manifest. 

Symmetry was first proposed in the sociology of  
scientific knowledge (SSK) which accused traditional 
(or asymmetric) sociology of  explaining truth and 
success with the rationality of  researchers, and falsity 
and failure with social causes. SSK scholars (notably 
Bloor, 1976, 1991) argued for sociologists to analyse 
the social processes and conditions involved in pro-
ducing scientific facts in order to treat and analyse 
both truth and falsity, rationality and irrationality, 
success and failure ‘equally’ by using the same lan-
guage to describe both (or multiple) sides to a debate. 
In his seminal ‘story’ of  marine biologists developing 
a conservation strategy for scallops, Michel Callon 
(1986) ‘radicalised’ earlier uses of  symmetry to 
establish a series of  rules of  ANT, including: ‘gen-
eralised symmetry’ (see also: Latour, 1993b: 94) to 
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are inscribed in objects by designers to define how 
things could be used, and by whom, but should also 
alert designers and researchers to how scripts get 
over-turned or ‘sub-scripted’ (Akrich and Latour, 
1992a: 261). I will draw on script theory in relation 
to different compositions (of  designs, devices, people 
and so on) in Chapter 6, where I unpack patterns of  
agency in both making and deploying devices. Script 
theory has also been expanded, especially to account 
for ANT’s turn to ‘events’, rather than ‘action’, so 
that scripts are not only seen as properties of  arte-
facts, but configurations (or becomings) of  humans 
and things, in which some actions are stimulated and 
others prohibited (Verbeek, 2005: 145). This repre-
sents a key consideration in PD — where input and 
the requirements of  potential users are made (more) 
symmetrical by inviting participation in the design 
process.

Type 3: A/symmetries of Participation & 
Prototyping

Designers have previously developed a number of  
different traditions for symmetrising user involve-
ment in design (for an overview see Asaro, 2000: 
257). Notably, Scandinavian PD promised to trans-
form the politics that design exists and partakes in 
by integrating end users’ concerns into the design of  
technical systems in the workplace. In recent years, 
PD has adopted many of  the theoretical considera-
tions of  ANT, where in addition to analysis, design-
ers intervene in, and make new networks (Ehn et al., 

20. Participatory designers (e.g. Björgvinsson et al., 2012; Ehn et al., 2014) have also more recently been involved with displaced and other 
marginalised people.

2018: 61). In my reading, 
PD engages with sym-
metry in (at least) two 
ways: first, through a 
distribution of  expertise 
that relates to knowledge 
production, and second, 
ontologically in the ways 
that entities get added to 
the world through mate-
rial prototyping practices.

Largely influenced by Kurt Lewin’s (1946) ‘action 
research’, PD symmetrises both local knowledge 
(i.e. those affected by or using a technology) and 
professional designers’ expertise to intervene in a 
given field, while retaining systematic and theoret-
ical reflections (Ehn, 2017: 10). In this sense, PD 
attempts to achieve consensus through temporary 
stabilisations of  power in order to democratise de-
cision-making (Kristen Nygaard in Berntsen et al., 
2010: 43; Ehn, 2017; Keshavarz and Maze, 2013: 8). 
Technology represented an opportunity to intervene 
in democratic processes in the workplace (e.g. news-
paper production) as a Marxist commitment to seize 
the means of  production (Binder et al., 2015; Ehn, 
2017: 9), and to transform politics from the side of  
the ‘resource weak’ in order to devise new possibilities 
collaboratively. This is particularly germane for my 
interests, as a set of  lessons to draw from in working 
with marginalised groups of  people. For example Ehn 
et al. (1992), engaged with graphic workers involved 
in newspaper production in Denmark and Sweden 
as part of  the UTOPIA project. The aim of  this 
project was to devise ways to use incoming technol-
ogies (specifically computers) in consensus between 
unions, workers (like typographers and journalists), 
and management (60).20 Another major influence for 
PD has been Paulo Friere’s (1996) design of  radical 
pedagogy in class conflicts and struggles for better 
living conditions in Brazil in the 1970s. This intro-
duces two distinct approaches to PD operating at the 
same time — both from top down (union leaders, 
organisation decentralisation) and bottom up (the 

Specifically, this concerns 
not only how ANT is 
(and has been) used in the 
analysis of  design, but the 
ways that practicing and 
doing design offer ways 
to analyse the future of  
networks and objects. 
Design and speculation 
suggest a new kind of  em-
pirical relationship with 
the future, where it becomes possible to analyse the 
ways objects that are introduced into a setting (like a 
camp, or other space in the borderscape) change it. 
This coming together of  ANT and design to suggest 
new empirical relationships is what I will refer to as 
empirical speculation. Designers (like the scientists 
studied by STS e.g. Hacking, 1983), do not only sit 
and think about the world like philosophers (Jensen et 
al., 2017: 526), or indeed look at it — they also make 
things. Taking this disciplinary symmetry seriously 
also answers critics of  SCD (and other non-conven-
tional approaches to design) who would have us get 
back to solving problems, providing a different set of  
obligations, and questions for designers from those 
that are typical or expected. For example, rather than 
working to cater for a specific user’s needs, the be-
coming-together of  these disciplines allows designers 
to engage in work that focusses on speculating on as-
yet-unknown capacities, and then finding out what 
these are and how they act. The speculative practice 
that I develop in this research creates a concern with 
unknown and as-yet-unknowable affordances, that 
get recognised and actualised in multiple processes. 

Given this concern, and echoing John Law (2003: 
11) and Dick Pels (1996), a/symmetry becomes a 
device for rearranging relations, and understand-
ing how relations might be changed — a/symme-
try also becomes an ontological practice (in that it 
intervenes) and not only a toolset for analysis. This 
is particularly pertinent for this thesis since sym-
metry cannot account for the relational politics of  
European borderscapes, and the power differentials 
involved. For Law, a/symmetry is a device for creat-
ing stops — when to stop describing — or to ‘cut the 
network’ (Strathern, 1996: 523). Though I will go on 
to  argue that designers’ engagements with a setting, 
their objects and possible users should be extended, 

they will have to stop at some point (Law, 2003: 11). 
A/symmetry offers a way to not only to describe (to 
make one’s objects of  study), but becomes active and 
involved in producing things, and interacting with 
others. To extend Strathern’s metaphor, design can 
be involved in re-tying networks, especially to engage 
with groups of  people that are typically excluded, 
or left unengaged, when they fall out of  the remit 
of  a user (for non-user, see: Wyatt, 2014), or citizen. 
What I propose is for a heightened attentiveness, and 
a caring for the inherent and inevitable asymmetries 
of  design, participation and involvement in the bor-
derscape — to be mindful of  when to stop, how, and 
to examine who benefits.

The border wall example also demonstrates how 
objects exist in highly complex (and a/symmetric) 
socio-material networks, and that designers are not 
lone, heroic actors. Callon’s (1986: 12) study of  the 
scallops demonstrated how agency is distributed 
throughout non-human actors, giving us ‘hybrid 
collectives’, to describe designers as networks rather 
than ‘brilliant individual innovators’ (Callon, 2004: 
4; see also, Latour, 1993a). This also demonstrates 
that some actors are trained — they become experts 
— and are able to act with a greater degree of  agency 
through the affordances (Yaneva, 2009: 285, endnote 
2), situations and relations that expertise brings. This 
highlights Lucy Suchman’s (2007: 269) criticisms of  
symmetry: that some humans — like designers — are 
able to act on their users from afar with increasingly 
sophisticated tools to solicit and sustain ways of  being 
by ‘prescribing’ (Akrich and Latour, 1992a: 214, 
1992a: 261) certain behaviours into artefacts. This 
is an extremely important aspect of  a/symmetry in 
relation to design. Like the script of  a film or theatre 
play, Madeleine Akrich (1992) and Latour developed 
script theory to describe how ‘programs of  action’ 

Fig. 11: Different key pad and 
mice-like devices — ‘mock-
ups’ — produced during the 
UTOPIA project (Ehn and 
Kyng, 1992: 182).

Fig. 12: Workstation mock-
up as part of  the UTOPIA 
project (Ehn and Kyng, 1992: 
180).
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design-research attention must be paid a/symmet-
rically to the conditions in which things come into 
being. This is a methodological imperative to the 
analysis of  both my work, the practices I engage 
with, and the ways users, participants, design objects 
(and so on) are mobilised and understood. In PD, 
conditions are inherited that enrol actors to address 
a/symmetric politics by material reconfiguration (or 
speculation) in very specific ways — and because 
these conditions are different, the practices that they 
allow for cannot necessarily be imported to the bor-
derscape. Instead, methods need to be devised that 
are specific to the situation at hand. I will address this 
further in part two and the following methodology 
chapter, where I seek to develop situated practices for 
the specific settings I engage with.

Type 4: Temporal A/symmetries of 
Participatory Speculation

Recent developments in SCD have also begun to 
engage more explicitly with the politics of  participa-
tion — which I will refer to as ‘participatory specula-
tion’. It is my understanding that participatory spec-
ulation was first used by my colleague Hefin Jones  
(2013) in his Welsh Space Campaign project (see also 
Ward, 2015). Though this work and conception of  
speculation is different to my own, in that it doesn’t 
draw from speculative philosophy or ANT, as a set of  
design practices it is useful to draw on to consider dis-
tributions of  agency and temporality. Seen through 
the lens of  a/symmetry that I am seeking to define, 
this represents an engagement with temporality and 
a/symmetry, where the designer’s responsibilities, 
concerns, and interests do not end once something 
has been made. Instead, they often accompany an 
object into a setting after or while it is being pro-
duced. This kind of  speculative practice takes on a 
temporal concern, whereby a designer’s engagement 
with a project, setting, and group of  participants is 
extended. Again, in my reading the main difference 
from the ethnographic methods that were previously 
used in PD is the way designers deploy things that 
have been designed and made during an encounter 
in order to bring about or provoke new compositions, 
like collaborations, practices, designed objects, and 
often images and film. PD either symmetrises before 
use, at the time of  the project, or in accounts that 
follow a project, and SCD attempts to symmetrise at 

exhibition time (through debates). When it is done 
carefully, participatory speculation distributes agency 
in process to realise a live (co-)production of  proposi-
tions, practices, and things by entangling designers, 
users and things.

This is a difficult task, and I will provide two examples 
in order to draw from, and learn from this emerging 
work. I argue that these two examples symmetrise 
speculation differently (in both time and the treat-
ment of  designed objects) to earlier examples. First, 
the designer Nelly Ben Hayoun’s Disaster Playground 
(2015) is a semi-fictional documentary about the 
study of  earth-bound asteroids. In the film, Ben 
Hayoun presents her participants with props (a large 
red phone for example, Fig. 13) and invites them to 
pretend to use them to activate a kind of  semi-struc-
tured interview, on the premise that these objects 
proposition the protagonists to transform a situation. 
However, in this example, the politics of  speculation 
around the objects remains fixed, because of  their 
highly finished presentation and staked out themes 
of  use that prevent debate, or (mis-)use by the par-
ticipants. In contrast, Dash MacDonald and Dimitri 
Kargotis’s project By The People, For The People (see 
Fig. 14, MacDonald and Kargotis, 2015) similarly 
employs a number of  recognisable motifs as props, 
but treats them altogether differently. While working 
with a group of  young people in South London, the 
designers employed a look-alike of  the then UK 
Prime Minister, David Cameron (Fig. 15) to work 
collaboratively with the young people to put together 
a fictional political party’s manifesto and re-designed 
Prime Minister. 

Seen as an a/symmetry, the key difference between 
these two examples is the invitation of  the proposi-
tion (the look-a-like) to become-with participants by 
being treated flexibly (as well as expressing their own 
agency). The design-objects are re-configured in use 
rather than remaining a cognitive or imaginary spec-
ulation — objects that can only be imagined to take 
on different roles but remain materially fixed. The 
format does not rely on or achieve fixed consensus, 
and instead of  a single stabilisation of  power there 
exist multiple a/symmetric moments of  consensus 
and dissensus that demonstrate democracy as in 
process rather than a fixed state or goal (Keshavarz 
and Maze, 2013: 10). It is tempting to describe the 

oppressed, designing engagements in broader social 
issues).21

A key way that PD operates is through a novel 
conception of  prototyping (Ehn and Kyng, 1992). 
Prototyping in PD is not only employed to ascertain 
or test requirements (e.g. efficiency or user friendli-
ness), but is a practice whereby designs are introduced 
into collectives in order to materialise new more-
than-human arrangements with participants (Wilkie, 
2010: 33). This is done through the use of  ‘mock ups’ 
— for example, a wooden computer ‘mouse’ (Fig. 11 
& Fig. 12) — was devised in the collaboration with 
the aforementioned graphic workers (Ehn, 2017: 
11). Though these practices materially reconfigure 
the settings, processes and expertise related to par-
ticipation, the politics of  engagement is still (mostly) 
figured towards consensus i.e. a single design often 
gets realised. The practice I am arguing for does not 
seek to achieve consensus, and raises questions as to 
how a wider range of  outcomes could include dis-
sensus, disagreement and so on through various dif-
ferent material manifestations.22 Pelle Ehn (2008: 92) 
and Thomas Binder (2015) describe prototypes not 
as fixed objects, but follow the etymology of  ‘thing’, 
as a meeting, matter or concern.23 ‘Design-thinging’ 
(Binder et al., 2015: 154; Ehn, 2008) becomes a 
‘place’ of  governance and debate through the recog-
nition that things are in process. This is in contrast to 
previously held notions of  the prototype (in STS) as a 
‘boundary object’ as conceptualised by Susan Leigh 
Star and James Griesemer (1989: 393) — an object 
that retains its make-up whilst allowing for multiple 
interpretations — in their terms, ‘perspectives’ on the 
same object. This represents a very different version 
of  ontology — one where entities consistently retain 
their shape, to one where objects are different based 
on the multiple ways they are enacted each time they 
are encountered. Annemarie Mol’s notion of  onto-
logical politics (e.g. 1999, 2003) challenges an object’s 

21. Similar concerns have also been adopted by practitioners in Calais, e.g. a project developing an accredited undergraduate writing course 
on ‘Life Stories’ (The Centre for Narrative Research, 2015) and resulted in the book Voices from the ‘Jungle’ (Calais Writers, 2017). See also The 
Silent University project (Malzacher et al., 2016).

22. See Chantal Mouffe’s (1999) work on agonistic pluralism, and for its uptake in the context of  design, see Markus Miessen (2010: 105) 
and Carl DiSalvo (2010).

23. The designers draw on Latour’s ‘matters of  concern’ (2005a, 2008) describing a thing as the ‘issue that brings people together because it 
divides them’ (13). See also Graham Harman’s (2005: 268) book chapter in the same volume Making Things Public, edited by Latour. Though 
Latour’s approach is extremely different, Martin Heidegger (1968) has previously made distinctions between objects and things by following 
the etymology of  the word Ding or ‘thing’. 

consistency or coherence by making a radical depar-
ture from Kantian das Ding an sich: the object as it 
exists of  itself  (Jensen and Winthereik, 2005: 266). 
Mol persuasively argues that an object (in her study, 
a disease, or a leg) is performed each time it is encoun-
tered, with multiple realities hanging together that 
are enacted rather than only observed or signified. 
Mol links the real — the material that shapes the 
conditions of  our lives — and the political, by ob-
serving that reality is manipulated in the course of  it 
being measured by different ‘tools’ (77). Marc Berg 
(1998: 482)  has also explored ontological politics in 
PD and Computer-Supported Cooperative Work 
(CSCW) and points out that design is a locus for po-
litical action. If  we accept that realities are multiple, 
the key for design and participation is paying atten-
tion to which realities get enacted, and how.

PD achieves a certain type of  symmetry in the ways 
that it is able to distribute agency between different 
(more-than-human) actors. However, situating this 
next to my own practice there are some key dif-
ferences (or perhaps, asymmetries) in the kinds of  
conditions that are inherited for PD, which are at 
odds with those of  conducting research in the bor-
derscape. Notably, that PD projects are often backed 
by already strong actors, with powerful stakeholders, 
funders, unions, and government support. This is not 
the case in my practice. Users, objects, experts, ma-
terials, and funds are assembled and realised given 
certain conditions that need to be paid attention to 
— this is an a/symmetry. The conditions, actors (and 
so on) that artefacts are produced in and with matter, 
because they shape what that thing or practice is 
able to become. To draw on a key influence in the 
development of  ANT — Whitehead would remind 
us that nothing comes without its world, ‘how an 
actual entity becomes constitutes what that actual 
entity is… its “being” is constituted by its “becom-
ing”’ (1978: 23). In developing situated speculative 
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project as an ‘ideal speech situation’ (Habermas, 
1990) — but more accurately, the project exists in a 
constant noise of  dissensus, that requires care, craft 
and attention to (what I would call) the a/symme-
tries of  a participatory project. I also say this with 
caution — there are inherent asymmetric power 
relations that exist between the designers and their 
participants that remain unexamined (which would 
arguably benefit from some kind of  retrospective 
critical analysis). 

Speculative Design projects also open up further 
ethical complexity when design is no longer about 
offering solutions — especially in the context of  crisis 
and urgency, like in the borderscape. Designers need 
to be mindful of  what happens when a project ends: 
what happens to the futures, objects, or relations that 
were dreamed up (Ward, 2015: 242), and how they 
can continue to act or continue to affect change. In 
addition to this, there is the risk of  raising hopes of  
changed lives, when actually designers or researchers 
‘have very limited scope, or even limited interest, 
to affect change’ (Ståhl et al., 2017: 3). A key con-
sideration for my own engagement (that I explore 
specifically in Chapter 5) is how to extend empirical 
engagements, especially when these settings are at a 
physical distance. This follows a key commitment to 
not mine a community for content, and to recognise 
the ways that projects inevitably (and asymmetrical-
ly) contribute to designers’ and researchers’ careers, 
portfolios, or education. This recognition of  the 
entanglement of  designers in participatory projects 
problematises the user for design-research — here 
one could ask, are the academics writing the anal-
ysis and getting the funding the real users of  par-
ticipatory (design) projects? NGOs, artists and other 
actors in the borderscape have long been accused of  
being parasitical and exploiting crisis for their own 
needs, something to which I am clearly no exception. 
Instead, a commitment to a/symmetry and analysis 
in participatory projects invites attention towards 
who or what benefits from an intervention and pro-
vides a framework for thinking of  the multiple users 
involved, or benefitting. 

24. See Clayton (2017) for an inspiring example of  a collaboration between lawyers and film-makers in Calais.

Specifically, in relation to my engagement with the 
borderscape, I am also mindful of  the limits of  the 
discipline of  design, and of  my practice and exper-
tise. For example, in Calais, I couldn’t help think 
that I would be more useful if  I was trained as an 
immigration lawyer rather than a designer.24A/sym-
metry in this sense has another job to recognise the 
design-researcher as a situated practitioner who has 
their own latent constraints, limits, wants, needs, ex-
pertise, contradictions, desires, and so on.

Given the above — and to bring together the above 
arguments around participation and temporality — 
this brings attention to who and what is excluded 
when producing knowledge, and in both the pro-
duction and use of  objects and things. Once again, 
the network has to be ‘cut’ (Strathern, 1996: 523) at 
some point, and a/symmetry provides a framework 
to question how, or when to do this, and who or what 
that might exclude. This raises the question (and 
importantly a way of  carefully considering) what if  
people do not want to speculate, or do not want a 
voice? How can design pay attention to them? Or 
perhaps more specifically to the borderscape, what 
happens when people want — or indeed need — 
to remain hidden, unseen or unheard? Åsa Ståhl 
et al. (2017) have also warned that as participatory 
design methods become more established and more 
highly thought of  (especially where participation has 
become expected, or instrumentalised in places like 
arts funding), ‘it is even more important to revisit, 
and further understandings of  the limits to democ-
racy in collaborative research, and of  conflicting 
agendas’ (3). Throughout the thesis, I will argue 
that a/symmetry can become a key tool for doing 
this. In other words, we (designers) need to pay at-
tention to the relations and temporalities inherent to 
design interventions, especially given the asymmetric 
material, social and political constraints of  those I 
have engaged with, who are forced to endure the 
borderscape.

Fig. 13: Film still from Disaster 
Playground trailer (2015) show-
ing red phone prop. By: Nelly 
Ben Hayoun.

Fig. 14: Participants in By The 
People, For The People (2015). 
By: Dash MacDonald and 
Dimitri Kargotis.

Fig. 15: Film Still of  By The 
People, For The People (2015). 
By: Dash MacDonald and 
Dimitri Kargotis.
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II. What’s the Problem with Speculative Critical Design?

25. See also Natasha Schüll’s (2014) account of  the role of  highly effective design in machine gambling addiction, and MoMa’s Design and 
Violence exhibition, accompanying blog (MoMa, 2013), and book (Antonelli and Hunt, 2015).

26. For the purposes of  this thesis I have grouped both critical and speculative design into SCD. For a more detailed account of  the different 
strands of  critical design see Malpass (2012: 183).

27. The futures cone is adapted from Voros (2001) and Hancock & Bezold (1994: 25), for a potted history of  this diagram see, Voros (2017a: 
10–13, 2017b).

28. Having said this, in recent years there has been a growing interest among non-conventional approaches to design in re-framing the 
gallery to do precisely this, see for example Onkar Kular’s (2016) recent work, and the architecture practice, MUF’s (2015) collaboration with 
the V&A museum and Women For Refugee Women, for inspiring examples.

Having unpacked a/symmetry in part one, I now 
draw from this concept to analyse SCD to develop 
some ways to reformat and propose alternative kinds 
of  speculative practice. For some time, scholars, and 
designers (notably Papanek, 1985: ix) have argued 
and demonstrated that design is not a naturalised 
force for ‘good’ and have expanded design’s typical 
associations with structure, stability and prob-
lem-solving.25 As I demonstrated in the introduction, 
the borderscape is especially troubling for design, 
where it can be seen to be playing multiple problem-
atic roles (for example in the design of  border walls, 
weapons, poor quality shelters, and so on). In my 
view, SCD suggests a symmetrical approach to this 
problem, whereby designers critique the discipline’s 
usual (often referred to as normative) characterisa-
tion as a mode of  optimising human practices (ir-
respective of  what that practice is for), and instead 
speculate on the possible pitfalls or problems of  
human and non-human action (Dunne, 1999).26 
Hence, SCD acts against normative design by ad-
dressing the politics of  technology, through a process 
of  ‘problem-finding’ (see Fig. 16; Dunne and Raby, 
2009). The aim being to expand and show the ide-
ational phases of  design projects (Dunne and Raby, 
2014: 4; Gaver and Dunne, 1997) to a public (typi-
cally in galleries and museums) in order to ‘stimulate 
discussion’ (Dunne and Raby, 2001: 58), or ‘debate’ 
(Auger, 2010: 2) on the role and futures of  technolo-
gy in society.

The well-known visual metaphor of  the futures cone 
in Fig. 17 is often cited as an explanatory resource 
and inspiration for SCD to differentiate different 
possible, plausible, probable and preferable futures.27 
Often drawing on dystopian futures, SCD practi-
tioners design artefacts to suggest possible futures 
in order to debate what might be preferable. This 

often involves employing shock tactics, drawing on 
science and dystopian fiction and radical architec-
ture to examine how society might be technologically 
determined. 

Technological determinism has long been critiqued 
by STS scholars (e.g. Bijker, 1997; Latour and 
Johnson, 1988) who claim technology does not deter-
mine the social by itself, but is made up of  both tech-
nological and social factors, and importantly, that 
technology does not just mean things — it cannot 
only be socially constructed — it also does things, and 
is made to do things, like arrange people and objects 
in certain ways. Seen in this light, SCD objects do 
little more than produce meaning because their ca-
pacities are limited by their presentation, with an 
audience being asked to read (instead of  use) them, 
as a set of  signifiers in a gallery. Judith Butler (2002: 
no pagination) — drawing on Foucault — suggests 
that critique is always a critique of  some instituted 
practice, and the moment it enters into what she 
calls a ‘generic’ space (in my view the gallery is often 
presented or thought of  as a generic space, though 
it is anything but) it loses its transformative ability. I 
have found that the fictionalised realities that SCD 
arranges to contradict or transcend the politics that 
they exist within rarely materially re-configure the 
settings they are realised in. The problem being that 
the potential of  the gallery typically remains fixed, as 
a space to look at and contemplate artefacts — rather 
than a space for political (or material) participation.28

Other scholars (e.g. Coleman, 2017) have drawn 
similarities between SCD and what the anonymous 
academic-activist group Uncertain Commons have 
called ‘affirmative speculation’ (2013: ch. 3) with the 
promise that design in this sense is not used to ‘firm 
up’ the future through normative politics, but to 

Fig. 16: A/B manifesto 
(Dunne and Raby, 2009, 
reproduced from Dunne and 
Raby, 2014: vii).

Fig. 17: The futures cone and 
the four Ps. (Reproduced 
from: Dunne and Raby, 
2014: 5).
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a currently passive, or duped viewer into an activated 
agent of  change, and that a new-found awareness is 
itself  transformative. He goes on to  argue that the 
art that critiques how objects get turned into capital 
are often themselves turned into capital through the 
art (and design) market, whereby the work performs 
and contradicts its own critique. Critical art (and 
design) objects often rely on existing stereotypes or 
tropes (rather than reject them outright) and enter 
into a cyclical contradiction, whereby the same 

tropes end up critiquing themselves. Finally, fol-
lowing Stengers (2017: no pagination), given recent 
political developments (e.g. Brexit referendum, the 
election of  Donald Trump), a critical mode relies on 
so-called ‘rationality’ as a method of  critique, that 
in and of  itself  would seem to have little hope of  
effecting progressive change. Given these suspicions, 
I am increasingly persuaded that critique may well 
have run out of  steam (Latour, 2004), and it may 
now be far more productive to foster different, more 
constructive relationships (Wilkie, Rosengarten, et 
al., 2017) to the speculative possibilities of  design 
practice, which I unpack in detail in the following 
section.

As I argued previously, I am persuaded by SCD’s 
aims to act against the political or market forces 

29. For the purposes of  this thesis I understand normativity as in process, that draws attention to who — or what — has the ‘power’ to 
define what counts as normal, following Claude Debru (20112), drawing on Georges Canguilhem.

30. I am aware that the term ‘neo-liberal’ is often thrown around, and in doing so loses significance. I take the meaning from Foucault who 
suggests that neo-liberal logic (especially its uptake by the Chicago school in the United States) attempts to redefine the social sphere as a form 
of  the economic domain. This model of  rational economic action justifies universalising competition and replacing typical governmental 
action with market-shaped systems (Foucault, 1997; see also: Lemke, 2001: 197).

of  normative design through speculation, seeking 
to engage with the politics of  design by countering 
the logic of  dominant design discourses. However, 
given the empirical sites that I am engaged with, my 
concern is about who gets to speculate, from where 
and how these debates affect the empirical settings 
they are concerned with. SCD’s critiques from inside 
the safe spaces of  academia, galleries and design or 
art markets mean the process of  speculation happens 
in isolation and replaces market forces with other 

kinds of  normativity.29 For 
example, Dunne and Raby 
(2014: 37) have suggested that 
the way to bring about mean-
ingful political social change 
in the future depends on 
what one buys and consumes. 
Though there is a knowing 
sense of  capitalist realism 
(Fisher, 2009) to this argu-
ment, in my eyes it still main-
tains, and applies a neo-liberal 
(Lemke, 2001) economic logic 
to all aspects of  social life — 
to reinforce the idea of  voting 
with one’s wallet seems to me 

to ignore other ways of  achieving political partici-
pation and change.30 Due in part to this, SCD rarely 
brings about noteworthy material change to the 
spaces that it seeks to engage with, especially projects 
that address more problematic realities, including 
disasters and migration. Prado de O. Martins and 
Oliveira (2015) go further than this to argue that 
SCD is implicated in modernist colonialism, rather 
than challenging hegemonic discourses. They argue 
that SCD acts as an asset of  and for coloniality by 
depicting futures in which the systems of  colonial 
power are still very much in place, only glazed with a 
thin layer of  dystopia for a western audience (Prado 
de O. Martins, 2017: 37).

I will now discuss an example that illustrates some of  
my misgivings around SCD (and will suggest some 

engage with designing or enacting alternative futures. 
According to the designer James Auger (2010), SCD 
develops ways for designers and users to facilitate 
‘a more democratic and accessible method through 
which to explore and question’ the logics of  scientific 
and technological developments by inviting a public 
into technological ‘debates’ (2). However, this claim 
does not address how technology gets democratised, 
the processes of  debate, or who is invited to attend 
to these debates. Other designers and scholars (e.g. 
Kerridge, 2015: 175) have expressed scepticism at 
the claims made about SCD by its practitioners that 
suggest the creation of  a network for exhibitions 
and other public events enables critical discourses to 
become more widely available as a form of  public 
debate. Rather, typically, this debating and specu-
lating remains the preserve of  the designers, with 
little to no involvement or participation with those 
who are most likely to feel the consequences of  un-
checked technological developments. 

This echoes Jacques Rancière’s (2009) critique of  
critical art — that ‘the exploited rarely require an 
explanation of  the laws of  exploitation’ (ibid: 45; see 
also: Foster, 2013). Those oppressed or exploited by 
capitalism (or for that matter forced migration and 
bordering practices) do not need to be reminded of  

that repression — they are likely far more aware of  
these processes than the theorists, artists, or design-
ers. Therefore, it is not an unawareness that is the 
problem, but a lack of  ‘confidence’ (Rancière, 2009: 
45), in my reading agency, or capacity to transform 
the situation. This highlights two key considerations. 
The first is that of  expertise, that designers are likely 
not ‘qualified’, and need to be mindful of  who is 
expert in a given situation. Second, when designers 
take on the role of  the critic it is important to pay 
attention to the ways they are situated in relation to 
others. This concerns both where these objects go on 
to  inhabit (e.g. galleries), and where the objects come 
from (e.g. studios, workshops, universities), which I 
have found are rarely accounted for, often seemingly 
coming from nowhere. In my view, this represents an 
asymmetry of  failing to account for where objects 
come from, and is something that I seek to address 
throughout the thesis and in detail in Chapter 4.

I find a number of  parallels between critiques of  
critical art and my own misgivings about SCD, and 
find these critiques are especially pertinent, since 
both SCD and critical art often inhabit the same 
spaces and draw on similar themes and methods. 
For example, Rancière goes on to problematise the 
assumption that the critical is required to transform 

Fig. 18: Jessica Charlesworth 
and Tim Parsons New Sur-
vivalism (2014). Collection of  
‘bug-out’ bags. Image credit: 
Charlesworth and Parsons.

Fig. 19: Jessica Charles-
worth and Tim Parsons New 
Survivalism (2014). Exhibition 
view of  the Bio Photovoltaics 
Hacktivist kit. Image credit: 
Sahir Ugur Eren.
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alternatives). The designers Jessica Charlesworth 
and Tim Parsons (2014) have attempted to address 
themes of  disaster and migration with their ‘New 
Survivalism’ project. The designers start with the 
problematisation of  a ‘bug out bag’ (a bag contain-
ing equipment prepared in advance in case of  an 
emergency) that they re-design to allow for alterna-
tive preparations that do not only concern survival 
(see Fig. 18 & Fig. 19). Given that the project was 
commissioned for the Istanbul Design Biennial, first 
of  all, and despite the pair conducting a workshop 
with participants in Turkey as part of  the project, I 
am concerned that the project re-locates a western 
(especially prevalent in North America) logic of  
disaster prepping to Turkey, a site with a complex 
relation to disaster due to ongoing mass immigra-
tion (mainly from disasters in the Middle East), the 
country’s own political crises, and its location on a 
geological fault-line resulting in long experience 
of  preparing for earthquakes. This is a commonly 
echoed criticism of  SCD, summarised perhaps by 
the phrase ‘one person’s dystopia is another person’s 
reality’. Though I don’t wish to parrot Prado de O. 
Martins, & Oliveira’s (2015), John Thackara (2013) 
and Cameron Tonkinwise’s (2014, 2015) critiques, 
this seems to me a problem of  lacking understanding 
of  a given context.31 In my eyes this is because there 
is very little empirical engagement and therefore un-
derstanding of  the setting that the project is realised 
in, and so the project can offer little more than a 
distanced spectacle of  migration (see also DiSalvo, 
2012). Therefore, it ignores the lived experiences of  
(a close by) population experiencing forced migra-
tion, and instead takes as its concern a critique of  
western prepping practices. Put more forcefully these 
works often seem to be unable to think from the per-
spective of  the world that is actually being lived — to 
confront the consequences of  the worlding that one 
is, or becomes engaged in (Haraway, 2014; drawing 
on Arendt, 1963). I find that this kind of  project has 
limited scope to ‘democratise’ design (Auger, 2010), 
affect the lived reality of  forced migration, or invite 
those affected to debate its implications. This results 
in little transformation of  the politics of  migration, 
since those that might either go about making this 
process of  change, or those that are enmeshed in and 

31. I hasten to add that Tonkinwise’s critiques are also extremely problematic — not least what I view as the condescending assumption that 
the non-western characters participating in his Design Fictions about Critical Design (2015) are not able to grasp the complexity, or criticality of  
SCD. 

forced to suffer it are left unengaged. The problem as 
I see it is that SCD projects have typically used props 
to critique design itself, and other domestic prod-
ucts (Malpass, 2012: 50) and are therefore less well 
equipped to deal with issues like migration. In which 
case, some alternative methodologies and ways of  
thinking need to be developed when the role of  SCD 
expands and makes its concerns other (often more 
complex) aspects of  social life.

From Critique to Constructivism

From here I would like to distance myself  from 
the critics of  SCD cited above. As Stengers (2018) 
has argued, criticizing others, ‘is still to engage in a 
certain kind of  authoritative gesture’ (131). I take 
this to outline her notion of  constructivism, whereby 
critique is to act authoritatively, but to construct is to 
use someone else’s work for your own thinking, and 
to generate new learning, practices, and knowledge. 
If  critique truly has run out steam (Latour, 2004), 
then it would seem that I am contradicting myself  to 
pile on to  the mounting criticism of  SCD. Instead, 
I plan to draw from a constructivist lineage and its 
uptake in design (Wilkie, Savransky, et al., 2017), in 
order to use the work that SCD (and its critics) have 
made space for to develop new kinds of  practice. It 
is important to note that my engagement with the 
above criticisms of  SCD are not to say that design-
ers should get back to solving problems, addressing 
the market or other kinds of  mainstream design. As 
Dunne & Raby (2014: 20) have (in my view gener-
ously) argued, there is space for many design prac-
tices and approaches. Instead, what I am arguing 
for is the development of  new modes of  designerly 
engagement, and practices that deal directly with the 
empirical settings of  the borderscape. 

This is where attuning to failure becomes a key 
aspect of  the multiple practices I engage with (which 
I explore in detail in the methodology), because an 
engagement with failure suggests and enables one to 
build new practices, and provisional grounds for new 
uses of  a concept or practice (Butler, 1993: 6). This 
commitment to the new uses of  failures is arguably 
a key problem for SCD, which very rarely fails, and 

is often not examined as in a state of  becoming, but 
as a set of  finalised, exhibited objects. What these 
concepts do for me is invite a novel way of  thinking 
about speculative practice as one that is in process, 
and the subject of  many possible permutations. This 
is why I am convinced that empirical accounts and 
analysis of  speculative design are helpful for con-
tributing to, and developing the discipline. For this 
I follow Kerridge’s (2015: 176) call to accompany 
practice with analysis (symmetrising the two) in order 
to move away from using language to make the case 
for, or promote SCD projects, and move towards 
critical (or rather constructive) examinations of  spec-
ulative practices.

There is a second important side to a move from 
critique to constructivism, especially where some 
designers have called for their colleagues to stop cri-
tiquing SCD, and to focus instead on the problems 
of  normative, or consumerist patterns of  design. My 
position instead is to treat SCD as in a state of  be-
coming, whereby the concern is not about defending 
what exists, but a speculative mode of  building mul-
tiple practices. In STS scholarship,  constructivism is 
concerned with producing more durable facts, by ac-
knowledging and explaining the ways that those facts 
are produced (Latour, 2003: 11, 2018). For design, 
the promises of  constructivism are different, require 
very different practices, and in doing so produce dif-
ferent possibilities (Wilkie, 2019). This is why I draw 
on the notion of  constructivism, because it is explic-
itly interested in generating and developing new, 
alternative practices which can be informed by the 
important work that SCD practitioners have made 
space for. Hence, critiques of  SCD should not be 
seen as a call to stop, or to close down the discipline. 
On the contrary, my use of  constructivism is about 
building — building specific kinds of  practice, by un-
packing what situated speculation can be. In short, to 
take on its own speculative dimension that can create 
new possibilities, invite new practitioners, and devise 
new worlds and subjects for design to engage in.32 

To do this, I have found work in the development of  
speculative and process philosophy vital for develop-
ing the kind of  speculation I have come to work with. 

32. This also echoes Dunne & Raby’s (2009, 2014) invitation to keep generating new manifestos in the wake of  their a/b manifesto, which I 
answer to in Section K.

33. Importantly, this work does not refer to social constructionism or deconstructionism that was a focus of  the so-called ‘science wars’ in 
early STS (see Latour, 2003: 1).

Towards A-firmative Speculation

At first, speculation appears to be precisely the wrong 
approach for design to engage with the borderscape. 
This is perhaps most true in speculation’s association 
with risky financial trading at the service of  capital 
(and funnelling capital ‘up’), which is clearly at odds 
with the kind of  practice I am making a case for. In 
this first sense, speculation represents a set of  prac-
tices to govern and manage risk, populations, natural 
resources, transactions and insurance, in order to 
benefit the few (Uncertain Commons, 2013: no 
pagination). In design, speculation has been a key 
focus for some time now, for example in the above 
examples of  SCD (not to mention the radical archi-
tecture of  the 60s and 70s that SCD draws from, 
for which see Malpass, 2012:18) that address future 
technologies through fictional design proposals and 
prototypes. Despite SCD’s explicit use of  specula-
tion, arguably, design is inherently (or always has 
been) a speculative practice — drawings, models and 
plans seek to describe things that do not yet exist. 
Speculation has also been taken up in philosophy, 
first, as an attempt to define a universal metaphysics 
committed to ‘pure imagination’. And more recent-
ly, ‘speculative realism’ takes up a Heiddeggerian 
world-view, stating that experiences of  the world are 
‘correlationist’ (Meillassoux and Badiou, 2009) — 
they exist in the interaction between a human and 
non-human — and that an independent ontology of  
the world is a matter of  speculation. More promising 
for this research however, is the uptake of  speculative 
philosophy (e.g. Stengers, 2008) and process theory 
in design (Wilkie, 2018: 347) and social and cultural 
research interested in possibles, process and change, 
as opposed to what exists, or is observable (e.g. Wilkie, 
Savransky, et al., 2017).

This uptake suggests new ways that SCD might be 
understood and employed, especially where I have 
argued a move is required from critique and social 
commentary. Latour (2003, 2004) and Stengers 
(2008) drawing on Whitehead have developed ‘con-
structivism’ that explicitly aims to make this move 
away from critique, debunking and demystifying.33 
This suggests a novel development for a speculative 
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design practice attempting to move away from social 
commentary and critique. Their argument is that 
we need to ‘get closer’ to facts (Latour, 2004: 231) 
by actively acknowledging the conditions in which 
knowledge is produced, and to design concepts 
and devices that ‘actively and explicitly relate any 
knowledge-production to the question that it tries to 
answer’ (Stengers, 2008: 92). However, drawing on 
this work in the context of  design, requires a further 
move (Wilkie, 2018: 348). For STS, a foundational 
concern is the production of  (scientific) knowledge, 
i.e. epistemology, but the obligations for design prac-
tice towards knowledge production are different to 
science (or any other discipline, see Stengers, 2013: 
184). As I argued previously, design produces new 
ontological capacities, rather than (strictly) new 
knowledge about the world (which is familiar for 
STS and the production of  scientific experiments, 
Latour, 2000: 115). The requirements for science 
are also different — scientists must be seen to be 
acting neutrally, and not influencing results. This 
characterisation of  design recognises the artefacts 
and experiences design produces as political actors 
with the capacity to transform politics through the 
production of  ontological capacities, i.e. new ways to 
act and have agency in the world (Berg, 1998: 475). 
Moreover, it is not a requirement for design to be 
seen as objective (it is often explicitly interested), and 
this commitment re-figures research from a task for 
scholars to describe and understand what exists, to 
a commitment to describe something’s capacities — 
to what does not yet exist. Stengers takes her notion of  
speculation from William James’s ‘pragmatism’, that 
is concerned with the consequences of  invention, 
or of  speculation on consequences. Stengers tells us 
that we do not yet know how things matter, but that 
we can learn to examine situations from the point of  
view of  their possibilities — in her words, to ‘care for 
the possible’ (Stengers and Bordeleau, 2011: 12). For 
my uses, the reference to care refers to the previously 
described type (4) of  temporal a/symmetry — in this 
sense care is concerned with both bringing about, and 
paying attention to and describing the ways things 
matter, and what they may become. This will become 
central to Chapter 5, where I draw on the concept 
to explore the new temporal relationships I seek to 

34. See also Escobar’s (2018) notion of  ‘ontological designing’, and the introduction chapter of  the thesis for why I do not draw on his 
version.

foster when deploying and accompanying research 
devices in Calais and Lesvos.

This characterisation of  constructivism recognises 
and demonstrates how technologies, designed arte-
facts and other more-than-humans actively partici-
pate in politics (Berg, 1998: 482). In doing so, design 
makes material a common argument in STS that 
most of  politics happens outside of  typical political 
domains (Callon and Law, 1997). This means design 
no longer necessarily exists in pre-determined politi-
cal scales or democratic processes (e.g. authoritarian 
to democratic) and has the capacity to shift from ‘pro-
cedural attempts to achieve consensus’ (Berg, 1998: 
483) to alternative ways of  doing politics. This ‘onto-
logical politics’ (Mol, 1999) of  design and the kind of  
speculation I am drawing on makes a move to re-fig-
ure worlds (and thereby the politics that govern or 
shape them), without simply mirroring existing social 
relations and modes of  political participation.34 As I 
have argued, this way of  doing alternative politics is 
rarely fulfilled in SCD. Notably — as I argued above 
— SCD’s critical mode re-figures political process-
es through debate and speculative scenarios in the 
wrong places, like galleries. Instead, I am concerned 
with the ways speculation might be distributed, and 
how others are invited to attend to so called debates.

I have also encountered a problem of  language in 
defining speculation. In the a/b manifesto shown in 
Fig. 16, Dunne and Raby characterise side ‘a’ (often 
referred to as normative or mainstream design) as 
‘affirmative’ (Dunne and Raby, 2014: vii). There 
is a confusing parallel between this the previously 
cited notion of  affirmative speculation, developed by 
Uncertain Commons (2013), that appear to contra-
dict each other. Affirmative has two meanings — the 
first, to agree to something, is not especially helpful. 
Agreement is too similar to what is also described as 
‘firmative’, and I suspect is the definition that Dunne 
and Raby mean in their manifesto. Uncertain 
Commons (2013) define ‘firmative’ speculation as 
being concerned with firming up the future, remov-
ing risk or colonising what is possible. The second 
definition of  affirmative, is to be supportive, hopeful 
or encouraging, and as a proposition this appears 
more helpful and in closer alignment with Uncertain 

Commons use, that they define in opposition to 
firmative — that ‘is not a self-congratulatory affir-
mation of  what we are; it is, rather an affirmation of  
what we might become’ (no pagination). I take this 
to mean an encouragement of  the unlikely and the 
definition of  practices that are risky and stir up the 
future against those that try to exploit it in the name 
of  concentrating power and resources.35 I propose 
naming a third version — a-firmative— to distinguish 
between these definitions, and describe a mode of  
speculation that resists and is not used to firm up, 
predict, or stabilise it, but to engage with proposi-
tioning or enacting what may otherwise be deemed 
unlikely. I name and pay attention to the a in a-firm-
ative — ‘a’, a prefix denoting ‘not’ or ‘without’ — to 
emphasise the encouragement for what is not known, 
but which might be possible. Following my argument 
to define a practice that takes a constructivist (rather 
than critical) version of  speculation as its inspiration, 
I propose some adjustment to the previously cited 
a/b manifesto — to change the term ‘affirmative’ in 
the ‘a’ column to ‘firmative’, paired with ‘critical’ in 
the ‘b’ column, and a new, third column ‘c’, contain-
ing the term ‘a-firmative speculation’. I will revisit 
this manifesto throughout the thesis, culminating in 
section K, a/b/c/ manifesto, where I provide an addi-
tional side — c — in an updated manifesto to outline 
the practices I conduct and analyse in this thesis.

In developing the notion of  a-firmative I have drawn 
heavily on Stengers’ notion of  speculation which she 
defines as ‘a mode of  thought which endeavours to 
activate what might be possible against the safety of  
probability’ (Savransky and Stengers, 2018: 133). 
As a speculative proposal, this offers a set of  con-
siderations for a-firmative speculation in relation 
to design, whereby the obligation is to learn what 
something might become, how it might matter, and 
‘to resist a future that presents itself  as obvious, plau-
sible and normal’ (Stengers, 2010: 10). For Stengers 
(drawing on Whitehead), speculation is not ‘to solve 

35. The question of  who one aligns oneself  with is pertinent here, and I would draw on Stengers again — as ‘those who will bear the conse-
quences’ (2005: 996).

36. Haraway (2016: 1) has also taken up this proposition, and Stengers’ cosmopolitics with her ongoing concept of  SF — string figures, 
speculative fabulation, so far, (and so on).

37. ‘Event’ has been conceptualised by number of  scholars, notably Whitehead (1970) and Deleuze (2006), both taken up by Mariam Fraser 
(2012). In turn, Fraser’s event has been drawn on in the context of  exhibitions by Horst & Michael (2011) and design and design research by 
Wilkie (2014). For the purposes of  this thesis I follow Michael’s (2016: 134) use of  ‘research event’ as a way of  recognising the co-emergence 
of  events.

the problem, but to make it more interesting. To 
produce a new appetite for what may be possible’ 
(Savransky and Stengers, 2018: 134, my emphasis). 
It sits in contrast to probabilities and predictions that 
set aside and deem other unexpected becomings as 
irrelevant. The concept of  interest is an important 
one to clarify at this point, which Stengers defines as 
that which becomes an integral part of  the present 
for others, ‘what “counts”’ (Stengers, 2010: 27), or 
what matters.36 In relation to a design practice this 
appetite for what may be possible — what may count 
for others — is a material, ongoing, risky and distrib-
uted practice, and importantly — as I will demon-
strate in the following section — is a (cosmo)political 
commitment.

Practicing & Distributing Speculation

Having unpacked various a/symmetries, and kinds 
of  speculation, in this section I address the ways that 
these concepts come together to inform a design 
practice that is concerned with distributions of  spec-
ulative practice. As I will go on to  elaborate, I have 
designed, made and deployed things that intention-
ally affect the milieus they participate in, and are 
in turn affected. Importantly, in this research these 
things have also affected their designers, makers 
and researchers, and the ‘questions’ they are posing. 
There are three key concepts that have informed this 
— Stengers’ conceptual character, the idiot (2005), 
co-becoming (Haraway, 2007: 244, 2016: 12), and 
com-possibility (Wilkie, 2019 drawing on Deleuze, 
1988b: 17). These concepts represent a speculative 
commitment that recognises how humans and more-
than-humans combine in a ‘research event’ (Michael, 
2016: 134; 2020) to not only come together, but, in 
Deleuzian terms, ‘become together’.37 My interest in 
this in a speculative sense is that events create new 
possible arrangements of  people and things, and 
therefore new possibilities. This is a way of  engag-
ing speculatively in questions of  what something or 
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someone might be capable of, rather than posing 
staked out questions (for example by showing highly 
finished objects in a gallery) that will instruct the 
ways I conceive of  making and deploying artefacts 
throughout the thesis. This way of  thinking of  events 
does not consider the world being engaged with to be 
made up of  fixed objects and subjects that combine 
but essentially remain the same, but that these 
come together, interact, and continually change in 
the process of  their various interactions (Michael, 
2012b: 535). 

Concretely, what I am proposing is that the artefacts 
I make are situated and get used (or mis-used, etc.) 
and by becoming-with their empirical settings, invite 
new practices, users, questions, and so on, that the 
design researcher takes seriously. For this, I take 
com-possibility to mean inviting questions to be re-
com-posed, based on a given research event and its 
various, shifting entities. As a speculative commit-
ment, this requires that one (designer, researcher) 
does not presume (is perhaps not qualified) to know 
in advance what questions to ask, how to ask (or 
perhaps what to make) and that speculative proposi-
tions get composed in the process of  posing them. For 
example, I will draw on the concepts of  the idiot and 
event in Chapter 4 to get to grips with a problem 
of  trying (and failing) to conduct an interview on a 
tandem bicycle in the Jungle camp. I will argue that 
a becoming-research event recognises that worlds 
are in process and allows for questions to change 
and to be materialised through and in engagements, 
or as Mariam Fraser puts it, through ‘inventive prob-
lem-making’ (2009: 78). This important point relates 
to both the different commitments for design and its 
ontological politics, as well as methodologically — 
for how to do design, and how to do research.

This speculative mode (and as I will go onto argue, by 
taking the idiot seriously) serves to show that though 
we (designers, researchers) might not yet know what 
questions to ask, or how to ask them, but through 
a device, or a body becoming-with an empirical 
setting, these questions manifest (or get composed) in 
various practices (like speaking, building, cycling, im-
age-making, tea-making, filming). Key to practicing 
this is a speculative commitment that we should not 
assume, and do not yet know what a body is capable 
of  (Deleuze, 1988b). Its capacities will be exhibited 

over time, and we should not assume that someone 
or something cannot do certain things, given that they 
might combine with other bodies, including materi-
als and technical objects. Importantly, this question 
and analysis should be treated symmetrically, rep-
resenting a shift for social and cultural theory, from 
a process of  analysis or commentary. Applied sym-
metrically to design, this observation demonstrates 
that rather than taking a distanced role as a social 
commentator, analyst or theorist, design-research-
ers are  embedded in particular social and cultural 
events as active participants in both bringing (clearly 
partial) understandings of  them, and at the same 
time are embedded and entangled in them so that 
they all (designers, researchers, participants, devices 
and settings) also change. They are not operating 
from outside, but are clearly affecting (or stirring, 
Haraway, 2016) events, and at the same time they 
(and their objects) are changing. This is not about 
a god-like manipulation, but a situated recognition 
that producing, deploying, and accompanying things 
into the field changes that setting. This is what I take 
Haraway to mean in her invitation to ‘stay with the 
trouble’ (2016) — that our task is to stir up potent 
responses to devastating events that require one to be 
‘truly present’ (1). The provocation of  staying present 
invites a question of  where the present is, how one 
might remain there and the current relationships 
design has with empirical research. Following this 
approach requires developing empirical research 
through situated hands-on engagements — to move 
away from designers’ comfortable centres of  exper-
tise like the studio, workshop, university, or museum 
— towards an ongoing set of  situated speculative 
methods and practices. 

This represents not only a problem of  where ques-
tions get made, but also a consideration of  who is 
asking the questions — and a reminder that they 
cannot only be addressed or asked by me. Stengers’ 
(2011) cosmopolitics invites questions about how 
decisions get made, who gets to choose, and the dif-
ferent ways of  posing questions. This invites a com-
mitment to question what is possible in a given space, 
that can only be answered by those who will ‘bear 
the consequences’ (Stengers, 2005: 996; see also: 
Haraway, 2016) through a process of  active partic-
ipation of  both humans and more-than-humans (for 
example, material elements of  the camp, devices that 

I produce, and so on) that make up a research-event. 
For design, this commitment operates by inviting 
novel modes of  participation, where designed objects 
are enrolled in a study and invited to participate. 

SCD in its attempts at democratic participation and 
engagement could be described as a logic of  ‘choice’ 
— that a viewer is invited to choose different versions 
of  the future. This creates a problem when thinking 
about events, because in this light designers appear 
as removed god-like manipulators who act from the 
outside to structure a technologically determined 
future, rather than as situated practitioners who are 
an upshot of  events. In this sense, though SCD seeks 
to question what good technological development 
or progress might mean or be, it often pre-supposes 
that the logic of  choice (between different futures) is 
necessarily a good thing. In developing her notion 
of  ontological politics, Mol (2008) has demonstrated 
that what it means to do good is not always given 
(especially in her study of  health care) and instead 
develops a ‘logic of  care’ that she argues does away 
with external moral or value judgements. Instead, 
Mol suggests that what it is to do good can only be 
developed practically and empirically: ‘what leads to 
a better life, is not given before the act. It has to be 
established along the way’ (75). Framed in this way 
I see this as an important question for a/symmetry 

38. This is also why I will go on to  draw on and set out a situated ethics in the methodology.

to engage with, so that doing 
good is treated as a situated, 
speculative question that 
cannot pre-figure an empiri-
cal engagement. Instead, the 
question of  what it means to 
do good is enacted, and in 
a state of  becoming, rather 
than relying on pre-supposed 
notions typical of  utopian, 
problem-solving (or modern-
ist) discourses in design (see 
also: Latour, 2008: 11).38 To 
return to Stengers’ notion of  
cosmopolitics — it is neces-
sary to slow the construction 
of  what it means to do good 
(Stengers, 2005: 995).

This process of  slowing down 
and distributing speculation is difficult, and certainly 
not a natural state of  affairs — it can take a great 
deal of  work. Michael Guggenheim et al. (2013, 
2017) have demonstrated this in their development 
of  tools and practices to distribute speculative imag-
inations with a sandbox used to build fictional disas-
ter scenarios (see Fig. 20 & Fig. 21). In doing so they 
address how the objects of  speculation have typically 
remained with experts in both philosophy and SCD, 
and can typically only be involved in epistemic prac-
tices. They suggest that designers can make devices 
that allow anyone — expert or non-expert — to spec-
ulate by actively intervening in and transforming an 
empirical setting, while collecting data as a research-
er. Importantly, these activities are not the preserve 
of  designers — what is possible is realised through 
multiple practices, and more-than-human compo-
sitions. This speculative research method brings 
into existence immediate actions of  those specu-
lating through a manipulable object, and shifts the 
process of  speculation from one that is cognitive to 
a socio-material process. I have come to understand 
this via Deleuze’s (1988a: 97; see also: Jensen, 2018) 
notions of  actual and virtual — that the actualisation 
of  the ‘virtual’ is a material and creative process 
that is radically different to a passive relation to the 
possible. This is somewhat familiar to designers who 
through their training understand that materials and 

Fig. 20: Annotated drawing 
of  the sandbox/table.
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objects need to be 
shaped (and they 
resist) — design 
does not happen by 
accident — objects, 
relations and col-
lectives require a 
great deal of  work 
and care for their 
actualisation. 

When considering 
distributing specu-
lation it is also im-
portant to consider 
a problem of  participation when people and things 
don’t show up, or — perhaps more pertinently in the 
borderscape — when they need to remain invisible. 
Stengers has developed the conceptual character 
of  the idiot  (borrowed from Deleuze and Guattari, 
1994; in their turn from Dostoevsky) that has an alto-
gether different relationship to the political, and sets 
out very different models of  political participation, to 
typical democratic models (e.g. debate in SCD). The 
idiot is the one ‘who’ resists consensus, and is con-
cerned that there might be something more impor-
tant that we should pay attention to (Stengers, 2005: 
995). By not participating in the ways that we have 
come to expect, the idiot expresses agency through 
nonsensicalness, forcing us (designers, researchers) to 
slow down and re-consider our own assumptions of  
a given situation. More recently, the idiot has been 
drawn on as a social figure to describe and analyse 
speculative research (e.g. in the context of  exhibi-
tions: Horst and Michael, 2011), and been developed 
into what Mike Michael calls an ‘idiotic methodol-
ogy’ (2012a), for tuning towards a live sociology of  
events that suggests ways to engage in processes of  
‘inventive problem making’ (Fraser, 2012; Michael, 
2012a). 

The idiot has also (and helpfully for this thesis) been 

conceived of  as a device to actively produce (e.g. 
Guggenheim et al., 2017; Michael, 2012; Wilkie et 
al., 2015) speculative research, whereby anyone, or 
anything can be made into or become ‘an idiot’ (for 
example designed objects, or designers). In the context 
of  the becomings of  design and social theory the 
idiot may be an artefact, or a practice — in Michael’s 
(2012: 533) case a ‘misbehaving’ tape recorder — or 
in my own practice a device designed and made to 
proactively behave idiotically. I have found that this 
idiot as a device is extremely useful to draw from to 
problematise the assumption that researchers know 
in advance what questions to ask, or how to ask them. 
This echoes my previous cosmopolitical commitment 
to slow down, and consider that we (designers) might 
not be qualified to solve problems, or (as researchers) 
to even to ask the right questions. I will draw on the 
idiot’s character throughout my empirical research 
(especially in Chapter 4), and will go on to  argue 
that the idiot as a device suggests and invokes other 
characters when it may not be possible or desirable 
to slow down, and where it may be necessary to es-
tablish other temporal relationships (in Chapter 5) to 
a given setting. My drawing on these traditions of  
figuration and conceptual characters is precisely to 
develop ways of  conducting, thinking and analysing 
situated, distributed speculative practices.

Fig. 21: Photograph of  sand-
box in play.

A Conclusion in the Form of a Typology

In this chapter I began by unpacking the concept of  
a/symmetry in order to furnish me with a set of  tools 
for both analysing existing practices described in the 
chapter, and conducting the alternative practices I set 
out in this thesis. These included an attention towards 
more-than-humans, tracing patterns of  agency, and 
the positioning of  the design-researcher in situated 
encounters. I drew on practices in participatory 
design that I analysed in order to draw out lessons 
from the ways these practices materialise new pos-
sibilities, specifically drawing on prototypes. In part 
two, I drew on a/symmetry to problematise SCD, its 
technological determinism, uptake of  normative pol-
itics (like neo-liberal consumer choice and colonial 
power), and typical spaces of  realisation like galleries 
which I argued closed down possibilities, rather than 
opening up speculation. By drawing on scholars of  
social theory and process philosophy I outlined a 
move towards constructivism which allowed me to 
frame speculation and design as in a state of  becom-
ing. I argued that this enables new modes of  practice 
to be developed in the design discourses and practic-
es that SCD has made space for. I defined the kind of  
speculation that I will be drawing on as a-firmative, 
which I argued is concerned with learning how and 
in what ways someone or something might become. 
I emphasise that this is concerned with encouraging 
what is not known but might be possible, and learn-
ing to observe how things matter, in order to resist that 
which presents itself  as obvious. Drawing on these 
two parts, below I provide a brief  typology of  a/sym-
metries and summarise these in a table (Fig. 22) that 
will act as tools in both the enactment and analysis of  
the practices I describe in this thesis. 

More-Than-Human Agency
The first kind of  a/symmetry that I unpacked was a 
focus on both human and more-than-human partic-
ipation in social life informed by the uptake of  the 
‘generalised principle of  symmetry’ (Latour, 1993b: 
94) in STS and ANT. I argued that this is extremely 
important when analysing the kinds of  compositions 
that make up the borderscape, and that there are 
several other a/symmetries that the concept brings 
to the fore when doing design. For example, moving 
from analysis to design practice requires attention 
to be paid to the ways design and design-research 

is concerned with epistemology (knowledge produc-
tion), and simultaneously ontologically involved by 
intervening in worlds and arrangements of  actors, 
and introducing new kinds of  agency, possibilities 
and ways of  being. The focus on ontology and 
agency focuses attention on particular distributions 
of  agency found in the European borderscape. 
Especially following feminist scholars, that some 
actors are ‘privileged’ (Star, 1990), or ‘implicated’ 
(Clarke, 1998), do not want to participate or are ex-
cluded (Stengers, 2005), and participate in ways that 
cannot be treated symmetrically. 

By drawing on a/symmetry in this way, it becomes 
clear that it is not only humans who have agency, 
and can enable or restrict certain capacities. In rela-
tion to design, one can see how designed objects are 
scripted (Akrich, 1992) to enable or disable certain 
affordances. As a practicing designer researching 
speculation in the borderscape, what is at stake is that 
design (and designing) is a process of  intervening in, 
stirring up (Haraway, 2016), and making new rela-
tions in these places. Hence — although asymmetries 
are a latent aspect of  practicing design, and existing 
patterns of  agency in the borderscape — design 
(as well as other disciplines) may intervene in these, 
and can potentially have a hand in ‘re-tying’ them. 
Importantly, this is not through a process of  god-like 
manipulation, but  is through what I will outline as 
situated, empirically-engaged encounters with the 
people and things that make up the borderscape. In 
conducting the research, I have found that a/sym-
metry is a key tool to pay attention to both existing 
and emerging patterns of  agency in this place, and a 
way to empirically analyse relations, and for asking 
questions like, who or what is benefitting from a given 
encounter? This remains a key concern throughout 
this thesis, in which I will suggest it is possible to care 
for and pay attention to a/symmetric relations and 
capacities.

Disciplinary
Having found that design stirs up the worlds that 
STS and ANT typically study (and often them-
selves stir up), the second form of  a/symmetry takes 
on a disciplinary concern that exists thanks to the 
co-becoming of  social theory and design practice 
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assumptions of  what something (or someone) should 
do. In relation to the above notion of  disciplinary 
a/symmetry, this takes on another obligation to not 
assume what the right research questions are, but 
that multiple practices proposition these along the way. 
This brings about two key commitments in practice: 
first, an invitation, openness, and encouragement of  
realising what something (human or more-than-hu-
man) is capable of. Second, in order to do this I have 
argued that designers need to stay present in empirical 
settings (a temporal relationship) and to be ‘stirring’ 
(Haraway, 2016), interfering, and precisely not acting 
objectively. 

The demands of  this research are to develop prac-
tices and devices that uncover, intervene in, or make 
new possibles, and in the process raise new questions. 
This type of  a/symmetry and these concepts will be 
central in Chapters 4 and 6, where I discuss compo-
sitions of  designed devices, collaborations, and their 
possibilities. The concern in this sense is with how an 
object’s ontological capacity gets shifted — or how 
it might become — which I argue is distinct from 
the ways objects are conceived of  in SCD where I 
have found they remain fixed. What I argue for is a 
speculative ontological politics, whereby new devices 
craft, and care for, new possibilities and speculative 
capacities, especially in borderscapes, where what is 
possible is actively being closed down.

Temporality 
Building on the above concerns around the practices 
of  participation and prototyping, the final a/symme-
try I outlined is concerned with temporality, and the 
argument that engagements with empirical settings 
should be extended (towards a kind of  symmetry). In 

my research I have found that this is a key aspect of  
situated a-firmative speculation, and in developing 
this I have sought to devise ways to move away from 
designers’ typical centres of  expertise (like studios, 
workshops, galleries and museums) towards situat-
ed encounters in the field. This will become key in 
Chapter 5, where I will start with this assumption 
and unpack a number of  problems (as well as possi-
bilities) related to temporality that I encountered and 
that were related to the specifics of  the borderscape. 
In doing so it has become key to recognise that all 
entities involved in these temporal engagements 
shift, and a/symmetry becomes a tool to recognise 
the various co-becomings of  designers, users and 
artefacts. This is a key reason for my drawing on 
speculative and process philosophy, because it allows 
for an understanding and attuning towards worlds in 
process. Importantly, certain engagements often do, 
or need to come to an end — what I described above 
by drawing on Strathern (1996: 523) as cutting the 
network — whereby a/symmetry is an important 
tool for developing ways to attune to this. 

The focus on temporality also relates to a set of  sit-
uated concerns around methodology, where I will 
argue (in Chapter 5) that designers take on a mul-
tiplicity of  roles when conducting empirical specu-
lation, involving both making and observing. I will 
unpack this further in the following methodology 
chapter, where I draw on and expand the notion of  
method assemblage. In doing so I continue to take 
up the concepts of  a/symmetry and a-firmative 
speculation to unpack the methodological implica-
tions of  this research and the practices I develop, 
paying particular attention to how this contributes to 
research-through-design.

A/symmetry: What is at stake? Why is 
the concept important?

Where does the 
concept arise from?

Where does the concept 
sit on the axis of  sym-
metry and asymmetry?

(1) More-Than-
Human Agency

Necessary to explain: (1) the 
borderscape is heterogenous, 
(2) differentials between 
actors and what they do, (3) 
that relations can be inter-
fered with.

STS, ANT, more-than-
human anthropology

Depends on the other 
relations of  humans and 
more-than-humans.

(2) Disciplinary Design and ANT bring 
about new practices and new 
modes of  analysis in their 
becoming. 

Intersections of  ANT/
Design

Depends on the practice. A 
thesis is primarily concerned 
with analysis, but making is 
prospective. Symmetrising 
does not preclude the other, 
but makes new practices 
(including kinds of  analysis) 
possible.

(3) Participation 
& Prototyping

We don’t know what some-
thing or someone is capable 
of.

PD, intersections of  
ANT/Design

Compositions are in process 
— people and things exist 
in unfolding symmetric and 
asymmetric relations. 

(4) Temporality Staying with the trouble of  
situated engagements.

Participatory specula-
tion, feminist STS

The point is to extend spec-
ulative engagements (a form 
of  symmetry). However, at 
some point they will have to 
end — to cut the network 
(an asymmetry).

Fig. 22: A typology of  a/
symmetries

(Wilkie, 2019). Practicing and doing design is different 
to analysis, because it is concerned with the future 
of  networks and objects, and suggests a new kind 
of  empirical relationship towards possibility and 
change. There are by nature two components to this: 
first, the analysis of  speculative design (e.g. this thesis) 
is a way to understand the practice of  designing, 
prototyping, and deployments, and to learn from, 
and develop ongoing situated practices. Second, the 
practice of  developing speculative design provides a 
way to conduct analysis of  the possible, as opposed to 
what currently exists. These represent a co-becom-
ing that enables designers to foster new relationships 
and practices, thereby creating new obligations for 
design-researchers that concern how speculation 
might be drawn on in the borderscape, and what the 
things that they make do. In doing so, this practice 
expands social theory from analysis of  what some-
thing or someone does, or has done, to a speculative 

question of  what they might do, or become capable 
of. At the same time, a co-becoming of  the disci-
plines can address critics of  speculative design who 
argue that designers should get back to solving prob-
lems. In summary, these become a set of  shared, 
reciprocal obligations for how to take a speculative 
design practice seriously, and, how and why certain 
unconventional design practices are doing something 
special or worthwhile. 

Participation & Prototyping
By following the first two kinds of  a/symmetry I 
began to outline a mode of  practice described as 
a-firmative speculation, that has very different ob-
ligations to design’s typical concerns with serving 
specific users’ needs or uses. This is concerned with 
unknown and potentially unknowable capacities 
(of  people and things) that may (or may not) get 
revealed, and that aims to not start with a priori 
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Fig. 23: Two boys riding the tandem bicycle near to the 
former Jungle camp.

3. Adding to Collectives:  
A Methodology for 
Situated Speculative Design
In the last chapter I developed a taxonomy of  a/
symmetries in order to suggest new ways for SCD 
to engage with the borderscape. In this chapter I 
provide a methodological rationale for how specu-
lation can be mobilised when conducting situated 
practice-based design-research, and draw on a/
symmetry to acknowledge the material lived reality 
of  forced migration, different kinds of  agency, and 
the ethics of  engaging with displaced people. I first 
provide an introduction to the sites I have engaged 
with, including the Jungle encampment in Calais, 
the Greek Island of  Lesvos, and a number of  other 
related settings including the studios and workshops 
at Goldsmiths. I argue that in practicing situated spec-
ulative design, a/symmetry alerts me that both home 
and away are significant both epistemologically and 
ontologically, and should therefore be treated as ‘the 
field’ of  study. A key challenge in doing this research 
has been engaging with movement and instability, 
because the borderscape is not only heterogenous, it 
is also in constant flux. To do so I develop a situated, 
speculative ‘method assemblage’ (Law, 2004) that I 
argue is key for engaging with these places. I then 

outline some of  the off-the-shelf  methods used in 
this research, including a combination of  image- and 
film-making, and participant observation. Following 
this, I go on to argue that the method assemblage 
needs adapting for design research to account for the 
introduction of  new practices, such as prototyping, 
the design and deployment of  speculative research 
devices, and other forms of  public engagement. 
This method assemblage inevitably involves various 
forms of  methodological a/symmetries — issues and 
challenges — that I encountered through the doing 
of  research-through-design (Frayling, 1994) in the 
various fields. These include issues of  representation; 
conducting participant observation with those des-
perately in need of  care; the challenges of  practicing 
collaborative design research, and the situated ethical 
implications where asymmetric power relations 
are a latent aspect of  researching borderscapes. In 
conclusion, I discuss how to go beyond the method 
assemblage to form a practice calibrated towards 
identifying, exploring and speculatively intervening 
in the relational a/symmetries that occur in forced 
migration.

A/symmetry & the Field: Home & Away

As I described in the introduction, in early 2016 I 
started visiting the Jungle camp in Calais (location 
shown in Fig. 24) as a volunteer builder with two 
colleagues from Goldsmiths, working alongside vol-
unteer-led organisations, The Hummingbird Project 
and L’Auberge des Migrants. Methodologically, 
this site was taken up for several key reasons. First, 
I saw the camp as a ‘rupture’, that troubled design-
ers’ typical concerns, and the ‘normal’ functioning 
of  Calais, and Western Europe in its unique pol-
itics, materiality and spatiality. The lack of  overall 

organisation produced a unique set of  relationships 
between residents, police, volunteers, anarchist and 
anti-fascist groups, NGOs, architectures, infrastruc-
tures and so on. Second, this was the largest of  any 
previous Jungle camp and as such was highly signifi-
cant in both the debates around, and lived reality of  
migration. Third, this camp was unique in its sophis-
ticated material culture, containing not only shelters 
but a number of  other community buildings, small 
commercial centres and businesses. In the camp, the 
traditional roles and expertise concerning design 
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were troubled, and in my view were significant and 
important for design research to engage with and 
learn from (echoed by Wainwright, 2016). Fourth, 
my initial interest as a practitioner was to shift the 
terms of  debate that I saw as being set by the press 
in the camp’s appearance on the media and political 
agenda. Fifth, the proximity of  Calais to London 
meant I was able to visit the camp relatively regu-
larly between my teaching commitments. This may 
appear to be opportunistic, but was key in allowing 
for empirical engagements and processes of  iteration 
— the design interventions I was making could be 
deployed and revisited between visits. Sixth, there 
was no centralised actor with overall control over the 
camp. Arguably, this contributed to the camps un-
acceptable living conditions, but was a unique con-
sideration that highlights issues of  access. Though 
I would negotiate access with individuals anyway, 
unlike other camps there were few formal barriers 
to entry, and designed interventions would not need 
to be vetted by a state-actor or NGO which might 
have demanded a certain kind of  design logic and 
practice. This is clearly highly problematic and is a 
key concern when considering the ethics of  working 
here.

Given the above, I identified Calais as a site for study 
and for design to engage with and applied to study 
for this PhD starting in October 2016 with the camp 
identified as my field. The camp had been threat-
ened with complete and partial eradication since 
its inception; a date was set in the summer of  2016 
and the camp was demolished between October and 

November 2016. Once again, this had a significant 
bearing over the questions and problems of  the re-
search — namely, how design engages with spaces in 
flux — because the field site was soon to be removed. 
Aware that the camp’s closure was imminent, in the 
summer of  2016 I started producing some of  the 
ideas that my colleagues and I had developed on pre-
vious visits (for example the tandem bicycle shown 
in Fig. 23). I revisited the camp in October 2016 in 
the days before the camp was destroyed. In 2017 
and 2019 I returned to the camp’s site to see what 
remained.

After working in Calais, I became interested in ex-
panding this study — to continue developing the 
devices deployed in Calais in the European border-
scape. In 2017 I identified the Greek island Lesvos, 
which is one of  the closest islands to Turkey (see Fig. 
25) separated by roughly 13km of  the Aegean Sea, 
which refugees cross in small fishing boats or rubber 
dinghies. Lesvos is known as a migration ‘hot-spot’ 
— a holding point for those attempting to reach 
mainland Europe, before they are either deported 
following the EU-Turkey deal in 2016, or transferred 
to Athens to continue processing asylum claims 
(Amnesty International, 2017; Kingsley, 2016; Ruck, 
2016). As such, it shares some similarities with Calais 
— it acts as a holding place where movement stops. 
Lesvos was identified for three key reasons. First, its 
significance in the crisis — around 450,000 migrants 
passed through the island in 2015 (United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees, 2015) and around 
50 to 150 people were still arriving most days when 

Fig. 24: Google Maps screen-
shot showing the location of  
the Calais camp in relation to 
the town and ferry port. The 
camp’s former location is in-
dicated by an orange shaded 
section.

I visited in 2017 (Gerhardsson, 2017). As a result of  
this, Lesvos attracted large numbers of  journalists, 
volunteers and NGOs that set up community centres 
and other infrastructure outside the state provided 
camps (Nianias, 2016). Second, Lesvos represented 
a very different site to Calais that would necessitate 
a different iteration of  the project. Whereas Calais 
is towards the end of  the European borderscape, 
Lesvos is often the first point of  arrival to Europe. 
Third, Lesvos (like Calais) features prominently on 
the political and media agenda, with photographs 
of  overcrowded boats landing on paradisal beaches, 
and the massive pile of  lifejackets on the north of  
the island known as the ‘lifejacket graveyard’ (Fig. 
26) being used to characterise and refer to the ‘crisis’ 
across Europe. Lesvos featured so highly that in 2016 
the island was nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize 
for its response to those arriving. A key difference 
to Calais was access. There are two main state-run 
camps on Lesvos (see Fig. 27): Kara Tepe, which 
researchers and journalists were sometimes given 
access to (I suspect because it had far better condi-
tions), and Moria, a converted army barracks that 
in November 2017 was at triple capacity, described 
as squalid and prison-like, and where access is rarely 
granted (Smith, 2017a, 2017b).39 Before leaving for 
Lesvos I contacted a number of  NGOs, communi-
ty centres and smaller volunteer-led initiatives that 
agreed to provide access to their sites.

There are several other sites to which this research 

39. When I visited Lesvos in the summer of  2017 I was not allowed into this camp and was confronted by the police and told to leave when 
visiting one of  the makeshift cafes outside of  the camp.

could be expanded — Lampedusa, Malta, several 
sites along the Balkan route and other camps, squats 
and informal spaces across Europe and beyond. With 
the necessary time and resources these sites represent 
possible sites for further investigation, however it is 
not my intention to give a broad overview of  bor-
derscapes, as others have done (e.g. Trilling, 2014; 
Weiwei, 2017).

There is another key field in this project that usually 
escapes the attention of  design-research — the 
studios and workshops that designers work in (c.f. 
Farías and Wilkie, 2015). In this research I have made 
several devices (including tandems, trailers, zines and 
films) and the sites of  this production are key. These 
include: the studios and workshops at Goldsmiths, 
where I speculated on and made what could be in-
troduced to the camp; the PhD student office where 
I edit films, images and zines, as well as this thesis, 
all the while WhatsApp messenger on my phone and 
laptop bleeps exchanging images, texts, audio and 
video recordings with colleagues and participants.

Where objects come from is a key methodological a/
symmetry to pay attention to, because ‘nothing comes 
without its world’ (Haraway, 1997: 137). Hence, I 
will account for the multiple sites that enabled and 
enacted the objects that I have produced, and de-
scribe some of  the ways I have collected data for this 
project and where objects come from. Importantly, 
these sites are not always disconnected — they 

Fig. 25: Lesvos island in rela-
tion to Turkey.
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often bleed into and overlap 
through connective tech-
nologies. Typically, this has 
received little attention from 
scholars (cf. Jungnickel, 2009: 
69) but this overlapping of  
messiness represents a unique 
characteristic of  this project 
and is a consideration when 
not only designing the research, but designing the 
research devices I have used. For example, the col-
laborative collective that I work as part of  — Design 
Unlikely Futures, or DUF (taking our name from the 
baseball cap described in Section C) — is continu-
ally being constructed by its various members and 
technologies. DUF itself  becomes another important 
(and heterogenous) field site made up of  messages, 
materials, websites, exhibitions, films, images, con-
ference papers, events, people, including researchers, 
designers, refugees, and so on.

An important consideration of  the multi-sited nature 
of  this work is the inherent a/symmetries to them, 
especially the discrepancies of  agency between me 
and those I have engaged with when conducting 
research in the highly asymmetric conditions of  the 
borderscape. Whereas I am able to cross the English 
Channel freely and safely thanks to a small maroon 
book containing a polite request that border-guards 
permit me safe passage, those I engage with are 
prevented from doing so — their passage is made 
intentionally unsafe precisely to prevent movement. 
I am able to move between sites, but the fields that I am 
visiting exist precisely because certain bodies are pre-
vented from doing so. It is straightforward for me to 
travel from my university in London to Calais or to 
Lesvos, and these affordances produce a distinct way 
of  being in, and knowing the borderscape which is 
very different to that of  those I engage with. Though 
it would perhaps have been simpler to engage with 
displaced people at ‘home’ (as it were) in London, 

movement (and its variously enacted restrictions 
and asymmetries) is a topic that design-research has 
engaged relatively little with — especially in relation 
to the borderscape. 

In Decolonising Methodologies, Linda Tuhiwai Smith 
(1999) suggests that research might be the ‘dirtiest’ 
possible word in indigenous peoples’ language (1) 
— research (particularly anthropological) has a de-
servedly bad reputation, with its colonial roots that 
have often served to heighten repression and remove 
agency from already marginalised groups. Tuhiwai 
Smith’s words were echoed by those in Calais and 
Lesvos, who half-jokingly told me, ‘we are the most 
researched people in the world!’ Having said this, in 
this research I am not seeking to describe the lived 
experience of  migrating, give a detailed account of  
the Calais camp, or the European borderscape. I 
am not well equipped to do this, and the questions 
I would ask, would undoubtably be the wrong ones. 
Instead, what I describe and practice is how design 
might be drawn on to invite new questions, and new 
possibilities, and by doing so, to examine who or 
what is, or might become a ‘research-subject’, and 
how design, speculation and ‘listening’ can re-format 
patternings of  agency. In summary, methodological-
ly, a/symmetry will be a key concept for analysing 
different kinds of  agency, the ‘home’ and ‘away’ field 
sites, and power relations between myself, partici-
pants, colleagues, and the various institutions and 
infrastructures that join us, exist between us, and 
often separate us.

Fig. 26: Screenshots of  360º 
images of  the ‘lifejacket 
graveyard’ in Lesvos taken 
from Google Maps (see: Ref-
ugee StreetView, 2016; Ryan 
Cragun, 2018). The first im-
age includes a collection of  
boats in the foreground used 
for the crossing from Turkey.

Composing Collaborations

Throughout this project I have worked collabo-
ratively with a number of  colleagues (from both 
Goldsmiths and elsewhere). The nature of  this col-
laboration has become a key component in develop-
ing this methodology and my interest in exploring a/
symmetry. Typically for collaborative work, this has 
also brought several challenges to be mediated and 
negotiated. Though design has developed several 
traditions for working collaboratively (Asaro, 2000) 
there are some specific methodological issues I have 
encountered. Some key collaborators have been col-
leagues from Goldsmiths, and our collaboration has 
involved working together in studios and workshops, 
in the field, in subsequent meetings and film editing 
sessions, presentations, conferences, and exhibitions. 
For example, when building a tandem bicycle my col-
league Jimmy and I worked closely, dividing labour 
through an active process of  designing through 
making. This process became key, where disagree-
ments on design decisions were settled by making 
mock-ups and testing. This was important not only 
technically, but also in the process of  agreement and 
the various negotiations in working together on a 
single object. I will visit this subject in more detail in 
Chapter 4. 

As the project has progressed, the collaborative group 
DUF has expanded to include other participants, 
culminating in a slightly unwieldy composition of  
different actors collaborating in lots of  different ways. 
For example, I have since gone on to work in close 
collaboration with Mehdi, whom I met in Lesvos, to 
make short films and publications (see Chapter 6 and 
Section I). This relates to the above methodological 
implications of  the ‘other sites’ where communica-
tions technology allows for collaborations and the re-
search process to continue despite being in different 
physical locations. 

Throughout this project several research outputs and 
exhibitions have been credited to DUF, with individ-
ual authors included later in the texts or descriptions. 
Though I am ideologically and in principle commit-
ted to this way of  presenting and attributing credit 
for work, I have encountered issues when this work 
encounters the requirements of  academia — for 
example, the submission of  this thesis as a PhD, and 
assessment frameworks such as REF. As such, these 
outputs have started to be split into individual authors, 
principal investigators, and so on, to attribute owner-
ship of  certain aspects of  the project to individuals. 
I have found this somewhat dispiriting, because I 

Fig. 27: Points of  interest on 
Lesvos centring around the 
main town of  Mitilini.
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found that crediting work to DUF recognised dis-
tributed contributions and went some way towards 
symmetrising agency in the production of  research, 
as well as recognising that ideas mutate, and emerge 
through messy collaborations and in conversation 
(rather than through individual authors, principals, 
or leads). This describes another aspect to the prac-
tice that often goes unnoticed — where the collective 
itself  has been composed, it becomes another entity 
to be analysed (which I explore in multiple ways in 
Chapter 6). Hence, this project not only takes place 
in a messy set of  relations (like camps), but involves 
the introduction of  new forms of  collaboration that 
introduce further kinds of  a/symmetry among a 
group of  people and things in a state of  flux. 

What I have attempted to articulate and practice 
throughout the research and in writing this thesis is 
instructed by the anthropologist Zoe Todd’s (2016) 
call for researchers to attribute work ‘directly, unam-
biguously and generously’ towards indigenous think-
ers, or in my case, my collaborators. She goes on: ‘as 
thinkers in their own right […] not just as research 
subjects or vaguely defined “collaborators”’ (7). 
Hence, I have tried to define ways to credit and at-
tribute this work more symmetrically, which is where 
I see the composition of  DUF as having a good deal 
of  importance. I will revisit this problem a little later 
when I consider the issues between representation, 
collaboration and anonymity. 

Assembling Methods

One way that scholars have attempted to deal 
with the various ‘messes’ I have so far described is 
through what John Law (2003, 2004) has articulat-
ed as a ‘method assemblage’. Law argues that con-
ventional methods are ‘badly adapted to the study 
of  the ephemeral, the indefinite and the irregular’ 
(2004: 4) and argues that social scientists should go 
beyond convention and assemble a variety of  meth-
odological practices that are configured towards the 
research at hand. Law develops the concept of  the 
method-assemblage as a way of  knowing the multiple 
ontologies that doing research enacts (ibid. p.45). In 
doing this he shows that conducting research is not 
only describing social realities — the ‘out-theres’ 
— but is involved in making them. Research is per-
formative and shapes the reality it seeks to describe, 
often towards written discourses. I am persuaded 
by this, but because I am not a social scientist — I 
am also developing practice-based design research 
— I plan to push the method assemblage further. 
Whereas Law assembles from off-the-shelf  methods, 
these alone cannot answer how speculation can be 
mobilised, or how design might develop a speculative 
method concerned with the futures of  objects and 
things. Performativity is more direct for designers, 
who often materially shape the spaces and things 
that they both study and make. Instead a modified 
version of  the method assemblage is required that 
addresses these questions by crafting devices for, with 
and in empirical settings.

Mol’s previously explored notion of  ontological poli-
tics reveals the ways this project makes certain ontol-
ogies and in turn does not make others, bringing to the 
fore a political set of  problems and decisions around 
what realities should get made and which neglected. 
Law (2004) puts it that ‘practices of  method assem-
blage craft out-thereness by condensing particular 
patterns and repetitions whilst ignoring others’ (113). 
The realities that are enacted by a researcher’s study 
are crafted and gathered, while other realities are 
excluded or othered. The topic and the world I am 
studying is in flux, or is ‘noisy’ (117). It is my job to 
specify what forms of  out-thereness are enacted and 
the methods that should be employed when thinking 
about which realities matter, how they can be made, 
seen, and studied. Given that I too exist in and take 
part in this out-thereness alongside those that I 
conduct research with, the project, my colleagues and 
I are also being shaped in the process. Put another 
way, performativity works a/symmetrically — the 
research’s reality is simultaneously made by and 
making multiple ontologies. I am not claiming that 
everything I have made and deployed is novel — it 
can be traced to other, accepted methods that I have 
assembled (or composed), for example image-making 
and participant observation.

Making Images

Throughout this project I have placed a great deal 

of  emphasis on image-making, based on the convic-
tion that knowledge of  migration routes is to a large 
extent produced through images and visual rhetoric. 
In certain instances (e.g. scientific research) images 
have been used as an attempt to get closer to objec-
tivity through mechanical reproduction (Daston and 
Galison, 1992: 81). In the early nineteenth century it 
was thought that the machine (camera) could be get 
past scientists’ biases, hopes, expectations and gen-
eralisations, and present facts by way of  images that 
were free from human intervention. Clearly this was 
never really the case, and the images that scientists 
made were used performatively to construct certain 
arguments. The borderscape is a palpable example 
of  how images are constructed around certain inter-
ests and types of  visual rhetoric. I have highlighted a 
few examples of  this already, including the journalists 
photographing the last night of  the Jungle in Section 
B, the images used by the Vote Leave campaign in 
Chapter 1, as well as extremely important work to 
devise images for use in legal arguments addressing 
state violence (Weizman, 2017) and the borderscape 
(Forensic Architecture, 2014).

My own production of  images is different to the 
above, and developed from a conviction that alter-
native representations were needed to those of  the 
dehumanising visual culture of, for example, the 
right-wing press. Designers, SCD practitioners, 
design-researchers and STS/ANT scholars have 
a long history of  seeing visual culture as a distinct 
way of  knowing, and the use of  visuals to con-
struct arguments (e.g. Latour and Woolgar, 1979). 
Ethnographers and anthropologists also have a 
long history of  image- and film-making as method 
through both production and collecting of  visual 
culture (e.g. Taylor, 1996). As such, I am interested 
not only in ways of  knowing, but of  interfering, and 
how the images and representations I make con-
tribute to the visual discourse I am analysing. This 
follows my previous point regarding performativity, 
where the production of  visual material is a method 
to perform the research settings, rather than a purely 
representational mode. 

Throughout this research I have also found collat-
ing images and image-making key as a speculative 
method for engagement. Photographers and scholars 

40. For a discussion on time-lapse video production with bicycles see Jungnickel (2015).

such as Donna Schwartz (1989: 125) have previously 
used cameras with communities of  study, not only for 
capturing them in images, but to develop participa-
tory practice by reintroducing prints of  images back 
into the community of  study as a series of  prompts 
for semi-structured interviews. I have drawn on this 
technique in my practice by folding my work back 
into the sites of  study and working with people to 
produce images, films, prints and publications. It 
is not only the re-deployment of  images however 
— the devices I have made also invoke certain re-
sponses, ways of  being, and therefore produce new 
kinds of  image, for example the tandem bicycle 
created very specific realities to be photographed.40 
This kind of  invention in making images has been 
poetically summed up by the photographer Susan 
Meiselas (n.d.): ‘the camera is an excuse to be some-
place you otherwise don’t belong. It gives me both a 
point of  connection and a point of  separation’. In 
my own work, the camera device is not only a reason 
to be someplace I do not belong, but creates a set 
of  situations that arguably, do not belong. Another 
compelling example of  both making and deploying 
images is the collaborative work of  the Borroloola 
Aboriginal community, Allessandro Cavadini and 
Carolyn Strachan (1982) who together develop a set 
of  highly calibrated film production techniques in a 
dialogue between the community and film-makers 
(Davis and Plate, 2008). Building on these exam-
ples as a designer, my interest is in what else these 
prompts might become, whereby some devices and 
practices can lead to other practices like film-making 
and publishing.

Pragmatically, I have also used film and images to 
document, generate new knowledge, and to provide 
me with empirical data. In doing this I have en-
countered a number of  issues, from the practical 
and technical, to the ethical. A key concern I have 
encountered is that images might leave a ‘digital 
trail’ of  a displaced people’s whereabouts that could 
negatively impact an asylum claim. In this example 
visuals have an agency with the potential to cause 
harm to those I have engaged with. On the other 
hand, a number of  research participants have spe-
cifically requested for images to be taken and not 
be anonymised, for example to document poor 
living conditions. In addition, two participants have 
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asked for copies of  publications I have made as part 
of  the research to use in their asylum claims. As a 
result of  this, the complexity of  anonymising images 
is a process I have sought to carefully, critically and 
actively engage with. This has meant that though I 
have always complied with requests for anonymity, 
and I have asked participants if  they would like to 
be anonymised, this wasn’t set out by default — I 
have sought to have (sometimes difficult) conversa-
tions about and around the process and problems 
of  anonymisation. I have also sought to make par-
ticipants aware that if  they change their mind at a 
later date this can be changed. In relation to data 
storage I have taken other steps to prevent the data 
I have captured being used for other means beyond 
the research. This has included quite typical precau-
tions of  storing raw data on password protected and 
encrypted local hard drives.

I also found a sophisticated visual culture already 
in the field sites, which offers insight into the world 
I was working in and studying. This visual culture 
ranged in scope from family pictures, scans of  legal 
documents, drawings and DIY made maps of  mi-
gration routes (see also, Keenan and Mohebbi, 2016) 
through to videos of  Turkish coastguards perform-
ing illegal ‘push-backs’ (returning boats to Turkish 
waters from international or European waters) on 
a boat crossing the Aegean Sea. This adds another 
layer of  complexity and challenges in the production 
of  images, where smartphones and digital cameras 
produce an abundance of  visuals, and throughout 
this work I have often swapped images with those 
that I have met. What the above highlights is that 
the issue of  taking and publishing images, identity 
and anonymity is more complex and less predictable 
than first thought (Grinyer, 2009). As such, I have 
adopted a situated set of  principles, or ‘response-able’ 
(Haraway, 2007: 70; Roe, 2010) practices for dealing 
with the visual that I address throughout the thesis, 
and argue that it is not always possible to resort to 
pre-determined or universal principles. Concretely, 
these involve two key commitments: The first is to 
attentively listen to (and view) these existing images, 
and to take them seriously as sites of  knowledge 
production, and not to only resort to my images 
and accounts. The second is to make the outcomes, 
display, distribution, anonymisation (and so on) of  
these images the topic of  ongoing conversations, 

and contestations. Once again, this involves taking 
seriously the thoughts, opinions, and media of  col-
laborators and participants and resisting the urge to 
speak over or for them, but equally not being afraid 
of  challenging voices and holding them to account.

Participant Observation

In order to fulfil my obligations as a researcher I 
have sought to follow the design devices that I have 
deployed into their various research fields. A key 
process for doing this has been informed by ethno-
graphic methods loosely defined by Hammersley 
and Atkinson (1986) as a researcher participating in 
people’s daily lives, watching, listening, participat-
ing and ‘gathering whatever data are available to 
throw light on the issues that are the emerging focus 
of  inquiry’ (3). Adopting participant observation, 
drawing on an ethnographic method involves and 
recognises the active involvement of  the researcher 
(as well as designed objects and other non-humans) 
in the field. This study is not only concerned with 
observing out-theres but requires active intervention 
alongside observation. The purpose of  enlisting par-
ticipant observation is to answer how this has been 
done and what effects it has had. Practically this has 
involved making audio and video recordings, writing 
field notes and collecting artefacts, images and videos 
from participants. This is an ideal approach to gain 
an understanding of  not only a culture from the 
point of  view of  its participants but as an evaluative 
process when thinking about how design can engage 
and is deployed. 

Having said this, I have modified the general tradi-
tions of  ethnography in a number of  key ways. First, 
I have spent less time than is typically associated with 
an ethnography and I have worked across multiple 
sites. These sites are both home and away, physical 
and digital, and at times overlapping and multiple. 
This is quite familiar to STS and ANT scholars 
where following the actors often joins up a number 
of  field sites (e.g. Latour, 1993a) giving a multi-sited 
ethnography (Marcus, 1998: 87). However, my re-
search differs, because I have not always ‘followed 
the actors’ (Latour, 2005b: 12), often I have chosen 
and designed where to go next, and how to get there. 
Therefore, I have more bearing on and affect the 
reality that I am studying, not only by being present 

and introducing objects, but by steering through 
multiple sites. The processes of  moving between 
sites has also been influential on this research and is 
something I elaborate on later when considering the 
inherent asymmetries of  how my colleagues and I 
are able to move between sites relatively frictionlessly.

I also follow the tradition of  participant observation 
by playing an active role (to a lesser or greater extent) 
in the sites of  observation, however, I differ in that 
I also introduce custom–designed objects into the 
field. The work of  the Interaction Research Studio 
(IRS) at Goldsmiths has pioneered an intersection 
of  these methods by deploying custom–made probes 
and devices (e.g. Gaver et al., 1999; Boucher et 
al., 2018) to a research setting to manipulate and 
conduct research (on both the setting, and the device 
itself). This is an approach that I aim to contribute 
to by developing how this might be conducted in 
the borderscape, and what other practices might be 
required when this kind of  work is done in complex 
sites like camps. Deploying devices to the border-
scape creates a quite strange knowledge-producing 
site, because though it would be incorrect for me 
to say that the environment I am researching is not 
manipulated by the researchers, it is certainly not 
a controlled experiment or laboratory — it is often 
extremely out of  control. In relation to participant 
observation, Danny Jorgensen puts it that the ob-
servation of  everyday life ‘stands in contrast to en-
vironments created and manipulated by researchers, 
as illustrated by experiments and surveys’ (1989: 15). 
My research is precisely concerned with deploying 
objects and practices to field sites to find out what 
they do, how they might engage, and what else that 

might reveal, enact, or tell us. I am not only interest-
ed in what is out there and what people already do, but 
what deployed devices can do. A typical ethnography 
would not allow me to explore this question because 
these practices are not normally part of  this method. 
Though an ANT ethnography is already sensitive to 
the roles of  non-humans, for this research there is a 
twist — rather than following existing actors, I often 
follow the devices and actors that I have made and 
introduced. In the following section I will draw on 
prototyping to devise some ways to think of  these 
things and processes.

Given the focus of  this project, participant observa-
tion has been made more precise towards answering 
a specific set of  questions. The first concerns what a 
given device (e.g. tandem bicycle, image, publication) 
does to a situation — how does it affect it, how is 
it used, unused, mis-used, conceptualised, edited, 
hacked, or broken. Second, what else about the 
given place does the device reveal, for example, what 
are the altered relationships between people, places, 
environment, surrounding objects, researcher(s) and 
researched. These observations have been docu-
mented through the above assembled methods of  
observation, field notes, film, images and drawings. 
Third,  a question of  analysis of  the research devices 
I have made and deployed and what data collect 
and record of  a place (specifically audio, visual and 
textual elements). For example, I set out to make 
films, and was highly sensitive to both visual and 
audio material that could be used for this. Fourth is 
an ongoing sensitivity to how to make devices that 
are active in co-becomings in order to generate new 
collaborations, practices and objects.
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Beyond the Method Assemblage: Prototyping & Speculative 

Research Devices

In the previous chapter I discussed how in a number 
of  design traditions speculation is delimited various-
ly by the methods employed. I came to the view that 
mobilising speculation should be done by engaging 
empirically in certain places and topics. Given this 
focus it is not enough to only look and record, and I 
have intentionally deployed objects (research devices, 
prototypes, images) into the research settings, with 
the aim of  exploring how speculation might be mo-
bilised. This is a key methodological concern that 
focuses on the ways devices might be deployed, and 
what the limitations of  this might be.

In this method assemblage the act of  prototyping 
has been key in exploring the ways this project not 
only observes but also adds entities to the worlds I 
am researching. Prototypes are not simple objects or 
concepts, and have been conceptualised in several 
ways in design and STS/ANT literature, with three 
key ways that have important methodological impli-
cations. Most common is the evaluative prototype 
— where an object is tested to evaluate and adjust 
a design in development. This version can be seen 
through Human Computer Interaction (HCI) liter-
ature (e.g. Helander, 2014: 860) as an object used to 
define another iteration. Though this forms part of  
my design practice, of  ‘designing through making’ 
(e.g. Bunnell, 2000: 1), and testing to iron out tech-
nical issues, there are other kinds of  prototyping 
involved in this practice.

The second follows PD’s engagement with prototyp-
ing discussed in the literature review — an inventive 
process exploring new practices with artefacts that 
are not defined in advance, but discovered through 
an unfolding activity of  co-operative design-in-use 
(Suchman et al., 2002). When designing new proof-
ing processes and practices for graphic production, 
Ehn (1992) explains, a new type of  ‘language’ was 
required so that ‘future use situations’ could be ex-
plored together (Ehn, 2017: 11). ‘Language’ in this 
sense is a material practice whereby a user is an active 
creator in the design process (rather than a passive 
instrument for evaluation), whereby the introduction 
of  prototypes (in this case a cardboard box labelled 
‘Desktop Laser Printer’ and a workstation, see: Fig. 
28 & Fig. 29) configures new socio-material arrange-
ments (Wilkie, 2010: 33). Methodologically, my own 
practice straddles these two kinds of  prototyping, 
and enlists elements of  them at different points. In 
making the tandem bicycle, evaluative prototyping 
was key, but whereas a typical design logic might 
aim towards designing better bikes, my concern was 
not only about refining and building fully realised 
objects — the object is left open in order to conduct 
research. The bicycle is both the prototype and fi-
nalised object — in deploying it my aim is not to test 
and improve it, but see it as an object to find something 
else out by way of  situated material intervention. Here 
there are key differences between these two prototyp-
ing traditions and my own practice. I am interested 

Fig. 28: Cardboard box used 
as a stand in for a colour 
laser printer (see: Ehn and 
Kyng, 1992).

in changing the situation more generally, rather 
than only improving the objects being tested. I am 
not interested in making more refined bicycles, or a 
stand-in for a future version of  a co-designed bicycle. 
The version of  prototyping I adopt is not only about 
making another object but about producing other 
kinds of  knowledge. This is a key methodological 
concern for my research. I aim to understand how 
speculation might be mobilised in the camp, and the 
prototype is a vehicle (in multiple senses) to enact new 
arrangements and possibilities by inviting others to 
speculate on how it ought to be used, and what might 
come next (if  anything).

Initially, when I was designing the tandem I called it 
an ‘interview machine’, but it also did several other 
things. After returning from Calais I showed a set of  
films I made in a crit session (a show-and-tell invit-
ing critiques of  work in progress) where a colleague 
commented, referring to the bike: ‘you have designed 
a new camera’. The comment provoked me to think 
about the multiple worlds that this prototype partici-
pates in, and the different kinds of  device it becomes 
in its various enactments and fields. It is a camera in 
some senses, but to those who rode it, it was a bicycle. 
In its various uses the device became multiple, and 
shifted not only what was happening at a given time, 
but the prototype’s intent and the questions that I 
was asking. Drawing on Speculative Design, Wilkie 
et al. (2015: 80) develop the concept of  ‘speculative 
devices’ by designing and deploying research devices 

to elicit new, unexpected behaviours. Thinking about 
the bicycle in this way caters to the shifting nature of  
the object, and begins to reveal several other ques-
tions that inadvertently become topics. For example, 
what is the potential for alternative human-powered 
transport for those in the camp? In thinking of  
these different enactments, the process of  drawing 
things together to modify a situation produces 
what Michael (2012a: 6) calls a ‘research event’. By 
drawing on Fraser (2012, in turn drawing on Latour, 
Whitehead and Deleuze), Michael’s research event 
describes when a number of  things are drawn to-
gether (e.g. site, device, researcher and researched) 
and combine. Methodologically, the notion of  event 
has two key features, and operates in two distinct 
ways. First, being-with, where a network is stable 
and elements within it co-exist and retain their iden-
tities without fundamental changes. Second, where 
elements co-become and in so doing mutually affect 
one another. The second is of  more interest to this 
research (and the methods I draw on and develop) 
because the research setting I find myself  in is not 
stable anyway, and it is not my aim to try to stabilise 
it. A co-becoming research event recognises this in-
stability and gives the opportunity to ask different, 
more interesting, or perhaps more relevant questions 
(what Fraser calls ‘inventive problem making’ 2009). 
Put another way, the bicycle was not always an in-
terview machine, and whereas a typical design logic 
might conclude that the design has failed if  it does 
not succeed in conducting an interview, or that the 

Fig. 29: Mock-up workstation 
(see: Ehn and Kyng, 1992).
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object is being mis-used, this co-becoming suggests a 
re-thinking of  the purpose of  a prototype and chal-
lenges the given research questions. 

This is a novel conception of  the prototype, whereby 
the introduction of  new objects to a setting is precise-
ly to disturb it, and to bring about new arrangements 
(that can be analysed). In their manifesto for live 
methods in sociology Back & Puwar (2012: 9) suggest 
that design can contribute to sociological methods by 
making and deploying devices that produce affects 
and reactions ‘that re-invent relations to the social 
and environmental’. Haraway puts it more forcefully 
and politically: ‘our task is to make trouble, to stir up 
potent response to devastating events’ (2016: 16). It 
is in this introduction of  speculations — of  things 
— where the context, those things, and the questions 
they are asking might be simultaneously transformed. 
As a practice this has become somewhat familiar to 
design-research (e.g. Gaver et al., 2001) as well as 
my training and experience (arguably this kind of  
practice is a key concern of  the design department 
at Goldsmiths), where designed objects are mate-
rialised to transform given situations (though not 

necessarily with the political convictions of  Haraway 
for example). There are important practicalities in-
herent to this prototyping practice. Thanks to my 
training and experience I understand how to design 
bicycles and other objects — I previously worked as a 
fabricator, meaning I can machine and weld to a rel-
atively high standard. I have also been trained in and 
am familiar with film and graphic production tech-
niques. These skills become key to the specific inter-
ventions I make and have mobilised in this research, 
and therefore what is possible. The production of  
research devices and prototypes represents a space 
where design and design-research can do things 
that the social sciences are not necessarily able to do 
(i.e. designing and making things), and to find different 
things out as a result. As I suggested previously, there 
is an a/symmetry to this becoming of  the two disci-
plines. Whereas a normative design logic might not 
recognise my work as ‘design’ (it doesn’t seek to make 
better bikes for market) the methods and concepts 
from the social sciences contribute to, and give an 
alternative set of  logics for how design can be done 
and understood in order to conduct research.

Success & Failure

Having outlined some of  the ways I have deployed 
research devices and designs in highly unstable set-
tings, failure has become a key aspect of  my prac-
tice and a fundamental methodological concern. 
Focusing on failure enables me to provide empirical 
accounts of  objects’ uses, mis-uses, rejections, and 
compositions. I previously argued that SCD is rarely 
allowed to fail, because of  where it is realised, but 
I will go on to demonstrate in the following chap-
ters that there is scope for designers to account for 
failures, and to learn from them. As I discussed in 
Chapter 1, the study of  failure is a fundamental 
methodological tenet for STS, and scholars (e.g. 
Bloor, 1976, 1991; Law, 2003: 7) have long commit-
ted to studying both success and failure symmetri-
cally. In later STS discourse concerning technology, 
success was described as ‘black boxing’ — when a 
technological system runs without issue, or a fact 
is accepted as true (e.g. Latour, 1999: 309; Winner, 
1993: 365). With this in mind, I suggest another a/

symmetry: a becoming-with (Haraway, 2016: 12) of  
STS’s engagements with failure and design practice. 

STS scholars have long argued for analytic focus 
on both success and failure. To provide a few exam-
ples: the catastrophic failure of  the Nimitz Highway 
allows Bijker and Law (1992: 1) to expose the social, 
political and economic constitution of  technologies. 
Latour (1996: 78) has studied examples of  the failure 
to convince or recruit compositions (or networks) 
of  more-than-human actors to realise a technolog-
ical system. In design-research, Gaver et al. (2009) 
provide accounts of  failure, so that others may learn 
from where they went wrong. Indeed, scholarship 
is built upon failure, for example ANT critiqued 
(and developed from) SSK for failing to account for 
non-human agency. There is a relatively straightfor-
ward (symmetrical) methodological commitment to 
be drawn from these examples — that failures are a 
way to examine what design things do. But in addi-
tion to this, the possibility of  failure is an invitation 

of  agency that sets out a requirement for possibilities 
and the unexpected to happen, and that we (as de-
signers and analysts) should pay attention to. Having 
said this, it is not enough to fail (this it would seem is 
quite easy) — it is key to reflect on what went wrong. 
This represents a key methodological difference 
between my research and typical scholarly studies of  
failed sociotechnical systems because I am involved, 
rather than looking on as an outsider. These repre-
sent more affective, embodied dimensions to success-
es and failures that are risky, and difficult (that might 
hurt, undermine, or push one to give up) that STS 
literature in the main doesn’t examine — though 
STS is good at describing failures, it rarely partici-
pates in them.

Having said this, some recent work by STS scholars 
has done this. For example, by turning the sociolog-
ical gaze on himself  Michael (2004b) tells a story of  
a cat ruining his interview data. Rebecca Coleman’s 
(2017) speculative mail project fails almost complete-
ly — nobody returns any of  the anticipated mail art 
pieces providing a new conceptualisation of  specu-
lation. In this work there appears to be something 
of  a contradiction however, in that the failures still 
lead to the successful publishing of  articles and book 

chapters. Beyond STS scholarship, I have 
found the uptake of  failure in queer theory 
vital to ‘stay with the trouble’ of  the actual 
practice of  failing, rather than it being trans-
lated into reflections with the aim of  improv-
ing or moving beyond failures. For example, 
Jack Halberstam (2011) goes further than 
suggesting that failure is a site for learning 
and analysis, and has argued that success in a 
heteronormative capitalist society equates to 
specific forms of  reproductive maturity and 
wealth accumulation. Halberstam argues 
that normative accounts of  success should 
be the subject of  suspicion — that failing, 
losing, forgetting, unmaking, undoing, un-
becoming, and not knowing, may in fact 
offer more creative, more cooperative, more 
surprising ways of  being (including research-
ing) in the world. As I will go on to show 
throughout the thesis, this is difficult, and 
risky in terms of  the practice of  conducting 
research, but I am persuaded that it offers a 

space to both challenge and embrace the embodied 
and affective processes of  failure that I am entangled 
in, and importantly, is a way of  tuning into other 
kinds of  agency that may otherwise be ignored. 

For this project then, my interest in failure serves two 
purposes. First, attending to failure is a fundamental 
aspect of  a-firmative and participatory speculative 
practice, as a way to pay attention to (more-than-hu-
man) others. In this translation of  speculative agency, 
failures feed back, telling us what went wrong, so 
that we can learn about what happened, and what 
participants, collaborators, or colleagues think about 
what we (designers, researchers) are busy doing. 
Importantly, this should not necessarily be flattened 
and re-translated as success because failures can 
be attended to by re-conceptualising what might 
be assumed or demarcated as success. Second, this 
thesis is one way to tell the stories of  failure and is a 
good example of  empirical accounts proving fruitful, 
and useful. That is, that they serve as a feedback loop 
of  practice, to move past using language to publicise 
or justify a design project (Kerridge, 2015: 21, 157), 
towards one of  critical (or rather constructive) reflec-
tion and analysis.

Fig. 30: An A4 document 
designed to communicate the 
project intention to partic-
ipants in Lesvos. Designed 
in collaboration with Clare 
Thompson.
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Practicing Ethics with Care

The ethics of  working in spaces with vulnerable, 
often young people, and those suffering with mental 
and physical health issues, and trauma have been a 
key concern for me throughout this project. I have 
consistently started from a point of  taking care of  any 
participants, my colleagues and myself. However, as 
Miriam Ticktin (2014) has pointed out, taking care 
in these places is not a simple process, and throws up 
complex ethical issues. It is important to note that 
I follow Mol’s argument that practicing ethics with 
care does not imply that participants are passive — 
in the context of  healthcare she writes, ‘patients have 
to do a lot as well. They have to eat and drink, inject, 
measure and/or engage in exercise. They care.’ 
(Mol, 2008: 28). This is especially true of  the bor-
derscape, where — as I argued in the introduction 
— care for oneself  becomes an extremely necessary 
(and forced) way of  life. In general, I have followed 
normal procedures for working with participants by 
gaining informed consent, and by treating people 
with respect and dignity. Participants have also been 
told that if  they wish to opt out at any point they can 
do so without providing a reason.

I have encountered several specific issues when 
conducting this research, the first being support for 
unaccompanied young people. This was especially 
prominent in Calais because of  the lack of  any offi-
cial support structure. In these instances, I made sure 
that those engaged were supported by either family 
members or friends and peers. 

Second, I have had to consider issues of  representa-
tion. Throughout this project I have told a particu-
lar set of  stories situated and related to myself  — 
whether in this thesis or in the films and objects that I 
have made. Clearly, the spaces I work in are complex, 
and I am positioned in relation to them and tell them 
in a particular way. Social science scholars have long 
been concerned with issues of  representation and re-
flexivity (e.g. Clifford and Marcus, 2010) and feminist 
sociologists have built on these issues highlighting 
how a subject may become unwillingly and unwit-
tingly ‘fixed’ by a researcher practicing reflexivity 
and self-telling (e.g. Skeggs, 2002: 9). Throughout 
the thesis I draw on the concept of  a/symmetry to 
address this position, power and reflexivity. One key 

practical way I have addressed this is attempting to 
remain in dialogue with participants and colleagues, 
who have kindly given time to critique and comment 
on what I have made or said. I have also done this 
by sharing my field notes, so that my colleagues and 
participants can contribute to, or comment on them.

The third concern is related to the anonymity of  
participants that I briefly discussed above, and have 
been actively exploring in both the film and visual 
elements of  my practice. I will address this in more 
detail in Chapter 6, but feel it is important to note 
that though British Sociological Association (BSA, 
2017) guidelines suggest that participants should by 
default be anonymised, throughout this project I felt 
that to automatically anonymise removes agency, and 
in some cases de-humanises participants. As Despret 
(2008) puts it, anonymity can prolong a ‘regime of  
insults’, and can reinforce the violent and insulting 
versions of  refugees, as ‘undeserving, nobodies, 
people of  the third zone, someone from the other 
side of  the world’, that is extremely disabling (130). 
This process also goes some way to reinforce the 
asymmetry of  expertise — ‘on the one hand there is 
the “researcher–author” — the author of  questions, 
of  interpretations of  hypotheses, of  constructions 
of  problems; on the other, there is a social actor: 
witness, informant, someone having opinions, beliefs 
and representations for which the researcher will take 
charge of  the analysis’ (131). This was confirmed 
to me when some participants requested for their 
stories and identities to remain intact. For example, 
a collaborator I met in Lesvos, Mehdi, has asked 
not to be anonymised. There is also methodological 
and ethical concern here around authorship, and it 
becomes difficult to take up Todd’s (2016) previously 

Fig. 31: A postcard designed 
to communicate levels of  
anonymisation to partici-
pants in Lesvos. Designed 
in collaboration with Clare 
Thompson.

cited call for researchers to attribute work ‘directly, 
unambiguously and generously’ towards indigenous 
thinkers or, in my case, my collaborators if  they are 
by default anonymised. Hence, I have tried to define 
ways to credit and attribute this work more symmet-
rically and sought to balance and carefully navigate 
this when anonymity is required. I am persuaded 
that it is important that any participants are given 
the option to be recognised and recognisable in the 
work produced. Hence, this is a situated and ongoing 
concern that I address on a case-by-case basis, and 
that I will alert the reader to when necessary. I have 
suggested that anonymising could be done in two 
ways: First, by blurring faces and using pseudonyms. 
Second, by removing any trace of  the participant 
— i.e. by disguising voices and not recording recog-
nisable parts of  the participant’s character including 
places, clothing, relations, peers and so on.

When I first started working in Calais, I prepared 
a written consent form in English and Arabic that 
I asked participants to read and to sign. This form 
became not only an ongoing issue throughout the 
project but a space for critical reflection and iteration. 

In Calais, two issues arose with these forms. First, 
very few people I engaged with in Calais read Arabic 
or English, highlighting an issue of  assumptions, that 
this kind of  textual description was the best way to 
communicate and gain consent. This meant that 
the form needed a lengthy explanation and in one 
instance was communicated through a drawing in 
the dust on the bonnet of  a car to try to describe 
what my colleagues and I meant by anonymisation. 
Second, several participants were reluctant to sign a 
form, not necessarily because they did not consent to 
taking part in the project, but out of  a general dis-
trust of  paperwork. In Lesvos I tried a change of  tack 
and developed visual consent forms with a picture of  
a pixelated face and a set of  diagrams explaining the 
project (see Fig. 30 & Fig. 31). These went through 
a number of  iterations and still did not function as 
seamlessly as I perhaps had hoped. Having said this, 
I have come to understand these forms as another 
kind of  device involved in ‘inventive problem 
making’, and another avenue for further design-re-
search. Copies of  these forms can be found in the 
following Section D.

Conclusion

In this chapter I have established a methodological 
rationale for the set of  methods I have deployed 
throughout this research. To do this I followed John 
Law’s argument to extend symmetry from epistemo-
logical and ontological concerns to methods them-
selves so that judgements about method are made 
in ways that are specific and local (Law, 2004: 103). 
I have argued that for various reasons off-the-shelf  
methods will not yield the kind of  data that I am 
interested in and have instead looked to assemble 
various different approaches into a method assem-
blage that is calibrated to the aims of  this study. I 
have looked first at image-making as a form of  
knowing, and established how this project contrib-
utes to both design and STS methodologies. Second, 
I have looked to and developed an adapted process of  
participant observation across multiple sites, building 
on ethnographic techniques. Third, I argued that 

the concepts of  the prototype and the speculative re-
search device are essential to addressing my research 
questions, and this contributes to a more designerly 
kind of  method assemblage. Fourth, by drawing on 
STS scholarship I argued that speculative designers 
need to attend a/symmetrically to both success and 
failures in their work. Finally, I drew on a/symmetry 
to unpack various ethical commitments, including 
problems of  anonymity and reflexivity by developing 
a situated ethics. In the following chapters I explore 
these methods and some of  my findings, and how I 
have sought (and often failed) to address several of  
these a/symmetries. The first substantive chapter 
will further unpack the notion of  the prototype by 
analysing in more specific detail the design and 
deployment of  the tandem research device briefly 
touched on in this chapter.



135

D. Opening the Black Box of 
Consent Forms

This section contains a number of  different written and graphic consent forms made in 2016 and 2017 in 
collaboration with Clare Thompson. I discuss these forms in Chapter 3, where I examine some of  the ways 
these failed to function as I had expected. As an aspect of  design practice these forms unsettled some of  
the assumptions that my colleagues and I entered the research settings with, for example the best ways to 
communicate and discuss problems of  anonymisation with participants. The opposite page shows some of  
the initial English language forms that I took to Calais, which as I discuss did not work particularly well, and 
which forced us to consider problems with ‘informed’ consent, and how best to inform participants about the 
project. 



One problem we found in Calais was that the project  
was difficult to explain to participants. In Lesvos we tried 
a change of  tack and made these graphics to explain 
what we meant by ‘broadcasting’ and image-making. 
Though these drawings did not function on their own, 
they were helpful, especially as prompts for conversation 
and explanation.

Another problem we encountered was explaining par-
ticular definitions of  anonymisation, and what that 
would mean in different mediums (for example stories, 
images or video). These two graphics were to give a 
visual cue of  what these could be. Again these did not 
function on their own and more often served to inter-
vene in and generate further conversation.
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E. Faceless Migrants

Faceless Migrants is a 5:03 minute HD video of  the Calais camp made in collaboration with Jimmy Loizeau 
in 2016. This section shows nine stills from the video. The audio track is made up of  various field recordings 
from the camp, including singing from one of  the camp’s churches, various speech, and ambient sounds 
recorded around Calais, for example, tarpaulin and tents in the wind. I will discuss this film, and its multiple 
problems, in Chapter 4.





143

Interruption: The Atomic Theory & Becoming

“Michael Gilhaney,” said the sergeant, “is an example of  a man that is nearly banjaxed from the 
principle of  the atomic theory. Would it astonish you to hear that he is nearly half  a bicycle?”

“It would surprise me unconditionally,” I said.

“Michael Gilhaney,” said the sergeant, “is nearly sixty years of  age by plain computation and if  he is 
itself, he has spent no less than thirty-five years riding his bicycle over the rocky roadsteads and up and 
down the hills and into the deep ditches when the road goes astray in the strain of  the winter. He is 
always going to a particular destination or other on his bicycle at every hour of  the day or coming back 
from there at every other hour. If  it wasn’t that his bicycle was stolen every Monday he would be sure to 
be more than halfway now.”

“Halfway to where?”

“Halfway to being a bicycle himself,” said the sergeant.

“Your talk,” I said, “is surely the handiwork of  wisdom because not one word of  it do I understand.”

[…]

“The gross and net result of  it is that people who spend most of  their natural lives riding iron bicycles 
over the rocky roadsteads of  this parish get their personalities mixed up with the personalities of  their 
bicycle as a result of  the interchanging of  the atoms of  each of  them, and you would be surprised at the 
number of  people in these parts who nearly are half  people and half  bicycles.

I let go a gasp of  astonishment that made a sound in the air like a bad puncture.

“And you would be flabbergasted at the number of  bicycles that are half  human, almost half  man, 
half  partaking of  humanity.”

(O’Brien, 1967)
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4. Materiality  
& A/symmetry

Becoming Bicycle

I have borrowed the ‘interruption’ on the previous 
page from the novel, The Third Policeman by Flann 
O’Brien. Throughout this research (and having 
spent a great deal of  time riding my own bicycles), I 
have come to read the sergeant’s ‘atomic theory’ not 
only as an absurd, comic, and non-sensical plot inter-
vention but as a problem to be taken seriously. How 
does a rider (or indeed multiple riders) become-with 
a bicycle, how might elements of  their ‘personalities’ 
get mixed up, and what else might that do, or be able 
to tell us? In the first of  the substantive chapters I 
explore materiality, a/symmetry and prototypes by 
examining the design and deployment of  a tandem 
bicycle in Calais (Fig. 32 & Fig. 33). The chapter is 
structured in two parts as a commitment to examine 
the ways possibilities are both ‘baked-in’ to objects in 
their making, and that in use and deployment their 
speculative possibilities begin to expand and shift.

In part one, I start by briefly introducing the ration-
ale and the first part of  the design process in conceiv-
ing and making the tandem bicycle. Next, I develop 
a prototyping taxonomy to underpin this account by 
drawing on Wiebe Bijker’s (1997) historical account 
of  the safety bicycle in relation to prototypes, in 
which he argues that designs fix the possible by 
stabilising objects and their putative users. I argue 
that the version of  (cosmopolitical) prototyping I 
am developing pushes against this conception and is 
involved in encouraging and researching the un-ex-
pected or unlikely, by forming new relations through 
material intervention. To better understand this, to 
take making seriously, and to address my critique 

of  SCD’s objects ‘coming from nowhere’ I describe 
and analyse the design decisions baked into the 
tandem in the processes of  making it. I argue that 
these decisions were not only to stabilise the object 
and its users, and instead were intended to open up 
possibilities.

In part two, I draw on several stories of  deploying 
the tandem in Calais, where I argue that through 
materially staged interventions and use, the tandem 
generated new speculative possibilities. I describe 
how the device is involved in constructing new more-
than-human milieus to attend to, through use, trust, 
and care, and argue that through its unknowns the 
device begins to produce new situated possibilities. 
I then introduce two instances of  an ‘interview’ 
that took place between different users. In the first 
I address a failure, by examining the appendages 
designed for prompting and capturing interviews, 
which did not work. The second addresses a conver-
sation initiated by a participant. I take up the con-
ceptual character of  the idiot (Stengers, 2005: 994) 
to explore how seeming failures produce data, and 
argue that developing a methodological openness to 
failure (and other becomings) addresses one of  my 
critiques that SCD objects get fixed and close down 
speculation. Finally, I describe how the tandem pro-
duced other participatory possibilities, where I argue 
that the device generates new collaborations and 
other devices, rather than more typical conceptions 
of  prototypes that work towards a finalised version 
of  themselves. I conclude the chapter by summa-
rising the kinds of  a/symmetry that these practices 
have alerted me to.

Fig. 32: The tandem being ridden on the last weekend 
of  the Jungle. Photo by Clare Thompson.

Fig. 33: Tandem propped up on the outskirts of  the 
south side of  the Jungle camp. In the background is a 
school and community centre.
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I. A/symmetry & Prototyping

I started to question why we wanted to capture the camp anyway. Wouldn’t 
our energy be better spent repairing and building as we had done previously? 
An old debate for journalism, that emphasises showing and capturing instead 
of  intervening. The camp is where the global phenomena of  the refugee crisis 
is playing out — an unfolding disaster… It does need capturing… Espe-
cially in the face of  a state that will bulldoze it in less than ten days. (Field 
notes, October 2016).

41. In Australian slang a blow-in is often used to describe government officials who arrive in Aboriginal communities (often in large govern-
ment issued four-wheel drive vehicles) in order to conduct research, audits, and so on.

A Bicycle Built for Two: Designing a Research 
Device

After visiting the Calais Jungle as volunteers in early 
2016, my colleague and collaborator Jimmy and I 
discussed designing alternative ‘platforms’ to inter-
vene in the question of  recognition of  the architec-
ture of  the camp and the voice of  the residents who 
lived there. This began with a short video (Faceless 
Migrants, see Section E) filmed from a car travelling 
slowly through the camp, accompanied by field 
sound recordings. The video was made to try out the 
production of  an alternative to Google Street View. 
The intention was to reflect experiences of  the camp, 
of  meeting those that lived there, and that we had 
conversations with through building improvised shel-
ters, or over drinking cups of  tea and eating lunch. 
But, in the film the asymmetry became obvious — it 
had lost any connection with the camp, it was dull, 
drab and depressing, showing faceless migrants with 
eerily pixelated identities. The film failed. It was de-
tached and voyeuristic, and the attempt to critique 
image-making practices in and of  the camp seemed 
to evoke the very same problematic narratives that I 
described in Chapter 1.

The idea to make a bicycle came from the short-
comings identified with this film. Our intention was 
to make images in the presence of  those that lived 
there, rather than from the perspective of  a ‘blow-
in.’41 I felt that part of  the problem was that cars 
were asymmetric objects in the camp — the imme-
diate problem is that you are inside a large metal 
and glass box, separated from those outside. Cars 
are also tangled with licensing and insurance and 
can’t be used by those without papers and other legal 

documents — a car could only ever be used by the 
blow-ins. A bicycle is not subject to the same legal 
frameworks, and riding one is a very different expe-
rience — as a rider you are both in and of  a land-
scape, precarious, fragile, and experiencing a space 
differently to through a windscreen. The bicycle was 
also already a relatively everyday experience in the 
camp thanks to a number of  volunteers that had set 
up bicycle workshops nearby and were distributing 
used bicycles (e.g. 56a, 2015). With this in mind we 
began to design a bicycle with recording devices at-
tached to it. This bicycle was originally conceived as 
a map-making device that could be used to capture 
and archive the camp building on the street-view 
images (see Section B) we had previously taken. 
However, though the researcher’s physical relation-
ship to the camp would be altered from the car in 
this conception, the bicycle would remain a device 
to look at the camp and evoked quite typical colonial 
mapping practices. On reflection, my colleagues and 
I were interested in rather literally symmetrising the 
process of  representation, and an altered design — a 
two-person bicycle — appealed as one way to do this.

Adding another position and making a tandem 
meant we could ride with a resident, and an inter-
view or conversation could occur. In this iteration, 
the dynamic would be different, and asymmetric in 
another way: we would still be in charge, piloting 
the bicycle, inviting participation and processing 
the outcomes and findings. But, we could also swap 
places, or two participants could take the bike inde-
pendently (see Fig. 35). The aim was to manipulate 
(but not necessarily flatten) agency in the production 
of  images — to move away from the typical ways 

of  taking images, tentatively towards a recipro-
cal process. The decision of  what to capture, for 
example, could be the subject of  discussion between 
the two riders materially connected together, through 
both touch (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2017: 95–98) and 
conversation mediated through the bike. The device 
would also record the process of  image-making (and 
any debates on what to photograph) by recording 
the riders’ conversations, sounds and interactions. 
This, we thought would give a new perspective, or, 
as we thought of  it, rather than a Cartesian map, 
would produce a messy, partial, and situated from 
the ground description of  the camp.

A Taxonomy of Prototypes

In the two previous chapters I outlined two distinct 
approaches to prototyping. With the tandem intro-
duced above I now expand on these by developing 
a taxonomy of  the multiple ways prototypes stabilise 
and destabilise situations that I will go on to draw 
from. This taxonomy is not intended to impose ‘hard 
and fast’ rules, and in practice these versions of  
prototyping overlap and are drawn from in different 
ways and at different times.42 

The first version that I am concerned with works 
towards an ‘improved’ version of  designed objects 
through iteration (often rapidly assembled from ex-
isting parts) towards the stabilisation of  an object 
and a putative user. In the methodology, I showed 
that this is an integral part of  my (and arguably 
most) design practices, where technical details, for 
example, get worked out through making and iter-
ating. Following Guggenheim’s (2010: no pagination) 
Long History of  Prototypes, I call this the first-strike-pro-
totype. The second, developed in chapter two — that 
I call speculative props — is informed by SCD, and is 
concerned with producing objects to engage people 
in debate around technological development, in 
order to de-stabilise a situation and alter it. I previ-
ously argued that these often act as props to mediate 
or develop discussions in exhibitions, through a cog-
nitive version of  speculation that typically concerns 
the implications of  objects in the future, rather than 

42. Others have provided their own typologies (e.g. Bødker and Grønbæk, 1992), however, these do not account for some of  the key aspects 
of  practice that I go on to unpack.

43. See also Alberto Corsín Jiménez’s (2014) work unpacking prototyping and compossibility (384 – 386).

as an unfolding, material practice. Third, what I call 
participatory-design-things (following Ehn 2008), 
is a prototyping practice closely aligned with the 
Scandinavian PD tradition (and PD’s engagement 
with ANT), whereby prototypes are used in the 
exploration of  new practices and arrangements of  
people and things by deploying working artefacts 
that activate new possibilities through co-operative 
design (Suchman et al., 2002: 172). In this literature 
the prototype is used first to destabilise a given setting 
(to open up possibilities through co-operating), and 
then arguably, becomes focussed towards the stabi-
lisation of  a finalised design. In this chapter I wish 
to turn my attention towards a fourth type that has 
emerged recently: the ‘cosmopolitical prototype’. 
This has arguably been informed by developments in 
PD and is a mode that I seek to develop by examining 
the tandem bicycle introduced above. Rubio & Fogué 
(2014: 143) describe cosmopolitical prototyping as a 
process that is ‘not focused on the capacity of  design 
to pre-scribe codes into action and thought, but on 
its capacity to propose and open up the possibility of  
new forms of  action and thought. […] what we call 
the ‘unfolding’ capacities of  design’.43 In this version, 
the prototype seeks to create new more-than-human 
arrangements, without necessarily moving towards a 
finalised, fixed, or stabilised end-point.

A key theme in the cosmopolitical version of  the 
prototype is enactment, or how life is ‘given’ to some-
thing through various practices (e.g. Mol and Law, 
2004: 45; Wilkie, 2014). In the context of  developing 
prototyping practices with chimpanzees in a zoo in 
Chile, Tironi et al. (2016) argue that this practice 
can be thought of  as a ‘cosmopolitical operation’ (4) 
whereby the object-subject or, designer-user relation-
ship is not given, or fixed, and emerges through pro-
totyping encounters. Working with design students 
and chimpanzees, the authors describe how different 
social worlds (the students, the chimps, the zoo-keep-
ers) are assembled in order to realise new practices, 
objects and relations to produce ‘better’ living condi-
tions in the zoo’s cage. They argue that this process 
of  prototyping goes beyond typical conceptions of  
the prototype as a political tool (e.g. by Henderson, 



Fig. 34: Collage of  various photos and panoramic 
images of  a resident-organised bicycle workshop in the 
Jungle. Original images by Clare Thompson and the 
author. 
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Fig. 35: Sketching a four part iteration of  the tandem 
(1) cameras pointing out, recording the space, (2) re-
cording the riders, (3 & 4) riders swap positions.  
Made in collaboration with Jimmy Loizeau.

1995) and is instead a ‘cosmopolitical device’ that 
is open to ‘uncertainty and ontological enquiry’ — 
for example, it is argued that the chimps ‘hack’ and 
co-opt the objects that are then absorbed back into 
further design iterations.44

The problem for Tironi and his colleagues is that 
the chimps cannot speak and the authors’ propo-
sition is that designers can design things that invite 
some kind of  ‘voice’ in the design process so that the 
chimps might take control over the design of  the pro-
posed objects that will be installed in their cages (cf. 
Murphy, 2018).45 This is still done through a three 
part process towards a third, ‘stablised’ ‘product’ 
(Tironi et al., 2016: 12) that is finally installed in 
the cage (Fig. 36). The case of  the tandem in Calais 
does not encounter the same immediate problems as 
Tironi — the people that I engage with are able to 
speak, and of  course they often do. The problem for 
those that live in the camp is that voices are often 
quietened, closed down or perhaps talked over by other 
actors, for example, journalists, or the border wall/
guards, or perhaps even researchers. As such, my 
practice is not necessarily concerned with how to 
‘solve the problem’ of  giving voice through designed 
objects, but is concerned with how those voices might 
be listened to and accounted for in other ways.

Earlier in the thesis, I identified Haraway’s (2016) 
concept of  ‘stirring’ and ‘staying with the trouble’ 
as a way for both thinking about and conducting 
prototyping and speculative practices. I also argued 
previously that a prototype that sets out to stabilise 
designs of  objects cannot tell us enough about the 
potential role of  design in the borderscape. Instead — 
and to extend the metaphor — the practice I have 
developed through this thesis might be thought of  
as a stick, designed to stir and intervene in a given 
setting. The stick-design-process still operates in an 

44. Though I remain largely unconvinced by the argument that the chimps ‘hack’ the objects, or that this in itself  is particularly novel, the 
point is that the project proposes ways for the zoo (its employees, cage designers, etc.) to take the chimps seriously — that they have ‘opinions’ 
— and by doing so they contribute to the political arrangement of  the zoo.

45. In addition, something I find missing in Tironi’s (2016) account of  the cosmopolitical design process and its analysis are the voices and 
interests of  the designers — that clearly are present but mostly remain unaccounted for. I will revisit this throughout the thesis and draw on 
a/symmetry to examine the entanglement of  the designer-as-user in cosmopolitical prototyping.

46. Importantly according to Whitehead, lure is a neutral term that is not intended to describe some kind of  artifice or illusion designed to 
trick or fool us. A lure incites a change and modifies the course of  an event (in this case the research), that can be either positive or negative 
according to the given circumstances (Debaise, 2017a: 88).

47. In subsequent chapters the stick will be thought of  as ‘zines’, websites, bicycle trailers and films among other things.

iterative manner — it is used, reflected on and begins 
to produce new relations, objects, settings, inspira-
tion and alternatively designed devices. However, 
this process is not necessarily employed to produce 
a better or more efficient stick, but to produce new 
arrangements of  people and things with altered ca-
pacities and relations that the designer is embedded 
in, often developed in tandem with reflections from 
deploying and observing previous devices and things. 
The prototype in this sense produces ‘events’ that act 
as ‘lures’ (Savransky et al., 2017: 12). They draw new 
networks, thereby luring people and things into the 
research, and simultaneously luring us (as designers 
and researchers) towards new questions, connections 
and possibilities that go on to shift the course of  the 
research.46 Clearly, the metaphorical stick has some 
basic constraints for what it should be able to do and 
not do (for example, be safe, not break), but leaves 
other possibilities open. In addition, the prototype 
invites other questions, both of  the researcher and of  
the researched, that are not necessarily related to the 
original stick or the original problem. This is another 
departure from typical accounts of  the prototype that 
often change incrementally and do not transform 
into other objects altogether. In this chapter, the stick 
I wish to analyse is a tandem bicycle that I explore by 
visiting accounts of  its deployment in Calais.47

Throughout the chapter, the tandem is conceptual-
ised as a speculative research device (Wilkie et al., 
2015) — a device that both intervenes in situations 
(re-ties, connects, stirs etc.) while simultaneously re-
cording data. Much like Guggenheim et al.’s (2013) 
sandbox discussed in the literature review, it is fitted 
with different recording equipment (camera, audio), 
as well as the design-researchers (my colleagues and I) 
observing, reflecting and writing in order to capture 
the interventions in multiple ways (I discuss accom-
panying devices in the field in order to produce data 
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in more detail in Chapter 5). This data forms the 
basis for much of  my analysis which I draw from in 
the following sections.

Pre-scribing Positions

In his account of  the history of  the bicycle, Bijker 
(1997) describes the ways different bicycles (and their 
related technologies) achieve stabilisation and close 
down other possible versions of  the bicycle. ‘Closure 
leads to a decrease of  interpretive flexibility — to one 
artefact becoming dominant and others ceasing to 
exist. As part of  the same movement, the dominant 
artefact will develop an increasing degree of  stabili-
sation within one (and possibly more) relevant social 
groups’ (87). Bijker’s study is a historical study, and 
it appears quite clear to trace how a bicycle (specifi-
cally the familiar diamond, or ‘safety bicycle’ design) 
achieves stabilisation through a process of  reflection, 
and with the benefit of  hindsight. In prototyping lit-
erature and practice, objects are conceived different-
ly — they are future-oriented towards new, unknown 
objects and events. As I argued above, the prototype 
often works to evaluate specifications, towards a stabi-
lised version of  both a user and an object (e.g. Boar, 
1984). My concern is almost the reverse — how 
might a bicycle produce other possibilities — and, 
how might it be open to interpretation and alterna-
tive uses?

48. This also echoes Bijker’s account of  the pneumatic tyre shaping the stabilisation of  the safety bicycle (Bijker, 1997: 80).

Having said this, clearly there is an inevi-
table process of  fixing the possibilities of  
objects in making them. For example, when 
designing this bicycle for documenting the 

Calais camp, I decided it should first and foremost 
have fat, grippy tyres. The ground in the Jungle was a 
mix of  mud, pitted gravel, loose sandy dunes, rough 
concrete, and some newly laid asphalt that suited this 
kind of  tyre. We wanted to film and record from the 
bicycle, and stability and smoothness of  the cameras 
was a key consideration for the design pursued. The 
bike was built around large tyres designed for riding 
on sand and mud, that are marketed in the bicycle in-
dustry as ‘plus-size’ (or 29” x 3”). The fat tyres would 
provide dampening and suspension to the cameras 
fitted and operate on the changeable surfaces, offer-
ing grip in wet mud and not sinking into the sand. 
This process of  decision-making is quite typical for 
bicycle designers — the intended surface, and there-
fore the choice of  tyre often dictates the rest of  the 
design of  the frame — where other components can 
be easily swapped (e.g. handlebars, gears, saddles) the 
relationship between tyre/wheel size and frame are 
somewhat fixed (though small tyres can still be fitted 
in a frame designed for large tyres).48 We considered 
buying a bicycle or frame and adapting it to our 
needs, but an off-the-shelf  mountain bike type design 
that would accept this kind of  tyre was rare and pro-
hibitively expensive. Hence, we set about designing a 
custom-made bicycle frame.

Looking more closely at the technical drawing of  
the tandem (See Section F: From Ideas to Shop 

Fig. 36: Third and final 
prototype installed in the 
zoo by Tironi et al. (See also: 
Chimpáticos, 2014).

Drawings) reveals several other concretised deci-
sions. For example, the size of  the frame was de-
signed around a small to average size adult to allow 
for a range of  different users. The geometry of  the 
frame is quite typical — the head-angle (the angle 
of  the front forks) is 72º and is roughly the same as 
a hybrid type bicycle, i.e. not too steep (making it 
‘twitchy’ and harder to balance) but not too ‘slack’ 
(making the bicycle longer and more cumbersome to 
steer). The space between the riders was designed to 
be a comfortable distance for conversation between 
the two riders. The material used is a relatively light-
weight, butted (variable wall thickness) chromoly (a 
high-strength steel alloy) tubing, selected to provide 
enough strength and stiffness to support two riders. 
One problem with this kind of  bicycle tubing is that 
it is often manufactured in specific lengths, dictating 
the upper and lower limits of  the geometry that can 
be made. In this sense, the material structures a fairly 
normal version of  the bicycle. The stays (the parts of  
the frame that surround the back wheel) are specifi-
cally bent and compressed to allow a large tyre, and 
the anticipated mud collecting on it, to rotate freely.

Despite the interpretive flexibility (Pinch and Bijker, 
1984) of  bicycles, the technicalities of  the frame 
we designed inevitably ‘pre-scripted’ (Akrich, 1992: 
211) certain ways of  using it. For example, there is 
a position at the front for the ‘pilot’ (or captain) and 
a position at the back for the ‘stoker’. Stoker comes 
from the Dutch stoken, to push or poke, later used to 
describe the maintenance of  a furnace — the stoker 
provides power by pedalling, but cannot steer. This 
forces a particular relationship between the two 
riders: one person — the stoker — faces the back 
of  the other — the pilot — who steers, brakes, and 
defines where the bike can go and how fast. On the 
tandem the two sets of  pedals are connected with a 
timing chain, meaning both riders have to pedal in 
sync and communicate for when to slow or stop. This 
is often communicated vocally between new riders, 
but in time, riders’ legs begin to sync together and 
a physical communication emerges where riders 
feet are able to ‘read’ the other person’s actions and 
intentions.

Looking at the design of  the tandem more critical-
ly, several decisions could have been altered and a 
number of  issues arose later in Calais and Lesvos due 

to the design of  the frame. For example, children and 
shorter adults were not able to reach the pedals sitting 
on the front of  the bike, and in some instances were 
only able to ride in the back position, or not at all 
(Fig. 37) — I attribute this to a problem of  tall-nor-
mative assumptions on my part, and not anticipating 
to engaging with young people and children.

Focussing on the design of  this frame also opens up 
considerations for how else riders could become-with 
one another and ride together. For example, Fig. 39 
shows a ‘sociable’ tandem where riders sit side by 
side and balance next to each other (Barrett, 1979). 
This would shift the power differentials in another 
way. There are potentially endless possibilities for 
the ways bicycles could be designed to re-assemble 
relationships between two, or more riders (e.g. see 
‘freakbikes’ in Fig. 38, Manson et al., 2013; and 
for STS and freakbikes see, Jungnickel, 2014). The 
design of  our tandem is in many ways naïve, perhaps 
even conservative, in comparison to some designs. 
A continuation of  this project could be to consider 
the specifics for how different vehicle designs assem-
ble people in different ways to playfully manipulate 
power differentials (see also some additional designs 
made after the first deployment in Section F). The 
design of  tandem that I present here is one experi-
ment in this sense.

Following the metaphor of  designing sticks — the 
tandem was not to establish a rationale for design-
ing better tandems. Having said this, after the first 
visits to Calais, Jimmy and I did design subsequent 
bicycles. The first being another tandem that we 
assembled very quickly from an off-the-shelf  frame 
bought on eBay and various parts that we already 
had to hand (see Fig. 45). This tandem was taken to 
Calais on a subsequent trip after we decided it would 
be interesting to leave a tandem in the camp rather 
taking it away with us. There were problems with the 
original tandem that we had designed from scratch 
that precluded it from being left in the camp — for 
example it had components that were not easily 
serviceable with the tools and spares available in the 
camp (e.g. hydraulic brakes and a thirty-speed drive-
train). Later, we also designed a side-by-side bicycle, 
and a ‘hitching’ bicycle that used different modular 
connectors to join pre-existing bicycles together. 
However, this kit of  parts was never fully deployed 
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due to the Jungle being dismantled before comple-
tion. I revisit accounts of  these later in the chapter 
and for now I turn my attention to the design of  the 
first tandem device and its attachments.

Taking Making Seriously

In the interests of  taking the design process seriously, 
and attending to what Stengers (2010: 62) calls a prac-
tice’s ‘requirements’, in the below I give an account 
of  the making of  the tandem, and its attachments. 
Here, I pay particular attention to the technical 
details that arguably nobody but the makers would 
normally be able to ‘see’, or perhaps deem worthy, 
but are precisely what defines what has ‘worth’, or 
failure (ibid.). This is also echoed by Kerridge (2015: 
178) in his call for speculative designers to attend to 
their practice as research so that the knowledge pro-
duced in practice can be shared. 

In the making, a number of  previously un-thought 
decisions were made through a ‘micro-politics’ 
(Deleuze and Parnet, 2002: 17) of  negotiation 
around the definition of  suitability and adequacy 
of  the bike, often taking the form of  conversations 
(and sometimes inevitably arguments) with my col-
laborator Jimmy. In this relationship the material 
of  the bike represents another negotiator, that will 
only do certain things or be manipulated and behave 
in certain ways. For example — when metal cools 
after welding (process shown in Fig. 43 and Fig. 44) 

it contracts and can pull the frame’s joints out of  
alignment making it un-rideable. The best way to 
get around this is to ‘cope’ (cut, file and machine) 
the joints where tubes meet extremely accurately 
(to fractions of  a millimetre) and to weld in a spe-
cific pattern so that the frame heats and contracts 
equally. The metal represents an additional actor in 
the making process, participating in the process of  
production and negotiation.

We used the workshops at Goldsmiths (Fig. 41) to 
make the bicycle, working from both technical draw-
ings (Fig. 40) and sketches (see Section F), first by 
machining and constructing a jig — an assembly that 
holds the parts of  the bicycle frame together while it 
is being tacked and welded to ensure that it is straight 
(see Fig. 42). A great deal of  care (or perhaps, ‘love’, 
Latour, 1996) went into the production of  both the 
jig and the frame that came from a concern for 
making the frame strong so that it wouldn’t break 
and hurt somebody (which in my mind was a very 
real concern). Having said this, this careful process 
was often a source of  frustration, where we were 
often worried that the process was taking too long, 
when it seemed there was something more important 
to be focussing on. We were in an altogether different 
context to the ‘making’ and repairing we had done in 
the camp, which through necessity happened quickly 
and in an improvised manner. In the workshop we 
had the luxury of  time, space, electricity, and good 
quality equipment — an asymmetry of  production 

Fig. 37: A young boy attempts 
to ride the tandem in Lesvos 
and falls. Film still.

— that felt drastically removed from 
the urgency of  the camp and the type 
of  responses it necessitated.

Next, we began designing and 
making a series of  removable ‘rigs’ 
(Fig. 46) to hold camera and audio 
recording equipment (Fig. 47). The 
rear most rig holds a 360º camera 
2.1m from the ground (roughly 
the same height as a Google Street 
View car). The middle holds another 
camera and microphone with a wind 
shield, and the front holds an audio 
recorder attached to a second microphone and 
another small GoPro camera. Rigs were painted a 
bright neon pink with the aim of  creating a certain 
amount of  spectacle, and to make it obvious that the 
bike was recording. We expected it to be read in a 
certain way based on our assumptions of  how people 
in the camp would respond to the bicycle (perhaps 
with amusement), and without being covert. An 
assortment of  other mounts were also welded to 
the bike to offer different views and angles from 
within the frame, fork and handlebar. This process 
of  making was accompanied by a period of  testing 
(shown in Fig. 49), where we adopted something 
akin to a first-strike kind of  prototype (Guggenheim, 
2010) — testing the bicycle-rig-camera bricolage to 
optimise the placement of  the cameras. This went 
through several iterations of  angle-grinding pieces 
off, and re-welding new pieces on — the device got 
composed and re-composed through this process.

In designing and making the tandem, we often dis-
cussed and speculated on what would be suitable 

49. Having said this, before taking the tandem to Calais we were invited to take part in a small exhibition at Goldsmiths (see Fig. 48) to show 
the bicycle. This eventuation of  the device produced an entirely different set of  understandings, as well as a set of  conversations (or specula-
tions) around how it might be used. This stage resembled a speculative prop, implying this kind of  device can traverse multiple versions of  the 
prototype.

in the context of  the camp. Importantly for my ar-
gument previously, the tandem could not only be a 
gallery object where use was speculated on but never 
realised.49 I understand this conception of  suitability 
to be akin to Stengers’ notion of  ‘adequacy’ (2008: 
92) — that a claim should be directly related to the 
demands it has to fulfil. Or in this case, that the 
device itself  is designed in order to address specif-
ic demands and questions of  the setting. Les Back 
has taken this up and argued for a re-imagination 
of  qualitative sociological tools. Citing Roger Slack 
(1998: 1.10), Back argues that after the invention 
of  the tape-recorder, social scientists chose ‘to think 
very little about the potential of  technology for the 
practical work of  doing sociology’ (Back, 2010: 2). 
Here the conversation between social research and 
design invites a co-becoming (Wilkie, 2019), what 
I called a disciplinary a/symmetry in the literature 
review, whereby designers build specific research 
devices to address specific questions and situations 
(Back and Puwar, 2012: 9). 

The tandem-device is designed specifically for the 

Fig. 39: A ’sociable’ or Buddy 
bike described as ‘Equality 
on one bike’ by Michael 
Embacher (2011: 116). By: 
Bernhard Angerer.

Fig. 38: A ‘freakbike’ meet 
up. By: Ken Steinhoff (n.d.).



Fig. 44: TIG (tungsten inert 
gas) welding the tandem’s 
frame. This is a fairly typical 
way to build bicycle frames 
from thin-wall steel tubing (as 
well as titanium and alumin-
ium) both in one-off/custom 
building and mass-manufac-
ture.

Fig. 43: In the welding 
booth — tacking the frame. 
Tacking is the first welding 
stage, where small ‘tacks’ 
hold the frame together in 
order to check measurements 
and alignment before being 
fully welded (which is much 
harder to reverse).

Fig. 42: The tandem frame 
in its jig during manufacture. 
The jig is constructed from a 
combination of  off-the-shelf  
aluminium extrusion and 
fittings typical in jig build-
ing, combined with custom 
machined parts to hold the 
various frame components in 
place during tacking.

Fig. 41: The Goldsmiths 
workshops. Testing the wheel 
fitting of  the tandem frame.

Fig. 40: Working technical 
drawing of  the tandem bicy-
cle used as a reference during 
manufacture.
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situation of  the Calais camp and in order to enrol 
those that lived there, but in deploying the device, I 
have found that it is not necessarily limited to answer-
ing specific questions, which I will go on to argue often 
shifted. In addition, in relation to design, the materi-
al qualities of  a device not only dictate what claims 
the research can make, they also dictate certain kinds 
of  uses of  the device. The tandem needed to be used 
by those in the camp in order to do research, hence, 
it needed to operate both semiotically (as a recognis-
able bicycle), and practically (that it could actually 
be safely ridden). Additionally, and unlike the typical 
science experiments STS scholars study, the device 
was not going to be used in a ‘stable’ place like a lab-
oratory, where variables can be controlled, devices 
are part of  the everyday, and users are trained for 
them. In these laboratories stabilisation is arguably 
a difficult and hard-won achievement of  experimen-
tal practice. Instead, this device was going into an 
already highly unstable environment, with a diverse 
set of  users and other actors (e.g. displaced people, 
police, volunteers) without the goal of  achieving 
fixed stabilisation (though of  course the bike being 
kept upright while being ridden does suggest fleeting 
moments of  stability, or rather constant adjustments 
to achieve balance). The device needed to work within 
a highly unstable set of  constraints — to encourage 
and invite people to use it, be deemed safe, and in 
some sense traverse the social and political complex-
ities of  the camp. 

The demands and obligations for designing research 
devices are specific and tailored. The negotiations 

I described above take account of  quality, or how 
‘good’ to make something in order for it to achieve 
its aims. Or put another way, its requirements are 
the upshot of  various kinds and moments of  stabili-
sation. This also meant addressing both the qualities 
and the quality of  the object. Obviously, the tandem 
should be strong so that it does not break when 
ridden, but it should also exhibit other qualities in 
order for the device to enrol people into the research. 
As I will go on to describe, this was something of  a 
happy accident. In the camp the tandem straddled a 
line of  the normal — bicycles were an accepted and 
everyday part of  the camp — but appeared inter-
esting and novel enough to engage, catch attention, 
and to interest people. It ‘fit’ the Jungle context, but 
not so well that it blended into the existing relations 
of  the camp.

In the next section I move from describing how the 
device was made and take up its initial deployment 
in Calais. By doing so I demonstrate how the pos-
sible gets actualised in process and use through de-
ployment, and explore the ways that the questions 
we sought to answer through the device and partic-
ipation were re-composed by various users, and as 
a result began to pose new questions that were not 
necessarily set out in advance. 

Fig. 45: The second red tan-
dem. Photos by Abdul Elias.

II. Bringing Into Play, Making New Networks

50. See also Cassandra Hartblay’s (2018) definition of  cyborg: ‘an amalgamation of  designed parts and biological body parts’ (no pagina-
tion).

The tandem was deployed in Calais in October 
2016 before the camp was destroyed at the end of  
the same month. Jimmy and I were accompanied 
by Clare Thompson and AA (who wishes to remain 
anonymous), ex-students from the BA design course 
at Goldsmiths. The second time we took the tandem 
to Calais, Clare joined again with Abdul Elias, a 
mature MA student in design at Goldsmiths. As dis-
cussed briefly in the methodology, we kept a shared 
document to write field notes and an event diary.

Learning to Trust the Pilot

‘Sitting on the back of  the bike, as a stoker, you are driven, 
with no power to control the speed, destination or route. It’s an 
uncanny feeling — strange enough with people you know well 
— and requires placing utmost trust in the pilot despite never 
having met them before’ (Field notes, October 2016).

Obviously, bicycles fall over if  they are not being 
ridden or propped up, and they require users to acti-
vate them and bring them into play in order to move 
through space. In this sense, what the bicycle can do 
is achieved through a certain symmetry, by becom-
ing-with its rider(s). In her reading of  Deleuze, Claire 
Colebrook (2001) explains that a body’s function is 
entirely based on what it joins up, or connects with: 
‘The human body becomes a cyclist in connecting 
with the machine; the cycle becomes a vehicle’ (56). 
Clearly a tandem is slightly different to a typical 
bicycle because it also requires that two (unacquaint-
ed, often unexpected, see Fig. 63) riders develop a 
set of  practices and relationships to achieve balance 
together (and not only with the machine). Through 
its tangible sensation of  instability this requires that 
the two riders immediately seem to share a goal — to 
stay upright, and not crash. In my experience this 
also has the effect of  generating trusting relation-
ships very quickly — it becomes a requirement for 
getting on the bike together that the two parties share 
a certain amount of  trust. As a research device, the 
tandem’s playfulness and requirement of  trust also 
began to develop quite different affective relation-
ships between residents and researchers to those that 
I had experienced previously in the camp, as well as 

different kinds of  use depending on who was riding 
it.

The above appears to contradict Bijker’s (1997: 87) 
previously discussed version of  the closed and stable 
safety bicycle that produces meaning through inter-
pretations of  it, to one that changes ontologically in 
its becoming-with-rider(s). Though the tandem is a 
‘finished’ object, it still allows for lots of  different pos-
sibilities of  use that were not set out a priori. Through 
different uses, settings, and users, the tandem is acti-
vated, and productive in generating new possibilities 
and connections between people. In this sense, the 
tandem has a certain amount of  agency: relation-
ships on the bike are not purely human to human, 
but are a kind of  cyborg (Haraway, 1991), composed 
in part of  the bicycle, its components, and others that 
it comes into contact with.50 At first this appears to 
resemble what I called a participatory-design-thing 
type of  prototype, but, this does not adequately de-
scribe the device, because it is not seeking to develop 
a stabilised practice or object (it will remain unstable, 
change and move). Instead, it more closely resem-
bles a cosmopolitical prototype — the object be-
comes-with a user and its composition (bicycle frame, 
components, cameras, riders) is altered in so doing, 
to create new modes of  existence and engagement in 
the camp, (like a shared control of  movement).

In the context of  ‘raves’ and drug users, Gomart & 
Hennion (1999: 221) describe how ‘becoming under 
the influence’ allows something else to take posses-
sion of  you — and to bracket away control, where 
interactions are not strictly centred around ‘action’. 
In using the tandem the researchers no longer dictate 
the action — there is no ‘pure’ action coming from 
any one direction — prototype, user, designer, re-
searcher or researched. Instead, both parties give 
themselves over and become somewhat passive in 
the highly uncontrollable environment of  the camp. 
Uncertainty is multiplied by joining somebody on 
an object that can move and do unexpected things 
(like crashing). ‘Giving oneself  over’ begins to gen-
erate trust through the various shifts in agency that 
the tandem momentarily re-assembles. The agency 
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Fig. 46: The tandem fitted 
with its recording rigs.

Fig. 47: Audio and video 
recording equipment used on 
the tandem.

Fig. 48: The tandem com-
plete with its filming and re-
cording rigs in an exhibition 
at Goldsmiths in 2016 before 
being taken to Calais.

Fig. 49: Testing the tandem 
and rigs on the Old Kent 
Road in London (helpfully 
captured by a Google Street 
View car).

of  the so-called experts shifts. Where we (the design 
researchers) arrive in highly asymmetric conditions 
— with different capacities to residents — the bicycle 
momentarily re-configures this relationship. On the 
back of  the tandem I am in an unfamiliar place and 
am led because I have little choice — I do not know 
the camp in detail, or the shortcuts and intricacies of  
it. Hennion & Gomart draw on Foucault to describe 
the ways power is often described in ‘negative’ terms 
— e.g. it ‘excludes’, ‘represses’, ‘censors’, ‘abstracts’, 
‘masks’, ‘hides’ (Foucault, 1991: 194; in Gomart and 
Hennion, 1999: 221) rather than being productive. 
In the above example power begins to produce, and 
the ‘constraints’ that the tandem, or device subject 
its riders to are generative of  new possibilities — of  
ways of  knowing the camp, or one’s co-cyclist, while 
altering the experience of  being in the camp and 
adding affordances. In terms of  the prototype, this 
relationship highlights how an object or device might 
shift or re-assemble power, and be productive of  new 
possibilities. It also begins to demonstrate how other 
relationships begin to form that contradict typical 
accounts of  the user-designer divide. For example, 
as well as trust, another relationship began to form 
— that of  care.

In the shared field notes document, AA describes 
how her pilot ‘Sami’ took a great deal of  care when 
riding the tandem — an experience, she describes as 
in stark contrast to earlier experiences of  walking in 
the camp: 

‘We were stared at by a lot of  the men […] Liam and Jimmy 
weren’t looked at in the same way […] I was soon remind-
ed that I was a woman in a very male space.’ (Field notes, 
October 2016).51 

The reaction and discomfort that AA describes is an 
awareness of  being different — to be ‘stared at’ (the 
main part of  the Jungle camp was disproportionately 
male, with a smaller and separated women’s area 
nearby). She goes on to describe how riding with a 
‘trusted guide’ shifted the feeling of  walking through 
the camp. 

‘[Sami] was aware of  my (our) vulnerability inside the camp. 
When we had to stop to wait for the others to catch up he would 

51. Sami is a pseudonym. Having lost contact after the camp was cleared, I have not been able to check whether Sami wishes to remain 
anonymous or not.

pause, look around and continue until we found somewhere he 
deemed safe — he went to an area near his shelter where he 
recognised his friends. Only then he said to me it was ok to get 
off the bike.’ (Field notes, October 2016).

In this account, riding in the presence of  Sami, and 
the practices that he began to define — finding safe 
or ‘friendly’ places to stop represented a very differ-
ent experience to that of  walking alone in the camp. 
Mol (2008) has described care as ‘a matter of  various 
hands working together’ not in a process of  exchange 
but through an interaction in which actions go back 
and forth (18) in an open ended, unpredictable 
process — ‘try, adjust, try again’ (20). AA’s relation-
ship to the camp and its inhabitants was momentar-
ily re-tied through this emerging care-practice — 
both the relationship with her co-cyclist Sami, and 
other residents that ‘responded’ to her, producing 
the feeling of  discomfort at not ‘fitting in’ that she 
describes. Rather than an increased feeling of  vul-
nerability, or instability when riding the bike (as I had 
largely expected), the opposite became the case, the 
physical joining of  two people together momentarily 
changed the individual’s relationships to the camp 
and the other actors in it.

Enrolling More-Than-Humans

This re-configuring also extends to more-than-hu-
mans, where the device begins to join other objects 
and spaces. Through the meeting over the tandem, 
Sami became a kind of  guide by showing us the bits 
of  the camp that had changed since we were last 
working there:

‘Sami wanted to show us his house and the school next to it 
where he often helped out with teaching. He offered to make 
coffee. He asked us if  we could help get him gas. Normally 
he would take a bike with a rack [Fig. 50] to the gas station. 
This is fine on the way there he explains, when the tank is 
empty, but it gets a lot heavier on the way back’ (Field notes, 
October 2016).

After this Sami invited us to his shelter for tea and 
biscuits. Through this meeting and ‘guided tour’ 
we found ourselves in entirely new and unfamiliar 
spaces, between and inside improvised shelters, a 
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school and community structures, a large ‘yard’ 
filled with other bikes and components in various 
states of  disrepair (Fig. 34). Seen in this light, the 
prototype and the research practice that surrounded 
it was necessarily open to these kinds of  possibili-
ties, and through them the device participated in 
a new research site by participating and arranging 
new more-than-human networks. Though familiar 
for STS scholars (for example Haraway’s ‘cyborg’, 
1991), often accounts of  prototypes — or of  SCD’s 
props — make distinctions between the entangle-
ment of  humans and non-humans and are described 
or treated separately — as having an effect on social 
life, rather than being co-constituted of  them. In this 
example, the prototype, the research and the human 
are entangled to such an extent that it becomes 
unclear where these distinctions should lie (and in 
this situation it does not seem particularly useful to 
try to find the distinctions). Following SCD’s claims 
to make objects for problem-finding, the prototype I 
am describing could perhaps be thought of  as con-
ducting problem-making (Fraser, 2009) — the object 
assembles people and things in use into a new milieu 
(that might then be analysed). More specifically in 
this case, the emergence of  this network shifts the 
role of  the naïve researchers (thinking of  themselves 
perhaps as spokespeople) to the ‘guided’, or ‘dinner 
guest’ snacking on biscuits and drinking tea. The 
new network that was being made forced us to re-
think the device, the research, and our positions in 
relation to them.

The bike is now accompanied by a coffee pot, bis-
cuits and a gas canister and we are inside Sami’s 
temporary home drinking tea (Fig. 51). These ad-
ditional objects begin to tell other things about the 
lived experience of  the camp. The gas was required 
for cooking and for survival in the camp, but was also 
rare — not many personal shelters had cooking fa-
cilities. The visit to the bicycle repair area described 
above also gave us a better understanding of  the 
sorts of  bicycle (and repair) technology that existed 
in the camp already (see also Sami’s personal bike 
in Fig. 52). As a result of  these additional objects the 
use of  the tandem changed, and we as researchers 
were also changed. In conceiving of  the tandem, and 
speculating on how it might be used (i.e. before de-
ployment) we thought that its role was to be a spokes-
person — to offer, or amplify voice, and to show the 

camp and the people that lived there. Instead, in 
Sami’s shelter we are being looked after. The help 
with the gas becomes an exchange for the offered 
drinks and food, and the new composition we partic-
ipate in shifts the design-researchers from thinking of  
ourselves as spokespeople to a guest, or perhaps even 
a parasite (Serres, 2007: 7) eating next to our host. 

In this example, the device’s design also failed to 
pre-empt, or account for these connections to other 
objects and the ways that might shift our ‘role’ in 
the camp. For example, the bicycle had no means 
of  carrying the gas bottle and it perhaps needed a 
material, rather than conceptual connector to attach 
a gas bottle to — like a rack, where we might become 
gas-suppliers, or perhaps messengers. After this trip, 
and this encounter, Jimmy and I set about making 
the aforementioned red tandem (Fig. 45) that we 
equipped with a custom rack designed to carry a gas 
bottle and a large case to move other supplies, like 
food and water, around the camp.

The intention with the second tandem was to leave 
it in Calais for the residents to use as they saw fit 
— for gas, transportation, to get into town (and so 
on). It was put together from parts that would be 
readily available in the camp and so it stood a better 
chance of  surviving than the custom made tandem 
we had first made. Instead, and once again, all did 
not go to plan — we took the tandem on what was 
to be the final weekend of  the Jungle, and a bicycle 
(especially a large and heavy tandem) was no longer 
much use to the residents. The second tandem 
became a response to the first tandem’s shortcom-
ings, where we encountered other possibilities of  use. 
The compositions that the first tandem entered into 
modified our intentions and in turn the research and 
making processes for the subsequent trip — where 
we intended to leave a second tandem in Calais, de-
signed specifically around what we had learned. Put 
another way, the networks that assembled around the 
first tandem — and that we were part of  — began 
to modify the research and the process of  designing 
and making the next intervention, or object. This 
may appear at first to resemble a typical stabilisation 
process through prototyping, but what is important is 
that the second tandem was not only designed to do 
the first one’s job ‘better’, but to enable other things, 
arrangements and practices to emerge through and 

Fig. 50: A bicycle that K and 
Sami shared to fetch bottled 
cooking gas from a nearby 
gas station.

Fig. 51: Inside Sami’s shelter 
with gas canister and stove. 
Coffee being made in Sami’s 
shelter and a plate of  biscuits 
with a phone placed inside a 
mug to amplify music. Photo-
graph by: Clare Thompson.

Fig. 52: Sami’s bike.
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with it. Indeed, this did happen, for example the two 
tandems at one point became involved in a race (Fig. 
53) that I recount in Chapter 5.

The Problem with Cameras

At first, we left the camera and audio rigs off the 
tandem as a way to slowly ease into the camp. From 
the outset we understood that the bike with the rigs 
attached would disturb and would probably not be 
immediately acceptable to the camp’s residents. But 
later in the trip, they were fitted, having asked a group 
of  residents if  they would be happy to use them: ‘We 
had gained enough trust with K, who eventually was 
happy to ride the bike with the ‘street-view’ rig and 
camera on the condition that we would anonymise 
faces’ (field notes, October 2016). The introduction 
of  these rigs de-stabilised the tandem — taking 
Haraway’s stirring metaphor literally, they were 
‘cameras on sticks’ — and changed it from an object 
that was somewhat accepted (by this point) into one 
that generated suspicion, for example earlier on in 
the trip: 

‘I rode with rigs and microphones towards the camp, meeting K 
a short distance from the entrance who said to me ‘no cameras, 

cameras are no good in the Jungle’. I explained that they were 
microphones and would only pick up his voice, but this didn’t 
ease his discomfort or his suspicion around the new pink intru-
sions fitted to the bike.’ (Field notes, October 2016).

Having added the rigs to the tandem (Fig. 54) I found 
that this also changed the way the bicycle was used. 
Reviewing footage from the tandem’s rear street-view 
camera when K was riding with it (Fig. 55) shows a 
different use of  the bicycle demonstrated by what it 
captured: 

‘He [K] did not want to ride anywhere near the camp, instead 
choosing to stick to the road leading away and towards the 
town. This was a relatively safe space away from the internal 
tensions of  the camp. It seems that the bike with the rigs, or 
cameras attached is an outsider, unwelcome and removed of  its 
previous possibilities. In this guise it becomes a surveillance 
device. It would either capture the riders’ faces on film or might 
put them in danger by being seen with it.’ (Field notes, October 
2016). 

In many ways cameras were not welcome in the 
camp and residents cited lots of  reasons: pictures 
might be seen by family members at home — where 
residents were trying to reassure them that they were 

Fig. 53: The second tandem 
seen from the eyes of  the 
first tandem during a ‘race’ 
outside the camp.

safe and sound. Residents were also understandably 
suspicious of  journalists and the impact that images 
had on the reputation of  the camp — especially the 
images most news outlets published, focussing on 
violence in the camp for example. Not to mention a 
perception that images identifying or documenting 
residents could undermine future asylum claims.52

The rig broke with the familiar and turned what was 
something understandable, useable, and fun into an 
outsider. Returning to the conceptual character of  
the ‘idiot’ that I introduced in Chapter 2, I might 
suggest that we were idiots for designing an absurd 
device for trying to record the camp. But, taking the 
character more seriously reveals how the connection 
of  the rigs to the bicycle instead produced a set of  
‘unintelligible’ data — the bicycle being stranded 
outside the camp disrupted the kinds of  assumptions 
we held around the use of  it, and what constituted 
‘use’. The rig was removed (Fig. 56) and did not get 
used again. Put another way, the intended uses of  
the bike should not have been thought of  as fixed or 
stabilised. Instead, the ‘non-use’ of  the tandem-with-
rig showed that the process as we were attempting to 
conduct it was not emancipatory, or particularly of  
interest for the camp’s residents — quite the opposite 
— and that we should re-think our intentions.

Importantly, in relation to a research practice there 
is an analytic flexibility and an openness to differ-
ent uses of  the tandem (whereas a more tradition-
al design logic might concede that the bike was a 
failure), and though initially (and somewhat natural-
ly) frustrating, I have come to regard this non-use as 
extremely important. As I argued above, the objects 
we introduced and the users of  them had agency and 
began to construct new social worlds. But in this case, 
the agency of  the device does not create new possi-
bilities, instead it slows down the research by stopping 
the device from doing what it was designed to do (be 
ridden, and record data). The introduction of  the 
filming rig challenged the assumptions of  what it was 
the research was attempting to achieve and forced us 
to listen more carefully to what that might be telling 
us. In a very different context Michael (2004a) gives 
an account of  a cat playing with his tape recorder 
and ultimately wrecking the interview data he had 

52. EU rules state that migrants should apply for asylum in the first safe country they enter and can be deported to the first EU country they 
entered, if  there is proof.

produced. Michael’s example of  the tape recorder 
becoming-with cat demonstrates how non-humans 
take part in the event of  conducting research and 
tells him something surprising about his research. 
Following Michael’s analysis, seeing the rig, becom-
ing-with tandem and a resident forces a slowing 
down, and reconsidering of  what it was that ‘we 
were busy doing’ (Michael, 2012a: 168, 2012b: 528). 
Though of  course in my example, it was perhaps not 
all that surprising, and the bike fitted with filming rig 
did the opposite to the tape recorder — instead of  
becoming a play-thing, the device became not-play-
thing — it stopped being used altogether.

Returning to the prototyping literature, the immobi-
lisation of  the device begins to reveal something else 
arguably missing from typical accounts of  participa-
tory projects — an attention to and an acceptance of  
non-participatory-participation. In this example the rigs 
were intended to and designed to do something dif-
ferent to a stabilised bicycle — that arguably, a typical 
prototyping logic would be quite happy with — the 
bicycle happily being cycled around had achieved 
stabilisation, success! Whereas Bijker traces the suc-
cessful stabilisation of  the safety bicycle, the process 
of  deploying a bicycle in Calais was intentionally 
left open, and its strange pink camera rigs actively 
provoked a/symmetries between researcher and re-
searched and the spaces of  the research (among other 
actors). Having said this, there remains a question of  
what the task for this kind of  speculative design-re-
search is — it is not particularly insightful to say that 
we can make objects and that they, and their users 
will do unexpected things. The task then is about 
how designers/researchers pay attention to, care for, 
notice, and listen to the ways prototypes question 
what we are busy doing. In this case it is not enough 
to only pay attention to success, or indeed failure (as 
in previously cited examples of  symmetry — e.g. 
Law, 2003a). Instead, there are multiple a/symme-
tries of  stabilisation and de-stabilisation at play, and 
it becomes our task to unpack what about the de-sta-
bilised object matters, or what it is that is revealed to 
us so that we might iteratively and actively produce 
de-stabilising prototypes to further conduct research. 
Put another way, the tandem is a prototype that 
should remain in a state of  becoming and two-way 
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Fig. 54: The bicycle in Calais 
with ‘street-view’ rig at-
tached.

Fig. 55: K riding with the 
‘street-view’ rig outside the 
camp and later, the tandem 
and rig balanced against a 
fence.

Fig. 56: One of  the rigs 
having been removed from 
the bike.

‘conversation’ (Deleuze and Parnet, 2002: 28) — not 
towards fixed, finalised, stabilised goals or objects but 
of  new arrangements, relationships, conversations, 
and as I will go on to, new designed objects.

The Problem with Interviews

In the end I did use the rigs and two microphones to 
conduct a short interview with Sami outside the camp 
(Fig. 57). Sami was piloting the bike as we were riding 
towards his shelter in the camp, and I was the stoker. 
Speaking in English (a second language for him) Sami 
explains to me and the recorder who he is, where he 
is from, and how long he has been in Calais. The in-
terview was difficult, and ultimately did not produce 
particularly insightful data: the wind noise was loud, 
and we couldn’t hear each other very well. Nor was 
Sami particularly interested in an interview (echoing 
the interviewee’s experience in Michael’s previously 
cited paper 2004a) — he was keen to get back to his 
shelter to make tea. In addition, we were interrupted 
multiple times by my colleague, who was bored and 
complained that we were cycling too slowly. During 
our visits to Calais, reflecting the intended use of  the 
device, the interview was something that Jimmy and 
I (at times desperately) tried to work towards. This 
was for two reasons — first, we wanted to make a 
film with an audio track, which was more difficult 
to capture than video. Second, that we felt it was 
important to access the camp through the voices of  
the residents (our naïve idea of  being a spokesperson 
perhaps). 

Arguably, this story demonstrates some basic failings 
in the research — perhaps that the rigs did not ad-
equately protect the microphones from the wind, or 
that as a researcher I did not adequately prepare for 
the interview. However, seen strictly as a failure, the 
implication is that there was only one pre-scripted 
way for the device to conduct research. In the terms 
of  this research, an asymmetry between the use 
of  the device and the feedback mechanism of  the 
analysis of  failure. Instead, the failure reveals differ-
ent conceptions and types of  an interview (or other 
methodology) to be propositioned, and in doing so, 
to reveal something else — that my colleague was 
bored or felt left out for example, or that the weather 
and the speed of  movement of  the device began to 

shape and play an active role in the way interviews 
play out. 

This event also forces an examination of  the inter-
view itself  — especially in the borderscape, and with 
displaced people who are forced to give a lot of  inter-
views, especially for asylum claims. Seen in this light, 
the interview appears precisely the wrong tool for the 
job. What an interview often produces is an instance 
of  what Atkinson, & Silverman (1997) have called 
‘interview society’ — a particular mode of  narrating 
life where a specific account is produced that gets 
echoed. Whether riding a research-device-tandem, 
or not, the story remains the same. If  the tandem is 
an interview machine (as it was conceived) the device 
failed on multiple counts. However, in its deploy-
ment this demonstrates that it was not a fundamen-
tal problem with the tandem (the device itself), but 
rather our approach to the device that was wrong. In 
this use, by questioning and deciding on the direction 
of  the conversation and method, I was attempting to 
dictate the tandem’s uses (albeit from the stoker posi-
tion of  the bike). Instead of  encouraging a becoming 
relationship between the device, Sami and myself, I 
was attempting to direct and fix its possibilities — to 
use it only as a device to produce interview-based 
audio that could be used in a film. So, in this instance 
it was my chosen use of  the device that appears to be 
the problem. 

Claire Parnet and Deleuze offer another useful 
metaphor to move beyond this problem — that of  
the conversation. In Dialogues II, Parnet describes a 
‘broken line’ — that is not concerned with ‘speak-
ing for the oppressed, but of  producing a living line’ 
(2002: 28), or perhaps a living account. Invoking 
this metaphor develops the notion of  the prototype 
from that of  an asymmetric process of  ‘question 
and answer’ towards a conversation. Of  course, a 
conversation requires a certain level of  symmetry to 
function, and represents a move away from typical 
bifurcations — e.g. question/answer, problem-find/
problem-solve, researcher/researched — and is an 
opportunity to engage in more messy entanglements 
and methods in dialogue. According to Parnet, the 
conversation is a broken line, that is not about relat-
ing stories about the past or the future but is about 
becoming. In becoming, it is not about regression 
or progression but about involuting, involving, and 
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becoming more complex. The practice of  deploy-
ing cosmopolitical prototypes is one way to develop 
this challenge — to become more complex — and 
in doing so seeks to address who, or what, gets to 
ask the question, and who, or what, is answering. 
Put another way, by drawing from the failure to use 
the tandem to conduct an interview I am interested 
in the ability of  designed artefacts to make space 
where conversations might happen, instead of  giving 
voice.53 Concretely, this means making and offering 
objects and practices where possibilities get realised 
through and with engagements and becomings with 
them. Importantly, I have found that it is not neces-
sarily possible to make objects that do this on their 
own, and they often need accompanying practices to 
encourage this.

Exchange & Reciprocation

Later in the trip Clare and K rode the bike together 
on the way back to the car with a wide-angle camera 
on the fork leg to film the landscape and the riders’ 
feet (see Fig. 58).54 Though the bike was not equipped 
with specific interview devices (and nor was it the in-
tention to conduct an interview) the camera collects 
quiet, seemingly relaxed conversation between the 
pair. Reviewing the footage, the two ride slowly with 
K piloting and Clare stoking. K can be heard asking 
Clare her favourite moments in her life — ‘high-
school, elementary, university?’ — K becomes an in-
formal interviewer, and they go on to discuss music, 
clothes, music videos, both laughing and making 
jokes throughout the conversation.

This episode demonstrates a different con-

53. Following the metaphor, we could think of  prototypes as typically filling space — for example ‘gaps in markets’, or the gaps that repre-
sent problems for the users of  a technology.

54. This was a technique that we used often to avoid showing people’s faces (if  they wished to remain anonymous).

struction of  the interview event — it happened 
because K was interested in Clare’s life and a con-
versation emerged. In this example the role of  the 
researcher shifts, and K becomes far more active in 
asking the interview questions. K is perhaps con-
ducting his own research — ‘what is it like to live in 
London?’ In this sense, he flips the research event and 
his questions get answered first and foremost. Rather 
than enrolling a participant as I had attempted to 
do by interviewing Sami, this conversation emerged 
out of  a mutual interest. Tentatively, this suggests a 
symmetrising of  doing the research — we no longer 
seek to ask all of  the questions. The tandem when 
treated as an object in a state of  becoming creates 
conditions to invite new questions (and importantly, 
not necessarily just by ‘us’ the researchers) or new 
ways of  answering them — an altered process where 
the researcher is researched. To counter my previous 
point then, though the tandem failed as an interview 
machine it succeeded in generating trust and conver-
sation. In doing so, I have found that the purpose of  
conducting an interview, or of  making images is also 
challenged — where the interview, rather than ac-
cessing the interior of  a person and reflecting society, 
the prototype becoming-with the riders creates (Back, 
2010: 9) or invents (Marres et al., 2018b) the social. 

Fig. 57: Attempting to con-
duct an interview with Sami.

Put another way, the tandem 
has materially and affectively 
constructed new social worlds 
and networks (or in this case 
with K, what has become an 
ongoing friendship), and allows 
for altered methods to emerge, 
shift, and be deployed. Seen as a device, it is also 
tasked with gathering and recording the generated 
data of  the social relations it composes (for example, 
the bike, multiple riders including researchers, infra-
structures and other objects, see Fig. 59).

This shift from interview to conversation also raises 
questions around the value of  such exchanges. 
Writing in the shared field notes document, AA de-
scribes how around the time we were in Calais, the 
popular singer Lily Allen also visited the camp with 
a camera crew to interview a number of  the camp’s 
residents. AA writes: 

‘I guess the difference between Lily Allen and the bike as a tool 
to document the camp, is that the bike allowed for two-way 
interactions. […] If  it leads to nothing, it’s not the case that I 
asked someone to go through their traumatic experience in front 
of  a huge camera. The bike brought fun, a short term escape 
to the tedious boredom, a human interaction that wasn’t in the 
interview format but a simple two sided conversation’ (field 
note written by AA 02/11/2016). 

This begins to allude to this notion of  reciprocity, 
where momentarily the binaries, researcher/re-
searched, or interviewer/interviewee get blurred by 
the device connecting two (or more) people together. 
The tandem as a documentation device not only 
captures but seeks to intervene — to offer a ‘short 
term escape’. However, it is important to treat these 
claims with care, and to not overstate the aims and 
ambitions of  the device. Arguably, the tandem did 
create momentary escapes, but I’m not necessarily 
convinced that is enough, and it strikes me that it 
is important to understand what else is at stake and 
what else different actors get out of  this process, the 
research, or the conversation itself.

This raises an important point of  metrics and how 
— before we can symmetrise — we surely must have 
to measure. How do we measure how someone, or 
something benefits, or what they get out of  an engage-
ment, before we attempt to symmetrise it? Arguably, 
this is not possible, and rather than attempting to 
treat this quantitatively through measurements, there 

Fig. 58: Screenshot of  video 
taken from a camera mount-
ed to the tandem’s fork.
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is a latent a/symmetry in any exchange, or dialogue, 
especially in a place such as the Jungle. Haraway dis-
cusses the problem of  ‘calculation’ and research in 
When Species Meet (2007: 87) and refuses what she calls 
typical cost-benefit analysis. I take her proposition to 
‘stay with the trouble’ (2016) as an attempt to address 
this. Rather than trying to cut up these exchanges 
into blocks of  time (or any other measure), exchange 
is approached through care and a shift in practice 
that can only be addressed qualitatively. There is 
no simple rule we can apply that splits project time 
down the middle. This also raises the question of  who 
gets to decide on metrics, and for who or what do 
they matter? Instead, paying attention to time, I have 
attended to and cared for the relationships that the 
tandem has generated, and have followed these into 
new collaborations, and the design of  new objects 
that I unpack further in the following chapters.

This also raises potentially uncomfortable questions 
around who the user is. There is no rule that says 
one is either a designer, a researcher, user, analyst, or 
indeed cyclist. Looking at this question reflexively, we 
could conclude that the user is the design-research-
er — for example, I have used the data generated 
from Calais to write papers and this thesis, apply for 
funding and attend conferences. Seen in this light, 
the user of  the tandem device is clearly multiple 
(Wilkie, 2010: 24, 2014: 477) — it might be the tan-
dem’s cyclists, but at the same time design-research-
ers, an exhibition goer, or film-watcher. This leads to 
an important point that I expand on in the following 
chapter, where I follow this multiplicity and make the 
case for reconceiving temporality in design research. 
I explore a pro-active entanglement of  designers, 
researchers and researched in order to prolong and 
shift design-led engagements.

Fig. 59: F riding Sami’s bike. 
Film still from 360º cam-
era attached to the tandem 
on the Chemin des Dunes 
— the road leading to the 
container camp area of  the 
Jungle.

Conclusion

By examining the design and design process of  a 
tandem bike deployed in the Jungle, this chapter 
sought to address materiality and a/symmetry in 
various prototyping practices. To begin with I pro-
vided a taxonomy of  prototypes and argued that the 
tandem can be thought of  as a thing that de-stabilises 
or ‘stirs’ a given encounter, thereby allowing for new, 
often unexpected becomings to emerge. Analysing 
the making and deployment of  the tandem I found 
alerted me to four key aspects of  a/symmetry. 
First, the a/symmetric relationships involved in the 
production of  the device, including the role of  the 
material (among other more-than-humans), and the 
micro-politics between my colleagues and I. Here, I 
argued that despite inevitable pre-scripting of  any 
designed, material object, it is possible to design-in 
possibilities for the unexpected. I went on to analyse 
the deployment of  the device and its material in-
tervention in the camp, which led to a second a/
symmetry — a commitment to use and a re-framing 
of  speculation as a process of  exploring and being 
open to unknown and unexpected possibilities. This 
deployment of  the device began to rearrange and 
produce new relationships (like trust, and move-
ment), once again between both humans and more-
than-humans, while at the same time recording data 
for analysis. This represented a key move away from 

both conventional and SCD versions of  prototyping 
and described a design process where the question of  
what something or someone is, or does, is changed 
to a speculative question of  what something is — or 
might become — capable of. Third, I argued that 
the tandem device composed a field site by giving 
an account of  the more-than-human networks that 
it drew together. I argued that, when viewed in 
this way, the generated field site is able to fold back 
into the research and modify the intentions of  the 
researchers, and that this can be encouraged, and 
cared for (but that this requires developing certain 
practices). In addition, I argued that the device is not 
deployed to stabilise a field site, and here I gave an 
account of  the additional ‘cameras on sticks’ (rigs) 
that went about stirring the use of  the tandem and 
the relationships that we had formed on and with it. 
Finally, I argued that the device (a/symmetrically) 
reciprocates in the process of  producing data about 
these field sites, but that it is not necessarily possi-
ble to measure or equate these exchanges. Instead 
it requires the analysis to understand that users are 
multiple in a given situation. This leads into the next 
chapter where I think further with the cosmopolitical 
prototype and a/symmetry to explore temporality 
and the entanglements of  the designer with the other 
actors involved in this process.
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F. From Ideas to Shop Drawings

This section documents the sketches, technical and shop drawings involved in the process of  making the 
tandem device and trailer. I have included this section to pay attention to and decidedly not ‘clean up’ what 
was in reality a messy, collaborative design process. I hope that by including these various forms of  sketching 
and drawing it is clearer where some of  the objects described in thesis come from, and how they came to be. 



Shop drawings and tube mitring template used for 
making the tandem. The shop drawings were printed to 
a large scale in order to be used in the workshop (hence 
their oil stains and messiness). The tube cut template is 
generated by CAD software and used for shaping (or 
coping) tubes where they meet (this one is for where the 
downtube meets the head tube).



Sketches made before making and deploying the first 
tandem to Calais. In these drawings it seems clear that at 
this time the cameras were deemed to be most important 
aspect of  the design of  the bike.

A second series of  sketches of  other possible bikes made 
shortly after deploying the first tandem to Calais. These 
show how the intention shifted from image-making 
towards other types of  use, like phone charging, inter-
viewing and transportation. With the exception of  the 
engage/disengage bike (which was built but never suc-
cessfully used), none of  these were fully realised.



This page documents a series of  sketches produced 
jointly by my colleague Jimmy and I when we were 
designing a ‘broadcast trailer’ that could attach to the 
tandem for use in Lesvos. In the drawings there is a dis-
tinct pre-occupation with power (electricity), and gener-
ating power, partly as a hangover from the trips to Calais. 
However, we realised that in Lesvos we would mostly be 
working in community centres that had access to power, 
and this was eventually dropped in favour of  a phone 
charging battery that we could charge up at night and 
take to various places during the day.
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5. Temporality  
& A/symmetry
In the previous chapter I analysed the tandem bicycle 
and its deployment in Calais through a lens of  a/
symmetry, materiality, and prototyping, arguing that 
in deployment the device re-arranged and de-stabi-
lised what it is ‘that we [researchers] are busy doing’ 
(Michael, 2012a: 168). 

In this chapter I unpack a set of  temporal a/sym-
metries to contribute towards ways of  doing specu-
lative design practices, by developing and thinking 
through alternatives to linear ‘time’ (like past, 
present, and future). This is motivated by my expe-
rience of  practicing what I have called a-firmative 
speculation where I have sought to extend tempo-
ral engagements with designed objects into their 
various fields. To do this I will build on the previous 
chapter’s employment of  figuration and conceptual 
characters (like the idiot and parasite) to analyse 
multiple temporal relationships between designers, 
users, settings, and futures. In part one, I examine 
the relationship between agency and waiting, and 
problematise the idiot’s insistence on slowing down. 
I analyse the process of  seeking to become, and make 

riders into a new character: the flâneur, to propo-
sition and provoke immediate distributions and a/
symmetries of  agency in relation to the device’s use. 
In part two, I problematise SCD’s linear conceptions 
of  temporality by arguing that ladders are not the 
only image of  time (Gan et al., 2017), and develop 
some alternative ways of  conceiving of  the present 
and so-called futures. In doing so I draw a distinction 
between versions of  care that on the one hand are 
concerned with protecting and closing down possi-
bilities (which I argue is what SCD often does), and 
on the other, a speculative version concerned with 
bringing about new possibilities and consequenc-
es. In the final part, I examine an additional set of  
objects, a trailer, typewriter and volleyball net, to 
discuss design-researchers’ temporal relationships to 
research devices as they play out in deployment, and 
how they get re-composed. Drawing on a/symmetry 
I suggest that in this case relations between designers, 
users and the scripting of  objects are highly entan-
gled, and I develop a new character that I refer to as 
Orr to understand and name this entanglement.

I. The Idiot’s Problem

‘Time feels slower in the camp, […] especially in contrast to my usual life 
at the university, and the speed and freedom of  movement that I am used to. 
In the Jungle, residents wait — waiting for food, waiting for someone to help 
fix something, waiting for the night time to ‘try’, waiting for the tandem to 
return. Waiting is a practice for people without agency, and residents are often 
waiting on others; others that can do these things. This might explain Sami’s 
need for speed when we rode the tandem together. Whereas I was happy ped-
alling lazily and taking in what was happening around me, Sami pedalled 
fast, spinning until my feet left the pedals before furiously shifting gears. The 
tandem gave a space for movement and speed that is unfamiliar, novel and 
exciting.’ (Field notes, October 2016).
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Slowing Down

In the last chapter I argued that the tandem is an 
idiotic device — that it slowed down the research 
and questioned what it was we were ‘busy doing’ 
(Michael, 2012a: 168), but the story above seems to 
trouble this argument. Instead of  slowing down ‘the 
bike was fast, and the riders intended to find out how 
fast it could go: it became a kind of  escape vehicle’ 
(field notes, October 2016). The tandem raced 
around the camp, bringing new affordances like 
climbing over the sand dunes and accelerating back 
down, with the fat tyres easily rolling over ruptures 
in the ground. Meanwhile, I was sat on the back of  
the bike without the mechanisms or agency to slow 
down. 

What emerged from this somewhat terrifying tan-
dem-dérive is a momentary re-configuration (perhaps 
escape) of  the everyday practice of  waiting. Waiting 
is a condition of  being displaced in Calais, but 
before reaching here, displaced people are defined 
by motion — a constant mobility made up of  long, 
often walked journeys that get measured through the 
weeks, months and sometimes years that displaced 
people have been travelling. One of  the first topics 
of  conversation in Calais was consistently how long 
one had been living or visiting/volunteering in the 
camp, or how long it had been since they had left 
their homes, and what routes had been taken. The 
camp represents a stop, whereby displaced people 
are forced to wait: for resources, the night-time, food, 
shelter, advice on asylum claims, and so on.  For 
example, ‘the game’ — trying to cross the border — 
was carried out at night, with the day mostly spent 
sleeping and waiting for the next night-shift to ‘try’. 
A powerful concretisation of  this can be found in the 
state built ‘container camp’, where people were ‘ren-
dered immobile by [shipping] containers designed to 
travel’ (Ticktin, 2016: 31). The introduction of  the 
tandem disrupted this ‘timetable’ and the immobil-
ity brought about by the camp’s infrastructures by 
bringing about different kinds of  movement for its 
riders in and around the camp.

When it was in play, the tandem took on shared (some-
times conflicting) temporal rhythms of  its riders, for 

55. Throughout this chapter I will refer to time as a specific kind of  linearly measured temporality. Following Serres (1995: 57–61) I will 
think with temporality more generally as turbulent, chaotic, percolating, twisting, folding, and importantly, a/symmetric (not the same for 
everybody or everything) in this multiplicity.

example Sami’s ‘need for speed’, in contrast to my 
desire to pedal slowly and lazily. When travelling at 
speed, the tandem was much less an object that was 
useful for carrying out research — it became very dif-
ficult to conduct an interview for example, and was 
used for play, rather than practical means like trans-
porting things. In doing so, this alerted me to how 
the stripping and policing of  agency creates shifts in 
experiences of  time, and closes down what bodies in 
the camp can do, and what they might be capable of. 
Importantly, as I argued in the introduction, it is not 
true that residents of  the camp did not have agency 
— clearly they do, as demonstrated in the construc-
tion of  the camp itself. The point is that the addition 
of  the device enables one to think critically about the 
a/symmetries, or different kinds of  agency between 
displaced people, and what this might bring to bear 
on designers and their obligations. By design, the 
tandem does lots of  different things, depending on 
who is riding it (as I argued before, without a rider, 
the tandem can do very little): it seems to become 
different characters depending on who is riding it, 
and the shared consensus (or not) between them. To 
continue and expand on the characters introduced 
in Chapter 4 (e.g. idiots, spokespeople, parasites), 
drawing on different conceptual personae is helpful 
for thinking through the emergent possibilities for 
the device and its riders.

The speed with which the tandem travels through the 
camp in the opening field note seems to contradict 
my previous argument that the tandem is an idiotic 
device, that ‘always slows the others down’ (Stengers, 
2005: 994). Some symmetry is required towards 
taking account of  the agency of  the riders. Having 
invited somebody to be the pilot, the tandem takes 
on new characteristics and alerts me to a problem: 
that it is not always enough (or indeed possible) to 
slow down — sometimes it might be necessary to 
speed up. This is not to say that it is up to designers 
or researchers to control and manipulate time, but 
that we should seek to notice what Michel Serres 
(1995: 59) has called the ‘multiplicity of  temporal-
ities’ at play in the research settings, and how (as a 
topological image) these get crumpled or manipulat-
ed.55 Indeed, in the last chapter I explained that the 

camp necessitated a kind of  immediacy and speed, 
that I failed to heed, for example in taking too long 
making the bike.

Having said this, as a device the tandem was adept 
at quickly inviting (or propositioning) new concep-
tions and uses in the empirical sites. For example, 
in the shared field notes (and shown in Fig. 60) my 
colleague Jimmy described a race that I became part 
of  while riding outside the camp: 

‘several other bikes are on a long stretch of  road, the Rue de 
Garennes. Clare and I are in the car following the tandem. An 
informal, organic race materialises. The glitzy tandem is seen 
as a challenge […]. We’re still behind in the car, very excited. 
The tandem is fast, leaving the riders, on the largely donated 
bikes behind.’ (Field notes, October 2016). 

The tandem’s novelty singled it out, and was seen 
as an invitation to be challenged by other residents. 
Though speed was a problem in the ways that the 
bike functioned as a research device (like the in-
creased wind speed muffling the microphones), it 
conducts research in another way — as researchers 
we are perhaps told (at speed), ‘no, we are not inter-
ested in answering your boring questions, we want 
to have a race instead!’ This response de-centres 
language and the kinds of  interview we had sought 
to elicit, and revealed a new kind of  playful specula-
tion on the device. Haraway (2019: no pagination) 

has conceived of  play as a speculative practice that is 
concerned with setting up conditions for something else 
to happen. The device becomes involved in opening 
up the possible by becoming-with other surrounding 
actors, and inviting new uses. These are not only 
concerned with functionality, or solving problems, 
but an invitation of  the not-as-yet, forming emergent 
ways of  being that open up and invite possibilities. 
Seeing the device in relation to play alerts me to a 
different notion of  care to that which we might 
expect in design, which is often concerned with pro-
tecting something, or making sure that it fulfils a spe-
cific function. A speculative (and playful) relationship 
to care requires a certain uncaring, or un-precious 
relationship to be fostered that allows possibilities to 
be realised, and thereby creates a new obligation for 
designers to listen attentively to what these emergent 
practices might be telling us.

In relation to care and temporality, Maria Puig de la 
Bellacasa, (2017: 117) provides me with an impor-
tant concept — ‘doings’ — that does away with the 
idea that ‘events’ are defined by starts and stops, or 
breaks that mark distinct beginnings and ends. In 
terms of  learning from research devices, the notion 
of  ordinary and ongoing doings is to focus attention 
on the unremarkable and that which might other-
wise be overlooked. For designed devices that pro-
actively seek new arrangements and kinds of  play, 
the device is involved in continuous processes of  

Fig. 60: Screenshot of  video 
of  an impromptu race that 
I found myself  part of  on 
Rue de Garennes — the road 
leading to the Jungle from 
Calais city centre.
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becoming and un-becoming. By thinking about this 
in relation to Stengers’ aforementioned (2011: 12) 
notion to ‘care for the possible’, the focus for making 
and deploying research devices becomes about both 
generating, and observing doings. The requirement 
is to break, and encourage a move away from highly 
structured, fixed uses and temporalities of  objects, to 
generate new kinds of  play and to pay attention to 
their subsequent becomings and un-becomings. This 
is a tricky balance, whereby the device obviously 
needs to be used within a certain set of  parameters. 
If  it can do anything whatsoever, there is a danger 
that we can learn nothing from it. In which case, it 
is also important to shift the analysis and thinking 
around, and of  devices. For the tandem I have found 
thinking-with different conceptual characters useful 
for both paying attention to and analysing devices, as 
well as drawing on them as part of  a design process 
to make new devices and practices.56

Arguably, the idiot only has only one temporal 
mode — to slow down — a somewhat limited way to 
engage with the world, that is not particularly adept 
at caring, or indeed caring for and realising new 
possibilities. It may seem as though I am misreading 
Stengers’ (2005) proposal (the idiot is supposed to be 
a metaphor, a conceptual character), but thinking 
through a/symmetry alerts me to the problem of  
defining what an idiotic intervention is and how this 
closes possibilities down, and the ways to attend to 
them. In this sense, the idiot has an important rela-
tionship to temporality, whereby as soon as we think 
we have slowed our thinking, or invented a novel 
problem, we are compromised, and too comfortable. 
We have tamed the idiot, and our process of  query-
ing our assumptions. Instead, the idiot needs to be 
treated as in process, and must be continually de-
ployed and re-deployed (Michael, 2012b: 537). The 
idiot makes a continual demand for refrain, which 

56. I hasten to add, conceptual characters should not be thought of  as ‘personas’, which are often constructed as generalised ‘users’ to aid 
designers, and that have become increasingly pervasive in human-centred, interaction and service design.

57. Flâneur comes from the French for stroller or wanderer (notably used by the French poet Charles Baudelaire, and later drawn on by 
Walter Benjamin (1969), to describe a (typically male, probably white) character who saunters through the city observing society. This char-
acter is often associated with the situationists’ practice of  the dérive (to drift, or walk). I am aware that the dérive and the flâneur are distinct, 
and that flâneur describes a specific kind of  masculine European subject. For the purposes of  this thesis, I draw on the flâneur and the idle 
walker to describe a character that performs a dérive.

58. With regards to the situationist practice of  détournement, Debord writes ‘in itself, the theory of  détournement scarcely interests us. But 
we find it linked to almost all the constructive aspects of  the pre-situationist period of  transition. Thus its enrichment, through practice, seems 
necessary’ (Debord and Wolman, 1956: no pagination).

poses the question of  when and how that refrain 
should end, and in doing so, questions what other 
characters we might think, or design-with to foster 
new temporal relationships.

Speeding Up

Before leaving for Calais, I wrote a short pre-emptive 
‘field note’ where I described the tandem as a ‘dérive 
machine’. The sense of  lazy wandering that I alluded 
to at the beginning of  the chapter is how I imagined 
the bike would be in the camp. That it would turn its 
riders into a kind of  flâneur-on-wheels, meandering 
through the camp, ‘drawn by the attractions of  the 
terrain and the encounters they find there’ (Debord, 
1956), and becoming a roving, data gathering re-
search-device.57 Guggenheim et al. (2017) open the 
previously discussed (see Chapter 2) book chapter 
discussing their sandbox, with the question ‘how can 
we create speculators and make the world speculate?’ 
(145). The proposition of  a flâneur-on-wheels, the 
sandbox, and the situationists’ work are all instruc-
tions — for how to speculate, détourne, dérive, and 
so on (rather than only an analysis of  them).58 In my 
reading, the situationist practice of  détournement is 
a speculative mode — it is concerned with overturn-
ing how something is pre-scribed, or how it ought to 
be used, and is involved in opening up new possibles 
and ways of  being. Bringing the tandem to Calais 
to make flâneurs reveals another set of  temporal a/
symmetries, especially considering typical modes 
of  movement in migrating, and subsequently being 
‘stuck’ in Calais. The tandem immediately trans-
forms some-bodies’ capacities, and gets them to do 
the wandering. Two relationships to speed are revealed: 
first, the speed at which the participants dérive (and 
how they get to define and decide on this). Second, 
the speed at which their characters (and the device 
they are on) is transformed — the bike in play invokes 

new affordances for the riders, and behaviours for 
the device. Having said this, in terms of  a research 
practice, the tandem-flâneur remains our eyes (lit-
erally, the cameras and microphones on sticks) and 
acquires empirical data producing new understand-
ings of  the ‘psychogeographical contours’ (Debord 
in Wark, 2011: 28) of  the field. Importantly, there is 
no strict set of  rules for how to dérive. Meaning, the 
tandem assembled with a rider immediately makes 
its own versions of  the flâneur, depending on who is 
performing it.59

In thinking about who is riding the tandem, another 
obligation to temporality gets revealed — accom-
panying and ‘staying with the trouble’ (Haraway, 
2016) of  the device involves both encountering and 
encouraging what it might do. This is not typically 
seen as part of  the designer’s remit, but it was impor-
tant that we didn’t just make the tandem and send it 
out into the world, or put it into a gallery. It was ac-
companied, analysed, repaired and maintained, field 
notes were written, and films and images were taken, 
processed and edited. By accompanying the device, 
the flâneur is continually evoked in ongoing ‘doings’, 
by engaging with participants. My relationship 

59. Another character to think the tandem with is Markus Miessen’s ‘uninvited outsider’ (Miessen, 2010) as a character (or perhaps a proto-
type) that sites between ‘oppositional’ political groups. I won’t expand on this here, but I include this idea as another possible ‘inspiration’ for 
the design of  new cosmopolitical prototypes.

with the device is also extended, and new kinds of  
flâneur are composed each time two riders get on 
to the bike — a portion of  which might also be the 
design-researcher. This means there is also a process 
of  on-going maintenance that keeps the tandem as a 
research-device — rather than it being transformed 
or absorbed into the setting, to become just another 
bike.

Having said this, on several occasions the tandem was 
handed over altogether so that it could form new net-
works without the design-researchers being present. 
The unaccompanied flâneur-on-wheels managed to 
find its way into the ‘cracks’ of  the camp that the 
researchers would not otherwise have access to. On 
one occasion, the tandem was given to a group of  
three men who lived in the camp, two rode the bike 
and the third, ‘John’ (a pseudonym) cycled alongside 
on his own bike. This was documented in video 
footage both from the bike, as well as video footage 
taken by John who filmed on his mobile phone (see 
Fig. 61). I also described this in the field notes: 

‘we didn’t see it for nearly an hour. [Two residents] rode 
through the whole camp taking in roads and paths that we have 

Fig. 61: Two residents ride 
the tandem with a third join-
ing on his own bicycle.



186 187

not been down before. They pedalled and span as fast as they 
could, having not worked out how to change the gears.’ (Field 
notes, October 2016). 

During this extended ride I began to think that prob-
ably they would not return the bike, and that it had 
been lost or hidden someplace in the camp (which 
alerts me to think about the assumptions for what 
I deemed a ‘sensible’ or acceptable time period for 
using the device), but the bicycle eventually made 
its way back to us. In the footage recorded, the pilot 
constantly whoops, like a siren on an emergency 
vehicle, that is met with onlookers laughing and 
shouting back.60 This particular way of  riding shifts 
how the tandem is responded to — the two bikes 
speed through the camp with people ducking and 
jumping out of  the way. The bicycle records this data 
and produces a filmic record of  these encounters and 
of  a number of  spaces and things, that we would not 
have been to, or have seen otherwise (documented in 
the film A/Symmetries of  Space). 

This scene brings to mind Back (2012) and Michel 
de Certeau’s (2011) characterisation of  the idle 
walker (a derivative of  the flaneur), that ‘evades the 
disciplinary grids of  being in the city’, prompting un-
expected relationalities with the environment, body 
and senses (10). In the camp, rather than disciplinary 
spatial grids, the tandem refigures bodies’ relation-
ships to usual temporal patterns like the speed of  
walking. It also highlights that in relinquishing the 
device altogether this composition can take on new 
characteristics, like moving through the space that we 
were less aware of. Of  course, ‘the grid’ in the Jungle 
is an unrecognisable architecture in comparison to 
the New York that de Certeau describes, instead, 
the ‘idle-rider’ emerges as a character that evades 
pre-determined uses, and typical ways of  being in 
the camp by immediately inviting speculation on 
where it should go (if  anywhere), and how.

Like the idle walker, the idle-rider finds its way 
into the cracks of  the camp, by (and because) those 
that are familiar with the space have a different 

60. In the camp John and I had agreed to swap footage (between my camera and his phone via WhatsApp), but this was unfortunately not 
possible after the camp was cleared and we lost contact. Later I found out that John tragically lost his life when he was attempting to cross the 
border. In this light it is hard not to think of  my analysis of  the tandem as trivial and inconsequential, but it is my hope (which I take a little 
solace from) that the laughter and enjoyment that I witnessed when the three sped around the camp together was at the least an enjoyable 
memory, and perhaps provided a short break from the misery of  the camp. 

understanding of  its contours to us. In this example, 
the bicycle conducts a specific kind of  research pre-
cisely because it is not accompanied, and is given 
over to another group, becoming an independent 
wandering device. In this example, ‘care of  the 
possible’ (Stengers and Bordeleau, 2011) means to 
relinquish the device — to let it assemble into a new 
set of  relations that don’t involve or include us — the 
researchers. Hence, the device both reveals the ‘out-
there’, and has a hand in producing it, by adjusting 
how bodies can move in time and space, and how 
that space might respond and reveal itself.

This serves as an example of  how the device im-
mediately takes on the characteristics of  the riders, 
and becomes a specific kind of  whooping, filming, 
speeding flâneur, but also remains (though to a 
degree limited by the cameras) our eyes and ears, 
producing a new representation and set of  images. 
Importantly, this highlights that this position is not 
a view from nowhere (Haraway, 1988: 581) — it is 
highly located and specific to this exact encounter. 
This is a very unusual status of  object and requires 
new ways to think about this kind of  research device, 
which is why I find drawing on conceptual characters 
helpful. Sometimes the device is used by the design-
ers and researchers, and sometimes it is handed to 
others that are invited to use it. It flits between being 
accompanied and relinquished, but always provides 
a record of  what happened. 

By sending the device off to become a flâneur, it 
makes the researchers into a new kind of  character 
too — those who wait for it. 

‘Waiting for the tandem to return opens up a space for conver-
sations that I am not used to. To begin with I feel impatient 
and miss these opportunities, only settling into the slower pace 
and its inherent space and time for conversation later in the 
day.’ (Field notes October 2016).

Waiting becomes a time and place to have conver-
sations, as well as share meals, and other communal 
activities. This revealed an important (and incorrect) 

assumption — that the device itself  would be the 
generator and capturer of  data and conversation 
on-board, rather than in the spaces off and around it. 
Instead, the tandem opened up spaces for conversa-
tion while it wasn’t present, and often produced far 
more legible and insightful data (like recordings and 
conversations) than on the bike.

The process of  making flâneurs, and non-flâneurs 
(those waiting for the device to return) demonstrates 
ways to devise devices that immediately bring about 
new possibilities through play. Through ongoing 
doings and in becoming-with riders, the device 
participates in a field site that it has a hand in both 
making and documenting. The field is unfolding, and 
so too are the rider’s capacities. The re-speculation 
of  the device happens in-play, on the ground, and 
in the very moment we find it, whereby decisions for 
direction, speed and braking, or whooping, photo-
graphing and filming create highly specific images 
and data. In this sense the flâneur is one such way to 
become-with the device, but there is the possibility to 

61. See Chapter 2 for my problematisation of  ‘debate’ (Auger, 2010: 2) in SCD.

62. See also (Voros, 2001) for an introduction to the cone, and for its use and history: (Voros, 2017a, 2017b).

devise other characters through other kinds of  invi-
tation to speculate on the device, in order to render 
those bodies capable of  new capacities (albeit in very 
small ways). 

The examples outlined above foster different rela-
tionships to the present, future, and ways of  prac-
ticing care. As I have demonstrated, temporalities 
are the upshot of  (research) events, rather than being 
defined or situated in set temporalities. In relation 
to the deployment of  designed devices, these do not 
exist on or in linear images of  time or progress, but 
produce different possibilities and therefore different 
temporalities. In which case, practicing care (in an 
analytic sense) can be understood as sensitivity to 
the production of  different temporalities. In part 
two I will demonstrate that this is a very different 
conception of  speculation and temporality to SCD, 
which cannot participate in the kinds of  distributions 
of  agency that I have described here, because they 
are realised in fixed, static settings and foster a linear 
relationship to ‘time’. 

II. Ladders Are Not the Only Kind of Time

In chapter two, I briefly discussed the futures cone 
that is often used as a framework to situate, explain, 
and develop SCD projects. This diagram enables 
and rationalises ways for designers to speculate on 
possible futures, and bring them into the present so 
that an audience might debate the implications of  
them.61 This diagram is a useful indicator of  SCD’s 
baked-in relationships to linear temporality (follow-
ing Gan et al., what I will call the ladder of  time, 
2017) by situating it very specifically in relation to the 
present and the four listed versions of  the future.62 
By focussing on the cone through the framework of  
a/symmetry, and by contextualising it in relation to 
the field site that I have been working in, I would like 
to re-think the relationships that speculative design 
might foster with temporality, futures, and the possi-
ble. This is where I aim to move from a ‘critical’ re-
lationship to time (for example in design for debate), 
and draw on Stengers’ (2011: 12) notion to ‘care for 

the possible’ to develop how this can contribute to, 
and describe unfolding futures and presents.

Design & Time

As I see it in relation to this research, there are three 
key asymmetries in SCD’s relationship to time: the 
first is that in the borderscape, dystopian futures 
imagined by SCD (see the previous example of  the 
bug-out bag in Chapter 2) already play out in the 
present. Second, the political mode of  engaging with 
the future through (an albeit speculative) relationship 
to consumption does not work in migration routes. 
The borderscape is different to commercial design 
settings, and possibilities cannot be actualised by 
‘voting with one’s wallet’ — displaced people are 
rarely in a position to buy design objects to bring 
about the future they want (other than perhaps pass-
ports, see Keshavarz, 2018). Third, is a problem with 
the cone’s form — the four p’s — possible, plausible, 
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probable, and preferable depart from a single point. 
The implication being that the future unfolds from 
one position — or perhaps from one designer, and 
what they dream up. This final point demonstrates to 
me that this diagram becomes far less helpful when 
considering the multiplicity of  worlds, engagements 
and participants in speculative design that the bor-
derscape brings to bear. 

Indigenous and decolonial scholars (e.g. Tuhiwai 
Smith, 1999: 55; Rifkin, 2017; Chakrabarty, 2008; 
Mbembe, 2001: 15) have long suggested that linear 
conceptions of  time are inherently western ideas 
that are far from universal. The philosopher Michel 
Serres has also questioned and critiqued linear con-
ceptions of  time and devised a helpful image for 
thinking of  temporality that does not flow smoothly 
with geometrically measurable distances. He instead 
suggests that time flows in a chaotic manner that 
percolates, and more closely resembles ‘crumpling’ 
(Serres and Latour, 1995: 59). Serres gives an analogy 
of  a handkerchief, whereby if  the handkerchief  is 
laid on a flat surface, one can see certain fixed dis-
tances and proximities between points on it. But if  
it is then crumpled up these points shift and become 
close, or perhaps if  it is stretched or torn become 
further away. This also suggests that there may be 
many other possible images of  time that a given 
event may produce, (and which the handkerchief  is 
just one of). Though it may be necessary to use met-
rical geometry for measurements, Serres questions 
why one would extrapolate a general theory of  time 
from this same way of  measuring (60). This analogy 
becomes reminiscent of  a constellation of  moments 
and experiences of  time. It describes what I have 
argued for and showed in the previous chapters, 
that there are multiple stakeholders (or ‘implicated 
actors’, Casper and Clarke, 1998) and positions, in 
a constellation that surround a problem, technology, 
or research device. Instead of  SCD’s single point, the 
future of  designed objects centres around multiple 
worlds and presents that are in flux and overlapping, 
rather than from a solo designer gazing towards the 
future. In this form, what the futures cone appears 

63. Once again, this follows lines of  thought in indigenous scholarship and knowledge.

64. Clearly, there is a stark problem for displaced people experiencing more violence at the hands of  the state who demolished their camp. 
There is an uncomfortable tension in simply ‘accepting’ this state of  flux, and instead, one could argue that designers ought to be engaged 
in resisting the state of  flux that is violently enacted on displaced people in Northern France (and across Europe) perhaps by providing tools 
more directly ‘useful’ — one respondent to an early piece I presented about this work suggested wire cutters for example.

to do is concentrate speculative agency in a designer 
that is viewed in a linear model of  temporality — as 
a fixed flow emanating from their specific present. 

This has echoes of  European, northern renais-
sance thinkers who have claimed that life evolved 
from simple to complex, with the view that placed 
humans (and a specific kind of  western, white, 
male) human subject at the top. Elaine Gan and 
her colleagues (2017: G9) put it that the ‘storm of  
the Anthropocene sweeps us off the ladder into the 
waves of  the more-than-human sea’, and reminds 
us that ‘we’ are certainly not at the top — that we 
(designers, researchers) need more complex ways to 
conceive of  temporality, and, as she puts it, to learn 
how to swim in this complexity.63 In the context of  
the Calais camp, the singular point of  the cone draws 
attention to these a/symmetries of  agency involved 
in exploring and making futures. 

Taking up notions of  overlapping, non-segmented 
temporal planes becomes a way to reclaim, sym-
metrise, or ‘credit’ othered actants with agency 
(West-Pavlov, 2012: 166). The camps I visited were 
eradicated by the French authorities in 2016, and 
the nature of  this unstable field site highlights how 
these cones of  the possible are also being manipulat-
ed by other (often very powerful) actors. Indeed, one 
(designer, displaced person, or citizen) has a some-
what limited capacity in manipulating these cones, 
when confronted with riot police, legal professionals, 
reactionary political policy, burning shelters, dem-
olition teams and machinery tasked with removing 
the camp and its residents.64 This problematises the 
smoothness that the futures cone implies, and neces-
sitates an expanded relationship to temporality to 
account for these a/symmetries of  agency in states 
of  flux and movement. The Calais camp has always 
moved and shifted, and is certainly never resolved. 
The (multiple) Jungles I encountered shift in time 
and space, were always in processes of  making and 
unmaking, and one of  many that existed in different 
locations across many years. For Hicks and Mallet 
(2019), the camp is intrinsically bound up with 

temporality. They suggest that in Calais the Jungle 
is a ‘chronotope’ rather than a location, because the 
camp can shift and repeatedly be destroyed, but still 
somehow re-emerges and remains in a state of  time-
less, permanent emergency (50).

In addition to this, the material removal of  the camp 
highlights a more immediate and concrete relation-
ship between this research and temporality — the 
research has of  course been affected by the closure 
of  the Calais camp. This once again raises another 
set of  problems for design, that is normally concerned 
with stabilising and fixing things, or addressing well 
defined needs, and the ways it can engage with a 
space that is in constant flux, or that no longer exists. 
In which case, it is crucial to think carefully with 
conceptions of  temporality and futures, that must be 
more complex than a linear arrow of  progress.

Speculation & Temporality

Among other events, the removal of  the camp inev-
itably shapes any assumptions and intentions for the 
research and devices. This material ‘agitation’ of  the 
conditions in which the project takes place presents 
me with, and necessitates a speculative relationship 
to temporality that differs from SCD’s. In the context 
of  Calais, given time, first, we do not know what will 
happen, and second, we have little hope of  shaping 
the larger macro politics of  what might (and did) 
happen. This represents a departure for SCD that 
arguably does know what will happen to the objects 
that it makes — they will remain shielded from what 
might happen to them, in well-known and controlled 
spaces like a museum or gallery. In this project I am 
arguing for situated speculations that shift, respond 
to, and are therefore shaped by (or in a state of  be-
coming-with) what is happening in a given situation, 
rather than existing in isolated, fictionalised, parallel 
presents.

I find a false a/symmetry in SCD’s claim (see a/b 
manifesto, Fig. 16) that it designs for how the world 
could be rather than how it is. Inevitably, SCD (or 
any other) speculative practice participates in how 
the world is and could be simultaneously, and is 
involved in an unfolding worlding that produces it. 
Whitehead’s ontological principle tells us that there 
is ‘nothing which floats into the world from nowhere’ 

(Debaise et al., 2017: 38). This principle is a remind-
er that speculations come from very specific worlds. 
In the futures cone diagram, this ‘world’ is positioned 
in a generic present (for the designers), rather than 
one that is situated, or clearly articulated. 

This is the point of  empirical speculation — to de-
scribe and understand how designs and designers 
are situated. Rather than applying an external and 
reductive model, and taking the position of  the single 
fixed point on a cone, gazing towards the future, I 
propose that designers are situated in both a constel-
lation of  the world as it is, and a future that they 
have a hand in developing. In the Jungle camp, what 
SCD might refer to as the future is unfolding, playing 
out on, and continually shifting the research. This is 
a marked difference in SCD’s relationship to time, 
where ‘futures’ are brought into the present in highly 
controlled circumstances, that cannot take heed of  
the shifting conditions and worlds that the objects 
and practices that it consists of  exist in. Drawing on 
Spinoza, Stengers (2013: 187) writes that ‘we do not 
know what a practice is able to become’. By drawing 
on speculative philosophy the future can be seen to 
be unfolding, playing out on, and continually shifting 
the worlds we (design-researchers, participants, and 
implicated actors) participate in, and therefore our 
research. The task for a/symmetry is to see multi-
ple speculators, and the multiplicity of  presents and 
futures that they exist in. Importantly, instead of  these 
objects remaining a cognitive speculation, they ‘touch 
down’, to borrow Whitehead’s (1979) metaphor for 
speculation as an airplane’s flight (see: Debaise et al., 
2017: 38), get situated in the world, and allow for an 
examination from the position of  what and how they 
might become. In terms of  temporality, the position 
of  ‘caring for the possible’ resonates with this practice 
of  accompanying research devices and attempting to 
develop their speculative uses, scenarios, and users in 
sites of  flux. This is a theoretical and methodolog-
ical commitment towards examining and analysing 
both what a thing is and what it becomes. In doing so 
this practice describes a design practice’s obligation 
towards what that thing may become, that is actively 
shaped and encouraged by the designer continuing 
to work with and re-design deployed devices.

To ground this with an example, in Speculative 
Everything, Dunne & Raby (2014) describe a Very 
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Large Bicycle (VLB), commis-
sioned by the London Design 
Museum, that they situate as 
a vehicle for a fictional future 
world or ‘state’ (see Fig. 62). In 
this fictional future the UK has 
been divided into four different 
political groups, and the bicycle 
is designed for the group they 
call the Anarcho-evolutionists — a 
fictional, self-organised, DIY 
biohacking, self-experimenta-
tion community (Dunne and 
Raby, 2014: 182). The model 
of  the VLB is somewhat evoca-
tive of  the tandem bicycle that 
I have been analysing — a mul-
ti-user vehicle that discusses 
semi-anarchic relationships to 
transport, in a self-organised, 
DIY-built, fictional future (or 
perhaps, unfolding present). Of  
course, the VLB is a scale model, not intended to be 
used, and as such, this relationship to a fictional an-
archic future remains in the cognitive realm, despite 
being expressed in photographs, scale models, and 
illustrations during an exhibition. The object itself  
is in a very controlled space, and paying attention to 
this highlights a problem, or a contradiction between 
care, and what I have drawn from so far — to ‘care 
for the possible’. In this example, the model is in a 
museum that has very strict practices related to care 
— to preserve and protect artefacts by manufactur-
ing and maintaining stable environments — plinths, 
glass boxes (and so on) that stop gallery-goers from 
using, or disturbing objects. My exploration of  care 
in the context of  research devices and practices like 
the tandem is completely different. Here, a caring 
practice — or caring for the possible — is precisely 
concerned with being used, often involves letting 
objects become out of  control, and may result in 
their failure, break-down, and so on.

Given that the camp and other aspects of  the bor-
derscape are inherently unstable, unfolding in time 
and made up of  highly asymmetric conditions and 
experiences, it makes little sense to think with care as 
a process for stabilising or preserving. The designed 
object is not to be made stable (and to transcend 

time, as a museum artefacts seeks to), but enacts the 
possible through use and mis-use, becoming and un-
becoming. Caring for the possible, requires a certain 
amount of  letting go — of  relinquishing control so 
that objects can participate in, and generate new re-
lations. By drawing on care in this way, I hope these 
accounts thicken what a caring practice might look 
like for design research and its devices, in a space that 
is inherently unstable and unfolding in time. Seen in 
relation to a/symmetry and temporality, the above 
suggests a way of  symmetrising the time taken in 
both speculating on what an object might become, to 
encountering (and encouraging) it in an actual state 
of  becoming with other users and speculators.

Accompanying Devices, Caring for the Possible

For the tandem device specifically, it appears quite 
straightforward to see how the device gets composed 
and enrols different users, who inevitably use it in lots 
of  different ways. The researchers are not in control 
of  the device any more, and others are invited to ‘hi-
jack’ the research event. In terms of  the temporality 
of  speculative research devices, there is a shift from a 
future-gazing cognitive mode, to an immediate mate-
rial speculation — each time different rider(s) get on 
the bike it is re-composed into new situations. Taking 

Fig. 62: The Very Large Bicycle 
scale model, from United Mi-
cro Kingdoms, 2013. Credit: 
Dunne & Raby. Photo by: 
Jason Evans.

seriously the proposition that ‘we do not know what 
a practice is able to become’ (Stengers, 2013: 187), 
the deployment of  the bike invites new sets of  rela-
tions around it, that shape what it does, and in turn 
shape the research. Stengers goes on: ‘what we know 
instead is that the very way we define, or address, a 
practice is part of  the surroundings which produces 
its ethos’ (187). This brings me on to the ways that 
the process of  accompanying a device into the field 
site (and this very specific field site) stretches design-
ers’ typical time-based obligations. This is different 
to the VLB in that this example enables only very 
specific co-becomings that are highly pre-scribed and 
limited because of  the surroundings that it exists in. 
The VLB cannot move beyond a ‘what if ’, cognitive 
version of  speculation.

The surroundings for the tandem are different, ne-
cessitating a different ethos and series of  realisations 
of  the object. In the camp’s semi-anarchic space, 
people get on the device and use it, or speculate on 
it, and as a researcher I am able to examine these 
events and take account of  them. For example: while 
I was riding into the camp through one of  the check-
points with Sami, piloting the bicycle, two CRS riot 
policemen took the tandem from us (captured by one 
of  the bike’s cameras in Fig. 63). After stopping us at 
the checkpoint, one policeman eyed the bicycle and, 

talking in French, waved over his colleague sitting 
in a nearby police van. Confused by the situation, 
after a short while, Sami and I think we are being 
waved on and given permission to cycle off, and so 
we attempt to continue on our way. We were then 
stopped again by the first policeman, who was joined 
by his colleague. After shoo-ing us off the bike, they 
both grabbed the handlebars, got on, and cycled off 
into the camp. This event needs to be seen in con-
trast to the VLB, where we can think about who might 
get on to this fantastical multi-person bicycle, how 
it might be used in the future, and what that might 
mean for a society of  anarcho-evolutionists and their 
political conditions. It is only possible to think about 
the VLB, it can’t be actualised, seen, experienced, 
or perhaps tested. Researchers can’t learn from or 
examine what that might mean from the position 
of  its becoming, because of  the tightly controlled 
conditions that it is realised in. Situating the bicycle 
in Calais, activates another kind of  speculation that 
goes beyond the cognitive. The tandem has the ca-
pacity to be drawn into other kinds of  worlding, but 
in this example, it is one that is part of  policing and 
control, whereby existing asymmetries take hold, and 
perhaps undo our speculative commitments.

In this example, the tandem demonstrates that it 
is the sort of  device where almost any able-bodied 

Fig. 63: Two CRS (riot po-
lice) officers take the bicycle 
for a ride. Film still.
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person can become a user, or, speculate on its use. 
The tandem enrolled these two unexpected, un-
invited riders through its playfulness, becoming an 
entertainment device for the two seemingly bored 
policemen. In doing so it enters into a very differ-
ent composition (rather than being a discrete entity 
on its own) to when Sami and I ride it, and gets 
re-figured through an immediate re-formulation of  
the device and riders. Placing these two examples 
side by side reveals two very different temporalities 
at play between the designer and the device, and 
the user and the device. The designer’s speculation 
that happens in the studio and workshop before it 
is deployed is a drawn out, cognitive, and material 
process of  speculation. Whereas in Calais — when 
the device is in play — the speculation is far more 
immediate. In this sense, caring for the possible 
(Stengers and Bordeleau, 2011: 12) is a process for 
staging an encounter and observing what something 
might become, whether that be questions, devices, or 
the emergence of  new and unexpected compositions.

The encounter with the police could be dismissed 
as a funny or comical interjection into the research 
event, but also invites a careful thinking about who 
gets to speak, or speculate, and when it is highly situ-
ated like this, what that does to the other voices and 
speculators around it. Or, how the re-speculation 
brings attention to a/symmetries between powerful 
and less powerful actors in the camp. The immedia-
cy and present-ness of  re-speculation cannot neces-
sarily account for these. After this event, in field notes 
I write that: 

‘unsurprisingly the police are bored. Very little happens, or they 
choose not to intervene in what does happen day to day. The 
bike broke that boredom.’ (Field notes, October 2016).

By bringing the police into play, this story reveals the 
officers’ experience of  boredom, and the tandem is 
something novel to play with. Boredom and waiting 
are perhaps some of  the few shared symmetries of  
everyday experience that relate to both displaced 
people and those involved with policing the camp. 
Having said this, the tandem was not designed to be 
an entertainment device for the police. Instead, the 
device gets hi-jacked, and Sami and I are both kicked 
off it, raising an important political point, of  whose 

65. See especially ongoing reports by Refugee Info Bus (Meadows, 2019; Refugee Info Bus, 2019).

interests, or whose speculations we are supposed to 
be serving.

Other than confiscating some building tools on a 
previous visit, my experience of  the CRS until now 
had been limited. Though not the core focus of  
this chapter, the above story also highlights asym-
metries in the experiences of  the camp and its po-
licing tactics for a researcher in relation to displaced 
people. Though the violence the police were accused 
of  was not regularly dished out to volunteers, or re-
searchers, (cf. Vigny, 2018), police violence was (and 
still is) regularly reported as a state tactic for dealing 
with both the camp’s residents, and displaced people 
now living in Calais.65 Experiences of  the police were 
highly asymmetric for us — there is much less at 
stake — we might not be allowed into the camp, our 
project might not happen, but we probably would 
not be arrested or attacked.

In the tandem’s co-becoming with the policemen, 
this story begins to construct an entirely different 
narrative, and in this image, they transcend their 
usual ‘role’, or character to take on an altogether 
different identity — funny, playful, childish perhaps. 
A story gets made about how playful the police can 
be, and the nature of  play in highly asymmetric 
circumstances structured by explicit power dynam-
ics. Arguably, this event begins to construct a new 
story that undermines the political commitments of  
what the intervention set out to be (the spokesperson 
of  displaced people), but that does begin to reveal 
the nature of  play in circumstances that are dom-
inated by highly specific, located and asymmetric 
power relations. We no longer learn about the lived 
experience of  the camp, and through the ‘stirring’ 
(Haraway, 2016), and new composition of  the device 
we are left with an arguably disingenuous portrait 
of  the camp’s policing tactics. The intention was to 
make the residents flâneurs, and to allow them to 
speculate, to hear what they have to say, and see what 
they have to show us — not the police. 

When deploying speculative objects that are feasibly 
left open to anyone, we are in danger of  having our 
commitments, obligations and intentions over-turned 
or re-appropriated by actors in existing powerful 
positions. My point is that opening up speculation 

is not innocent, apolitical, or indeed simple. In ex-
tended relationships with devices, and staying with 
their trouble (Haraway, 2016), attention needs to 
be paid to existing patterns of  power — to who or 
what gets to reverse, flip and re-imagine the logics of  
doing research and the interventions that we make. 
And by doing so, to consider, at what point it might 
be necessary to ignore the murmurings of  the idiot  
(Stengers, 2005), the flâneur, the spokesperson, or 
policemen? And how? This adds another dimension 
of  care to the deployment of  idiotic, or flâneuristic 
devices in this setting. We (as analysts) should be 

66. Wilkie (2010: 158) has previously drawn on the notion of  the designer-user to pay attention to the ways designers use a prototype for 
their own means. I share elements of  this as a design-researcher, but my use of  the terms is to problematise where the split of  designer/user 
occurs to develop ways to foster these relationships, rather than as an analytic tool.

careful that attempting to listen attentively to these 
characters doesn’t just allow pre-existing patterns of  
power (e.g. the agency that the police have achieved 
in relation to the residents) to play out uncritically 
and unchallenged. This leads me into an important 
point when considering power relations between 
designers, design-researchers and displaced people, 
and the relationships between making, and immedi-
ate processes of  re-speculation. In this research the 
designer is entangled to a greater degree than typical 
relationships with (both SCD and normative) design 
objects, which will be the focus in part three.

III. Learning to Speed Up the Making

In the previous sections I examined a set of  devices 
through the lens of  conceptual characters to unpack 
their multiple temporalities. In the last section I de-
scribed how the designer becomes highly entangled 
with the device, and its users, prompting an unusual 
status of  the object. In this section I think with 
another character that I call Orr, based on Ursula 
Le Guin’s (1971) protagonist in the Lathe of  Heaven. I 
think of  this character as sitting between a user and 
(or) a designer to explore extended engagements with 
designed devices, and the modes of  speculation and 
distributions of  agency involved in this heightened 
entanglement.66 The process that I have described is 
to not only make and deploy devices into the world 
(or gallery), but to continue ‘making’, and to under-
stand this as an open and ongoing process of  com-
position. This builds on the process of  speeding up 
that I discussed earlier in the chapter, where I have 
been looking at ways to immediately re-make objects 
by assembling multiple weakly and strongly scripted 
devices.

To do this I will draw on experiences from a trip to 
the Greek island of  Lesvos where my colleagues and 
I again deployed the tandem, and a number of  other 
devices contained in a custom-made trailer (see Fig. 
64). Similar to the filming rigs used in Calais, these 
devices were broadly designed around the notion of  
becoming spokesperson, with a focus towards what 
we referred to as a set of  ‘broadcasts’ — video and 

audio that we gathered and produced in Lesvos 
to be relayed elsewhere on the island, and back to 
London. Something we worked hard to realise was 
a process of  live-streaming that would generate 
and broadcast images immediately via the internet. 
Though technically we never quite achieved a live 
stream, the closest we got was a broadcast back to 
Goldsmiths showing a nine-minute film that was 
rapidly put together from a number of  videos that 
we had collected around the island, as well as made 
with various participants (see Fig. 68, Fig. 69, Fig. 70, 
Fig. 71 & Fig. 72). This film highlights the process of  
speeding up that the trip to Lesvos, and the devices 
we assembled aimed to do, where the broadcast was 
made with an immediacy that I felt was lacking in 
Calais (for the reasons outlined previously).

The trailer itself  performed a number of  functions 
— it was designed to be attached to the back of  the 
tandem to carry an additional set of  devices. It was 
also designed to be flexible, and manipulable — it 
has a flatbed around one metre long and half  a 
metre wide with a removable central pole (that could 
be extended and made around four metres tall) and 
a number of  attachments that centred around it 
(see Fig. 65). These included a small table, a coffee 
maker and small gas stove (Fig. 66), a photo printer, 
an Arabic character set typewriter (Fig. 67), various 
lengths of  string and wire rope, small pieces of  white 
tarpaulin (to act as shade and a projection screen), 
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tent pegs, a mini projector, two microphones with a 
recorder, cameras, a collection of  stationery, and a 
large battery with USB charging points for phones 
and other electronic devices.

Composing Devices

There is an important distinction to the ways this 
kit of  parts was designed. In making the tandem for 
Calais we were too slow, giving us little time to use 
it, and no time in the camp to edit a film from the 
images we had captured (a I discuss in Chapter 6). 
In addition to this, having not been to Lesvos before, 
we had less idea what would be suitable, or what 
a device might elicit. The assemblage or bricolage 
of  objects was a kind of  first-stab prototype (see 
Chapter 4) to allow the design process to continue in 
the field, rather than going back and forth between 
the field and the studio in London. The idea being 
that we could respond on the ground, with more im-
mediacy than in Calais, where returning to London 
to re-design, or edit film, meant that we could not 
respond quickly enough. This raises an important 
point regarding the distances between the studio and 
the sites in Lesvos and Calais that act as a pre-condi-
tion to some of  the issues I go on to discuss, and what 
they were, and were not, able to achieve.

One of  the key objects in the deployment in Lesvos 
was the Arabic typewriter. Before deployment this 
was imagined as an object to write and collect stories 
or letters — to become a kind of  rational voice of  
others. It is quite a novel item that is perhaps not 
typically associated with the everyday experience of  
migrating. The deployment of  this might be com-
pared to Gaver et al.’s (1999) ‘cultural probes’ (e.g. 
disposable cameras provided with a set of  instruc-
tions), but our intentions were different to those of  
cultural probes. The interest was not to use whatev-
er data a probe collects to analyse and to design a 
new object back in the studio. It was to design and 
observe situated encounters with objects to see what 
emergent users do with them, and what else they 
might become. 

The typewriter is relatively strongly scripted — allow-
ing users to write what they like, but only in Arabic-
derived languages, and on specific kinds of  A4 paper 
— unlike a (weakly scripted) pen for example, that 

might be used to write in any language, or draw, and 
on multiple surfaces. Having said this, the first use of  
the typewriter in Lesvos was in a kind of  ‘language 
lesson’ in a cafe outside the state-run Moria camp, 
where several people assembled around the object 
to discuss the common attributes of  various Arabic-
based languages. As outsiders we researchers had 
little to contribute to this — we did not know Arabic, 
Farsi or Pashto, and instead were schooled on the 
language’s basics. The typewriter’s unfolding ‘use 
community’ brought about a novel conception of  the 
typewriter that was not pre-defined. This was done 
in part by a group of  new users composing together 
other objects, like a microphone, pens, and sound 
recorder that resulted in a kind of  unstructured in-
terview (see Fig. 74) about these languages. 

In this particular arrangement, arguably the typewrit-
er reverses, or symmetrises the direction of  chains of  
agency in its realisation. Often with objects, agency is 
seen as flowing from the designers through the device 
to the users, where the affordances baked into it bring 
about new possibilities. In this use of  the typewriter 
the user’s agency is two-way: it ‘flows’ through the 
object back to the designer. In this two-way compo-
sition it becomes less clear who the designer is, and 
who or where chains of  agency are emanating from, 
or to give this process a character they become Orr, 
a kind of  user-designer. The designers become de-cen-
tred in the process of  use and production, and are 
instead concerned with understanding what is being 
made or propositioned to gather data, make observa-
tions, and analyse the event. 

This use of  the typewriter has also had a marked 
effect on the process of  conducting research, whereby 
I have gone on to devise devices that actively invite 
new compositions, for example, a set of  collabora-
tively produced publications and zines that I will 
expand on in Chapter 6. I see these as the upshot 
of  this re-scripting of  my intentions, whereby the 
re-making of  the device problematises delineations 
between designer and user, and conceptual charac-
ters (like the spokesperson) that were set out or specu-
lated on in advance. This begins to suggest ways that 
these become tangled through their meetings and 
practices, and becomes clearer in the next example, 
where we physically pulled apart the device we had 
designed and re-assembled it on the ground.

Re-composing Devices

In the morning on the tenth day of  the trip in Lesvos 
we setup the trailer, with its tall pole at its maximum 
height (Fig. 73) on one of  the beaches near to both 
the Kara Tepe camp, and the One Happy Family 
(OHF) community centre where we had been based. 
The beach was well known as both a landing point 
for boats from Turkey, and for the free swimming 
lessons held there by OHF. We intended for the 
tower setup to speak of  the intention to broadcast 
from the beach, and to capture the unfolding reality 
happening there. We spent a while waiting, but 
nobody arrived until later in the day, when the sea 
had warmed up for swimming. Eventually a small 
group of  men and their children arrived: 

‘We made sugary coffee together and exchange pleasantries. 
They are not especially interested in talking and instead play 
headers with a ball. Following their game, we pull apart the 
trailer and tower to split it in two and build a kind of  volley-
ball net. It becomes a new challenge to the headers game. Two 
volunteer swimming teachers, and some of  the other swimmers 
join. The group starts a volleyball game that continues for the 
rest of  the afternoon, becoming very competitive.’ (Field notes, 
September 2017).

In this example, by accompanying the device we not 
only observed, but pulled apart the tower so that it 
could be re-built based on the volleyball players’ uses 
(Fig. 75). This practice of  re-devising objects is what 
I will refer to as propositions — as something that 
incites a change to the milieu, or that which modifies 
the course of  an event (Debaise, 2017a, see: 2017b: 
213; Whitehead, 1968). In part this was intention-
al — having been faced with the multiple uses and 
interpretations of  the tandem in Calais, we had 
considered lots of  different uses for the trailer, which 
included ways to actively invite play as part of  con-
ducting research. This example demonstrates how 
the device composed a set of  actors, like volleyball 
players and designers, and other materials into new 
arrangements. The process of  ‘playing in the sand’ is 
reminiscent of  Guggenheim et al.’s (2013) sandbox 
example, whereby a set of  objects can be moved, ad-
justed and assembled into new propositions to then 
be used and generate a research site. Once again, we 
researchers collect data (like notes and pictures) and 

67. There were also multiple other uses of  the typewriter, see for example Fig. 77 where a larger group assembles around it to write stories, 
and Fig. 76 where it was used to write a long story that was more in keeping with the uses I had anticipated.

retain theoretical control — using the composition to 
make certain claims. In relation to temporality and 
a/symmetry, as designers we are in a different posi-
tion to usual. Rather than pre-scripting something 
from a distance and deploying it, the design process 
continues, becoming what I have called a sympo-
etic (in that it is done together, Haraway, 2016: 5) 
re-scripting, and re-making of  the device in the field.

This process of  accompanying artefacts also brings 
with it other priorities, for example: to be flexible or 
unattached to pre-given uses of  a device. The trailer 
and its components share some characteristics with 
the tandem in Chapter 4, where they are perhaps 
‘idiotic’ (Michael, 2012a) in that they are relin-
quished and open to ambiguity (178). The nature 
of  this kind of  object and accompanying practices 
means that components that are invited to be re-as-
sembled to take on multiple uses, an un-preciousness 
is required to allow them to play out. Arguably, this 
un-preciousness becomes a kind of  caring practice, 
whereby what is possible for a device gets nurtured 
and brought into being as the tower-become-volley-
ball net is broken apart. Similarly for the typewriter 
example, our lack of  language ability and under-
standing of  an object that is totally alien to us (a key-
board we cannot comprehend) urges the user to take 
on the role of  designer to re-define what the object 
should be used for and what it should do, dictating 
how as researchers we ought to respond to it. It gets 
reconfigured from what we had expected — as a 
story-writing device to a collective learning/teaching 
aide, and generator of  conversation.67

This is not a reflection on the scripting of  objects, it 
is a reflection on a practice that involves the compo-
sition of  designer/researcher, user and object, and 
how the competencies of  these can become and play 
out in situated encounters. This is an a/symmetry, 
whereby care for objects is a concern with both the 
design process before deployments and as an ongoing 
commitment to what something might become. This 
stretching of  a sympoetic design process creates new 
arrangements based on different scenarios and uses 
in a given composition. My point may seem some-
what obvious, something long pointed to by Akrich’s 
(1992) script theory. The reason for my attention to 



Fig. 64: Tandem and trailer 
photographed at Goldsmiths.

Fig. 65: Some of  the trailer’s 
devices. Photo by: Clare 
Thompson.

Fig. 66: The trailer un-
packed, with coffee maker, 
printer and improvised 
sun-shade made from rip-
stop nylon on one of  Lesvos’ 
beaches.

Fig. 67: Arabic typewriter in 
use at the OHF community 
centre.



Fig. 68: Still showing title 
screen of  DUF Broadcast Pt.1 
shown at Goldsmiths.

Fig. 69: Still from DUF 
Broadcast Pt.1. The British 
border-force boat ‘Valiant’ 
operating as part of  Frontex 
moored in Mytilini. 

Fig. 70: Still from DUF Broad-
cast Pt.1. Disused entrance 
and barbed wire fence lining 
Moria, the largest camp on 
the island.

Fig. 71: Still from DUF 
Broadcast Pt.1. The entrance 
banner to the olive grove 
camp outside Moria.

Fig. 72: Still from DUF Broad-
cast Pt.1. Somebody riding 
the tandem with their hands 
in the air.



Fig. 73: The trailer, tower 
and other broadcast devices 
on a beach in Lesvos.

Fig. 74: Collage of  video stills 
taken from an unstructured 
‘interview’ between Moria 
residents while using the 
typewriter.



Fig. 75: A collage of  photo-
graphs showing the impro-
vised volleyball net in use.
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this in relation to temporality is to develop ways to 
pay attention to how this may be done as an active 
speculative commitment to research-devices (rather 
than by accident or as a by-product). My argument 
is that in these settings it is important to not bifurcate 
designer and user, but to think with the characteris-
tics of  a more-than-human composition — an Orr 
— so that we can examine patternings of  agency, 
and what new becomings they might (or might not) 
generate. The task as speculative design-researchers 
is to observe these becomings across extended tem-
poral frames, that are not limited to cognitive futures 
but encountered in situated, material presents. This 

is what I take Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) to mean 
when she describes ‘doings’, whereby eventuations 
of  objects and practices are thought of  as ongoing. In 
the context of  design, doings describe a practice as 
an ongoing engagement that ‘gradually transforms 
the way we feel, think and engage’ (146), extending 
designer’s usual temporal obligations by both accom-
panying (and relinquishing) devices, and becoming 
entangled in what they might become. Importantly, 
this process can also fail, or do very little, and often re-
quires a difficult, fraught and sometime risky process 
of  relinquishing control of  devices and practices.

Fig. 76: A long story being 
written out on the typewriter 
one afternoon. In total the 
author wrote around four 
pages.

Fig. 77: A group of  people 
assembled around the type-
writer at the OHF communi-
ty centre.

Conclusion

In this chapter I examined a series of  temporal 
concerns in my practice through an ongoing com-
mitment to a/symmetry. I began by drawing on the 
ways the tandem research device alerted me to the 
problem of  agency in Calais, especially to the asym-
metric experiences of  waiting and time for displaced 
people. I demonstrated that in the camp it is not 
always enough to slow down, and instead, that taking 
account of  other’s agency requires fostering different 
temporal relationships, like speeding up. This prob-
lematised the conceptual character of  the idiot that I 
identified with in the previous chapter, which is why 
I went on to devise and explore with different char-
acters that suggested different kinds of  temporality. I 
suggested that the flâneur is a character for both con-
ducting research and inviting displaced people (and 
others, e.g. police officers) into immediate processes 
of  re-speculation, and re-use. I went on to unpack 
this in relation to Stengers’ (2011: 12) proposition to 
‘care for the possible’, as a commitment to the pro-
cesses of  becoming that a research device participates 
in. I found that rather than seeing (and constructing) 
devices and practices on a linear path of  time and 
progress, that research events and the introduction 
of  devices produces different (and multiple) kinds of  
temporality. This was at odds with the what I argued 
is SCD’s linear relationship to time, specifically its 
foreclosing of  the present and future, and the posi-
tion of  the speculator in the futures cone. I argued 
that SCD’s normal relationship to speculation cannot 

cater for becomings, and cannot participate in caring 
for the possible because it is realised in highly struc-
tured and controlled conditions. I proposed a spec-
ulative version of  temporality by drawing on recent 
scholarship around care, whereby research devices 
are precisely constructed in order to bring about new 
temporalities, possibilities, encounters, and modes of  
analysis. Finally, I explored temporalities of  making 
and co-opting objects in the field, and developed an 
extended temporal relationship between designers 
and research devices. I expanded on the earlier point 
about immediate re-speculation of  objects via use, 
to look at ways to (relatively) immediately and ma-
terially (re-)design things on the fly. Returning to the 
previously discussed use of  figuration, I introduced 
a new character, Orr to recognise a composition of  
user-designer, that I argued may accompany a device 
to encourage it into new settings, and new composi-
tions that are not set out in advance. I see this char-
acter as being key to devising practices that produce 
new becomings with objects on the fly. In doing so 
I returned to my commitment to thicken care, and 
argued that caring for the possible may also involve 
breaking or pulling devices apart, in order to encour-
age new becomings. Having examined a/symmetry 
and temporality, in the next chapter I build on this 
by exploring compositions and a/symmetry, where I 
examine various collectives this research has partici-
pated in and has sought to generate.
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G. Lesvos Documentation

This section is made up documentation of  the field work in Lesvos. The first pages consist of  stills from an 
8:48min HD video made on the island in 2017. This video was made collaboratively with Jimmy Loizeau,  
Clare Thompson and Dom Robson. Next is a poster for the event at Goldsmiths where this ‘broadcast’ was 
first shown. The final spread shows a series of  documentary colour photographs mainly focussing on various 
aspects of  architecture and landscape on the island.



Lesvos Broadcast Pt1.







Photo Documentation
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H. A/symmetries of the Jungle 
Film

This section documents five short pieces of  film that were made after deploying the tandem in Calais. The 
audio track consists of  both field recordings and a spoken narration made up of  field notes. They are struc-
tured into five chapters each addressing a different theme of  difference (or what I have called a/symmetry) 
identified in the Jungle camp. The first, Space, pairs different landscapes and describes an asymmetry of  condi-
tions between the camp and city of  Calais, as well as providing an introduction to the deployment of  the bike. 
Tandeming tells the previously discussed story of  an encounter with the CRS police to consider distributions 
of  agency on (and off) the tandem bike. The third, Racing, examines a/symmetries in the roles of  researcher 
and researched by telling a story about a race in the camp. Access was edited in collaboration with Jimmy to 
examine the medium of  the film, the relationships formed in the camp, and the process of  editing. This film 
also incorporates footage that K was sending to us of  the camp being dismantled and burned. At this time 
he was also documenting his on-going journey to temporary accommodation in France, which were edited 
into this chapter. By doing so, we aimed to problematise the a/symmetries of  agency in the collaborative 
production process. Finally, I added a fifth chapter, Use, in 2017 documenting the empty camp several months 
after it had been dismantled in contrast to the previous four. This focussed on several discarded objects left 
over after the camp was cleared, and the eco-park that was being constructed in its place.
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I. DUF Zines

The following pages document a series of  zines made by Mehdi Vafajooye Diyanati and I via WhatsApp 
messenger between 2017 and 2018. More details of  these can be found in Chapter 6, where I discuss their 
format and the kinds of  compositioning involved in producing them. I have not included complete copies of  
the zines (mainly due to practical reasons of  printing, and to prevent the thesis becoming excessively long).

The first zine (Issue-01: Moria) documents the Moria camp in Lesvos, where Mehdi was living at the time we 
met. The second (Issue-02: Iran) was made at a time of  increasing protests in Iran that prompted Mehdi to 
interview a number of  displaced people (mainly from Iran) and volunteers on the island to gain some insight 
into what they knew and thought about Iran’s political situation. The third in this series (Issue-07: School of  
Peace) was made to document the School of  Peace community project on Lesvos where Mehdi volunteered. We 
intended for this publication  to be used by the organisation that ran the school (that expressed support of  the 
project and that we had hoped would provide some funding for Mehdi to set up a longer term project to make 
subsequent issues) to document their activities, however it was never published, and after the situation at the 
school changed in 2019 (not least due to a large fire that closed the school) this became impossible. 
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6. Compositions  
& A/symmetry

68. See also Michael’s (2016: 155) definition of  composition.

Building on the previous two chapters that concerned 
materiality and temporality, this chapter focuses on 
the compositions and collectives that I have partici-
pated in, negotiated, and designed-with throughout 
the research. My attention to compositions follows 
my earlier argument that SCD practitioners often fail 
to critically examine the settings designs are deployed 
and produced in, and the collaborations they are an 
upshot of. I argue this becomes far more germane 
when those settings are less familiar or stable and 
more complex, with potentially greater asymmetries 
(of  agency between participants for example) than 
galleries and museums. These new settings necessi-
tate closer attention when it comes to deploying to, 
producing work in, and collaborating with potential 
participants. In order to situate my own practices in 
relation to other scholars and practitioners, I first 
draw together a taxonomy of  compositions and focus 
on three key themes within these to demarcate the 
chapter’s three parts: deployment, production and 
collaboration.

In part one — deployment — I address the ‘problem’, 
that it is not possible to know what a composition 
can do in advance, and that capacities (or compos-
sibilities, Deleuze, 2004: 100) are revealed through 
deployment and reflection, in order for one to make 
claims about what a thing does. By doing so, I argue 
for a symmetrical focus on both designed devices, 
and what ‘needs to be in place’ (Michael, 2018: 
143) for a device or practice to operate, for which 
I draw on Stengers’ (2010) notion of  constraints. In 
part two I move from deployment to production to 
argue that design is not only concerned with epis-
temology, or knowledge claims, but — in terms of  
production — is also an ontological practice with 
different requirements to deployment. I develop a/
symmetry to problematise agency in relation to the 
actor-networks I have sought to make things with, 
and argue that production is not only concerned 

with introducing new capacities (like deployment), 
and invites a question of  what these capacities could 
or should be, and how they should be realised. In 
part three I unpack collaboration by contrasting 
different a/symmetries of  agency involved in pro-
ducing work as part of  DUF design collective, and 
the curation of  a museum exhibition. By examining 
these two collaborative groups side by side, I trace 
where speculative agency is concentrated, and how it 
gets distributed, arguing that the museum and its cu-
rators set out a highly structured milieu which means 
that they retain speculative agency. In the concluding 
discussion I unpack a set of  key learnings by analys-
ing the successes and failures of  these practices by 
thinking with the concepts I draw on through the 
chapter.

A Taxonomy of Compositions

Wilkie (2019) develops the notion of  compossibility 
by drawing on Deleuze (2004: 100) in relation to the 
speculative nature of  design-research devices, and the 
becoming-together of  ANT and design. Drawing on 
this work, I have come to use the term composition 
in place of  other similar nouns like assemblage to refer 
to the ways actor-networks are com- (with or togeth-
er), and positioned, as in situated. For my uses, this is to 
emphasise that compositions don’t float in some neb-
ulous void from nowhere, but are highly situated, and 
require specific settings.68 The prefix com- also prob-
lematises positioning and collaboration, or how this 
is done with (Haraway, 2016; Michael, 2018), rather 
than as an authoritarian action through various flows 
of  agency. Compossibility refers to what (more-than-
human) compositions are able to do (and not do) in 
their becoming together (Deleuze and Parnet, 2002: 
60–61). For the purposes of  this chapter I describe 
eight different ‘modes’ of  composition by drawing 
on design-research literature and my own practices. 
The first four modes relate to deployment, which I 
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2005; Brown et al., 2019). Exhibitions are normally 
focused towards self-selecting gallery audiences who 
mainly engage with the work cognitively (as infor-
mation, wonderment, or amusement). The second 
mode, subscription (Akrich and Latour, 1992b: 261), 
is where an object’s ambiguity or potential is discov-
ered in use (deployment) and describes the surprising 
things that an object in combination with feasibly 
anyone or any setting will do, whereby objects may 
be modified, built on, or used in ways not intend-
ed. There is inevitably an aspect of  this in my own 
practice, where I have, for example described the 
unexpected ways the tandem device, and typewriter 
were used. Third, cultural probes (Gaver et al., 1999), 
are a collection of  designed artefacts that invite re-
search participants to perform particular tasks that 
are subsequently collected to serve as inspiration in 
an ongoing design process (often then re-deployed as 
new designed objects, e.g. Gaver et al., 2001). Probes 
are not designed to give comprehensive information, 
but to generate ‘empathy’ in designers towards par-
ticipants, providing inspiration for designing new 
objects. In this work, participants can be self-select-
ing — responding to newspaper adverts (Gaver et al., 
2004), or having been selected already by research or-
ganisations (Gaver et al., 2001: 13). The fourth mode 
of  deployment is what I have come to call co-operation, 
this involves deploying and using an object together, 
necessitating ongoing ‘com-promise’ (Michael, 2018: 
146) between designer/researcher and participant in 
generating research data. This is also related to the 
notion of  the ‘cosmopolitical prototype’ (see Chapter 
4, Rubio and Fogué, 2014; and, Wilkie et al., 2015), 
that creates new arrangements of  people and things, 
or introduces new (human and more-than-human) 
actors into research events for researchers to analyse. 
Importantly in this mode, designers are more highly 
entangled (e.g. using the object at the same time), 
and as I argued in chapters four and five, the user 
becomes ambiguous. I see the Interaction Research 
Studio’s (henceforth IRS) Datacatcher (2015) project 
— custom-built, location-aware devices deployed in 
London that stream messages about the area they are 
in — as an example of  a cosmopolitical prototype, 
not in terms of  the development of  new devices to be 
made, but in their construction of  new arrangements 
of  people and things. These, however, have some 
fundamental differences to my own practice. Namely, 

69. See also Lindström & Ståhl (2014) for their work on publics-in-the-making: publics that emerge out of  making things together.

that deployment in my practice is far less structured 
and involves a different kind of  participant selection, 
that was impossible to premise in advance, because 
of  the instability of  the field I have engaged with.

The final four modes move towards production. 
Fifth — mock-ups (see Chapter 3, and Ehn and Kyng, 
1992) involves the use of  existing, non-specialist tools 
and objects in the coming together of  designers and 
workers into a setting, to prospect new practices via 
rapidly produced mock-ups or prototypes.69 Sixth, 
collaboration, where local knowledge, and designer’s 
expertise are drawn together by their own interests in 
order to make new finished artefacts and practices to-
gether. I will unpack this term in parts two and three, 
for now the aspect of  collaborations I want to take 
forward is the possibility for a composition’s direc-
tion to be shaped by the composition itself. Seventh, 
open-source (e.g. Boucher, Brown, et al., 2018; Gaver 
et al., 2019) — releasing plans online to be down-
loaded, made and deployed. This is different to the 
more common use in software development (which is 
more similar to what I call memes below) in that the 
design-researchers still retain some control over the 
final design, and invites users to remain part of  the 
research project by reporting their findings (often en-
couraged by the design-researchers). Arguably, this 
version of  deployment is brought about specifically 
for the benefit of  ‘impact’ metrics encouraged by re-
search evaluation frameworks. Eighth, memes, freely 
releasing plans, objects, graphics, (etc.) often online 
in order to rescind complete control over subsequent 
iterations to be made by feasibly anybody. I see this 
mode as straying the furthest from my own practice, 
where complete control is rescinded so that designs 
are transformed by a new maker or user into new 
‘nodes’ of  the original.

With this taxonomy in mind I will now unpack 
aspects of  my practice by drawing on, and situat-
ing six examples in relation to a selection of  these 
compositioning modes. I first draw on deployment, 
specifically co-operation to contrast a successful (in 
Calais), and failed (in Lesvos) deployment of  the 
tandem device. Second, I draw on production in 
relation to cultural probes, exhibitions, and collab-
orations to problematise the production of  a set of  
films about Calais, and later a set of  collaboratively 

Composition 
mode:

A/symmetry of  agency in terms of: 

Control of  
design

Control of  
context/use

Definition of  
public 

Type of  
(speculative) 
engagement

C
E
N
T
R
A
L
I
S
E
D

Deployment-1: 
Exhibitions

Designer Designer/curator Spectators/viewers 
(passive audience)

Cognitive: 
imagination of  
futures, wonderment.

Deployment-2: 
Subscription 

Designer User Passive users/ 
Active DIY 
designers

Material: Use and 
intended context 
defined by user.

Deployment-3: 
Probes

Designer Research 
participants

Active respondents Material & cognitive: 
Providing inspiration 
for designers.

C
O
-
O
P
E
R
A
T
I
V
E

Deployment-4:  
Co-operation

Designer Co-operation 
between Design-
researcher & 
research participants

(Co-)pilots Action & 
documentation via 
co-operation. 

Production-1:  
Open Source*

Designers, research 
participants, DIY-
designers

DIY-designers, 
research participants

Active users Material & cognitive: 
object can be made, 
adjusted, and used

Production-2:  
Mock-ups

Designers end-
users, management

Active users Active research 
participants/ 
workers

Material & cognitive: 
via co-operative 
design process.

Production-3: 
Collaborations

Designers, research 
participants/
prospective users

Unspecified Active collaborators 
(designers & 
participants) 

Material & cognitive 
via co-operation.

Production-4: 
Memes

Audience and maker constantly interchangeable. Material & cognitive: 
releases become 
multiple.

*In the version presented by design-research, see clarification in main text.

Fig. 78: A typology of  modes 
of  compositioning.

define as placing objects into a setting in order to 
change them, and as a research practice to reveal 
something about them (examined in part one). I will 
use the Whiteheadian term proposition to describe 
these designs, as something that incites a change to 
the setting, or that which modifies the course of  an 
event (Debaise, 2017a, see: 2017b: 213; Whitehead, 
1968). The final four go beyond deployment and 
take up concerns of  production — I define this as the 
propositioning of  what and how something should 
be produced (part two). In all of  these modes there 
are variously structured relationships to an ‘other’ 
(e.g. audience, user, participant) that I problematise 
by thinking with a/symmetry and collaboration (in 

part three). I then compile my arguments into a table 
to summarise a/symmetries of  agency in terms of  an 
object’s production, its context or use, relationship 
with an other, and the kind of  engagements these 
participate in. Importantly, these modes or defini-
tions are rarely fixed, and in many of  the practices 
I go on to  describe, the modes these participate in 
shift and overlap.

The first, composing exhibitions, is the primary mode of  
deployment in SCD (Kerridge, 2015: 139; Malpass, 
2012: 168). Exhibitions also feature in other design 
research, often to communicate completed research 
to a design audience or public (e.g. Boucher et al., 
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Chapter 4), its use and direction is negotiated on. 
Through the devices deployment we are able to 
understand an active composition of  object and 
subject, whereby the device’s subscription (Akrich, 
1992: 262) is done in conversation and use between 
both the design-researcher and a participant on the 
device. Largely, this is what I set out for the device 
to do, and I see this example as a successful moment 
in its deployment. Though the tandem has certain 
kinds of  use prescribed (Akrich, 1992: 261) and can 
only do certain things, in the above, the question of  
what the tandem device captures (images, conversa-
tion) was mediated by the composition of  Sami and 
I, the device, and the specifics of  the setting we found 
ourselves in. In this co-operative mode, control over 
the use and context of  the device (its subscription) 
is negotiated, with responsibility over the process of  
composing: who the user, ‘scripter’ (Akrich, 1992: 
262), designer, or researcher is, fluctuates.

Understanding Requirements

In contrast to Calais, the deployment in Lesvos was 
far less successful, because it was less compatible 
with the specifics of  the sites I engaged with.71 In 
this context, the subscription of  the tandem became a 
hazard for volunteers that ran the community centre 
we were based in, because riders tended to do laps 
around (and sometimes through) the centre’s build-
ing, which was being used by several families, and 
small children (Fig. 79). The setting, and thereby ac-
ceptable and safe uses of  the device here were differ-
ent to Calais, and it became incompossible (Deleuze, 

71. An ongoing commitment to my describing successes and failures symmetrically.

2004: 100) with what was required of  those that ran 
the centre — to keep people safe. After this I began 
to lock the bike to a fence to prevent these misuses. 

Lesvos was unknown to me in advance, and I attrib-
ute this incompossibility to my failing to pay attention 
symmetrically to the device, and its context, to mis-
takenly thinking that it could operate independently 
of  the specific circumstances required for successful 
(co-)operation. Speculative designers developing new 
modes of  deployment away from exhibitions, as part 
of  situated practices need to think carefully about the 
settings they draw from or intervene in. Meaning the 
process of  deployment for speculative practitioners 
needs to be an ongoing co-operative relationship 
with empirical research settings. As I suggested in 
Chapter 5, I have come to think of  this as ‘design 
doings’, where deployments are treated as in process, 
rather than as a final outcome. Or to borrow one of  
Haraway’s (2016:10, fn1) many notions of  SF — a 
deployment can only be described ‘so far’ — they are 
in process, and being encouraged to enter into new 
becomings with other actors to produce new compo-
sitions. This way, the setting is drawn into conversa-
tion and accounted for by making while listening and 
observing, to understand a setting’s specificities. Put 
simply, the lesson I have drawn is to pay close atten-
tion to context, and treat co-operative deployment as 
an ongoing compositional activity.

Stengers (2010, 2011) provides me with an impor-
tant concept — constraints — to develop this. Stengers 
develops the concept to explain that neutrinos exist 

produced zines. Finally, I examine two different 
curatorial groups I have worked with in relation to 
co-operation, collaboration and exhibitions in order 

70. This what I understand Adam Nocek (2018) to mean when he describes thinking ‘par le milieu’ in the Deleuzian sense. It is beyond the 
scope of  this thesis to unpack this any further, but I flag the concept here as an invitation for further work.

to unpack the discrepancy between distributions of  
agency.

I. Deployment: Subscription & Co-operation on the Tandem

Deployment is central to research-through-design 
literature and analysis, often as a process of  placing 
an object or device into a setting, with a group of  
research participants in order to understand existing 
and emergent practices with it (e.g. Cameron et al., 
2014; Gaver et al., 2010: 6, 2016). Though deploy-
ment is also key for SCD (for example, exhibitions) 
I have found the means and conditions of  exhibit-
ing are rarely critically examined. For the situated 
speculative design practices described in this thesis, 
I understand deployment as a practice that is only 
visible retrospectively (rather than seen in advance, 
or pre-given) because it is not possible to know in 
advance what a thing is able to do, or become, and 
who or what it might enter into composition, or be 
(in)compossible with. In order to demonstrate this I 
will draw on two different stories of  deploying the 
tandem, first in Calais, and then in Lesvos. For my 
uses, deployment is an understanding that material 
conditions contribute to defining the compossibility 
of  devices and design objects. In which case, my 
concern with deployment is to symmetrise attention 
to before and after the design work (production, and 
deployment). Rather than blindly sending work out 
into a given world, it is a question of  observing what 
a thing does, how it combines with other people and 
things, how it enters into new compositions, or how 
it is subscripted. It is important to note then, that the 
settings that design objects and devices partake in 
are in flux (not least due to designer’s deployments), 
which is the reason I have drawn on the concept 
of  composition to emphasise milieu’s as unsettled 
concerns that are in various states of  becoming and 
un-becoming. Though the term composition might 
imply a ‘composer’, or a centralised actor (perhaps 
designer) pulling the strings, I will demonstrate that 
this is not always the case, and in the shifts between 
different modes of  deployment and production, 
those (more-than-humans) that participate in com-
posing are multiple, and shifting.

Com-posing Questions on the Tandem

The mode of  deployment I have called co-operation (4) 
creates an unusual state of  object, where rather than 
being sent out into a particular world, it is a compo-
sition of  the device joined with a design-researcher 
and a participant. As I have argued, deployment is 
about seeing what a thing can do, and is only possible 
through reflection. In deploying the tandem it is pos-
sible to see how its ‘successful’ composition (and use) 
is fragile, and premised on the specifics of  a given 
setting. I have come to think of  this as a kind of  sym-
metry that is concerned not only with the device or 
prototype, but that which is specific to the setting at 
hand — in the specific compositions and settings that 
they enter.70 In Calais the tandem achieved a certain 
stability and compossibility where multiple elements 
composed together — like the residents, the bike 
and the setting itself  — to conduct research in the 
specifics of  the (what would imminently be removed) 
Calais camp:

‘Sami is piloting the tandem, I’m sitting on the back. He says 
he wants to show me something and steers towards town, then 
turning on to  a small grassy footpath leading into some woods. 
‘This is the new Jungle’ he tells me, pointing out where people 
have been sleeping and cooking. Sami and I became confident 
at riding together, weaving around trees and roots on a slippery, 
muddy surface, nimbly avoiding rocks. We’re gone for some 
time but eventually loop back around to re-join the others and 
head back to the camp. Aware that this could be the last time 
that we see each other, we exchange hugs and say our goodbyes. 
We leave, and Sami and K go back to their shelters for their last 
night in Calais.’ (Field notes, October 2016).

The images and accounts the tandem captures are 
the upshot of  a composition, negotiation, and the 
specifics of  the setting it exists within. The tandem 
composition is in process, and though the device 
has some baked in prescriptions (demonstrated in 

Fig. 79: The tandem in OHF 
during one of  its laps around 
the building.
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II. Production: From Seeing What Things Do, to Collaborating

In part one, I discussed deployment and a/symme-
try in terms of  the relationship between the setting 
and compossibility. In part two I make the case 
that, as well as observing and making knowledge 
claims (epistemology), design is also an ontological 
practice, that is involved in making and composing 
things, and establishing new capacities (Berg, 1998: 
475–476). The detailed account of  designing and 
making the tandem bicycle that I gave in Chapter 
4, shared many aspects of  subscription (2) and probes 
(3) in the above taxonomy, in that it took place in the 
studio, and with the designers retaining high degrees 
of  control over production. Since then, I have been 
involved in different production processes, with dif-
ferent people and settings, drawing on altogether 
different practices to those the tandem involved. The 
places in which design work takes place are impor-
tant, because they directly affect the constraints and 
possibilities of  what a thing can become, and a given 
mode of  compositioning. To provide an example, 
in this section I will draw on my failed attempts to 
collaboratively make films in Calais, followed by a 
more successful collaboration producing zines in 
Lesvos. In these examples, I will demonstrate how 
different kinds of  agency are involved in production 
to deployment — whereby what is scripted (Akrich, 
1992) into an object is not already set out, and invites 
a question of  not only what something can do, but 
what it should do, and how those decisions might be 
reached. In my language of  symmetry, it is a question 
of  understanding making and production as practices 
that invite new forms of  speculative agency that were 
not premised from the outset, but get defined in the 
coming together of  a composition (e.g. between de-
signer and participant or collaborator). By analysing 
production with a/symmetry, my aim is to concen-
trate on this move towards the definition of  capac-
ities, and the specifics of  given sites of  production.

Problems With Making Film in Calais

In design-research literature, deployment is often 
followed (or preceded) by making new objects — the 
production process often involves returning to the 
studio after a deployment (of  things like probes) so 
designers can generate ideas for new objects based 
on the data gathered (e.g. Gaver et al., 2001). Hence, 

production is a very different practice to deployment 
(it is concerned with making, not only using), with 
different requirements (it not only observes or makes 
knowledge claims, but new objects) and takes place 
in different settings (typically studios and workshops). 
My intention with this research was to make with the 
people I met, and in the places in which they lived, 
such as the Jungle camp in Calais. After the tandem’s 
deployment in Calais I began making a short film 
to collate and reflect on the field work (see Fig. 80 
Section H: A/symmetries of  the Jungle). In making 
this film I had intended to continue working with 
displaced people during the edit, to expand ways 
to further collaborate in image-making. There was 
a problem — shortly after deploying the tandem, 
the camp was cleared, and its inhabitants scattered 
to different reception centres around France. The 
setting and its constraints changed from instability to 
extreme instability, bringing with it a new set of  con-
straints that were even more concerned with closing 
down what was possible in the camp, and limiting the 
kinds of  life allowed there. In the end, I elected to 
carry on editing, but did so at a distance from those I 
had intended to work with. In my view, unfortunate-
ly, I had failed to act quickly enough to collaborate 
on the editing process while the camp existed. The 
mode of  composition I was engaged with changed 
from one of  co-operation, in the process of  image 
capture, shifting to resemble the asymmetries inher-
ent in producing exhibitions. I had taken over control 
of  the film’s production, the context that the film was 
displayed in, and the audience became spectators or 
viewers to be informed by the film.

Seen as a composition in another sense, it becomes 
obvious that other actors (e.g. police, bulldozers, fires) 
over whom I had no control had become involved. 
This is a specific composition immanent to that time 
and place, which is very different to accounts more 
typically presented in design-research, where the 
setting of  deployment (e.g. a gallery or somebody’s 
house) and production (e.g. the studio or workshop) 
can be stabilised and relatively well controlled. In 
addition, there were highly asymmetric distributions 
of  agency between researchers and participants in 
this setting. The researchers were recognised legally 
as citizens, with passports allowing them to cross the 

thanks to a carefully held dual identity as both real, 
and having been constructed in and by laboratories 
and scientist’s practices (Stengers, 2010: 31). Drawing 
on the concept for the analysis of  design practice, 
I note the importance of  examining the specific 
milieus that objects participate in (they are not lab-
oratories), and that allow them to be, or make them 
‘a matter of  particular concern’ (Stengers, 2013: 
185; Wilkie, 2019).72 In my reading, constraints has 
two components: ‘obligations’ and ‘requirements’ 
(Stengers, 2010: 42–55). Requirements describe the 
‘risky dimension of  dependence on a milieu’, that 
is, on what may or may not fulfil something’s needs 
and demands, and the ways that living beings and 
practices depend on others (54). This is extremely 
pertinent for designers — an object (say, a bike) can 
achieve little without a person to ride it, a surface to 
ride it on, or knowledge practices to use it. Hence, 
requirements are symmetrical — they are not only 
negative or enforcing, they enable a practice, or 
mode of  compositioning, referring to the compossi-
bility of  what a practice can do. Obligations refer 
to the fact that any given practice imposes on its 
participants risks and challenges that ‘create the value 
of  their activity’ (55, my emphasis). For empirical 
accounts of  speculative design practice, examining 
constraints allows one to trace how specific compo-
sitions emerge, materialise, and hold together by fol-
lowing ‘the operations of  recruitment and alliance’ 
(43) that compose them. In relation to the previous 
taxonomy, constraints demonstrate that in order to 
move from deployments aimed at certain kinds of  
audience (e.g. exhibitions), towards modes that invite 
speculative agency (e.g. co-operation) it is important 
to pay close attention to the constraints that prac-
tices and actors inherit, and participate in. Because 
constraints are not only enforcing and also enable 
practices, this comes back to understanding an a/
symmetry of  compossibility in a given intervention.

Constraints also symmetrise focus on failed and suc-
cessful modes of  compositioning, and the ways people 
and things are able to enter into new compositions. 

72. Stengers’ colleagues, Haraway and Strathern (1992: 10) put this another way: that it matters what worlds world worlds, or thoughts 
think thoughts, rather than thinking from nowhere, by trying to denounce the world in the name of  an ‘ideal’ one (Haraway, 2016: 12).

73. Echoing Deleuze & Guattari’s (1987) conjunction, and… and… and… (26).

This is very different to the mode that SCD employs 
— exhibitions — whereby objects cannot fail, due 
to being deployed in highly controlled settings that 
remove the possibility of  misuse (or other subscrip-
tions). This means objects can only be engaged with 
cognitively (wonderment, or amusement), but not 
materially. This is due in part to the constraints SCD 
objects exist within, in which the agency to control the 
production, and an object’s context of  use is concen-
trated in the designers and curators. The kind of  de-
ployments and unstable settings I have been engaged 
with are very open to the possibility that things will 
not work, and are involved in actively seeking to find 
this out. Equally, in other modes of  deployment (e.g. 
probes and subscription), the purpose is precisely to 
test something’s functionality, a participant’s accept-
ance, or misuse of  an object. In the deployments that 
the previously cited IRS conduct, though the design-
ers work hard to ensure devices do not fail, objects 
are given the opportunity to (and often they do) 
with successes and failures being treated (somewhat) 
symmetrically in their analysis. For example, a set of  
‘home health sensors’ failed to engage participants in 
their study (Gaver et al., 2009) because of  technical 
failures, ambiguity in communication, and the atti-
tudes of  their participants. Having said this, the IRS 
use highly structured deployment processes that the 
studio have developed over many years to minimise 
failures. The devices are typically deployed to self-se-
lecting communities (often responding to newspaper 
adverts) that are likely to be open to the project, and 
living in stable settings (often urban and suburban 
homes) (cf. Gaver et al., 2016). Clearly, a highly 
unstable refugee camp and a community centre on 
Lesvos are very different contexts to these, and rep-
resent a different set of  requirements for deploying 
co-operative speculative devices. The methods of  the 
IRS cannot simply be appropriated, but the lesson 
is to pay attention to not only an object or device, 
but the device AND its setting AND the processes of  
recruitment it participates in.73



Fig. 80: Four stills from the A/symmetries series of  
films. Clockwise from top left: A beach in Calais. A 
CRS policeman at the entrance to the Jungle. Footage 
of  a burning caravan recorded by K. A tandem race. 
See Section H for more complete documentation.
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respondent, or in SCD, a gallery audience. In this 
case another process of  ‘selection’ is made between 
Mehdi, myself, and others that he enrolled from the 
camp where he was living.

Focusing on these specific conditions of  producing 
zines, it is possible to trace the effect of  this milieu on 
the final objects. For example, while we were making 
the second issue Mehdi and I had a conversation 
about why his interviewees were all male. This spe-
cific case of  zine-production meant that the partici-
pants he had enrolled came from the disproportion-
ately male Moria camp. Women, children and those 
travelling as a family would often be transferred to 
the separated, less crowded, and safer camp, Kara 
Tepe. The ‘gendering’ of  the zines (so to speak) is 
informed by the specifics of  the context, and the 
practices that take place in the camp’s organisation. 
Importantly for a situated production process, the 
zines clearly do not come from nowhere (Whitehead, 
1978: 23; see also, Stengers, 2008: 92) — they are the 
upshot of  the specific constraints of  this place, which 
has markedly affected the practice and its outcomes. 
Whereas the production phase for design-research 

76. This echoes Guggenheim et al.’s (forthcoming) experience with Researchers Without Borders, where they found a key use of  their research 
was to prove participants’ integration into Austrian society.

77. Or to borrow Haraway’s (2016:10 fn1) SF — they can only be described ‘so far’ — they are also being encouraged to enter into new 
becomings with other actors to produce new compositions.

and SCD practices often takes place in studios, 
workshops and galleries (often thought of  as 
somehow ‘neutral’), moving out from these 
centres of  expertise creates a new set of  specific 
constraints, and therefore has implications for 
anything that is produced there. In this case, 
Mehdi has constraints: he is displaced, applying 
for asylum, and with very few resources. He does 

not, for example, have access to transport (at the time 
he could not leave Lesvos), or permission to access 
other camps and centres (as a professional researcher 
might be able to arrange). Though in producing the 
zines agency is distributed, this still takes place within 
a specific milieu with baked in constraints for what it 
is Mehdi is able to do.

After the zines were made, I was also surprised to be 
asked to provide copies of  them for inclusion in two 
asylum cases.76 After their production, the zines have 
been redeployed, serving multiple functions and may 
enter into new composition modes. As in the mode I 
called collaborations, the types of  speculative engage-
ments an audience may have with the zines is not set 
out in advance, and they can go on to  enter into new 
compositions in different settings, for example sub-
scription or memes. To appropriate Stengers’ reading 
of  Spinoza (2013: 187), we do not yet know in what 
ways the practice of  making zines is able to become, 
or how that practice might transform.77 For example, 
they provide me with materials to think through pro-
cesses of  collective production as a research question, 
and symmetrically (done carefully) they document 

UK border, whereas participants and collaborators 
were prevented from doing so, and moved (often 
against their will) away from Calais to reception 
centres further south in France. Thinking about this 
problem in relation to Deleuze’s (2002) compossibil-
ity, that ‘we do not yet know what a body is capable 
of ’ (60-61), that a body can combine with others 
to render new capabilities, we should be careful to 
notice that equally, when combined with, or de-
prived of  things, bodies’ capabilities get curtailed. In 
this example, the problem is not only what a body 
can do, but what some bodies are rendered unable 
to do by other actor-networks (like border guards 
and a systemised dispersal of  people). As a designer 
and a researcher engaged in processes of  production 
and collaboration in the borderscape, there is an 
imperative to understand what else a body is being 
composed with, how that changes its capabilities, 
and potentially how to intervene in these. For the 
specifics of  the situation in Calais a new practice was 
required that could account for both the instability, 
and the asymmetries between researcher (citizen) 
and participant (illegalised migrant). In the case of  
film-making in Calais, I had failed to do this.

I also attribute this to the constraints of  editing film, 
which requires certain tools and knowledge prac-
tices that were difficult to distribute, and ended up 
being retained by the designers. The raw unedited 
footage and data captured in the camp is contained 
on several hard drives that are inaccessible to partici-
pants from Calais, who are mostly without computers 
or software to access or edit them. Another problem 
arises — that of  the material, equipment and exper-
tise involved in collaboratively making films that is 
difficult in more typical conditions, and even more 
so in unstable settings (where for example there is 
no longer a physical space or infrastructure to work 
with). Having said this, if  the conditions allowed, and 
if  I had worked more quickly, the process of  making 
these films might have taken place in a film-editing 
workshop in one of  the camp’s public buildings. 
What became clear was that this setting would only 
allow for certain kinds of  production practice (those 

74. As I discussed in chapter three, Mehdi has asked to not be anonymised.

75. This is well documented in the history of  fan and punk zines (Blandy, n.d.; Wills, 2018), as well as situationists’ self-made publications 
(see: Situationist International Online archive, n.d.). For a history of  zine cultures see Duncombe (2009), zines as pedagogical tool: Congdon 
and Blandy (2003), and ‘punk pedagogy’ Smith et al. (2017). Many of  these examples are already made up of  collaged elements, produced by 
non-professional designers.

that are quick, and can be done in a given, more 
direct moment), and that new practices and new 
formats would need to be devised that could account 
for the instability that is a key component of  irregu-
lar migration.

Changing Format: Making Zines with 
WhatsApp

Taking the lessons I drew from the failure to co-edit 
the films in Calais, I later began making a series of  
zines (low-cost DIY publications, similar to pam-
phlets, see Fig. 81) via WhatsApp messenger service 
in collaboration with Mehdi, who was living in the 
Moria camp in Lesvos at the time.74 As a format, 
zines are quite well suited to deal with collaborative 
production, because they are low-stakes, low-cost, 
and can be produced without specific or profes-
sional tools: pages can be written over, photocop-
ied, ripped out, and so on.75 Though Mehdi and I 
are at a distance (on opposite sides of  Europe) we 
have also been able to enrol other actor-networks 
like WhatsApp messaging, printers, and the postal 
service. Importantly — and in contrast to Calais — 
there is a certain amount of  stability in Lesvos. Many 
sites are relatively fixed, including the community 
centre where Mehdi volunteered, which provided a 
postal address and internet connection that we re-
quired and allowed us to collaborate.

I see the process of  producing these zines as differ-
ent to those often found in design-research. First, 
the zines were not mock-ups (Ehn and Kyng, 1992) 
— they were finished publications ready to be dis-
tributed. Second, I did not deploy a specific set of  
objects to prompt and gather data like probes — 
Mehdi and I used existing tools and technologies. 
Instead of  drawing in data through objects and 
making something new, the production process has 
been developed together through conversation. This 
also raises a question around the selection of  par-
ticipants. In the earlier taxonomy of  compositions, I 
highlighted that in design-research, participants are 
mainly self-selecting, like a newspaper advertisement 

Fig. 81: From left to right: 
Front covers of  DUF-
zine-01: Moria, DUF-
zine-02: Iran, DUF-zine-07: 
School of  Peace. (See Section I 
for full documentation).
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concerns to engagements with democratic decision 
making around science — there is no debate here. 
Having said this, as a practice of  com-posing, design 
is a discipline whereby practices can be developed so 
that agency might be reclaimed, or might spark new 
‘publics’ (Marres, 2005) precisely in order to re-poses 
or re-distribute agency. 

In the prologue to Marcus Miessen’s Nightmare of  
Participation (2010), Eyal Weizman argues that the 
dilemma for participation and collaboration is the 
implication of  a closed system in which options avail-
able for choice, and those who present them cannot 
be challenged (9). He argues that this dilemma is not 
only about choices, but about whether one accepts 
the terms as they are presented, and how they might 
be declined (see my earlier discussion of  attending 
to the idiot in Chapter 4). This has become a key 
concern for me, whereby processes of  production 
(e.g. mock-ups) affect intentions for what some-
thing might do, and not only what something can do 
(e.g. probes, subscription or co-operation). 

This brings about two key speculative concerns. 
First, to develop practices and modes of  engagement 
to repossess or re-distribute agency. And second, 
to provide accounts that open the blackbox of  col-
laboration (Carpentier, 2016: 77), towards situated 
practice and an analysis of  the emergence and com-
positions of  specific relations. The second is espe-
cially important where participation is reported to 
have been institutionalised and normalised in design 
discourse and often fails to unpack power relations 
in collaborative processes (Ståhl et al., 2017: 3; and 
in relation to participatory art see Bishop, 2012). 
Other scholars, (e.g. Kelty, 2017) have also argued 
that it is important to avoid defining normative 
assumptions of  good or bad participation to resist 
normalisation and instrumentalization. Or, as Lars 
Bo Andersen (2015) argues, it is important that one 
views participation as an ‘inherently unsettled matter 
of  concern’, without arriving with a priori definitions 
of  what participation is, or should be.

By drawing on Wilkie’s (2019) work unpacking 

80. Wilkie (2019) develops Stengers’ concept in design-research to argue that new practices emerge out of  design and social science collabo-
rations, whilst at the same time the two disciplines can continue without a change in practice.

81. Stengers (2010) develops this concept as a ‘generic constructivist category’, referring to a ‘two-fold construction of  identity’ (90). As such, 
my take up on the concept requires that it is made specific to the practices that I describe.

Stengers’ (2010) notion of  reciprocal capture in rela-
tion to design-research, I have come to think of  my 
own definition for reflecting on and composing the 
form of  collaboration listed in the above taxono-
my.80 Stengers developed this concept as part of  her 
ecological thinking by drawing on Deleuze’s (2002: 
2) concept of  ‘double capture’ to describe ‘when-
ever a dual process of  identity construction is pro-
duced’, whereby two (or more) ‘identities co-invent 
one another, integrating a reference to the other for 
their own benefit’ (Stengers, 2010: 36). In short, the 
concept describes the ways a given practice con-
structs new identities in the process of  composing, or 
becoming together.81 I have come to think of  this in 
the ways things — for example, the aforementioned 
zines — generate a multiplicity of  roles, identities, 
and moments of  agency that were not set out in 
advance. Two or more distinct actors come together 
in agreement, conversation, (and equally important-
ly argument and disagreement) to shape and define 
the direction of  a new composition and practice 
(e.g. project). By following the concept of  reciprocal 
capture, collaborators’ roles are defined in processes 
of  becoming, whereby the aims of  a particular com-
position are in negotiation, rather than being stated 
from the outset (or handed down by a ‘traditional 
power holder’, Arnstein, 1969: 217). As in my earlier 
argument, it is also important to note that different 
actors, or publics, arrive with different capacities 
(they are a/symmetric) in the collective, and we need 
to pay attention to, and describe them, which is what 
I intend to unpack in the following.

Distributions of Speculative Agency in the DUF 
Collective

DUF (taken from the cap introduced in chapter two) 
is the assumed name of  a disparate collaborative 
group that I am part of, and that are responsible for 
the zines discussed in the previous section (among 
other things). Though a smaller version of  the 
collective preceded my field work in Lesvos, it was 
intentionally expanded by enrolling ‘members’ in 
response to the failures to keep contact and work col-
laboratively in Calais, so that we might continue the 

the lives of  displaced people for use elsewhere, like 
asylum claims.78 As well as different contexts of  use, 
the distribution of  agency in making the zines has 
developed new identities and roles for those involved. 
In the process of  composing together, collaborators 
take on new ascriptions of  agency and practices that 
are specific to a given composition. For example, 
displaced person also becomes editor, interviewer, or 
researcher, and design-researcher becomes art-work-
er, contributor, printer and distributor. In the case of  
the zines, participation is different to usual examples 

78. I say ‘done carefully’ because documentation can equally have negative impacts on asylum claims (for example see: Hameed, 2017).

79. Arguably, this is a key motivator for SCD too.

of  deploying, or production, that involve stricter 
delineations of  roles (e.g. designer/user), and how 
something should be engaged with (i.e. programs of  
action, Akrich and Latour, 1992b: 260). Instead, in 
co-operation participants are involved in directing 
the practices that shape the concerns for how, and 
what work ought to be done, and therefore how that 
shapes their own identities. I will take this up further 
in part three by arguing that this is in fact difficult, 
and that certain conditions need to be in place to 
successfully distribute speculative agency in this way.

III. Collaboration: Dialogues & Disagreements of Defining a 

Project’s Direction

In the above examples and taxonomy I problema-
tised the (a/)symmetrising of  agency in collaborative 
practices in relation to both deploying design objects, 
and producing them. Drawing on these, I also exam-
ined various definitions of  the other (e.g. audience, 
user, participant, viewer), highlighting that collabora-
tion is not in and of  itself  a straightforward practice 
without issue. In order to unpack this aspect of  com-
position further, in part three I contrast two stories of  
working collaboratively: first in the collective DUF, 
and second, working at the Pitt Rivers Museum on 
an exhibition documenting the Calais Jungle. This 
sequencing follows my reflections on the problems 
of  collaboration by thinking with these two distinct 
organisational models and practices side by side. My 
concern is to take the symmetrising of  distributions 
of  speculative agency seriously — as an expression 
of  agency — rather than a way for participants to 
bear witness.

Before embarking on this, I feel it is important to get 
a working definition of  collaboration and expand on 
that which I described in the taxonomy. Collaboration 
is not listed in Sherry Arnstein’s (1969) widely circu-
lated Ladder of  Citizen Participation. The closest 
being partnership, that is concerned with symmetris-
ing agency between participants and ‘traditional 
power holders’ (ibid., 217) to enable negotiation. It is 
important to note that the ladder is designed around 

urban renewal, with very different obligations to 
the design of  experimental, collaborative research 
devices and their related practices, especially where 
it is difficult to identify who or what a ‘traditional 
power holder’ is (see also Carpentier’s critique of  the 
ladder ‘as a stairway to participation heaven’ con-
flating the critical and participatory, 2016: 77). STS 
also has a longstanding concern with participation in 
democratic processes involving public understanding 
of  science and technology (Chilvers and Kearnes, 
2019; Irwin and Michael, 2003; Marres, 2015), 
and ‘moving upstream’ (Rogers-Hayden, 2010), so 
that ‘publics’ and stakeholders are bought together 
in dialogue around emerging technologies.79 The 
problem with this is that the notion of  upstream 
assumes some symmetry between publics, but as 
I have previously argued, in the borderscape dis-
placed people are illegalised and removed of  their 
rights and agency. The problem with the notion of  
up- and downstream, is that displaced people are not 
consulted, or asked what they think, want or need. 
There is no stream to move up or down. Having said 
this, arguably a public has been sparked (Marres, 
2005) into being. Taking Calais as an example, the 
camp is a material enactment of  multiple issues 
(freedom of  movement, housing, education, etc.) 
that sparked into being multiple publics in order to 
define and meet needs by building the camp. Clearly 
this emergency situation represents very different 
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the DUF collective failed to flatten its members into 
a homogenous group of  collaborators, it contributed 
to (com-)positioning people and things in specific 
ways, so that in their interactions with each other, 
they could do things that acting alone might not be 
able to. 

The zines that I discussed in part two were the 
upshot of  this collaboration made up different tools 
and expertise of  a multitude of  different people and 
things. What is important to note is that the zines 
are made on an ongoing basis, without a deadline 
or a brief, and without inherited rules or constraints. 
This means that they are not answerable to anyone, 
they do not need to fulfil any requirements, and as 
such they are able to shift based on the changing 
nature of  the collaborative group. For example, the 
zines started out as short videos, but because I felt 
this was not working (partly because of  the kinds of  
footage that Mehdi was able to record and share) we 
decided to try making the footage and interviews 
into printed zines instead. The problem with this is 
that it is never clear what they should or can do, or 
where they should be realised or distributed, and it 
becomes difficult to know when they are ‘finished’, 
or what the impact of  them is.

The construction of  the collective itself  involves 
changing from designing a device that materially 
positioned people and things, to participating in a 
composition, where positions and agency are not 
defined, and could change. This is what I have taken 
from Stengers’ reciprocal capture — that, though a 
body might be acting on its own impulses or for its 
own reasons, by joining with other bodies it is able 
to create new capacities, practices and things. It is 
also important to note that the collective has few re-
sources, and as a result the work generated remains 
quite small, is made cheaply, and not widely distrib-
uted. Returning to the concept of  constraints, the 
specific composition of  the DUF collective dictates 
certain ways of  working (e.g. through WhatsApp, 
rather than travelling), and certain materialities (e.g. 
a cheaply photocopied zine, rather than film). This 
is very different to the next example — an exhibi-
tion at the Pitt Rivers Museum — where (in part) 
the relative abundance of  material resources meant 
that collaborators were more strictly structured, and 
possibilities closed down.

Problems with Collaboration for the Pitt Rivers 
Museum

At the Pitt Rivers museum in Oxford, a group of  
professional curators, ‘co-curators’, and I were in-
volved in producing an exhibition documenting the 
former Jungle camp (Fig. 84). My involvement in-
cluded participant observation in various meetings, 
and consultation on the exhibition design. The team 
was led by two curators, and scholars of  archaeology 
working with a co-curation team made up of  former 
residents and volunteers from the camp and the 
museum’s technical team. The lead curators organ-
ised several meetings and were enthusiastic for the 
co-curators to participate in the curation process and 
contribute towards the artefacts captions. However, 
in these meetings most decisions had already been 
made by the lead curators and technical team, and 
were somewhat perfunctory — the final meeting I 
will draw from was mainly to inform the team of  
various decisions. This echoes the earlier taxonomy, 
whereby designers and curators retain control over 
the production, and context of  exhibitions. In this 
case though, two kinds of  public had been composed 
— the audience of  the exhibition, and the group 
of  co-curators. These came about through several 
highly structured phases: first, the core team, funding 
and space within the museum was put together. 
Second, the group of  co-curators were gathered, 
and finally, the objects and means of  display. Here, 
com-positioning has two folds — positioning in space 
(e.g. of  artefacts, the institution), and a positioning 
in terms of  agency (e.g. job-title) that dictates what a 
collaborator (or co-curator) is able to do. The term 
position is important here, my interest is in examining 
the ways collaborators are positioned in a collective 
and what this means for distributions of  agency, or 
what that enables a collaborator to do. By following 
the operations of  recruitment that led to the exhibi-
tion we can trace a highly structured flow of  agency 
from the curator to the various other collaborators.

Throughout the curatorial process it became clear 
the museum had a set of  protocols in place before 
the first phases of  the curatorial process had even 
begun. Many things are not permitted into the 
museum, for example, pests might be found in some 
of  the artefacts (especially timber) that would have 
to be excluded if  they could not be treated. There 
was also an ongoing debate around whether tear gas 

conversations and work we started in Lesvos. Anyone 
that expressed an interest was given a ‘DUF agent kit’, 
containing a custom name badge/ID, pen, notepad 
and a Chupa Chup (Fig. 82 & Fig. 83). Though these 
appear quite trivial, they acted as a commitment 
to the composition of  the collective, that would in 
itself  become a speculative device for conducting 
and distributing research. The commitment to the 
collective was quite vague, and obligations for what 
this collective should do, or what was expected of  
its members were not pre-defined. Seen in contrast 
to the tandem device, or modes of  subscription, probes 
or co-operation described above, the kits moved from 
designing relatively strongly scripted (Akrich, 1992) 
devices (like the tandem) that invited specific forms 
of  participation with a stated aim, to one that was 
flexible, and not clearly codified (Marres, 2011) to 
allow for particular modes of  participation or capa-
bilities. For example, DUF doesn’t have pedals and 
handlebars to suggest pre-defined uses — it has little 
to suggest how it should be participated with at all. 
Nor does it configure people into specific kinds of  a/
symmetric relationship (recall the difference between 
the pilot and the stoker in terms of  their control of  
the bike). The aim in doing this was to change the 
nature of  ‘participants’ into open-ended collabora-
tors, in order to shift the intentions and nature of  the 
research towards one that is co-authored, and that 
through the kind of  reciprocal capture (Stengers, 
2010: 36) I identified above, would define new prac-
tices in process.

Having said this, though roles were not given in 

advance, and attempts were made to flatten any hi-
erarchy between collaborators, clearly the different 
members of  the collective arrive with different ca-
pacities, and different kinds of  agency (echoing the 
experience in Calais). For example, I collaborated 
with senior lecturers and designers from my univer-
sity, recent graduates, as well as displaced people. 
Similarly to the experience of  making film in Calais, 
some members of  the collective are able to do things 
others can’t, like travel between borders, or apply for 
funding to conduct research, whereas others have 
very little in the way of  material resources, or indeed 
rights. The displaced people that my colleagues and 
I have worked with are also not all the same, with 
different rights, asylum status, financial resources, or 
even objects like smartphones and mobile-data con-
tracts (and so on), that all affect what it is they are 
able to do. In which case, though the composition of  

Fig. 82: Two ‘DUF agent 
kits’, containing a custom 
made name badge/ID, pen, 
notepad and Chupa Chups 
lolly.

Fig. 83: My own ‘DUF agent’ 
name badge.
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canisters collected from the former camp would be 
allowed because of  the presence of  harmful chemi-
cals. These protocols also became a tension between 
the invited co-curators, and the processes of  design-
ing the exhibition. For example, Farouk (co-curator 
and former camp resident) suggested that the pro-
posed exhibition design did not seem to represent 
the Jungle camp enough, and proposed putting mud 
and gravel down on the floor.82 The idea was quickly 
ruled out on the grounds of  practicality, becoming 
a clear demonstration of  the speculative imagina-
tion hitting up against the museum’s protocols. The 
problem was that Farouk was not leading this project 
— as a co-curator he could offer ideas, but was not 
in a position to have these heeded because this would 
require over-coming the relative power differentials 
between curatorial practice and the museum’s other 
practices, for example risk-assessment. 

A similar problem of  my own role as a consultant 
became apparent in an earlier meeting where I sug-
gested devising some approaches to the collaborative 
production of  the exhibition. The first was to draw 
from a mock-up mode of  compositioning to devise 
some kind of  workshop with the co-curation team to 
design and curate the exhibition (rather than using 
sign-off meetings). The second drew from subscription, 
to structure the exhibition display so that the space 
would be flexible. Drawing from the ways the camp 
was composed through time in a messy set of  dia-
logues, this would see aspects of  the exhibition being 
added to or taken away, and would invite co-curators 
(as well as co-curators not yet invited or present) to 

82. Farouk is a pseudonym.

83. This is a key reason for referring to design as propositioning in the above taxonomy.

continue to devise what should be shown in order to 
describe the ongoing nature of  migration in Calais. 
These suggestions were mostly not realised (other 
than a small comments board, see Fig. 85), and it 
was emphasised that my role was to design the furni-
ture and to choose the paint colours. In my view this 
problem came down to a quite common (mis-)under-
standing between the curators and I of  the function 
of  design — in this case seen as decorative elements 
and physical production, rather than propositioning 
new forms of  practice in the process of  curation, or 
the design of  collaborative structures.83 

A final, and very clear constraint was also at work 
during my time at the museum — the deadline, for 
when the exhibition would open. Early on in the 
process I was told that many curatorial decisions 
were made based on a necessary sense of  realism 
around how quickly somebody responded to an 
emailed object request. This temporal consideration 
was also illustrated towards the end of  the final sign-
off meeting, when an ongoing disagreement between 
the curators and an architect that volunteered in the 
camp came to a head. The architect had a large map 
drawing of  the camp that they were willing to lend 
to the museum, but were unhappy with the curation 
of  the exhibition as it stood, describing it as a ‘jumble 
sale’. Their ultimatum was to remove most of  the 
exhibited items and a large wall to make space for 
the map to be seen more clearly. This was rejected 
largely without consultation by the lead curator, in 
part because the proposal would have meant start-
ing a good deal of  the design and curation of  the 

exhibition from scratch at very short notice. It was 
important to the curator that an exhibition was built 
and opened on time, which took precedent over the 
— at times — agonistic collaborative process. 

By tuning into the specific constraints that the cu-
rators need to operate in, it becomes clear that in 
the case of  the Pitt Rivers, its rules and prescribed 
‘stability’ (i.e. not permitting certain practices, or 
things to enter) is only compatible with certain 
modes of  compositioning, i.e. exhibitions — or what 
Arnstein (1969) might label ‘informing’ or ‘consul-
tation’ (217), whereby participants cannot make 
decisions. The museum is pre-disposed toward 
certain kinds of  staging speculative engagements 
(i.e. informing, wonderment or amusement of  an 
audience), with other modes being much harder to 
achieve. This echoes the problems I have identified 
with SCD’s eventuation in the gallery, where spec-
ulative agency is reported to have been distributed, 
but often remains concentrated in the hands of  the 
designers and curators. In this example, speculative 
agency was reported to have been symmetrised with 
the co-curators, but in my view, co-curators were 
simply asked to bear-witness to the speculations of  
the curators. This is not to say that it is not possible to 
work with museums, but if  we are to take collabora-
tions, or co-curators seriously, the structures of  these 
institutions need also to be seen as a design medium, 
because many of  the usual, or pre-programmed 

ways they operate are incompatible with agonistic, 
difficult, or asymmetric collaborations. It is this kind 
of  move that I take Dan Hill (2012) to mean when 
he describes ‘dark matter’ (80) — where he argues 
designers need to infiltrate organisation’s cultural 
and structural relations — for example, by devising 
ways to re-design planning systems. Or to suggest 
another approach, and to speak more forcefully, cu-
rators and designers need to develop ways to ‘get out 
of  the way’ (Gunaratnam, 2020). I find an inspiring 
example of  this in Onkar Kular’s (2016) Stanley Picker 
Creators Academy — whereby the gallery was fitted 
with flexible furniture that local groups could hire 
and use as they saw fit. Here, the gallery itself  — 
its architectures, programme, rules, deadlines, and 
uses — are developed collaboratively in an ongoing 
exchange with attendees. My point is, that to change 
modes of  participation or collaboration with this sort 
of  institution and site, the museum can engage with 
design differently, so that its protocols get challenged 
and re-designed, in ways that speculative agency 
might be re-claimed and re-distributed. This is where 
I see a key use of  the above taxonomy, to be used for 
intervening in, and defining alternative approaches 
and collaborative practices. To return to my uptake 
of  the concept of  reciprocal capture, this involves en-
couraging the becoming together of  distinct groups 
to generate new kinds of  practice by moving through 
different modes of  compositioning, especially what I 
have referred to and unpacked here as collaborations.

Fig. 85: Comments section 
in the Lande exhibition at 
Pitt Rivers. Photographs by: 
Ian R Cartwright and kindly 
provided by the Pitt Rivers.

Fig. 84: Title wall of  the 
Lande exhibition at the Pitt 
Rivers Museum. Further 
documentation of  the exhibi-
tion can be found in Section 
J. 
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structures through conversation, reciprocal capture 
(Stengers, 2010) and com-promise (Michael, 2018: 
146) — though often slower, more difficult, and more 
laborious — is an approach that I wish to build on 
as a key commitment in collaborative practice. As I 
have discussed, this is made increasingly difficult in 

unstable and asymmetric places like the borderscape. 
Though this is something of  an unfinished challenge 
for me, represents a key feature of  the ways design 
practices can be employed in distributing speculative 
agency, and represents an exciting contribution for 
practices outside of  design.

Conclusion

In this chapter I used a/symmetry to unpack the 
collectives my research has participated in. I drew on 
three key elements — deployment, production, and 
collaboration – to explore the specific requirements 
for each of  these aspects of  design practice. In doing 
so I developed a taxonomy of  compositions to unpack 
previous literature around the asymmetries associat-
ed with the control of  production, contexts of  use, 
definitions of  audience, and the kinds of  engagement 
these produce in design-research practices. Drawing 
on this taxonomy, specifically co-operation, I analysed 
the deployment of  the tandem in Calais and Lesvos 
in order to focus symmetrically on the device, and the 
constraints specific to a given milieu, which I argued 
dictated its compossibilities. Second, I moved into 
attempts to produce new devices and practices, and 
the difficulties of  trying to make things in situated 
encounters. By drawing on the modes of  collaboration, 
probes, and exhibitions, I paid attention to asymmetries 
of  agency and relationships between researchers and 
participants immanent to migration routes. I argued 
that in modes of  production, the concern is no longer 
about making knowledge claims around what things 
do, but a speculative question of  what a composition 
might do. Finally, I unpacked collaboration in relation to 
two different collectives, DUF, and the Pitt Rivers. I 

again paid attention to constraints and agency, and 
argued that these a/symmetries dictate the kinds of  
participation that are possible. For example, I argued 
that the museum’s highly structured organisation 
and rules meant that control could not be distributed 
to those that were reportedly collaborators.

In doing the above I accumulated a set of  lessons for 
doing a-firmative speculative design practice in the 
settings I have engaged with. To summarise: first, pay 
close attention to the complex settings that we enter 
— our devices and practices need to be specific to a 
given setting. Second, take care of  fragile moments 
of  stability, and develop practices and formats to 
cope with instability. Third, pay close attention to 
the asymmetries of  agency that we inherit, especial-
ly when those that we engage with are not legally 
recognised citizens. Fourth, look for opportunities 
for reciprocation — rather than extraction — in the 
partnerships that are composed.

This is the last of  the three empirical chapters of  
the thesis and now I will move into the concluding 
chapter where I will revisit the core questions raised 
in Chapter 1.

Learning from Deploying, Producing & Collaborating

I use this concluding discussion to summarise some 
of  the lessons I have taken away from the above 
practices and development of  the taxonomy of  
compositioning. By accompanying these practices 
with critical reflections, it has been possible to revisit 
what ‘went wrong’, and to speculate on unrealised 
possibilities. In my language, this is a commitment to 
symmetrising accounts of  both what happened, and 
an accompanying speculative mode of  what might 
have happened.

Lesson one: in attempting to develop modes of  
co-operation, and collaboration take care of  the 
specifics of  a setting to understand a given context 
and its constraints. There needs to be a careful con-
sideration of  what ‘needs to be in place’ (Michael, 
2018: 143). As a symmetry this is to do with paying 
attention towards a device and the specific setting it 
enters, because it is not possible to know in advance 
what compositions will be capable of  or what they 
will do. Rather than rigidly staking out a device or 
practice, it is also necessary to move between differ-
ent modes of  compositing and pay attention to what 
this might reveal. Again, by thinking of  this as an a/
symmetry, there are two aspects, or phases to specula-
tion, whereby designers think, and carefully test ways 
that a device might become-with a setting, in order 
to disturb speculative agency in processes of  what I 
previously called ‘design doings’. In this light, the de-
signer’s job is to use their expertise to shift forms of  
asymmetry, towards thinking how something might 
become with a given setting, equally paying close 
attention to what they then do.

Lesson two: take care of  fragile moments of  stability. 
In the shift between composition modes concerned 
with deployment and production I found that sta-
bility was key for a symmetry of  epistemic (learning 
what things do) and ontological practice (making new 
things). The destruction of  the Calais camp meant 
that my attempts to symmetrise collaborative pro-
duction processes could no longer happen. In terms 
of  speculative design practice, this highlighted two 
considerations: to take care of  the limited windows 
of  time that are out of  our control, and to think 
carefully about formats more conducive to working 
collaboratively. Specifically, I found that DIY (read 

Do It Together) approaches offer scope to invite a 
more symmetrical approach to collaboration.

Lesson three, pay attention to the asymmetries we 
(designers, researchers) inherit and the constraints 
that these impose and allow for in different modes 
of  compositioning. In my engagement with migra-
tion routes, the a/symmetries of  agency between 
researchers, collaborators, curators, museums (and 
so on) often became painfully and affectively clear. 
These imposed different constraints and problems to 
the sites more typical in design-research. Here, it is 
vital that we pay close attention to the ways borders 
play out differently for different actors, permitting 
certain people and excluding and illegalising others. 
For SCD there is a further problem of  the baked in 
assumptions of  who a practice is for. For example, 
in Dunne and Raby’s (2009) a/b manifesto (Fig. 16), 
the duo describe their work as being at the service of  
‘citizens” rather than ‘consumers”, but the people I 
have worked with are not legally recognised as cit-
izens. I will revisit this argument in the thesis’ con-
cluding chapter, but for now I propose a change to 
this manifesto, from citizens to people, or illegalised to 
pay attention to these asymmetries, even though it is 
often not possible to overturn them. These last two 
lessons describe what I take Haraway to mean when 
she refers to ‘staying with the trouble’ (2016), that we 
need to learn to inherit ‘damaged worlds” without 
denial (150). It is impossible to inherit a blank slate — 
designers inherit damaged, shifting, unstable, asym-
metric worlds and need to learn to work in them, 
without trying to deny, flatten, or simplify them.

Lesson four, look for opportunities for reciproca-
tion. In the analysis of  co-operation and collaboration as 
aspects of  deployment and production I found that 
reciprocation — looking for symmetries of  intention 
with collaborators in order to develop new practices 
most effective. In some cases, knowledge is arguably 
‘extracted’ (for example in the films I made from 
Calais, and the museum’s engagement with Calais) 
to serve as inspiration for something else, thereby 
asymmetrically concentrating speculative agency in 
the researchers and practitioners, and not necessar-
ily serving the communities worked with. Instead, 
developing devices, projects, and organisational 
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J. Lande Exhibition 
Documentation

Documentation of  the Lande Exhibition held at the Pitt Rivers Museum in the Special Exhibition Gallery 
between 27 April and 29 November 2019. 



Exhibition views by Ian R Cartright, courtesy of  the 
Pitt Rivers, Copyright: Institute of  Archaeology, Oxford 
University.



The changing comments board, photographed in June 
2019 (left, by Ian R Cartright, courtesy of  the Pitt 
Rivers) and October 2019 (right, by the author).

Three portrait images show a wall of  paintings, cloth-
ing and various objects. Images by Ian R Cartright, 
courtesy of  the Pitt Rivers.

Section of  exhbition text produced by the curators. 
Image by the author.
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K. a/b/c/ Manifesto 

Throughout this research I have drawn on the de-
signers Dunne & Raby’s short manifesto, a/b (2009, 
later updated and published in Speculative Everything 
2014). In this manifesto, they sought to contrast 
their practice (b), with what is often referred to as 
‘normative’ design practice (a). In my research (and 
practice more broadly) I have been informed by this 
manifesto, and have found that it is a productive tool 
to both generate and reflect on multiple new practic-
es (see the multiple interpretations opposite). But, at 
times I have found some dissatisfaction with it, and 
have problematised and at times critiqued various 
aspects of  it. Following my earlier commitment to 
developing a constructivist relationship to SCD I 
have written a new column (c), in order to unpack 
some of  the key contributions that this thesis aims 
to make towards SCD practices. I am extremely 

grateful for the original manifesto, and see the doc-
ument as a generous invitation, and space for devel-
oping and constructing new modes of  practice, and 
a call for on-going experimentation and exploration 
with design discourses. In this section I will set out 
a more complete augmentation to the manifesto (it 
won’t necessarily be punchy like a manifesto perhaps 
ought to be), drawing on and discussing each term 
and offering new concepts in their place. In addition 
to this, I feel it is important that the manifesto is 
open to more adaptations, and have left a third / 
after c (a/b/c/) as an invitation for others to devise 
new speculative practices. As with the original a/b 
manifesto, I don’t propose that this is a final ‘answer’; 
it is the first of  a new set of  columns in what should 
become d, e, f, g, and so on.

c/

affirmative / critical / a-firmative 
(speculative)
There is a problem here — critical design (b) uses 
both critical and speculative to describe itself. 
James Auger (2013) uses speculative, but it is my un-
derstanding that a certain criticality is inbuilt with 
the speculative mode. On this note, it is important to 
be clear about what is meant by speculative — the 
speculative mode for b is that the designers speculate 
on the future (of  objects, worlds, aesthetics, ethics, 
technology etc.) which is what designers have always 
done. It is important to know what version, or defini-
tion of  speculation is being drawn on, which is rarely 
addressed — otherwise, everything can be specula-
tive and the term becomes meaningless.

a’s affirmative should be changed to firmative, b 
can keep critical, and I propose to re-use speculative, 
but adopt a preposition: a-firmative — drawing 
on Uncertain Common’s (2013) assertion in Speculate 
This! — that the affirmative mode resists and is 
not used to ‘firm up’ the future through normative 
politics, but to engage with designing, enacting and 

encouraging unlikely futures. I name and pay atten-
tion to the a in affirmative — a, as in other — to 
emphasise the ‘unlikely’, to become a-firmative. 
‘This is not a self-congratulatory affirmation of  what 
we are; it is, rather an affirmation of  what we might 
become’ (ibid.).

problem solving / problem finding 
making / & finding capabilities
This is not a rejection of  problem finding, but I find 
problem making more accurate — the process is 
concerned not only with discovering out-there’s, but 
is involved in their making. Indeed, problem making 
could be applied to both a, b and c. The version 
of  speculative design-research I am concerned with 
is how objects and other non-humans find, reveal 
and produce other capabilities (including problems). 
With this in mind, I remove the / between b and c, 
and replace it with an &.

design as process / design as medium / 
design as doings
My interpretation of  b’s design as medium is 
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that design itself  is the thing that gets manipulated, 
or re-designed. Broadly I agree that design itself  is in 
process and changing, but I understand design not as 
a medium, a material that can be manipulated and 
crafted (and crafted by who?) but instead as a series 
of  doings that iterate and get re-designed, re-fined 
and re-thought. This has been partly informed by 
following Maria Puig de la Bellacasa (2017: 147) in 
her definition of  doings as those which ‘transform 
or confirm obligation’, that makes the ‘ordinariness’, 
or the ‘uneventful’ that sits in contrast to action or 
distinct moments of  decision making (as in design 
for debate). In the context of  design, doings should 
be taken to mean design as an ongoing engagement 
that ‘gradually transforms the way we feel, think and 
engage’ (146).

provides answers / asks questions / 
invites questions
I see my practice as making and inviting questions; 
where an SCD practice asks questions through a 
cognitive process of  debate around technological 
objects, I am interested in how questions might get 
made (or re-made) through objects, doings and inter-
ventions. In a cosmopolitical sense I do not see the 
designer or researcher as the only one qualified to ask 
the question, and by inviting others it is possible to 
see how other (more-than-)humans get to ask, think 
and design ‘questions’. In this sense the agency in 
inviting and making questions is distributed and does 
not come from one single direction (i.e. from only the 
designer).

in the service of industry / in the service 
of society viewers / in the service of [ ]
Arguably the society that b serves is the society that 
assembles around design galleries and exhibitions 
— in this case viewers. I don’t take issue with this, 
but I don’t find it useful to pre-define who or what 
work is at, or in the service of. Having said this, 
there is an important question of  whose interests 
the work serves, who benefits, and what a/symme-
tries exist between more-than-human groups and 
compositions. In addition to this, design is (arguably 
always) at the service of  multiple stakeholders, and it 
is important to include the design researcher in this, 
whose interests are equally being served by the work 
and its outcomes (its funding, opportunities and so 
on). Hence, I leave in the service of blank, and 

leave this with an obligation to think critically about 
who or what the work a/symmetrically benefits.

for how the world is / & for how the 
world could be / [situated]
I find a false distinction in b’s response to a. I propose 
that we can and should take both positions. Inevitably 
we work in and among how the world is, but we can 
produce things that move towards how the world 
could be and are simultaneously involved in an 
unfolding process of  ‘worlding’ (Haraway, 2014). 
I propose that designers are situated both in the 
world as it is and in the future world they have a 
hand in developing. Or as Ursula K. Le Guin (1971) 
puts it in The Lathe of  Heaven, ‘We’re in the world, 
not against it. It doesn’t work to try to stand outside 
things and run them, that way. It just doesn’t work, 
it goes against life. There is a way but you have to 
follow it. The world is, no matter how we think it 
ought to be. You have to be with it. You have to let 
it be.’

science fiction / social (science) fiction / 
fictioning
Despite b’s rejections of  science fiction, these are pre-
cisely the tropes it draws from and prototypes with. 
I propose changing b to social science fiction — 
science fiction that is concerned not only with tech-
nology, but one that also focuses on human behav-
iours. My own addition — fictioning — draws on 
Simon O’Sullivan (2018) as a mode of  overlapping 
an ‘apparent reality with other narratives’ (53) that 
occupies a place somewhere between fact and fiction 
and pasts mixed with possible futures.

futures / parallel worlds / ruins
b’s interventions are not necessarily centred on 
futures, and inhabit parallel worlds that could 
be possible, and often are happening at a distance 
(one person’s dystopia is another person’s reality). 
If  this is the time and place where a and b inter-
vene in the world, then my own time and place is 
in what Anna Tsing (2015) calls ‘capitalist ruins’ — 
the places left after extraction, colonisation, or de-
struction. Arguably, the European borderscape, and 
especially camps and detention centres are a direct 
result and continuation of  militaristic interventions, 
often the fall-out of  colonisation. In Calais more spe-
cifically, the camp emerges on a toxic and disused 

a-firmative (speculative)
& finding capabilities
design as doings
invites questions
in the service of [ ]
[situated]
fictioning
ruins
functioning fictions
becoming-with, worlding
narratives of distribution
practice
research-through-design
& possibilities
conversation
play
constructivist design
illegalised
(more-than) humans
& learning
makes
& invocation
invention

(c)

viewer

making
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speculative design practice attempting to move away 
from social commentary and critique, especially 
when considering the ontological capacity of  design. 
In this sense, constructivism becomes an obligation 
or a commitment to examine situations from the 
point of  view of  their possibilities, and to ‘care’ for 
the possible (Stengers and Bordeleau, 2011: 12).

consumer / citizen / illegalised
It is important to note in this project that I do not 
only engage with citizens — many are illegalised 
(De Genova, 2002) by political structures, states and 
laws.

user / person viewer / (more-than)-
humans
I take issue with b’s person — b addresses very 
specific kinds of  person. The juxtaposition to user 
further undoes the notion of  person, and if  user 
stays, person must become viewer — b’s equivalent 
to the user. I have opted for (more-than)-humans 
to get away from an anthropocentric version of  
design and to account for non-humans (which should 
also include designs) in social life.

training / education / & learning
Though engaged in education and teaching I am 
also learning.

makes us buy / makes us think / makes
I have opted only for makes — this is because I 
don’t find it helpful to define in advance whether the 
made thing will make us think, buy, or have some 
other kind of  relationship with an object. This does 
not need to be pre-scribed into an object.

innovation / provocation / & invocation
I am unconvinced that a does in fact employ inno-
vation, but I broadly agree with b’s provocation. I 
replace the /, adding & invocation. By this I mean 
it is not enough to only provoke, but after this prov-
ocation it is important to invoke something else — 
to bring some other practice, or object into being.

ergonomics / rhetoric / invention
Ergonomics corresponds to how something fits a 
human, and b refers to rhetoric to define its prac-
tice as a persuasive language — so perhaps not to 
fit, but to defiantly not-fit. This relationship to fitting 
and not fitting is potentially fruitful when thinking 
through the notion of  invention — where introduc-
ing the thing that does not fit, we produce a kind of  
sociality to look at and understand. Or as Marres et 
al. (2018: 18) put it ‘invention […] involves an active 
search for alternative ways of  combining representa-
tion of, and intervention in, social life’.

rubbish dump surrounded by chemical plants. This 
could also be characterised as a parallel world that 
is fenced off, and somewhat unseen from the normal 
functioning of  the city of  Calais and the UK, playing 
out on the doorstep, or rather, at the border fence 
between worlds.

fictional functions / functional fictions / 
functioning fictions
For b, it is enough that the fictions might do some-
thing. They get speculated on in the gallery, where 
the viewer is asked to imagine the world they suggest 
or make tangible. I am interested in functioning 
fictions, or the ways fictions actually do play out 
(are situated) and function, and a commitment to fol-
lowing those objects empirically to see what they do, 
and how they get situated, used, mis-used, and so on.

change the world to suit us / change 
us to suit the world / becoming-with, 
worlding
I reject both a and b. Instead, design is entangled of  
and with the world and anything that is made is in 
a process of  becoming-with the world it inhabits. 
‘Nothing comes without its world’ (Haraway, 1997: 
37). This also raises the important point of  which, or 
whose, world we are talking about.

narratives of production / narratives of 
consumption / narratives of distribution
I take a and b to be concerned with the narrative 
of  design and its role in processes of  industrial pro-
duction and consumption. Instead, what I propose 
is to centre around narratives of  distribution 
whereby design is involved in distributions of  agency 
between humans and non-humans.

anti-art / applied art / practice
b argues that a acts against, or to reject art. I find 
this unconvincing — it strikes me that commercial 
product design is very different to anti-art and its 
close association with the Dada movement. I’m also 
unconvinced by b’s use of  applied arts, especially 
in its typical definition of  them as a layer of  decora-
tion or aestheticization. Pulling out applied — to put 
to practical use, I have opted for the more general 
practice — that relates to the actual applied use of  
something, rather than its use in theory.

research for design / research through 
design / research-through-design
I concur with b’s research through design but 
have adopted Frayling’s (1994) hyphenated version. 
By doing so my aim is to make this stand on its own 
as a practice in and of  itself, whereby one is not at 
the service of  the other, but the two becoming-with 
each other.

applications / implications / & 
possibilities
Broadly I concur with b, that a is focused on applica-
tions of  technology in order to produce commercial 
products. I am also convinced that b is interested in 
the implications rather than applications of  technol-
ogy. Here I remove the / and offer & possibilities, 
to focus on both what the implications of  a technol-
ogy are, and outside a’s realm of  commercial appli-
cations, what it might be capable of, or what might 
be possible.

design for production / design for 
debate / conversation
b argues that it makes design in order to produce 
debate, and broadly I align with this, but I’m un-
convinced of  the meaning of  debate, and to what 
ends that debate plays out. Instead I find conversa-
tion as a two-way dialogue a better description of  
the ways objects can play out.

fun / satire / play
Play is speculative, and concerned with slowing 
down, and setting up conditions for something else to 
happen. My concern is with thinking through forms 
and practices as an invitation of  the possible, or 
the not-as-yet. Drawing on Haraway (2019) I have 
come to think of  play speculatively as a category of  
non-functionality where things work stochastically to 
form emergent ways of  being that open up and invite 
possibilities. 

concept design / conceptual design / 
constructivist design
I do not mean to argue for a Russian constructiv-
ist design, instead, I draw constructivist design 
from Isabelle Stengers (2008) drawing on Alfred 
North Whitehead with the explicit aim of  moving 
away from critique, debunking and demystifying of  
knowledge. This suggests a novel development for a 



287

7. Conclusion:  
Reflections on A/symmetry 
& A-firmative Speculation
Having analysed my ongoing practice and engage-
ment with speculative design and the European bor-
derscape through what I have called a/symmetries 
of  materiality, temporality and compositions, this 
chapter aims to reflect on the research, and offer 
some thoughts on further work in this area. The 
previous section — a/b/c/ manifesto — is meant as 
a parallel less conventional conclusion to be read 
alongside this one, whereby I have devised a set of  
terms and commitments through the research and 
analysis to encourage new practices going forward.

In part one I revisit the key conceptual, methodolog-
ical and substantive themes from the introduction, 
literature review and methodology chapters to reflect 
on the research’s questions, problems and starting 
points. I go on to summarise my key findings and ar-
guments from the empirical chapters and address the 

value and findings of  what has been covered in rela-
tion to the literature and methods used. I then reflect 
on some problems and areas for further development 
that I have come upon through the research, and the 
analysis and practicing of  a-firmative speculation.

In part two, I consider some next steps for this re-
search. I briefly summarise some of  the changes that 
have taken place in the field and the various disci-
plines I have drawn from. I go on to explore the im-
plications for different audiences, including designers 
and social scientists, discussing some possible direc-
tions and interests for further work, and research. 
Finally, I consider what might be next for my own 
practices, the objects and practices I have made, and 
the relationships the research has fostered.

I. Reflections

A/symmetry & A-firmative Practice in the 
Borderscape

In my early engagements in Calais, I argued that 
borderscapes trouble design’s claims to solve prob-
lems because it is often implicated or complicit in 
violence and the border’s suppression of  agency. I 
found a number of  design traditions and discourses 
to guide me through this, for example SCD’s ‘prob-
lem-finding’ approach (Dunne and Raby, 2009), and 
PD’s engagement with politics (Ehn et al., 2014). I 
argued that SCD offered some ways to critique and 
address complicity and the problem of  implication, 
but that as I found it, it was not adequately equipped 
with situating and engaging with instability, and the 
politics of  the borderscape. I found that SCD has 

historically been preoccupied with dystopian futures, 
predicated on social commentary and critique of  the 
role of  science and technology in society without 
being situated or engaged with existing lived realities. 
Hence, the question I posed at the beginning of  the 
thesis was, in what ways might SCD practices engage with 
the European borderscape? It is safe to say that this should 
remain a speculative question, which will generate 
many more questions and answers than those that 
I will outline here. As such, what I have argued for 
throughout is an empirical and situated engagement 
with the specific sites, people and more-than-humans 
where the borderscape plays out (clearly any attempt 
to give a single answer or solution would contradict 
this commitment). By doing this I came to view my 
engagements through a lens of  symmetry — or what 
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I later argued was in fact a/symmetry — which I 
would go on to draw from in the theoretical, meth-
odological, and substantive aspects of  the research. 

Engaging with a/symmetry theoretically, and build-
ing on STS and ANT scholarship, demanded a focus 
on distributions of  agency in more-than-human 
milieus, and the ontological politics of  doing design. 
I found this is especially pertinent where the agency 
of  others is foreclosed by other objects and people 
such as border walls, guards and passports. This ne-
cessitates a different way of  thinking and practicing 
speculation to SCD, whereby the concern is with em-
pirically engaging in situated encounters, with a focus 
on design in relation to possibilities, consequences, 
and becoming. I committed to stay with the trouble 
of  SCD in order to devise practices and the analysis 
of  speculative design by drawing on a/symmetry to 
develop what I called a-firmative speculation. 

To get here, in Chapter 2 I drew on several bodies 
of  work, including foundational texts in STS and 
ANT (Callon, 1986; Latour and Johnson, 1988; 
Law, 2009), speculative thought (Stengers, 2008; 
Uncertain Commons, 2013), the intersection of  these 
with design (Wilkie, 2019; Guggenheim et al., 2017), 
including PD (Ehn et al., 2018), and prototyping 
(Ehn and Kyng, 1992) in order to outline and prac-
tice what I called a-firmative speculation. By drawing 
on this work I compiled a taxonomy of  a/symmetries that 
enabled me to both see and practice four key commit-
ments. The first concerns agency, and follows a well 
trodden argument in ANT to describe more-than-
human participation in social life (a/)symmetrically. 
In relation to practices of  design this concerns both 
epistemology (knowledge production), and ontologi-
cal politics (i.e. new configurations and arrangements 
of  people and things, see Berg, 1998). Specific to the 
borderscape, a focus on agency requires attention 
towards the asymmetric distributions of  agency in a 
given milieu, for example privileges like citizenship, 
and the actor-networks that enable this. I argued 
that engaging with these problems empirically allows 
one to pay attention to, and potentially intervene 
in, or re-figure new arrangements of  agency. The 
second commitment concerns a disciplinary a/
symmetry that recognises that STS and design have 
different requirements and obligations, but that their 
co-becoming creates new possibilities and practices 

(Wilkie, 2019: 392). Third is what I referred to as a/
symmetry in practice, which concerns what some-
thing (e.g. design object) or someone (e.g. displaced 
person) does, as well as a speculative commitment to 
what they might do. This was largely informed by PD’s 
engagements with prototyping and participation 
(e.g. Ehn and Kyng, 1992) which involve introduc-
ing designs and practices into a setting in order to 
materialise new more-than-human arrangements. 
By drawing on Stengers’ notion of  cosmopolitics, 
I argued that this also concerns a commitment to 
listen attentively to those that will ‘bear the consequences’ 
(Stengers, 2005: 996) of  decisions, to consider who 
benefits, and the a/symmetries involved in this. The 
fourth concerns temporality, and a speculative com-
mitment towards what a thing might become or be 
capable of. I argued for a speculative commitment 
towards com-possibilities (Wilkie, 2019 drawing on 
Deleuze, 1988b: 17) and co-becomings as practice — 
to not only study how things (e.g. a question, body or 
device) are, but how they become, how they might 
go on to matter, and what they might be capable of  
through various processes of  enrolment. I argued 
that this would involve temporally and materially ex-
tending situated engagements, and following objects 
into the various settings of  the borderscape.

Having outlined this typology I went on to define 
a-firmative speculation, by drawing from literature 
around constructivism (informed by speculative 
philosophy and its uptake in STS, e.g. Latour, 2003; 
and in design: Wilkie, 2019: 390) as a way to re-think 
critique, and as a mode of  practice that builds and 
relates knowledge production ‘to the question it is 
attempting to answer’ (Stengers, 2008: 92). I sought 
to ‘trouble’ and build on SCD’s genesis, political con-
victions and critique of  technological developments, 
which I did by defining the notion of  a-firmative spec-
ulation by drawing on Stengers’ (2010; Savransky 
and Stengers, 2018: 133) work concerned with the 
capacities of  things, and the political commitment of  
Uncertain Commons (2013) to resisting a ‘colonisa-
tion’ of  the possible. As I found SCD, it was a prac-
tice that was not concerned with what objects and 
people could do or become, because it was mostly 
presented in highly structured and curated settings 
like galleries. I argued that an a-firmative approach 
is concerned with tracing the ways things enter into 
new more-than-human compositions, how they 

might go-on to matter, and how they change. Hence, 
this concept became key for making, analysing and 
understanding cosmopolitical prototypes, and the 
ways design can become-with the empirical realities 
of  the borderscape in order to tune into what proto-
types, devices and practices do, and what they may 
(or may not) become. This is why I have identified a/
symmetry as a key concept to be drawn on and taken 
forward by designers, as well as other scholars in the 
production, treatment, deployment, and analysis of  
objects and things.

In the methodology chapter I drew on a/symmetry 
to push at the notion of  ‘method assemblage’ (Law, 
2004) that has been suggested by STS scholars as a way 
of  combining off-the-shelf  social research methods. I 
found that the concept needed expansion to be taken 
up in conducting speculative design practices and 
prototyping when conducting research on borders. 
This is because I argued existing observational 
methods cannot necessarily answer how speculation 
can be mobilised, or the ways that design develops a 
concern with the futures of  more-than-human things 
and their various kinds of  agency. Instead, a specu-
lative version of  the method assemblage is required 
that addresses these questions by both drawing on 
existing methods, and designing and making devices 
and practices for, with, and in specific empirical set-
tings. I argued that for design research the process 
of  making and observing becomes intertwined, and 
that as a practice, a-firmative speculation describes 
a method that is inventive, participates, and can be 
involved in creating or affecting the borderscape, as 
well as recording data for analysis. I feel this is an im-
portant methodological contribution that I hope will 
be taken up by other scholars and students of  design 
going forward. Having said this, I have also argued 
for high degrees of  specificity and an attentiveness 
to situated knowledges (Haraway, 1988) and engage-
ments. Especially following arguments by de-colonial 
scholars (e.g. Tuhiwai Smith, 1999) it is important to 
mention that these devices and methods cannot be 
lifted and simply applied elsewhere (as I found in 
my discussion of  the tandem in Chapter 6). Instead, 
there is an important a/symmetric commitment to 
situatedness by designers. What I mean by this is to 
combine both engaging in, observing and learning 
from local knowledge systems, and the development 
of  interventions, whereby observing is a way to 

watch, listen and converse in order to specify and 
situate design things. I argued that this conception, 
or version of  the method assemblage provides a 
framework for designers to do this.

Reflecting on this methodology it is important 
to highlight that certain realities and knowledges 
were rendered more or less visible than others. For 
example, though the tandem bike allowed me to 
see certain things it obscured others. The methods 
I outlined were not designed to broadly research 
the camp and the lived experiences of  it (a different 
method — perhaps a large quantity of  interviews 
might be more suitable for this). Instead, I chose to 
focus on the design objects that were deployed, and 
therefore the realities of  the camp that were enacted 
by those devices, and would either escape the atten-
tion of  other methods, or never be enacted. In the 
introduction I touched on this briefly, explaining that 
I felt I was not ‘qualified’ or equipped to describe 
the life of  the camp because I did not feel that these 
were my stories to tell — I was (and am) an outsider 
to the camp; a guest, or a ‘blow-in’. I could describe 
the visits I made in detail, and the small moments 
of  a far larger camp (both in a spatial and temporal 
sense) that I experienced, but I was not in a position 
to provide a more general description of  these sites, 
and indeed that the descriptions I provide would 
always be from the point of  view of  the blow-in. A 
methodological contribution that I hope to make to 
design is to understand this through a constructivist 
lens. By this I mean that deployed devices are in-
volved in producing very specific situated knowledges 
of  the spaces and relationships that the devices (and 
I) participated in. Returning to my problematisation 
of  critique in the literature review, a second aspect 
to this notion of  constructivism is undoing the ten-
dency towards authoritative argumentation or claims 
— my attempts (that were often not ‘successful’) have 
also served as a constructive space for reflection, and 
the dreaming up of  different devices and practices. I 
will expand on this further later in this chapter where 
I will consider in more detail what went missing, or 
was excluded from the research, including women, 
the suffering and violence of  the field sites, and the 
voices of  participants and collaborators.

Following these first chapters, in the three empirical 
chapters I developed the concept of  a/symmetry 
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further by unpacking the various design interven-
tions that I have conducted through the research 
and the process of  designing, making and deploying 
things in the borderscape. The process of  doing em-
pirical speculation, and my analysis of  it, bring about 
a number of  a/symmetries, especially in relation to 
distributions of  agency, that I unpacked in the sub-
stantive chapters. I structured these chapters around 
the themes of  materiality, temporality and composi-
tions. I will now reflect on some of  my findings, and 
the ways I reached them.

Addressing A/symmetry Through A-firmative 
Speculation: What I Found

In first considering materiality I problematised the 
notion of  prototypes, and by drawing on a/symme-
try, in Chapter 4 I set out a typology of  prototyping 
practices. I argued that the objects I have made (e.g. 
the tandem bicycle research device) seek to generate 
and invite new arrangements of  people and things. 
This is different to the ways prototypes are often 
thought of  (e.g. to test a provisional design, Wilkie, 
2014) and so I drew on cosmopolitics and cosmopo-
litical prototypes (Tironi et al., 2016; Rubio and 
Fogué, 2014) to examine the ways devices go about 
opening — or propositioning — new forms of  action 
and thought. I see this as a question of  both analysis 
and production. The notion of  cosmopolitical proto-
typing (which has not been taken up in the context 
of  the borderscape previously) can be employed in 
design processes that are concerned with disturb-
ing existing distributions of  speculative agency, and 
producing new arrangements of  people and things. 
Hence the concept is not only an analytic one ena-
bling a certain analysis, but also a productive one that 
alludes to and can be generative of  new practices. 

I argued that because the becoming of  an object 
sets out what it is able to do, it is key to understand 
where objects come from, and how they come about, 
or are made. I set about describing the design and 
making process of  the various things I have made — 
especially the tandem device. This description is an 
important aspect of  empirically engaged speculative 
practice that I was alerted to in thinking about the 
genesis of  objects in SCD, which for the most part 
does not attend to where designs come from. I found 
that in this research there was an epistemic site — the 

workshop or studio — with certain ontological poli-
tics (Mol, 1999) that is often not examined by design 
researchers. I found that doing so is extremely im-
portant not only as a reflexive practice, but because 
it also gets to grips with the specific conditions that 
designed objects are realised in, and therefore what it 
is that they are able to become and achieve. I argued 
that the prototype is engaged with and entangled 
with the mileus in which it is produced and deployed. 
The value of  taking an a/symmetric approach in this 
first part of  the chapter was methodological, bringing 
focus to the multiple field sites (and their differences) 
in which situated speculative design finds itself, in-
cluding the studio and workshop, among other sites. 
Though not the focus of  the chapter, this was also 
explored in Section H: A/symmetries of  Space, 
whereby a/symmetry was drawn on as an analytic 
and narrative device to unpack the intersection (and 
differences) between the realities of  the researchers 
and those living in the Calais camp.

In the second part of  the chapter, I explored the de-
ployment of  the tandem and how uses of  the bike  
affected the field site. I argued that theses uses folded 
back into the research and modified the researcher’s 
ongoing intentions. Importantly, I argued that this 
could be encouraged, and cared for, by developing 
specific practices to do this. For example, the tandem 
device was not deployed to stabilise the Jungle camp 
— recall the introduction of  the additional cameras 
on sticks that went about stirring different uses (and 
non-uses) of  the tandem and the relationships that 
had formed around it. In the process of  this deploy-
ment I encountered difficulties with my own urges 
to define what this device and intervention was for 
(in this case my own predilection to conduct an in-
terview) rather than listening to what else the device 
could do or become, and what else that might alert 
me (and others, like my colleagues and the bike’s 
riders) to. By drawing on the concept of  cosmopolit-
ical prototypes and the conceptual character of  the 
idiot (Stengers, 2005) The value in looking at this a/
symmetrically was two-fold: First, I had to learn how 
to practice and take seriously this attentive listening 
or observing, which became a focus that was key 
in the deployment of  subsequent prototypes and 
practices. Second, that fostering a constructive rela-
tionship to the research device, rather than a critical 
one meant listening to what the people we engaged 

with thought and felt. Rather than approaching this 
critically and seeking to explain things (away), we as 
researchers became the ‘idiots’ that sought to find 
ways to learn from and take seriously what others 
think, say, and do.

The concern with listening brought me to the tem-
poral interest in accompanying the things I had 
made into the field, and empirical sites of  their de-
ployment. In Chapter 5, I accompanied the devices 
I made into the settings of  Calais and Lesvos and at-
tempted to encourage and invite novel uses of  them 
that were not set out in advance. This produced an 
unusual relationship to, and status of  object — one 
where the designers shifted momentarily between ac-
companying, using, and relinquishing control of  the 
device, but with the device, and the design-research-
er, continuing to document and collect data, and 
retain theoretical control. This, I argued, provides a 
new and unusual role for designers and the modes 
of  documentation that they work with. Introducing 
conceptual characters (including the idiot and the 
flâneur, and later Orr, the user-designer) I found 
provided an important set of  tools to both analyse 
empirical data (to make epistemic claims about what 
the devices did), and ontologically as a creative re-
source for devising devices, practices and objects. In 
doing so, I see the value of  a/symmetry as a meth-
odological commitment to re-think (and possibly 
re-distribute or re-program) the temporalities of  
practicing design and other speculative practices as 
on going commitments, whereby designers, users, 
researchers (and so on) are understood to be highly 
entangled and often overlapping. By drawing on a/
symmetry in this way I developed a new character 
that I called Orr to recognise that entanglements of  
designers, users and devices are not set up a priori 
but are emergent and shifting in situated encounters. 
Defining this character suggested a different tempo-
ral relationship to objects that distributes speculative 
agency in the various states of  deployment, use, ac-
companying, and re-making of  objects. In relation 
to practicing design in the borderscape, I found 
that this character offers a way to problematise, pay 
attention to, and interfere in the a/symmetries and 
distributions of  agency between designers and users, 
and researchers and displaced people. 

I then contrasted this approach to that which is taken 

in SCD, whereby the use of  objects is speculated on 
cognitively but never actualised, and rarely becom-
ing-with a user or audience. In doing so I found 
that SCD’s conception of  time (made clear in the 
Futures Cone) concentrates speculative agency in the 
designer and cannot cater for what a thing might 
become, because it is realised in highly structured 
and controlled conditions. By thinking with tem-
porality instead of  time (for example, as in Serres’ 
metaphor of  the crumpled handkerchief, 1995: 58), 
I found that new ways of  conceiving of  the future of  
objects are possible, whereby speculative agency can 
be distributed in order to bring about new possibil-
ities with different kinds of  agency, encounters, and 
modes of  analysis. By thinking of  temporality as a 
kind of  crumpling constellation in multiple unfold-
ing presents and futures, I found that the concept of  
a/symmetry is an important conceptual tool to think 
with and analyse multiplicity, and the multiple tem-
poral experiences that the field sites alerted me to. 

In attending to and taking seriously multiple specula-
tors (e.g. devices, designers, users), and their multiple 
roles (e.g. in thinking with the character Orr) I also 
found that it was important to be careful about who 
is invited to speculate, and whose speculative agency 
is amplified. For example, in Calais, I had an encoun-
ter with the police that in my view mirrored existing 
patterns of  agency and dominant power structures 
(that were highly problematic). Hence, I argued that 
it is important to think carefully about who we invite 
to attend to speculations, and how. This is why I 
drew on Stengers’ notion of  ‘caring for the possible’  
(Stengers and Bordeleau, 2011), which I argued is a 
speculative practice for observing and enacting, but 
also may at times be concerned with ignoring how 
something, or someone is able to, or might become. 

A common theme throughout the above experience 
of  making and deploying objects has been that the 
devices, practices, and things that I made entered into 
various heterogeneous compositions, which brought 
about, or prompted new capacities. This led me to 
draw together a taxonomy of  compositions in Chapter 6 
which included multiple forms of  deployment, pro-
duction, and collaboration that I situated in relation 
to each-other, and other practices including existing 
design-research. Drawing on this taxonomy and sit-
uating my deployments of  the tandem to Calais and 
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Lesvos side by side made it clear that the settings that 
deployed devices are realised and observed in are 
extremely important. By drawing on the previously 
introduced concept of  compossibility, and incom-
possibility I found that I had failed to pay attention 
to the device and its context when I decided to take 
the tandem to Lesvos. Instead, I realised that the 
tandem device could not operate independently of  
a specific set of  circumstances required for successful 
(co-)operation. In other words the devices and its 
surrounding practices needed to be highly situated 
and specific to the setting at hand. I argued that the 
value in taking an a/symmetrical approach demon-
strates that a key obligation for empirical speculation 
is a concern and sensitivity to the specifics of  a given 
field (like the specifics of  borderscapes) that designers 
must develop ways to become attuned to. 

Following this, I encountered multiple problems 
when I attempted to make new things (like films and 
publications) in the field, due in part to instability 
of  the setting, which I have found is part and parcel 
of  borderscapes. I argued that because design is not 
only concerned with epistemology but — in terms 
of  production — is also an ontological practice, it 
is necessary to find ways to make as well as observe 
in empirical settings. I found little in the way of  ac-
counts of  design-research to help here, because these 
practices mostly make things in already familiar and 
stable settings like studios and workshops — what 
I have referred to as home. Instead, I was trying to 
produce new objects on the fly, in the unfamiliar 
(to me) and highly unstable settings of  the border-
scape. Taking heed of  this, script theory helped to 
think carefully about formats, and how these allow 
and invite certain kinds of  production and therefore 
new compositions and types of  agency. In doing so I 
argued that formats need to be carefully considered 
for practices to be successful in distributing specula-
tive agency.

Finally, the analysis of  compositions alerted me to a 
problem of  different kinds of  agency between collab-
orators when I worked on an exhibition document-
ing the Calais Jungle at the Pitt Rivers Museum. I 
contrasted this example to the DUF collective which 
is, I argued, able in part to distribute agency because 
it has very few obligations to any external actors. 
Instead, the specifics of  the museum’s setting and 

instituted practices dictated the kinds of  participa-
tion that were possible, which participants were not 
in a position to challenge or to shape. For example, 
I argued that the museum’s highly structured or-
ganisation and rules around what could be included 
meant that overall control could not be distributed 
to those that were invited to participate as collabo-
rators or co-curators. I argued that, drawing on the 
taxonomy of  compositions that I previously outlined, 
it is possible to devise new ways of  structuring col-
laborations and to distribute speculative agency in 
different ways by acknowledging and re-making the 
constraints and obligations that are inherited. This is 
where I see the value of  a/symmetry in considering 
(or fostering) collaborations. As a concept it can be 
drawn on when developing projects (e.g. in design or 
curating) to conceive of, re-distribute or re-arrange 
existing or typical power structures like those of  the 
design collective or museum.

The above analysis contributed to a series of  lessons 
that I drew out for conducting a-firmative specula-
tion. In particular I made five key points: first, to pay 
attention to the context and specifics of  situated in-
terventions — designers need to pay close attention 
to constraints and requirements of  the field at hand 
(especially when they are multiple and unstable), and 
what these allow a practice to become. Second, to 
take care of  moments of  stability, and develop prac-
tices that can cope with instability in settings like the 
borderscape. This may involve devising formats and 
practices that do not necessarily seek to fix or sta-
bilise a situation, but can operate in, acknowledge, 
and sometimes overcome instability. Third, to pay 
close attention to the asymmetries of  agency that we 
inherit, especially when those that we engage with 
are not legally recognised citizens. This is where a/
symmetry can be drawn on as a theoretical and meth-
odological concept in devising collaborative projects. 
Finally, to look for opportunities for reciprocation — 
rather than extraction — in the partnerships and col-
laborations that we enter into. Once again this comes 
down to a careful consideration of  formats, settings, 
and modes of  practice that allow for reciprocation. 
This final discussion served to focus on the ways 
that success and failure play out in design-research 
and SCD, and illuminated some ways to learn from 
conducting empirical, speculative, situated practices, 
especially when interventions fail.

Reflections on Empirical Speculation & Design 
Practice

Throughout this thesis I have conducted a double 
kind of  empirical speculation, which included both the 
accompanying of  practice with this written analysis, 
and the development of  material, situated, empiri-
cally engaged design practices. Having done this, I 
also now feel it is important to reflect on the process 
of  making the written account, in order to address 
the potential asymmetries of  what might be missing, 
what the writing might obscure, and the limitations 
of  translation between practice, making, analysis and 
writing.

In Chapter 4 I paid close attention to describing 
the making of  the tandem bicycle, building on my 
critique that SCD objects often appear to float into 
the world from nowhere. I argued that providing an 
empirical account of  doing design work — in this 
case, making — it is possible to learn to examine 
speculative projects from the point of  view of  
their world-building capacities, and so that others 
can learn from them. Some scholars in design (e.g. 
Kerridge, 2015) have successfully argued for (and 
pleaded with) designers to accompany their projects 
with reflexivity and written accounts in order to un-
derstand the work as a knowledge-producing activity. 
Having said this, the commitment to a/symmetry 
alerts me to question the value of  both the practice 
of  writing and analysis, other situated design practic-
es, and other kinds of  knowledge. Inevitably a good 
deal of  tacit (Polanyi, 1958) and affective knowledge 
is lost in translation to a written account and text 
and images cannot adequately describe several other 
aspects of  this research. For example, though I may 
be able to provide a set of  technical steps for making 
(e.g. welding), the process is to a large degree embod-
ied, and responsive to the material. This is also true 
in the field sites and the nature of  being and working 
in Calais and Lesvos, which included making (and 
sometimes losing) friends, or the thrilling experi-
ence of  racing through the camp at full speed on 
the back of  the tandem. These are highly affective, 
and though I have found giving empirical accounts 
and developing a process of  reflection extremely 
important and useful, my uptake of  a/symmetry 
draws attention to what accounts like this don’t or 
can’t illuminate, or access. With this in mind, I (and 
other designer-researchers) should be mindful of  

— to borrow a phrase from film-making — ‘what is 
left on the cutting room floor’, or what goes missing 
from empirical accounts. This is not to dismiss the 
empirical, rather to suggest that an ongoing task for 
design-researchers should also be to devise ways to 
account for, demonstrate and enact their practices 
aside from the usual ways of  providing written ac-
counts alongside images for documentation.

In light of  this, I will now briefly pay attention to 
what I have come to see might be ‘missing’ from 
the thesis. First, the thesis does not pay very much 
attention to suffering in the field site. As I argued 
in Chapter 1, I set out to focus on the devices and 
designs that I deployed, rather than the field sites 
themselves. I emphasised that I often found scholarly 
descriptions of  the field to focus only on the misery 
and suffering in such places, where I argued I also 
found moments of  joy, humour and play. This is 
not to say that I did not see or appreciate the im-
portance of  suffering and violence in the camp — it 
is undeniable that these are sites of  pain, and my 
decision to not focus on this is clearly highly political. 
My reasons for doing this were an attempt to show 
another ‘side’ to the field sites that I had experienced 
in my early work in Calais. When I started the re-
search, my (perhaps naive) intention was to explore 
a side to representations of  migration that expressed 
and demonstrated the agency and humanity of  those 
I engaged with. I felt this was extremely important in 
the face of  overwhelmingly hostile and racist rheto-
ric in popular media and political discourse that sets 
out to define displaced people as undeserving, often 
portrayed or described as less-than-human. Though 
I still see this as an important intention, I feel this 
political commitment could have been conducted 
more effectively, and in better dialogue with the field 
sites. Ultimately, it is also difficult to remain positive 
around this argument, seeing as the hostile rhetoric 
has arguably hardened during the course of  the re-
search — indeed, I feel it is far harder to find ‘joy’ in 
Calais and Lesvos now as a result of  the increased 
violence in these borderscapes.

In relation to this, it is also important to recognise 
an uncomfortable prospect that I feel I have not 
sufficiently acknowledged — that this research is 
made possible by the on-going effects of  post-co-
lonial Britain (and Western Europe), and the 
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associated violence and suffering enacted on others. 
Without hostile immigration law that produces 
heavily guarded borders against displaced people 
there would be no camp, meaning no research. 
Immigration law, Nadine El-Enany (2020: 17) has 
argued, is a continuation of  colonial power that 
ensures that dispossessed peoples have no claim over 
what was stolen from them. The camps in Calais 
and Lesvos clearly demonstrate that even if  some of  
the countries that people are fleeing from were not 
formally colonised, this hostile immigration policy 
represents an ongoing legacy and effect of  European 
colonial powers. Reflecting on this, I feel it is impor-
tant to recognise that the research takes place in, and 
is made (com-)possible by historic forms of  colonial 
violence, and as El-Enany has demonstrated, forms 
that remain very much active. 

When reflecting on the thesis as a whole I also find 
that the empirical work tends to focus on men, with 
very few mentions of  women during the fieldwork. 
This is an imbalance that I have been aware of  
throughout the project, and have found challenging 
in understanding and, when appropriate, seeking to 
redress by engaging with more women. As I argued 
in Chapter 6 when discussing the zines, the ‘gender-
ing’ of  the work highlights that the specific sites of  
the borderscape that I engaged with are dispropor-
tionally populated by men, and that women often 
move themselves to different sites that I (identifying 
as a man) have been unable to access. Hence, it is im-
portant to note a partial view of  the research setting, 
and that clearly it is not the case that women did not 
exist here, but that I (and the methods I used) were 
not adept at engaging with them. Migration studies 
scholars (e.g. Donato et al., 2006) have long drawn 
attention to gender in migration research (and subse-
quent gendered theorising), and what could be ‘seen’, 
understood, and claimed in migration research 
through certain perspectives. Though it has not been 
my intention to find out why the sites I engaged with 
were asymmetrically masculine, it was impossible to 
ignore and became a latent aspect of  the research. 
Having said this, I feel it is important to note that for 
the most part if  I were revisiting the research I would 
not seek to impose myself  on, or in, the spaces that 
women had fostered, which I have come to see as 
an important commitment to the kinds of  ‘politely 

going visiting’ (Haraway (2016: 127) that I have at-
tempted to conduct.

Related to this, in Chapter 6, when I described pro-
ducing the zines with Mehdi, we discussed several 
times why so few of  his interviewees were women, 
why this might be, and if  we could somehow change 
that. Mehdi then began interviewing women who 
were volunteering in Lesvos, because volunteers were 
some of  the few women that he would be in close 
contact with during his time in the camp. On reflec-
tion I have found this is similar to the story that AA 
provided in Chapter 4, which serves as an account 
of  the borderscape through the women who were 
working in this place (as either researchers or vol-
unteers), rather than those that are migrating. Once 
again, this demonstrates very specific, and partial 
perspectives of  the field sites. 

In addition to these reflexive and partial views, ar-
guably some of  the methods that I set out were not 
well attuned to involving or inviting women into 
the practice portions of  the work. For example, the 
tandem (though not intentionally) appears to have 
been designed as a bike for men in both its physical-
ity (e.g. size), and the required ‘confidence’ to ride 
it in male-dominated spaces like the Calais Jungle. 
This was demonstrated to me during a field trip to 
Calais when I asked H — who normally lived in the 
women’s camp but was visiting Sami at the time — if  
she would ride the bike. The suggestion for H was 
absurd, and she dismissed the idea by simply laugh-
ing and shaking her head. On reflection I see this 
rejection as far more significant than I appreciated 
at the time, and worthy of  greater attention. I regret 
that I did not include or reflect on this event, but feel 
this could be pursued beyond the thesis. In terms of  
the device itself, I also regret that I was not particu-
larly successful in producing a device that was open, 
or that was deemed safe and welcoming for women 
living in the camp. 

This was slightly different in Lesvos, where the 
culture of  the community centre made it possible 
for a far broader range of  people to use the device. 
Here, several women used the bike (often together), 
as well as in couples, with family or siblings, and 
often with young children. Once again, the tandem 
device was not very well designed for this, and it was 

often too big. Having said this, the bike also enabled 
novice cyclists (including women, children, and men) 
to become the stoker, allowing them to experience 
cycling, and to learn how to balance a bicycle. An 
uplifting example of  this was a young Afghan couple 
that would take it in turns piloting and stoking on 
rides to have private time together away from the 
crowded and hectic camp and community centre. I 
feel I neglected to tell these stories in the thesis, not 
because they were insignificant, but because at the 
time I failed to appreciate what could be learned 
from them, which was perhaps an uncomfortable 
truth — that I had made a mistake, and that the 
device needed to be re-designed! If  I were re-visiting 
the research in Lesvos I would be interested in devel-
oping and designing devices more suitable for a range 
of  different people, that might be better equipped to 
engage with and (carefully) research gender in the 
field sites. One way to do this would be to develop 
devices through closer collaboration with potential 
users, and through more iterations. As I argued in 
Chapter 6, this would involve working more closely 
with and in the field, rather than bringing in a device 
that was not designed for, or particularly suitable to 
the setting. In reflecting on the brief  stories above, I 
have also come to see that gender and a/symmetry 
in the field sites could readily become the focus of  
another chapter of  the thesis, or a paper, and this 
is an aspect of  the research that I am excited about 
developing further.

Related to ‘what is missing’, in my engagement with 
design-research I have found that design practices 
like image-making are often presented ‘between the 
words’ (Watts, 2020). In the course of  conducting 
this research, I have become increasingly interest-
ed in how to account for design-research and the 
multiple knowledges produced when there may 
not be words to sit between. It strikes me that the 
assumption that there will be words for other types 
of  practice to sit between is an asymmetric, a priori 
judgement that I am keen to re-think. I have found 
that written accounts are not necessarily enough, 
and often cannot do enough work (especially when 
dealing with non-verbal communication) — de-
signers and scholars need to find and develop other 
ways to account for translations of  practice and what 
goes missing along the way. This is partly what I 
take Nigel Cross (2001) to mean when he refers to 

‘designerly ways of  knowing’, but I don’t subscribe 
to his notion, because I don’t believe designers have 
some special access to the world that others do not. 
What I mean to describe contains many other ways 
of  knowing, that should not be thought of  as being 
specific to a discipline (e.g. designerly), and instead 
need to be carefully and specifically situated to the 
work at hand — something that I have learned from 
conducting the kind of  empirical speculation that I 
have outlined in this thesis. The conclusion I have 
come to is that there is still work to be done to devise 
onto-epistemological practices, as well as new kinds 
of  frameworks for evaluation that get to grips with 
the multiple practices that design engages in that in 
my experience are not yet commonplace. Clearly 
there is not a complete answer to this problem, and 
— in what has become a familiar argument in this 
thesis — the question should remain speculative and 
situated, without a definitive, or catch-all answer. 
This represents an aspect to practice-based de-
sign-research that, on the one hand I feel somewhat 
frustrated by, and remain dissatisfied with, but on the 
other, am excited by, and look forward to continuing 
to develop in my career, and research projects going 
forward.

Though ultimately extremely rewarding, in the 
course of  this research, and in the various collabo-
rations I have participated in, I have of  course also 
experienced difficulties and disagreements, and met 
with relatively typical problems for collaborative 
practice, including issues with authorship, power 
dynamics, and asymmetries between different collab-
orators. Though I spent a portion of  Chapter 6 de-
scribing collaborations — arguing that they are key 
to this practice — I have also left several other ac-
counts out. These include those of  relationships that 
I no longer consider to be part of  the research, but 
have morphed into other relationships, like friend-
ships. That is to say, there are some stories that I do 
not wish to tell, and it has become important for me 
to be able to understand a (fuzzy) line between the 
‘work’ and the other aspects of  my life. This is also 
to recognise once again, that clearly the accounts I 
provide are partial, with several stories having been 
intentionally excluded.

Throughout the thesis, but especially in Chapter 5, 
I argued for designers to extend their temporal 
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relationships so that they might take on new roles, 
and new characteristics in ongoing relationships with 
both people and things. There is a problem with this 
argument when faced with the requirements and 
temporal constraints of  a PhD research project — 
a project that for me could take no more than four 
years. Hence, it is important to recognise that it is not 
necessarily possible to extend relationships within the 
time-frame of  a research project (of  course there will 
always be constraints). However, I am convinced 
that we might find some middle ground between 
SCD’s often short, throwaway engagements with 
a topic (often referred to as the project), and what 
I have called ‘design doings’ — the emphasis that 
a project continues, and might slowly and gently 
generate relationships, outcomes and objects, in an 
ongoing course of  events and engagements. This, 
I find, echoes Stengers’ (2018: 106–109) call for a 
‘slow science’ — whereby the work we do should not 
be seen as being at the service of  fast-paced circuits 
of  exhibiting objects, or even the slower pace of  
academic publishing. Given my previous arguments 
around temporality, it seems important that (design) 
projects (and their collaborators) are able to set their 
own paces, as relevant to the setting at hand. Like 
the scientists Stengers speaks for, we may also need 
to learn to say, ‘bear with us [or speed up!] while we 
think [or make, or exhibit, or write]!’ (98), and as I 
argued in relation to the Pitt Rivers Museum, we 
may use this time to intervene in, and re-distribute 
inherited organisational models and constraints of  
the institutions that we engage with.

I have also attempted to describe and focus on the 
role of  collaboration and the nature of  compositions 
in practice. I have often found this an extremely diffi-
cult and emotionally fraught undertaking, especially 

when working with displaced people, and those that 
are vulnerable and in need of  care. The borderscape 
also elicits strong feelings of  helplessness when faced 
with the scale of  problems and highly asymmetric 
distributions of  agency that exist there. This strikes 
me as an important facet to the notion of  a/symme-
try, and its seeming irresolvability — it is important 
to emphasise that this feeling of  helplessness will 
remain ever present, and can’t be designed, theo-
rised, or thought out of. Some of  the people that I 
met during the research I have fallen out of  touch 
with, and some have died as a direct result of  the 
violence of  the border. For the most part, this thesis 
consists of  somewhat removed accounts, complete 
with cold features of  academic discourse. Partly, I 
believe this comes down to learning, and the confi-
dence and discovery of  a voice, that for me is still in 
progress, and is something that I am keen to develop 
going forward, both in my own work, and in support-
ing the students I work with. For example, I recently 
became familiar with Carolyn Ellis’s (1997) work on 
‘evocative autoethnography’ that I see as exciting 
example for expanding what empirical accounts 
of  speculative practice might become. Building on 
this, at times I have found navigating the tone and 
requirements of  an academic text, and taking a 
partisan position a difficult balance. Arguably, my 
focus on the design objects, and my development 
of  speculative design practice at times overwhelms 
taking a political position against the violence of  the 
borderscape. If  I were revisiting the work, this would 
be an area that I would want to push much further. 
One way that I feel this could be done in the practice 
portions, would be to collaborate more closely with 
activist groups already working on the ground to 
bring designerly methods to some of  the work that is 
already being done.

II. Next!

Many of  the stories I have included in the thesis have 
a relationship to temporality, and may or may not be 
finished. By drawing on one of  Haraway’s (2016: 10) 
many elements of  SF, I have devised a kind of  test 
for whether an intervention is in an a-firmative spec-
ulative state: to append each story with ‘…so far’. ‘So 
far’ — like Haraway’s string figures — alerts me to 
the ways these practices and reflections can either be 

ongoing practices, devices that continue to develop, 
and attract new interests … or they have endings. 
This raises one final a/symmetry that I would like 
to reflect on as I near the finish — that as designers, 
our concern is with both what exists, and that which 
hasn’t yet become, been designed, or made. It is in 
this final section that I would like to reflect on what 
could be next for this research, and to briefly take 

account of  and reflect on a changing landscape of  
what has happened in the time I have been working 
on this project, and what this might suggest for new 
becomings.

What’s Changed?

Before going on to make some recommendations, I 
feel it is also important to recognise what has changed 
in the four years since I started this research, espe-
cially in the unstable contexts — the borderscapes — 
that I have been working, and the changing nature of  
SCD practices. 

Recently I returned to Calais where I filmed film 
Calais Then (2016), and Then (2019) in Section A 
and produced the photo-essay, Calais Topographics in 
Section L. In these images I focused on the ‘new top-
ographics’ (Cheng, 2011; Jenkins, 1975; Tate, n.d.) of  
the Calais landscape. Remarkably, I found what were 
often populous sites in 2016 almost devoid of  people. 
I spoke with a relatively small number of  displaced 
people on this trip, and found that those migrating 
through Calais now needed to be far more careful in 
revealing their locations, often sleeping and hiding 
out in small woods and bushes in the suburbs and 
outskirts of  the city. The removal of  the Calais camp 
has had a marked effect, making migrating through 
Calais far harder and more dangerous than when 
the Jungle camp existed, with regular clearances of  
small encampments, tents and personal belongings, 
as well as regularly reported violence towards mi-
grants by the police. In the last year attempts to cross 
the border have become even more desperate and 
dangerous, with a small number crossing the English 
channel in boats and dinghies. Some are reported 
to have swum, often ending tragically. Mainstream 
political rhetoric has also hardened, with the newly 
elected majority Conservative government effective-
ly being given a mandate to maintain and harden 
the previously introduced ‘hostile environment’, 
including removing laws and rights for migrants 
(for example EU workers and students), and ref-
ugees (for example repealing family reunification 
programmes). What this serves to show is that this 
is still an extremely important topic to engage with. 
Throughout this research I have become even more 
convinced that designers need to engage in these 
spaces, and make more attempts to intervene in the 

kinds of  debate, or perhaps more accurately, the 
racist rhetoric that has come to shape and define 
borders. This is something that designers are good 
at, and it is my hope that drawing on a/symmetry 
methodologically might provide ways for designers 
to engage with dispossessed people. It has become 
undeniable in my engagement with the borderscape 
that rhetoric can be deadly. The rise of  the political 
right, and its highly effective use of  media, means 
this area of  research and design practice is becoming 
even more important, and I believe that this is a key 
area for speculative (and other) designers to continue 
to carefully contribute to going forward — I have 
found Stephen Duncombe’s (2007) work on ‘ethical 
spectacle’ inspiring in this sense, and an approach 
that I hope to draw from and develop.

‘At home’, SCD continues to be taken up in settings 
outside of  academia. Unfortunately, a lot of  the work 
I have seen papers over SCD’s political convictions, 
and instead draws on its dystopian themes and aes-
thetic to generate talking points, often being taken up 
in PR and advertising campaigns (e.g. Romeo, 2017; 
Stinson, 2014). Arguably, SCD has hit the main-
stream, and is being absorbed into capitalist patterns 
of  design. I am of  the opinion that it is imperative 
that SCD takes on more radical turns, rather than 
turning to, or settling in, commercial settings.

In the four years that I have been working on this 
thesis I have also seen some exciting developments in 
SCD and related disciplines that I am keen to con-
tinue to contribute to. For example, Dunne & Raby 
(e.g. 2018: 53–54; Dunne & Raby et al., n.d.) have 
been collaborating with social scientists and other 
scholars at the New School for Social Research. A 
good deal of  their recent work represents a shift in 
practice, both as a studio and pedagogically, whereby 
I see their concerns becoming aligned with situated 
practice. In Eastern Europe the SpeculativeEdu 
(n.d.) project based in Croatia is both encouraging 
students, publicising new speculative practitioners, 
and inviting several more well-known practitioners 
to reflect on the ongoing nature and expansion of  
SCD (e.g. Božanić and Loizeau, 2020). In my view 
a key aspect of  this has been concerned with debat-
ing how projects can become more highly situated 
and engaged with specific settings. James Auger has 
also been making exciting work around situated 
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speculative energy and infrastructure (e.g. Auger et 
al., 2017: 6; Watts et al., 2018: 136) whereby means 
for storing power are made and used in specific set-
tings based on local knowledge and materials. This 
project also begins to draw from STS scholarship, for 
example in the ongoing collaborations with Laura 
Watts (2018) — especially her work around science 
fiction and infrastructure. In what I feel is a response 
to some of  the previously cited criticisms of  SCD, 
Auger and his collaborators’ work encourages the use 
of  these energy infrastructures outside the gallery to 
play out within given communities, and by drawing 
on typical SCD approaches, uses spectacular inter-
ventions to drive situated debates with students and 
other publics around objects. However, as far as I am 
aware, these practitioners are not drawing on the 
same lineage or understanding of  speculation that 
I have in the thesis. This means that though some 
of  these approaches share qualities with those in this 
research, I feel that an engagement with the theoret-
ical contributions of  a-firmative speculation and a/
symmetry could help to take more specific kinds of  
speculation (and speculative practice) seriously, espe-
cially as I have discussed, to problematise and foster 
different distributions of  speculative agency. 

Other scholars (especially those aligned with or 
building on the PD tradition) have also been devel-
oping SCD by drawing on speculative philosophy 
and cosmopolitics. For example, Li Jönsson and Tau 
Ulv Lenskjold’s (2017) work on prototyping highly 
situated multi-species relations by designing devices 
to elicit new relationships between birds and people 
living and working in a retirement home. In doing 
so they develop the concepts of  ‘alien ethnography’ 
which they argue is a way to pay attention to the 
question of  what it is like to be a ‘thing’, and a thing’s 
future possibilities. This is a concept that resonates 
with my own prototyping practice and my uptake 
of  compossibility, and though I haven’t drawn from 
this work specifically, I am interested in pursuing 
this theoretical approach further. Anne Galloway 
and Catherine Caudwell (2018) also work at the 
intersection of  speculative design research between 
humans and more-than-human animals (like merino 
sheep). Though drawing on work in feminist STS, 
the kinds of  speculation that are framed in this work 
are related to generating and empirically analysing 
debates around fictional future scenarios, that are 

in this case conducted in an online context. The 
authors note in the conclusion of  their paper that 
speculative design offers promise but requires a shift 
from being only concerned with research output or 
possible solutions, to possible problems, to a method 
of  research, or means of  asking questions and gen-
erating new connections (95). It is my hope that 
some of  the work in this thesis unpacking a-firmative 
speculation and prototyping will resonate with this 
idea and may contribute to the practice of  deploying 
SCD as design-research. 

Recent work at the intersection of  design, specula-
tion and care (e.g. Lindström et al., 2019; Jönsson 
et al., 2019; Pennington, 2019, Forthcoming) also 
represents an area that I am excited to contribute to 
going forward, especially in its uptake and problem-
atisation of  theories drawn from feminist STS, spec-
ulative philosophy and speculative ethics (e.g. Puig 
de la Bellacasa, 2017). This work is often situated 
at the intersection of  design, STS and ANT, and is 
an area of  scholarship that is becoming increasingly 
important in relation to ongoing ecological (among 
many other) crises. I will unpack the beginnings of  
my engagement with this a little more in the follow-
ing section.

Closer to home, both my colleagues and the students 
I work with at Goldsmiths continue to make exciting 
work by expanding and shifting the locus of  trans-, 
(or post-)disciplinary (speculative) design practice 
and discourses. Once again, I am hoping that the 
theoretical work and ways of  thinking that I have 
developed through this research can contribute to 
my pedagogic work in this department (and beyond). 
In the past, SCD discourses have been rather closely 
‘policed’ in terms of  the ways others are invited to 
attend to debates (and exhibitions) about design, but 
in the above examples, it is clear that the work is in 
process and expanding into new territories, and by 
doing so inviting others (and other methods) into the 
fold. SCD is certainly not dead, but is ongoing and 
developing new concerns, theory and practices — it’s 
an exciting time to be working in and contributing to 
this field.

Some Suggestions for Different Readers

In the introduction I suggested there are multiple 

possible readers of  this thesis: SCD designers, migra-
tion scholars, STS scholars, professional designers 
more broadly, my collaborators, and other practi-
tioners concerned with participation. I will revisit 
this list now, and consider some of  the ways new 
work could emerge.

I came to this research as a designer and a maker with 
very little background or knowledge of  sociological 
concepts or theories. In conducting the research I 
found many useful concepts and ways of  thinking in 
STS scholarship and its various co-becomings with 
design that I hope others will go on to draw from 
and take up further. I feel that the multiple guises of  
design that I will go onto unpack can benefit from and 
add to this co-becoming. I have drawn on a number 
of  theoretical concepts from this space of  co-becom-
ing, and have sought to take these out of  the studio 
or the home (including other people’s homes), and 
into the spaces like the borderscape that are less well 
trodden by design-researchers. Theoretically, I hope 
that my work developing a/symmetry and the notion 
of  a-firmative speculation is useful for both designers 
developing novel speculative practices, and scholars 
(e.g. in STS) interested in drawing on speculation and 
design in their research. As I suggested early on in the 
literature review, I have found this co-becoming to be 
filled with exciting possibilities for ongoing practices 
related with doing design — of  thinking through and 
applying this theory to making. Hence, designers 
interested in speculation and participation clearly 
represent key readers of  this thesis. My contributions 
here are the conceptual and theoretical tools (espe-
cially a/symmetry and a-firmative speculation) that I 
have both drawn on and unpacked throughout, that 
I believe designers can benefit from to make sense of  
and re-distribute patterns of  agency, the temporali-
ties of  speculation and design, and compositions that 
they are an upshot of. I also hope that my inclusion 
of  the a/b/c/ manifesto invites many more interpreta-
tions, critiques, and conceptualisations of  speculative 
ways of  working in design. 

SCD designers are somewhat inseparable from both 
educators and students of  design, because SCD has 
largely been realised and developed in educational 
contexts. In my work as a lecturer and tutor in design 
I see this group as the closest to my heart, and that 
I am most involved with. Going forward, I plan to 

draw from what I have learned in the uptake of  both 
theories and methods of  speculative interventions 
and situated encounters for the benefit of  design-re-
search in educational contexts. I anticipate that this 
will take the form of  new studio briefs, workshops 
and other formats for educational contexts and 
practices. This is something that I have started to 
develop already, for example, I have recently been 
working with students on research methods encour-
aging them to devise specific devices and ‘cameras’ 
for researching wide-ranging groups of  experts and 
fan cultures. Recently, I have also been working with 
my colleague Sarah Pennington to develop a work-
shop concerning care and ‘neglected things’ (Puig 
de la Bellacasa, 2011) for MA design students. This 
is informed by a commitment to slow down, and to 
encourage students of  design to consider that we 
might not be qualified to solve the ‘problems’ of  
these neglected things, but can develop situated, de-
signerly methods to, at first, listen and pay attention 
to what these might be, and to consider who or what 
else gets neglected in processes of  doing design. I will 
continue to develop this kind of  work, and I hope 
that others might devise other models (like briefs and 
workshops) and ways of  drawing on the theories and 
methods developed in this area.

I also aim, through the thesis and design work, to 
contribute methodologically to ongoing work in STS 
and ANT scholarship, where the practice-based por-
tions are concerned with stimulating new empirical 
relationships that are not only focussed analytical-
ly on the past, but create, or invent (Marres et al., 
2018b) situated empirical, speculative practices in 
the borderscape. Given the ways borderscapes are 
structured, made up of, and arranged by various 
technologies, they have received surprisingly little 
attention from STS scholarship — what Amelung 
et al. (2019) have called ‘the elephant in the room’ 
of  STS discourse (cf. Pelizza, 2019; Pollozek and 
Passoth, 2019). The work that has been done here 
mainly focusses on ‘opening the black box’ of  border 
infrastructures and technologies, and is less con-
cerned with inventive or designerly methods to in-
tervene in, re-distribute, or stir-up agency. As I cited 
previously, developments in PD (e.g. Björgvinsson 
et al., 2012), and others working around inventive 
STS (e.g. Guggenheim et al., Forthcoming) have also 
engaged with migration. In my reading, though this 
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work engages with a/symmetry and speculation in 
practice, it does not explicitly draw from these as the-
oretical or methodological approaches. It is my hope 
that these concepts might be drawn from to further 
develop the intersection of  design, STS and migra-
tion research in making sense of  and re-distributing 
patterns of  agency, the temporalities of  speculation 
and design, and their compositions. Hence, I hope 
that this research can contribute to the coming to-
gether of  STS, design, participation, border studies 
and migration, and the development of  various 
methods concerned with working with marginalised 
communities. 

There is a long lineage made up of  multiple practi-
tioners and scholars that work at the intersection of  
design, STS and ANT, art, and architecture that have 
long argued for cross-traffic between disciplines (e.g. 
Marres et al., 2018a), and that have informed (and in 
part made possible) the work in the thesis. In no par-
ticular order: in relation to workplace democracy and 
PD (Binder et al., 2011; Ehn, 2008; Ehn and Kyng, 
1992), upstream engagement and speculative design 
(Kerridge, 2016), participation and ‘patchworking 
publics’ (Lindström and Ståhl, 2014), ‘cosmopolitical 
prototyping’ (Tironi et al., 2016; Rubio and Fogué, 
2014), ‘inventive methods’ (Lury and Wakeford, 
2012), and exhibitions (Latour and Weibel, 2005; 
Horst and Michael, 2011). Not to mention my su-
pervisors’ work on speculation (Wilkie, Savransky, 
et al., 2017) and ‘incubations’ (Guggenheim et al., 
2018); they have been developing work at this inter-
section for several years. I could go on, but the point 
is that this intersection is generating multiple areas 
of  interest, practices and concerns, and I hope that 
this thesis is seen as a contribution towards ways of  
drawing on the theories and methods proposed by 
STS and ANT to develop situated speculative prac-
tices in the borderscape. 

Having said this, outside this relatively small commu-
nity, disciplinary traffic is still often largely one way 
— designers might draw from theories in sociology 
and STS, but do not necessarily contribute to these 
debates, and sociologists often analyse, but do not (or 
are unable to) practice design and make things. As 
Guggenheim (2015: 346) has previously argued, so-
ciologists asymmetrically rely on text as the primary 
research device (unlike other disciplines such as 

biology or astronomy). Even though sociologists 
often make things like images, audio recordings and 
video while conducting research, these are mostly 
then translated into text with photographs and other 
images used in support to make knowledge claims. 
To address this, shifts in education would need to 
(continue to) happen so that the tools that designers 
draw on are taught (and taken seriously), otherwise 
it would be impossible to expect STS scholars to be 
able to design and make things, and vice versa. It 
is my hope that this research contributes some ways 
that this might be done. 

Though others have argued that STS and design 
collaborations make it possible to take making se-
riously as a knowledge producing activity — or, as 
Jungnickel (2018) has put it, ‘making things to make 
sense of  things’ — these knowledges are often then 
eventuated, translated, or tidied up into texts. Put 
another way, I have become convinced that it is im-
portant that design practices do not only see the light 
of  day through texts, but that situated design practic-
es can be taken seriously to both intervene in a given 
field, and be further recognised as knowledge-pro-
ducing practices in and of  themselves (Guggenheim, 
2015: 346). Though I have made various attempts 
to a/symmetrically commit to both text and making 
things, in my experience (and from various conver-
sations with my colleagues, I believe this is shared), 
this often comes down to a problem of  time. It takes 
a great deal of  time to foster practices like making 
things, editing and processing photos and videos, 
maintaining contact with participants, engaging with 
activism, writing and reading papers, and keeping up 
to date with academic discourse. Related to my argu-
ments around temporality in Chapter 6, this comes 
down to developing infrastructures and precedents in 
the coming together of  design and STS that allow for 
a slowing down so that the balance between the time 
taken to make and the time taken to write can be 
re-addressed and more evenly balanced (especially 
when it comes to practice-based PhDs). This strikes 
me as being especially important when in it comes to 
engagements with migration, the borderscape, mar-
ginalised communities, and other possible spaces for 
activism (e.g. Keene, Forthcoming). As I have argued, 
design provides an opportunity to prototype ways of  
reclaiming agency with marginalised people (and 
others), as well as studying and producing knowledge. 

By designing new devices, structures and practices to 
do this, scholars can draw from design to devise new 
ways of  designing, working and researching with 
marginalised people, that go beyond typical methods 
(e.g. interviews), and typical outputs (e.g. written 
papers). This is where I see a positive and exciting 
future in these disciplinary co-becomings that I am 
keen to contribute to by expanding on some of  the 
work around temporality in the thesis. 

It is my hope that by situating work at a two-way 
bridge of  making and analysis, that rather than 
seeing this only as a contribution towards a specific 
field (like STS or design), there are possibilities for 
this research to contribute to other discourses and 
practices outside of  academia. There is scope to 
apply some of  the methods and practices I have de-
veloped in other disciplines, including architectural 
practices, urban planning, and curating. Where these 
disciplines aim to develop relationships with potential 
stakeholders I feel they might benefit from the notion 
of  a-firmative speculation to be drawn on for think-
ing carefully about those that are not included, but 
may go on to bear the consequences (Stengers, 2005: 
996) of  projects. Here, as in the above, the specula-
tive becomes an invitation for expressions of  agency 
in the ontological politics of  doing design. These 
propositions can be used to develop new methods to 
enact, reveal, and dream up cosmopolitical problems 
with both humans and more-than-humans, and new 
ways to account for agency. Using design to invite or 
enact different kinds of  agency (and paying attention) 
means that research questions and designs can be 
challenged (e.g. rejected, broken, re-designed), and 
engaged with speculatively by those being ‘studied’. 
This is why I want to emphasise Haraway’s impor-
tant concept of  ‘response-ability’ that I think is key to 
continuing this work — by thinking of  response as a 
practice, designers can learn to be far more attentive 
to the fields they are working in. In this sense, the ca-
pacity to respond is shaped by designed artefacts and 
processes that are ‘sympoietic’ (Haraway, 2016: 5) — 
they are a productive process that can be done with 
and together. By drawing on design interventions in 
relation to a commitment and emphasis of  ‘sym’ in 
sympoesis suggests a process that invites others into 
the question of  not only what gets produced, but how.

84. I came by the phrase ‘going visiting’ via Lindström, Se and Ståhl’s (2019) reading of  Haraway (2016: 127), who in turn borrows the 
expression from Hannah Arendt (1990: 43). 

Substantively this research opens up new spaces and 
concerns for participatory and speculative designers. 
Though in recent years PD has engaged with margin-
alised communities and the topic of  migration (e.g. 
Björgvinsson et al., 2012) this is typically done with 
people and things ‘at home’ — often in Scandinavia. 
The research I have presented here suggests that 
PD can be taken up further afield, to devise ways to 
politely ‘go visit’ (Lindström et al., 2019) places that 
may be difficult, uncomfortable, unstable, and where 
designers may not already be operating.84 Here, 
design (in its multiple guises) may benefit from the 
research by providing some in-roads to the border-
scape as a substantive topic to engage with. There is 
also an opportunity here to (carefully) draw on an-
thropology (e.g. Tsing, 2015), which is far more used 
to working in this kind of  field. There is more to be 
done and explored in this intersection, and designers 
are in a unique position to devise new things and 
practices to enact new participatory processes. Once 
again, I see this as an opportunity for a co-becom-
ing of  design and participatory methods. This could 
be taken into many other disciplines, for example, 
policy-making, urban research, curating, media and 
cultural studies, and others engaged in participatory 
projects, whereby new devices and practices can be 
specifically devised to invite and problematise new 
kinds of  cosmopolitical participation. I also see this 
an opportunity in conducting sociological (among 
other) research more generally, where devices can 
be designed to enact specific aspects of  everyday 
life and fields that would otherwise not be explored, 
and to engage people that would otherwise not be 
engaged — this is where the concept of  cosmopol-
itics, and cosmopolitical prototyping (Tironi et al., 
2016) becomes extremely important and useful in an 
ongoing uptake in design. 

In addition, the intersection of  the borderscape and 
speculative and participatory design that I have pre-
sented here might be drawn on to make the case for 
an expanded perception of  design to policy-makers 
and those charged with emergency response. This 
strikes me as an extremely important readership that 
design can engage with to convince, devise and col-
laborate with on other ways to draw on speculative 
design-research. In doing so it might be possible to 
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convince those that do this kind of  work that design 
is not only concerned with — or able to — solve 
problems, but that the discipline and its various prac-
tices can be drawn on in far more speculative and 
inventive ways, to introduce new capacities, invite 
agency, or problematise the questions that are being 
asked in ways that don’t foreclose possibilities.

Directly related to my engagements with the field, 
I hope that some of  portions of  the work could be 
drawn on by those I have collaborated and engaged 
with to devise subsequent practices and objects. 
Though I won’t flatter myself  to assume that my col-
laborators and participants would want to read (or 
even be interested in) this thesis, but because of  the 
multiplicity of  practices and outcomes from the re-
search I hope that some of  these will be more directly 
related to this group, and might go on to be drawn 
on and developed. For example, I hope that the zines 
and films I have variously co-authored will continue 
to reach marginalised people, attract new collabo-
rations, and potentially offer a kind of  template for 
new productions. I also hope to continue working 
with the brilliant and passionate collaborators that I 
have been fortunate enough to meet and work with 
in the course of  the research to develop new projects.

Designing Unlikely Futures

Returning to the cap that has accompanied me 
throughout this research I’m now forced to consider 
what might be next for my own research practice. 
I have found working on this thesis both incredibly 
challenging and rewarding, and I find myself  looking 
forward to returning to teaching, with all that I 
have learned in tow, and further collaborating with 
my colleagues in both the university and the DUF 
collective. 

During the writing up period I have continued to 
work with a number of  people that I met in Calais (as 
well as expanding that network out further), which I 
intend to continue. For example, I recently collabo-
rated with one of  K’s companions whom I met in 
London to make a short video (by using the tandem 
bike as a filming rig) about his ambitions as a runner, 
especially his taking part (and doing extremely well) 
in a recent London half  marathon. K and I are 
also planning on working together to edit this film. 

As I argued in Chapter 5, I have become increas-
ingly convinced by the idea of  extending temporal 
relationships with a topic or collaborator beyond a 
project, and in my case these have transformed into 
different relationships, beyond a ‘participant’. In 
line with the approach I took to this project at the 
beginning, these relationships clearly were not set 
out in advance, but emerged (and will continue to 
emerge) through ongoing conversations, ideas, tests 
and prototypes. Hence, these kinds of  engagement 
are ongoing, and I am convinced of  the need to work 
ideas out slowly and in two-way conversation.

In terms of  a substantive subject the European 
‘refugee crisis’ is clearly ongoing; this is especially true 
in Lesvos where the island’s camps are even more 
overcrowded than when I visited in 2017. Though I 
feel I have been quite absent from these sites during 
the writing up period, the end of  this represents 
the possibility of  new engagements, and I hope to 
propose new projects that allow me to work in these 
(and other) field sites again soon. For example, I have 
been drawing up proposals for a grant to work with 
an organisation in Lesvos to develop the zine-mak-
ing I described in Chapter 6, as a kind of  drop-in 
speculative design studio. I feel that the production 
of  DIY media in this place is an important aspect 
of  the research that I will take forward, especially 
as news from Lesvos has largely fallen out of  the 
headlines, but is an ongoing concern. Informed by 
the approach to speculation that I have developed, it 
is here that I see the possibility of  reclaiming agency 
in relation to image-making in these ongoing, and 
troubling, situations. 

I am writing these final paragraphs while the country 
is in ‘lockdown’ during the Covid-19 (Coronavirus) 
pandemic — an unprecedented health emergency 
that has necessitated drastic global action. Though 
this research doesn’t engage specifically with this 
kind of  health crisis or with disaster itself, it seems 
impossible to ignore. The pandemic is a topic that ne-
cessitates a set of  responses that design can arguably 
develop a role in shaping, and could draw on some 
of  the theories and methods I have developed here. 
The pandemic also relates to the borderscape, espe-
cially in the ways travel restrictions have illuminated 
the closure, enforcement, and inequalities of  borders 
(not to mention inequality more generally). This is 

especially pertinent where crises begin to structure or 
program certain politics and responses, for example 
an emphasis on so called problem solving (in which 
the cosmopolitical question of  whose problem? is not 
addressed), and a heightened authority by traditional 
power holders like governments and police. This is 
where design and a-firmative speculative practice 
might be drawn on to reclaim or devise different 
kinds of  agency, and is an area that I am committed 
to pursuing. 

Methodologically, I am excited about the prospect 
of  taking the kinds of  methods (and method-assem-
blages) I have developed into new settings, in order 
to explore both related and new topics. As I argued 
previously, these topics will necessitate new config-
urations and assemblages of  methods in order to 
be situated to the problem at hand. I am especially 
excited about introducing these ideas to students 

that I work with, and developing design briefs that 
concern ways to conduct inventive design-led spec-
ulative research. 

In terms of  an ongoing engagement with the the-
ories I have developed, I plan to continue to draw 
from and expand the concepts and approaches to 
speculative design research I have worked with so 
that they may go on to be actualised and practiced in 
new and ongoing projects. I am especially interested 
in developing a-firmative speculation and using the 
concept to devise new designing and making prac-
tices. The end of  this writing up period represents 
what is for me an exciting opportunity to draw on all 
that I have learned and get back into the workshop to 
put theories into practice. This is what I plan to do, 
with the theoretical concepts I have developed here 
accompanying me back to the welding booth, and on 
into the world(s).
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L. Calais Topographics:  
A Photo Essay

Calais in 2019 is a photo essay documenting Calais 
— both the former camp and the city’s wider land-
scapes and infrastructures. 

Calais’ most recurrent architecture has arguably 
become the tall, closely knitted white steel fences and 
concrete walls designed to enforce the UK border, 
including the port and Eurotunnel terminals. These 
also surround the now defunct camp and are emerg-
ing in several other parts of  Calais where new, much 
smaller improvised camps spring up. These barriers 
also serve a second function — to obscure and ‘invis-
ibilise’ displaced people from everyday (French) life. 
Indeed, invisibility is in part important to displaced 
people in Calais, their aim often being to cross the 
border undetected. While highly punitive measures 
ensure that another camp is not built on the site of  
the Jungle, Calais is still home to a large number 
of  displaced people who are not allowed to ‘install 
themselves’ — they cannot sit or lie down. Instead 
they are forced into a constant movement, hiding in 
bushes and wooded areas, silently occupying unseen, 

obscured and fenced-in parts of  the city and its 
suburbs. 

Meanwhile, the site of  the former camp has been 
transformed into an eco-park. In this setting, ‘natural’ 
ecology is cultivated to erase displaced people, their 
histories, and practices for survival. In the camp-be-
come-eco-park evening primrose flowers have taken 
root, thick scrub, a community of  horses, artificially 
constructed sand dunes, various small ponds, and a 
bird viewing hide. These new ‘architectures’ take on 
a new function as part of  wider bordering practice in 
France. The ponds flood the area to prevent people 
from being able to camp or sleep in the space, and 
the bird hide and newly built boardwalks provide the 
regularly patrolling CRS police with vantage points 
for surveilling the area.

The complete photo essay can be found as a separate 
publication of  the same name.



Horses grazing on the site of  the former camp.

Entrance to the former camp. View east from inside the bird hide.

Bridge under the N216 motorway.



Fencing and newly constructed duck pond on the site of  the former camp.



Bird hide and information panels about migration.

Graffiti on the bridge near to the camp’s former entrance. Information panel about the eco-park.

Bird hide and pond.



The new concrete walls share their materiality with the 
World War II bunkers  that can also be found on the 
site of  the former camp.
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