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Truly I live in dark times!
Frank speech is naïve. A smooth forehead

Suggests insensitivity. The man who laughs
Has simply not yet heard

The terrible news.

What kind of times are these, when
To talk about trees is almost a crime

Because it implies silence about so many horrors?
When the man over there calmly crossing the street

Is already perhaps beyond the reach of his friends 
Who are in need?

Bertolt Brecht 
“An den Nachgeborenen” 

(To Those Born Later)
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Introduction

We live in dark times, as the opening lines in Bertolt Brecht’s poem “An den 
Nachgeborenen” speak of. To Hannah Arendt, who referred to Brecht’s poem 
in Men in Dark Times, this darkness refers to the way horrors appear in pub-
lic discourse, even though most people would reject such evils if stopping to 
think. The darkness is thus part of the Zeitgeist, it is apparent, and yet re-
mains hidden. Such dark times are steeped in what Arendt called a lying 
political order, a state of utter denial of the framing and consequences of our 
actions. This creeping refusal of reality is not an accident: denial is designed.

Today, in a consumer society overflowing of accessible goods, even for the 
many otherwise poor, design has come to play a central role in our dark 
times of environmental, economic and political disasters. More people than 
ever seem to prosper, but design deceives us, it is never neutral, always dou-
ble-dealing. It is sugar-coating our desires, veiling climate collapse, green-
washing goods and makes services of our everyday submission into a noble 
servitude. To paraphrase Shakespeare, there is something rotten in design.

As romantic poet Friedrich Höderlin suggests, in the beginning was not the 
word, but the deed (Am Anfang war die Tat). In a similar vein, if we are to 
examine the politics of design one could start to trace its actions and conse-
quences rather than its promises and potentials of artifice. Or to put it in an 
informal way: We must “get real.”

This book is a collection of essays by students from the course “Design in 
Dark Times” at Parsons School of Design, The New School. The essays aim 
to explore and discuss a political realism of design, to uncover some of de-
sign’s deception and broken promises, how they all are part of our dark 
times. Most of the texts engage everyday life with consumer goods, apps and 
services in a city like New York. Here, the reality of the dark times is not ig-
nored or escaped, but must continuously be acknowledged, examined and 
challenged in order for designers to open new frontiers that best support a 
perhaps somber natality, yet still imbued with refreshed affirmations of 
hope.
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Linnea Lapp

Since its inception in 2009, MakerBot industries has been paving the way for 
home digital manufacturing technologies, opening the doors to a potential 
third industrial revolution centered upon technologically advanced small-
scale production. Makers and creators throughout history have crafted prod-
ucts within the walls of their home, for either profit or pleasure, using a 
range of, historically, lofi and, recently, hifi tools and technologies. The rapid 
popularization and commercialization of home 3D printers is a function of 
the capitalism, or ‘thanaticism’ (Wark 2014), of making and creating in the 
Anthropocene. With technology becoming more and more accessible to the 
‘unskilled’ individual, the production of consumer goods within a personal 
context is easier than ever. The ease and innovation of technological solu-
tions has, however, not fully captivated consumer markets. Chris Schwartz 
and his Anarchist’s Tool Chest is one example of traditional, lo-fi methodol-
ogy pushing back against the onset of personal digital manufacturing. 

Digital manufacturing techniques such as 3D printing and CNC machin-
ing have been thought to represent an anticapitalist ideology; as a means 
of production apart from the mass production of capitalist companies. 
However, as the technology has developed and itself begun to penetrate the 
consumer goods market, the purpose and direction of these technologies 
may have shifted. Digital manufacturing technologies are based on the same 
foundational characteristic; using software to guide a machine as a means of 
production or manufacturing. Although now experiencing a peak in popu-
larity, digital manufacturing dates back to the middle of the 20th century. 
Scholars have shown that “CNC machinery came out of numerical control 
(N/C) machinery — automated machine tools — which originated in the 
context of the cold war, its development largely funded by military con-
tracts” (Söderberg 2012). At the time of its inception, CNC machinery tech-
nologically progressed the arms race and the fight against unions. This new 
means of production took power from unionized workers, putting it back 
in the hands of capital. At the same time, a period of heightened economic 
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growth swept through America, driven by the “demand for a wealth of new 
home equipment and kitchen appliances, that typically made life easier and 
more bearable” (Vinsel and Russell 2016). The demand is present to this day, 
with technological innovations providing more and more commodities for 
making life easier. 

MakerBot 
Central to the development of 3D printing are the RepRap Project and Mak-
erBot Industries. The RepRap (replicating rapid prototyper) project began 
in the early 2000s, as an initiative to create an open-source, self-replicating 
and low cost 3D printer. A key figure in its progress, Zach Smith, would ul-
timately break from the RepRap project to co-found MakerBot Industries in 
2009. Building on the software and engineering of RepRap project, Maker-
Bot is now a leading figure in 3D printing technologies for both commercial 
and personal production; with the Replicator Mini Compact 3D Printer as 
its main home-use printing product. 

The MakerBot Replicator Mini literally materializes innovation through the 
physical realization of digital design files. The abstract idea of creativity is 
being printed into reality through the process of additive manufacturing. 
Layers of plastic polymers or other materials are built up to produce the 3D 
version of any design that can be converted from imagination to digital file. 
MakerBot’s trademarked One Touch 3D Printing allows users to commence 
printing with the press of a single button. In addition, MakerBot claims that 
users can “start printing right away with virtually no learning curve” (Mak-
erBot 2009). The apparent simplicity of their products creates a much more 
approachable product for those who want to easy access to this technology. 
This technology will strike back, however, through the accumulation of ‘3D 
junk’, the negation of purpose and longevity of material objects, and the loss 
of social interaction.  

The MakerBot Replicator Mini Compact 3D Printer calls users to action by 
challenging their creativity and imagination. “If you can imagine it, you can 
make it” (MakerBot 2009) is the slogan associated with the product. Users 
are encouraged to let their imagination run wild through the ease of using 
the MakerBot printer. Users can print anything they can imagine without 
the justification of a practical need or end use, simply by uploading a read-
ily available file and pressing a button. This type of attitude is similar to 
the trend with digital content; the accumulation of file after file in order to 
obtain the latest or best version of everything available. MakerBot expertly 
manipulates the role of the human ego in the act of making by giving users 
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‘universal’ access in the realm of creation. The ability to print, and therefore 
have, anything imaginable is an extremely tempting offer. Users will capital-
ize on this ability, printing the latest version of everything to remain up to 
date and current, giving them a confidence boost in the face of our consumer 
society. Economies of abundance rather than scarcity are being promoted, 
which has the potential to lead to excess ‘3D junk’, printed with no practical 
need or long-term functionality. MakerBot Industries, through its Replica-
tor Mini, emphasizes the ease and replacement associated with the design 
culture of a disposable consumer society. 

MakerBot’s Replicator Mini worldview leans towards that of a ‘homo 
faber’—man the maker—living in a disposable consumer society. The prod-
uct is advertised as a great addition to a home (for creation of utensils, re-
placement parts or gifts) or classroom (for inspiring children to imagine, 
create and craft in 3D). Although it does not entirely individualize its users, 
the Replicator Mini does not encourage interaction beyond one’s established 
social boundaries. It is a product which will provide value to the owner and a 
select number of individuals the owner wishes to share it with. For example, 
one useful feature suggested on the product’s web page is that it can “make 
household utensils and replacement parts” (MakerBot 2009). The more a 
user relies on their MakerBot for providing the material objects present in 
their everyday life, the more the user is internalizing their social interactions. 
Self-creation using the Replicator Mini “can [therefore] be understood as 
part of a hegemonic acceptance of the breaking apart and individualization 
of civil society” (Ratto & Boler 2014: 5). This pattern funnels actions into a 
negative sphere of internalized production and decreased social interactions. 
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In addition, MakerBot’s extensive online store provides MakerBot users all 
items necessary to continue their isolated production. The online store pro-
vides refill filament material, as well as other compatible parts and products 
so that MakerBot users will never have the need to go beyond MakerBot 
for any of their 3D printing needs. Although it is commonplace for a com-
pany to provide the full range of products and services for their customers, 
MakerBot monopolizes its user’s 3D printing experiences and related social 
interactions through their extensive offerings. The implications of this mo-
nopolization and internalization of experiences and services could include 
the deterioration of social interactions which are no longer necessary due to 
the ‘convenience’ of a home or classroom MakerBot 3D printer.

MakerBot is a leading figure in the realization of affordable 3D printing be-
coming a household commodity. The premise of this particularity is sold 
to the user through the nature of human imagination and creativity. The 
MakerBot Replicator Mini allows one’s inner creativity to be “educational, 
entertaining and useful” (MakerBot 2009). With this product, MakerBot 
promises heightened social interactions with family and friends - “spur 
social creativity at parties, events, and brainstorming sessions” (MakerBot 
2009). MakerBot gives individuals the superpower of creativity, which can 
only be fully wielded through a MakerBot Replicator Mini. However, this su-
perpower comes at a price. 3D printing in the MakerBot sense is an example 
of privileged technology; a commodity that is only accessible to a fraction 
of the world population—the fraction that has the kind of affluent lifestyle 
which can afford the luxury of a home 3D printer. Although the pricepoint 
has dropped over time to a price that is now ‘affordable’ enough for families 
to purchase a machine for their home, the price is only affordable and acces-
sible to the upper middle class. MakerBot, an American company, caters to 
the prevalent upper middle class present in the United States. In August 2014 
MakerBot acquired a German tech company in order to expand its empire 
to include MakerBot Europe (Fallon 2014). Even with this expansion, lower 
classes and developing countries remain firmly outside of the eye of Maker-
Bot and their definition of accessible and affordable. 

Beyond the reach of their physical product offerings, MakerBot further infil-
trates it’s consumer’s lives online through the Thingiverse. This MakerBot-
owned online community is a place for posting and sharing files and designs 
in an open source hardware repository. MakerBot can therefore be seen as 
a “vulture industry” (Wark 2013: 6), monetising the free and open source 
knowledge base being created by individuals for the economic benefit of the 
company. Members who share their files and designs on the Thingiverse do 
not receive monetary compensation for their contributions. There have been 
numerous claims across Internet comment sections that MakerBot is un-
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dermining the field of 3D printing, which was founded as an open source 
community, by patenting innovations from their Thingiverse through their 
deliberately crafted Terms of Service. As a corporation, MakerBot therefore 
demonstrates the “contradictions and tensions between public and private 
infrastructures, which are nonetheless productively utilized for DIY activi-
ties” (Ratto & Boler 2014: 17).

On the spectrum of contemporary home production methods, MakerBot 
takes the far right; occupying a position of technology-driven capitalism and 
consumerism. As we move left along this hypothetical spectrum, we come to 
RepRap, the open source desktop manufacturing machine.

RepRap
The RepRap is a revolutionary 3D printer, in that it has the unique ability to 
self-replicate by printing its own components. It was “developed by a loose 
network of hobbyists or ‘makers’” (Söderberg 2012) in the early 2000s based 
on the ideals of free software and manufacturing. The goal of the founders of 
the project revolved around using the technology to contribute to significant 
social and economic changes—utilizing the RepRap to “bring down global 
capitalism” (Söderberg 2014: 16). Compared to MakerBot’s design culture of 
disposable consumerism, the RepRap claims to work within a design culture 
of technology for social change. The question remains; has the RepRap revo-
lution maintained this objective, or have the original goals been diverted due 
to the capitalist tendencies of consumerism? 
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The RepRap has developed within an open source community, and occupies 
a seemingly far more transparent web presence than that of MakerBot. Their 
dot-org website proclaims that “Reprap.org is a community project, which 
means you are welcome to edit most pages on this site, or better yet, cre-
ate new pages of your own” (RepRapWiki 2016). RepRap combines the DIY 
mentality of home production, with the unbounded community feeling of 
open-source networks in order to orchestrate action among those who are 
makers. Unlike MakerBot’s privileged presentation of 3D printers as ‘acces-
sible’, the RepRap presents technology not as a privileged concept, but some-
thing that should embrace the spirit of true open source.

Many of the RepRap’s attributes are anchored in natural processes, giving it 
a unique point of difference from its competitors. As previously stated, the 
RepRap has the ability to print parts which enable the user to then assemble 
another functioning RepRap. By being “willing to assist in the reproduction 
of the machine” the user “is rewarded with consumer goods” (Söderberg 
2014: 13), constituting a symbiotic relationship between the machine and 
man, similar to the makeup of any other symbiotic relationship found in 
nature. Due to this self reproductive ability, RepRap has the advantage over 
its competitor models to survive the ‘natural selection’ process among 3D 
printer options. RepRap’s open source foundation, combined with the di-
versity inherent in its reproductive legacy, are thought to give RepRap an in-
creased chance of winning out over other less freely accessible models. While 
the RepRap’s ideology had purer social intentions, the American market, 
with it’s “enduring fascination with flashy, shiny, trivial things” (Vinsel and 
Russell 2016), was won over with the sleek and commercial market presence 
of products such as MakerBot’s Replicator Mini. RepRap fails in consumer 
popularity; apparent in the closure of RepRap Professional Ltd. in early 2016 
due to competition (RepRap project 2016). 

Compared with the MakerBot Replicator Mini, the RepRap requires signifi-
cantly more technical expertise to operate. Although the RepRap’s world-
view still leans towards that of a ‘homo faber’, this term does not encompass 
as much of the general public as MakerBot markets to, therefore catering to 
a narrower section of the general population who have the required exper-
tise to work with the machine. MakerBot’s user-friendliness gives it another 
commercial edge over the RepRap in the worldview of capital consumption. 
However, as the demand for technical expertise decreases in the wake of in-
creasing makers and entrepreneurialism, there is potential for a shift in la-
bour. Widely accessible 3D printing has the potential to strike back against 
industrial designers, designers and mechanical labourers who may become 
emancipated from jobs that are no longer necessary “once a consumer mar-
ket for 3D printers takes off” (Söderberg 2014: 19). History has the opportu-
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nity to repeat itself; with digital manufacturing technology once again taking 

power from labourers. 

The Anarchist’s Toolchest
The analog response to digital manufacturing and capitalism is the Anar-
chist’s Toolchest (ATC). At the opposite end of the spectrum from Maker-
Bot’s Replicator Mini, the Anarchist’s Toolchest represents a counter-cultural 
return to handcrafted, quality products. Created by former Popular Wood-
working editor Chris Schwarz, the Anarchist’s Toolchest began as a personal 
collection of 48 essential hand tools encased in a handmade toolchest—eve-
rything a maker would need to build handmade furniture in a home studio. 
The concept of the toolchest, described in Schwarz’ book by the same name, 
“paints a world where woodworking tools are at the center of an ethical life 
filled with creating furniture that will last for generations” (The anarchist’s 
tool chest 2016). While the Replicator Mini and the RepRap contribute to 
a digital industrial revolution, the Anarchist’s Toolchest contributes to an 
industrial de-evolution in which participants revert to prior design and crea-
tion methodology. 

Anarchy in the sense of Schwarz’s ATC is “best described as a ‘tendency’ to-
ward individual action... a reluctance to engage with large governments, cor-
porations… or organizations” (Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) About 
American Anarchis, 2016,) in this case being corporations such as MakerBot 
or IKEA. The ATC ideology opposes the capitalist, consumer society that 
MakerBot operates within. With the methodology of ATC, individuals are 
given autonomy from large governments, corporations and societal influ-
ences; resisting mass production, profit seeking, quick and easy solutions, 
and the declining importance of quality often inherent in dominant soci-
ety. MakerBot and other 3D printer companies place the idea of power and 
autonomy in the hands of their customers, however the corporations are 
still in the real position of power, and hold tightly to the strings which keep 
the customers tied to them (ex. Through the need to purchase material re-
fills, Thingiverse, etc.). The ATC truly makes its user independent from con-
sumer needs and even from the power grid, through the use of hand tools. 
Individuals involved in ATC’s method of making are DIY citizens removed 
from online open-source communities. It is important to note that similar 
to MakerBot, the ATC method of making is a somewhat individual process, 
in that the maker does not rely on others to carry out his/her production. 
Individuals who pursue the ATC method of making are autonomous from 
dominant society, but also from other makers. However, a sense of commu-
nity is always inherent to groups of individuals who revolt against a domi-
nant force, therefore the ATC community at large is present.
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Instead of an individual buying their way into making with no reliance on 
skill, the ATC emphasizes specialized technical expertise and an intimate 
connection to materials and process. In the worldview of ATC, info-work-
ers and innovators are not the heros of manufacturing and maintenance of 
the products which are necessary to everyday life. Manual workers regain 
the position of power when cognitive labour shifts back to manual labour. 
While technologies such as the MakerBot and RepRap showcase the great 
strides innovation injects into technology, “the central fact of our industrial 
civilisation is labour, and most of this work falls far outside the realm of in-
novation” (Vinsel and Russell 2016). The expenditure of time and manual 
labour, instead of capital and cognitive innovation, to produce goods places 
great emphasis on quality, longevity and maintenance. In a society faced 
with mounting global consequences of industrial innovations (the carbon-
based energy economy and burning of fossil fuels), longevity and mainte-
nance are of the utmost importance. We must revoke the mainstream trend 
of the IKEA-fication and consumerism in which quality is neglected and 
ephemerality is praised due to the societal need to update possessions as 
trends change. The ATC is one small venture towards this goal, and provides 
a precedence on which to transition other forms of making. While it not 
currently possible to drop all manufacturing off the grid and return solely 
to human-based manufacturing; the ATC model demonstrates that putting 
innovation aside in favour of craftsmanship and quality leads to a more sus-
tainable practice of manufacturing goods. 

The MakerBot Replicator Mini, RepRap and Anarchist’s Toolchest are three 
cases of home production methodology and technology. While strikingly 
diverse in many ways, they share certain characteristics; the individualiza-
tion of production methods, a certain open source ideology and community, 
and a DIY mentality (which could be fueled by economic empowerment). 
Together the cases constitute several precedents upon which we as designers 
can model sustainable home production in the anthropocene.

MakerBot, through it’s Replicator Mini Compact 3D Printer, highlights how 
the benefits of an open source community can be exploited through capi-
talistic and consumerist ideology. Though MakerBot uses its open source 
Thingiverse community as a lure to concert action from its users, the ac-
cessibility and freely shared nature of the Thingiverse model provide a plat-
form of collaboration and togetherness. Without the threat of exploitation, 
this open source environment can be utilized by communities of makers 
to promote sustainable practice (much like how Chris Schwarz shared his 
expertise on hand-tool production methods). While the RepRap’s commer-
cial presence could not compete with flashier competitors such as MakerBot, 
the social conscience inherent in the design of the technology provides an 



19

important legacy. RepRap’s design culture of technology for social change is 
a lens through which technology can be utilized for maintainable progress, 
rather than for privileged pleasure. The RepRap speaks to the role of experi-
enced makers in manufacturing, rather than “the automation of everything” 
(Vinsel and Russell 2016). Finally, the Anarchist’s Toolchest’s emphasis on 
quality, endurance and love of the craft demonstrate the sustainability and 
joy of labour, where ‘work’ transitions from a way to produce capital for lei-
sure time, back to a physical extension of cognitive pleasure. 

If home production is destined to become a viable method of manufacturing 
goods for practical use, an emphasis must be placed on sustainability. From 
the cases described here, this is achievable through a hybrid of technology 
and manual labour; both machines and hands as extensions of the mind, 
working together and not in opposition or separation. If united towards 
the goal of sustainable home production it is less likely that one method 
of production may strike back against the other. Additionally, makers must 
remember the importance community and society—“to value ‘doing it 
oneself ’ sounds very much like ‘pulling oneself up by one’s bootstraps’ and 
results in a continued privileging of the individual” (Ratto & Boler 2014: 
12). Strength will come from a socially-conscious and altruistic commu-
nity, rather than from single, individualistic makers. Instead of submitting 
to the digital industrial revolution, contemporary makers should unite and 
push back by maintaining prior design and creation methodologies, with the 
analog and the digital in sync. 
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Shea Mandolesi

The act of eating is a regular part of our daily routines. It is necessary for 
our own survival. However, in these times of the anthropocene, a geologi-
cal time period being shaped by human activity, (Scranton 2015: 17) the 
impact of what we eat and a foods journey to get to our plates is extremely 
overlooked. In fact, our food systems have the largest impact on the planet 
compared to anything else in existence. In an effort of our own survival, we 
seem to be pushing ourselves closer to extinction. The question then is, what 
is to be done? This essay will examine three different types of burgers as 
designed objects. Their execution represents different ethics and systems in 
which they came into existence. As a result we will see which burger choice 
may be the best choice to help us through these dark times, and bring us to 
the other side of it. 

Before comparing these three types of burgers, we must look at why a burger 
is considered a designed object. Food has only recently been brought into the 
craft realm. The Food Craft Institute located in Oakland, California defines 
food craft as the transformation of raw ingredients into finished food prod-
ucts by using techniques that change a build flavor, make foods last longer, 
and increase the impact of land and place on taste. (FCI 2016) This defini-
tion demonstrates the possibility in introducing a design method into creat-
ing food. In Vilém Flusser’s book, The Shape of Things, he defines design as 
both a verb and noun. As a noun, it means intention, plan, aim, and other 
words along those lines. As a verb, design is defined as to concoct something, 
to draft, to fashion, etc. (Flusser 1999: 17)

Critics have always been aware that there is a deeper meaning to food than 
just refueling. Now critics are bringing in a design critique. Christopher 
Simmons and Nathan Sharp set out to review a burger a week for 52 weeks 
straight. It started with a blog, but has now evolved into a book. What was dif-
ferent about their approach was their design thinking. Simmons and Sharp 
are both successful designers based in San Francisco. Before this project be-
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gan, during his workdays, Simmons, Sharp and other coworkers would grab 
burgers for lunch, and entertain themselves by giving each burger a design 
critique. Simmons, Sharp and their coworkers were by no means food crit-
ics, they analyzed their burgers using their design perspectives. (Tishgard 
2015) They’ve critiqued burgers from Burger King, Mission Bowling Club, 
and Father’s Office for example. When you approach an object with a design 
perspective, you can see the design process in which it came out of, and the 
thinking behind it. 

In a sense, everything is designed in some way. Every material object is the 
product of some type of system and planning. Design is used to tackle a 
problem, inconvenience, or is an attempt to just make something better. 
Food tackles our problem of possible malnutrition and starvation. Food is 
given to us by the earth, but what we humans have done is taken those in-
gredients from the earth and transformed them into designed experiences. 
At the very basic level, a burger is a designed product that holds a certain 
aesthetic and general taste. In its complexities, going to a restaurant and or-
dering a burger is a complete experience. The restaurant is designed around 
what the food represents. The burger holds politics that the restaurant can 
showcase to the public. On top of the burger being the product, this object 
comes out of extremely complicated farming systems which are also part of 
the design. 

It’s undeniable that what we do with our food before we eat it is design, 
and the system from where it comes from has been designed. However, ty-
ing the word design to something doesn’t magically turn that thing good. 
In such a powerful, and highly praised field, design, in its destructive path, 
has lead us to the anthropocene. The word comes from Ancient Greek. The 
idea behind this term is we have entered a new epoch of Earth’s geological 
history, that being humans are heavily influencing it. (Scranton 2015: 17) 
Storms are stronger, droughts are harsher, floods are denser. Humans have 
been aware of climate change for some time now, and it’s no secret that the 
luxuries we possess are a huge factor in rising temperatures. Transportation 
and factories seem to be the big culprits we are pointing our fingers at to take 
responsibility. There’s another industry that is much destructive and more 
responsible for climate change than any other in existence; that being the 
livestock industry.

I’ve chosen the topic of burgers to discuss this destructive industry. It’s easy to 
list all the reasons why an industry is harmful and why individuals shouldn’t 
partake. However, this argument needs to be delivered on a platform closer 
to home. This issue is far too complex to simply talk solely about its systems 
and politics. The consumer should understand there’s a product that comes 
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out of these systems, and their participation is allowing the practices to con-
tinue opposed to changing them, which is what we desperately need in the 
anthropocene. I will discuss three types of burgers I have ranked from worst 
to best. Each burger represents a different level of severity.

McDonald’s’ Big Mac
McDonald’s is the largest fast food franchise in the world. At 36,525 loca-
tions worldwide, It has more restaurants than any other chain in existence. 
(Statista 2016) The Big Mac is the top selling product at McDonalds. It’s a 
burger made with 100% beef patties, shredded lettuce, Big Mac sauce, pas-
teurized processed American cheese, pickle slices, and onions. Every second, 
17 Big Macs are sold in the United States. (Saria 2013)

The Big Mac, priced at only $3.99, is an affordable, quick and convenient op-
tion for those who have a busy schedule due to work, school, families, etc. It’s 
extremely difficult for a working citizen to afford a healthy meal, and the Big 
Mac is a fiscally more responsible option compared to the majority of food 
available. Plus, McDonald’s mostly appear to be located in busy, commercial 
areas, creating great opportunity to attract those customers who are always 
on the go.

McDonald’s has a powerful brand and a meticulous designed eating expe-
rience. When you step into McDonald’s, it’s likely you already know what 
you’re about to order due to the fact the menu rarely changes, and every 
restaurant is exactly the same. Once the consumer enters the restaurant, they 
know exactly where to go and what to do. One of McDonald’s main goals 
in their design is to bring people in, but have them leave as quickly as pos-
sible. It is the model of fast food. The bright yellow and red colours of the 
McDonald’s brand are fun and playful, but those colours aren’t exactly relax-
ing. Many McDonald’s restaurants deceive their customers with a cool, up-
scale spatial design. For example, the McDonald’s located at Union Square in 
Manhattan gives off a cleaner, funkier, more designed space than an average 
burger joint. The appearance of the space does a great job at attracting a lot 
of people. However, the touch of the design is hard, cold, and not comfort-
able. This is no accident, like I’ve stated, McDonald’s wants you to come in, 
but then leave soon after to make way for the next customer. It’s a deceitful 
design in the way that the customer believes they are being welcomed, how-
ever they are truly being manipulated by the design of the burger.

I’ve given Flusser’s definition of design, but he would also argue that the 
term design is  associated with words like cunning and deceit. Flusser states 
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that a designer is a cunning plotter laying his traps. (Flusser 1999: 17) This is 
an accurate way to think about design when it comes to McDonald’s. When 
the Big Mac is taken out of the McDonald’s environment, the consumer is 
suddenly very aware of it’s gross background. It isn’t only the design of the 
space that ties in with Flusser’s ideas of deception in design, but the dining 
experience as well. McDonald’s is introducing a new “Create Your Taste” ser-
vice where you choose the ingredients you want on your burger on a screen, 
and they actually deliver it to your table. This is changing the landscape of 
fast food, expanding it, creating a harsher impact.. 

It appears McDonald’s is trying to cover up the downfall of their business, 
which is the process in which their food is made. The design of the Big Mac 
is aesthetically appealing, another example of a deception in design. It looks 
good, smells good, and fits perfectly in a person’s hand. However, there is real 
controversy behind the design of that burger. Flusser brings up interesting 
ideas of responsibility. Responsibility is the decision to answer for things 
to other people, and in design we take on the responsibility of addressing 
concerns, making them tangible to the public. Flusser states that the more at-
tention directed towards the objective opposed to the subjective in a design, 
the more the object will obstruct critics. (Flusser 1999: 59) This is some-
thing McDonald’s is adamant with in their designs. The design of the fran-
chise is to exemplify an objective view on their product. The Big Mac is the 
most popular item on the menu, and one could argue is the basis for all of 
their design. However, like Flusser states, McDonald’s draws attention away 
from the subjective, knowing it would be detrimental to the entire business. 
They’ve taken responsibility, and have chosen where to focus it.

I’ll start with the lighter of the dark side. It’s no secret that the Big Mac has 
massive health implications, both short and long term. The short term con-
sequences are as follows. After only eating one Big Mac, a lot happens to our 
bodies. Within the first 10 minutes, our blood sugar raises to abnormal lev-
els, and our brains release neurotransmitter dopamine, which is what makes 
us feel good after eating high calorie foods. The levels of high fructose corn 
syrup and sodium can cause obesity, diabetes and heart disease. After 30 
minutes, your body experiences a sodium attack, making you extremely de-
hydrated. Too much sodium intake makes it difficult for kidneys to eliminate 
salt. This makes your heart work faster, causing high blood pressure and can 
ultimately lead to heart disease and strokes. 40 minutes pass, and your body 
is craving more fast food. This is due to the lost control of blood sugar. When 
it’s time for digestion, your body has a more difficult time with the Big Mac 
because they’re greasier. Normally, it takes 24 to 72 hours to digest food. 
However, trans fats take about 51 days to digest. The Big Mac contains 1.5 
grams of trans fat, which are linked to heart disease, obesity, cancer and dia-
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betes. (Martin 2015) This is part of the subjectivity that McDonald’s steers 
the consumer away from in their design. At the same time, these unhealthy 
amount of sugar, sodium, and fat are part of the design of the Big Mac to 
assure you come back for more.

There is a much darker part of the Big Mac design that McDonald’s works 
very hard at hiding. 95% of meat and animal byproducts sold in the United 
States is the result of livestock factory farming. With McDonalds huge num-
bers of burgers sold every day, it’s impossible they don’t work with suppliers 
who operate with intensive practices. 

The system of factory farming is designed to serve a huge population with 
an incredibly high demand for meat. Between 2002 and 2007, the number 
of beef cattle on feedlots larger than 500-head grew by 17.1%, adding about 
1,100 beef cattle every day for five years. (Food and Water Watch 2010) In 
2015, almost 29 million cattle were slaughtered for human consumption. 
(Humane Society 2016) A big reason why the demand for beef is so high is 
urbanization. Cities are continuing to expand, while populations in rural 
areas dwindle. An average urbanites diet consists largely of meat and animal 
byproducts. (McGranahan, Satterhwaite, Tacoli 2010) There isn’t a solid rea-
son as to why this is the case, but many factors contribute. The convenience, 
the advertising, the addictive ingredients, etc. It’s almost impossible to step 
out into city streets and avoid the temptations of fast food.

The life of a cow on a factory farm is extremely grim. This is the darkest 
part of the design of the burger, so I must warn the reader that what I’m 
about to discuss will be graphic. Many cows raised for beef are taken from 
their mothers within hours of their births. Beef cattles mothers tend to be 
dairy cows, who must be artificially inseminated to produce milk for hu-
man consumption. The separation between the calf and the mother causes 
immense amount of stress for both parties. Beef cattle endure many painful 
mutilations because it’s considered to be more sanitary while their living in 
such close quarters of one another, however it’s still extremely common for 
cows to get sick in these horrific living conditions. Male calves are castrated 
at a young age by torturous methods. These methods include removing tes-
ticles surgically with a scalpel, crushing spermatic cords with a clamp, and 
constricting blood flow to the scrotum until the testicles fall off. All of this 
is performed without using any sort of anesthesia, and causes pain for days. 
Tail docking, branding, and other forms of surgery are also done without 
anesthesia. Calves are put on a unnatural diet to meet market weight, which 
is 1,200 pounds. This weight is typically gained in six months. The major-
ity of cattle in the U.S. are fattened in only four states. The calves that are 
born outside of these states often are forced to endure long and stressful 
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trips without food, water, or protection from the elements. After the market 
weight is achieved, cattle are trucked to slaughter, which is also an extremely 
grim and dark place.

Before, I began discussing the anthropocene and what has brought us to 
this point. Our earth is dying, and there are so many parts of the planet that 
are being hurt. Livestock factory farming is greatly affecting every natural 
element of our home. Livestock is responsible for the most greenhouse gas 
emissions, water use, water pollution, deforestation, desertification, habitat 
destruction, species extinction, and ocean dead zones, to name a few. Ani-
mal agriculture is responsible for 18% of greenhouse gases which is more 
than all transportation combined. It may seem unclear as to why this is, but 
the reason for it is due to methane released from the animals themselves. 
Cows produce 150 billion gallons of methane per day. Methane is extremely 
more destructive than carbon dioxide, on top of that, livestock is responsi-
ble for 65% of all human-related emission of nitrous oxide. Nitrous oxide 
is 296 times the global warming potential of carbon dioxide, and stays in 
the atmosphere for 150 years. How are we to combat our contaminated air 
when the number one reason we’re cutting down our forests is to be able to 
raise these animals? The impact raising beef for burgers continues. Grow-
ing feed crops consumes 56% of water in the U.S.. 2,500 gallons of water 
are needed to produce one pound of beef. A farm with 2,500 cows produces 
the same amount of waste as a city of 411,000 people. Livestock has created 
more than 500 nitrogen flooded dead zones around the world. (Cowspiracy 
2015)

It’s quite alarming to understand just how much animal agriculture is alter-
ing the planet. So much emphasis is put on daily habits such as driving, and 
to save the planet we must drive less. There isn’t enough discussion around 
the food we put into our bodies. This topic has started to infiltrate the main-
stream in recent years, however we won’t see a bit shift until the majority 
of the population understands the bigger issues. The design of the system 
behind the burger has also created a social dynamic. The design of the burger 
has been so powerful it has actually created animosity between the support-
ers and the non supporters.

Tallgrass’ All American Burger
Tallgrass Burger is a restaurant located in Manhattan. There is only one loca-
tion. Their All American Burger is your typical burger. It consists of bacon, 
american cheese, romaine lettuce, tomatoes, red onions, pickles and grass fed 
beef. The All American Burger uses 100% grass fed beef without  hormones 
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or antibiotics. USDA grass-fed labels don’t actually regulate the amount of 
hormones and antibiotics, (Farm Sanctuary 2016) however, with the All 
American Burger they have chosen to not use these ingredients which are 
not only harmful to the cow, but also to humans. This is much more hu-
mane than an average fast food burger (i.e. the Big Mac) due to the fact the 
cows eat what their natural diet would consist of, and they are free to roam 
outdoors. The beef used in these burgers consist of less fat, less cholesterol, 
more vitamins and 25% more protein than regular beef. (Tall Grass Burger 
n.d.) The All American Burger is a healthier alternative for the meat eater, 
and healthier lifestyle for the cow. 

The All American Burger is better than the Big Mac when it comes to animal 
welfare, environmental impact and human health. I would argue here that 
it is still not the best case of burger, and fiscally, priced at $8.50, it is worse 
than the Big Mac. In terms of the All American Burgers welfare, the cows live 
a more natural live, however not 100% natural contrary to what Tallgrass 
Burgers would want you to believe. Still, these animals are bred for captivity 
and eventually slaughter. Environmentally, a grass fed farm produces less 
waste and methane than a factory farm and has less cause of deforestation. 
However, they still contribute to these incredibly destructive actions. Ad-
ditionally, due to such a high demand for beef by urbanites, if that same 
demand switched from factory farmed meat to The All American Burger, 
expansion of these farms would be exponential and even more destructive 
than factory farming in terms of land use. 

In his article, “Ethics in Design,” Clive Dilnot questions the responsibility of 
design. In this current time period, we hear the word ‘sustainable’ quite fre-
quently. As designers, the word is constantly being used. Unfortunately, true 
sustainability is hardly ever successful for the reason we design new object 
and systems to replace old ones. The new, sustainable design often uses the 
same processes to create than the old, unsustainable did used. For example, 
the electric car is a fantastic mode of transport to use to cut down one’s 
carbon footprint. However, the production of the car is extremely toxic to 
the environment. This is how we continue to design our way deeper into the 
anthropocene, by inducing into a world that is daily being made more un-
sustainable, and we designers are failing (Dilnot 2009: 181)

This idea of failing at sustainability is what I consider Tallgrass Burger. It 
seems like the approach that will help turn things around, but in reality the 
change is not significant enough. The cattle raised for Tallgrass Burger may 
not be raised under such intensive systems, however these farms are still con-
tributors to the destruction of the planet, oppression of animals, and human 
health issues. When considering what is humane and what isn’t, we must ask 
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ourselves if we would want the same treatment. The American Burger is bet-
ter than the Big Mac, but it is not the best burger.

This is also where Flusser’s ideas of deceit in design can be applied. The de-
sign of The American Burger is to convince the consumer they are making 
the right choice. The aesthetics of the burger are convincing enough. With 
fresh looking ingredients and a thick patty, The American Burger insinuates 
a “real food” experience. Even the name of the sandwich is very suggestive. 
The language used in this establishment is quite particular in an attempt to 
make a positive case for themselves. The layout of the restaurant is simple, 
and what you’d expect from a burger joint. There are no over the top aes-
thetics.

The environmental harm I previously discussed with the Big Mac is still true 
for The American Burger. Just because these cows are grass fed does not de-
crease the environmental impact in any way. It is true that this burger is 
healthier for you than the Big Mac, but it is definitely not the healthiest. 
Eating red meat hardens blood vessels, clogging arteries and leads to cardio-
vascular disease. A study from Harvard School of Public health found that 
vegetarians tend to live longer than meat eaters. On top of an increased risk 
of cardiovascular disease, there have been links between eating meat, diabe-
tes, and cancer. Eating meat can put your colon and brain at risk. This is due 
to the amount of iron in meat. It’s a belief that vegetarians don’t get enough 
iron, though this may be true in some cases, it isn’t always a person’s diet 
that is the reason. In fact, it’s much easier to get your daily dose of iron from 
a plant based diet than people think. Meat has a lot of iron, and having too 
high of an iron intake can increase your risk of Alzheimer’s disease. Meat is 
also full of hormones, adding to the cancer risk. (Melone 2014)

By CHLOE’s Classic Burger
By CHLOE is located in Manhattan, and the business is in the works of ex-
panding. The mission of this establishment is to promote a healthier lifestyle, 
and reduce our carbon footprint as much as possible. The Classic Burger is 
a plant based burger, meaning it’s entirely vegan. A vegan lifestyle involves 
making consumer decision that do not take from or harm animals in any 
way. The ingredients of the Classic Burger are all locally sourced and they are 
onions, beet ketchup, special sauce, potato bun and a tempeh-lentil-chia-
walnut patty. There are a number of reasons someone may choose to adopt 
a vegan lifestyle, but the three biggest reasons are animal welfare issues, envi-
ronmental impact and health issues. 
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To rank these three cases as better or worse, one has to come from a biased 
point of view. In a universal way of thinking, nothing is better, worse, good 
or bad, things just are. However if I am to determine as one of these cases as 
“best” then I would have to choose based on my own judgement, The Clas-
sic Burger. This vegan burger is the best choice for animal rights concerns, 
environmental impact and health. At $8.95, It is the least fiscally responsible 
of the three burgers, however, worrying about money seems to be the main 
reason we’re in the Anthropocene in the first place. There are significant dif-
ferences between a vegan lifestyle and a meat eaters lifestyle. A plant based 
diet cuts your carbon footprint by 50%. A vegan will only need 1/6th of an 
acre of land to feed themselves, a meat eater will need 18 times more than 
that. (Cowspiracy 2015)

By CHLOE has put a lot of effort into the design, and its huge success dem-
onstrates the careful orientation of the business. The identity of By CHLOE 
is fun, energetic, welcoming, and overall a very positive experience. With the 
use of playful illustrations of food, By CHLOE truly brings out the fun in 
vegetables, a food category that we’ve been taught is dull, gross, and unap-
pealing. The design of the Classic Burger also touches on Flusser’s ideas of 
deceit in design. The Classic Burger does it differently than what the Big Mac 
or The American Burger does with deceit. It’s looks like a beef burger, and 
even attempts to taste like one. But in the end, this shouldn’t matter, who’s 
to say vegan food has to act differently than non vegan food? Instead of cre-
ating a new designed system, By CHLOE utilizes what already exists, and 
eliminates the part that causes the most harm. These are the types of ethics 
in design we so desperately need in this time. By CHLOE’s approach creates 
a great example of refusing the current domination of negative systems, and 
causes an interruption. (Dilnot 2009: 182)

Conclusion
One burger is the equivalent to showering daily for two months in terms of 
water use. (Cowspiracy 2015) Burger design is certainly dark in these times. 
What comes off as wholesome, good American food, actually has a lot of 
skeletons, literally. In this time of the anthropocene, we need new ideas, new 
conceptual understanding of reality and a new relationship to the traditions 
of human culture. (Scranton 2015: 19) Burgers are part of our culture and 
our traditions. However, it’s vital that we reconsider this tradition, and really 
question the importance of indulging for our own personal desire. 

In the article “Beyond Patzers and Clients,” Larry Lohmann brings in a con-
cept taken from the classic game of chess. That being the relationship be-
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tween a Master and a Patzer. The idea is that in chess, there is a Master and 
a Patzer, an expert and an amateur. The Master knows they are controlling 
the game, and they have inflicted the belief in the Patzer that the Patzer is 
actually the Master. He uses this power relationship example and applies it 
to politics. (Lohmann 2012) The same type of power relationship exists in 
the livestock industry. The marketers of the burger are the Masters while the 
customers are the Patzers. The Masters have been successful in establishing 
themselves in that role by convincing the Patzers to choose the burger that 
is the most satisfying. Yet, the design of the burger is exactly what pulls in 
the Patzers. The Master knows the Patzer will side with him or her before 
the choice is made. The Patzer believes they are the Master the entire time, 
but is really being controlled by the burger. This power relationship can be 
changed. Once the Patzers discovers they are the Patzers, they can no longer 
be manipulated by the design of the burger. 

It’s crucial to recognize the impact of the livestock industry for our health, 
animal welfare and the earth. It’s also crucial to eat. Now we must look past 
our personal desires and make a conscious decision as to what we will sup-
port. No one would make a donation to support these destructive systems, 
so why pay for their services?
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Claudia Marina

The world post 9/11 is still one we are trying to come to terms with because 
terrorism isn’t something that is quite understood or expected, no matter the 
instances thereof. I grew up with Columbine, 9/11, the 2012 Aurora shoot-
ing, Sandy Hook, the Boston Marathon bombing, Charlie Hebdo, and the at-
tacks in Paris and Brussels in 2016 as markers. Though terrorism has existed 
in greater instances before, the constant bombardment of news of the sort 
has overwhelmed our collective psyche. People in the world accept (and even 
learn to crave) more surveillance as a means of making sense of the world 
and regaining control. 

This need for control and reassurance has seeped its way from the public 
sphere into private life as well, as the constant streams of these images on a 
global scale produce a culture of fear. Fear becomes an extension of us—so 
much so that we are willing to buy Apple Watches to send us notifications in 
case we can’t get to our phones in time. The phone is already a heavily relied 
upon appendage, but the desire for smarter, better, and faster technology 
brings deception upon its users and reflects a culture of extreme self-doubt 
in the face of rising technology.  We are willingly surveilling the exhaustive 
collapse of our civilization.

Surveillance at Home
A small but growing ecosystem of at-home-surveillance devices such as 
Canary, Piper, and Sen.se Mother address surveillance on a domestic scale. 
They’re relatively affordable thanks to the prevalence of big data and smart-
phones, and they emerged in counterpoint to technologies promoting other 
phenomena such as The Quantified Self and The Internet of Things. These 
components, coupled together, orient the user into a certain worldview, as 
Raymond Geuss would say. (Geuss 2008) In order to feel protected, the user 
gives up his or her sense of power to a device that collects data (be it motion 
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activity, video, temperature, etc.), which then delivers this data back to us-
ers in a deceptive presentation of control through a facilitated user experi-
ence. While these devices make the owner feel powerful, the ultimate power 
structure is the omnipresent Big Brother in the room. It’s a force so big that 
living with it can only become normal as these designs make it increasingly 
more difficult to track who owns the data and how it is being used. To fur-
ther analyze how these devices interact with the world, closer examination 
is necessary. Sen.se Mother is the perfect example of how the servitude of a 
gadget can backfire by creating a space for itself within family hierarchies, 
destroying trust and replacing it with fear.

Nearly every review of Mother cannot go forth without acknowledging its 
inherently creepy presentation. The main port is the “Mother” itself, given an 
algorithmically enigmatic name such as “Precious Josefa” (Moynihan 2014) 
or “Elwanda Melinda.” (Wollerton 2014) It is designed to look like Eve from 
the Disney Pixar movie Wall-E had a baby with a matryoshka doll. While 
the main visual component is the doll itself, the hub does none of the actual 
surveilling. Instead, the device works with motion sensors called “Motion 
Cookies” that can be attached to various objects or taken with you to moni-
tor countless possibilities—how often your children brush their teeth, how 
many times you wake up in the middle of the night to use the bathroom, 
whether you’re drinking enough water or too much coffee, or remembering 
to take your medication.

Calling these monitoring devices “Cookies” mitigates any initial reservations 
to being closely monitored. Mother and its components are designed to look 
like Apple devices—sleek, white, but also playful and inviting to the user 
with their rounded edges and colorful accents—which make children feel 
at ease with being under constant home surveillance. They think of it as 
a game, and the data keeps a score showing who is “winning” at a certain 
behavior.  In effect, Mother inserts itself in family hierarchies when it pre-
sents itself as an aide or servant to the busy parent. Mother’s website shows a 
Cookie attached to a toothbrush and turns the ordinary act of brushing your 
teeth into a competition, encouraging users to feed data into Mother more 
often than they are used to recognizing everyday actions as “data.” (Sen.se 
Who’s the tooth brushing champion? 2016)

As a result, a degree of social engineering occurs on certain behavioral pat-
terns. While the owner of the device believes she holds the power, in actuality 
the data belongs to parent company Sen.se, whose mission is to “[design] 
devices to collect real-life data easily, spontaneously, meaningfully, and con-
tinuously, and a cloud-based platform that makes sense of gathered data and 
generates truly smart apps and services.” (Sen.se Our Mission 2016) One 
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cannot use Mother on an independent data-gathering platform. The device 
only works by creating an account with Sen.se, where this cloud-based plat-
form lives and houses all of the data collected through pre-installed apps 
that dictate how to use surveillance through Mother and its Cookies. In-
corporating a silent, “smart” device to everyday actions such as sleeping or 
tracking habits has the effect of allowing a device such as Mother to develop 
a life of its own. When The New York Times published an article at the cusp 
of these emerging at-home surveillance technologies, sources described the 
consumer intrigue beyond a factor of newness. Not only were these products 
“smart”—a rhetorical term that implies favorability—they were unobtru-
sive, and that was the real selling point. Objects like mother “quietly [hum] 
away, taking in data,” said Hybrid Reality Institute co-founder Ayesha Khan-
na. “You don’t have to do anything. Something that makes your life more 
convenient, safer, and more secure has value.” (Kurutz 2014)

All of these devices prioritize easy installation via Wi-Fi and engaging app 
interfaces that make it harder not to use the device or use the device in an al-
ternative method, such as with open-source software. Mother’s Cookies are, 
in effect, what Larry Lohmann calls “poisoned bishops,” facilitating users’ 
transition from patzers to clients in Mother’s worldview. (Lohmann 2016: 
313)

In the game of chess, there are patzers and masters. Lohmann uses this 
metaphor to explain how in relationships of power, such as that of surveil-
lance, parties are categorized into one or the other. Patzers, he claims, are 
the amateurs susceptible to the tricks of the masters. They tend to “fall into 
unavoidable traps,” and “neglect strategic development in favor of quick 
gains,” whereas the master plays the game 10 steps ahead, giving the patzer 
the illusion of briefly winning before reaching a point of irrevocable loss. 
(Lohmann 2016: 295) In the instance of Mother, consumers are the patzers 
because they buy a self-surveillance gadget believing that it will make their 
home—or at least their minds—a little safer. The winner here is not the par-
ent or the roommate who bought a Mother and installed it to spy on others 
and oneself in order to keep one in check. The winner is Sen.se, the com-
pany who owns this data and has built a business out of this collection of 
fear. Constantly notifying the user of progress, lackthereof, or giving them a 
false sense of God-like knowledge over others effectively creates anxiety with 
needing a constant stream of information in order to believe the user’s world 
is in check. This creates a dependency on devices that quantify and surveil on 
the self. In order to benefit from Mother, a user must orient him or herself in 
a certain worldview. He or she must be adaptable to the Internet of Things, 
having Wi-Fi readily accessible to connect to TVs, phones, refrigerators, and 
thermostats in addition to a surveillance device. The use of smart devices 
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such as iPhones to provide timely notifications via the “Pocket Mother” app 
is crucial to the use of the device. Sen.se is part of a bigger structure of power 
which, like advertising, aims to instill insecurity to then offer a product to 
fill that void.

Moreover, as Geuss puts it, humans not only want to evaluate the world 
through data, they equally want to understand and assess it in order to lead 
a “meaningful life.” (Geuss 2008: 40) People seek surveillance “to the further 
idea that people need a representation or a surveyable image of their place in 
the world. (Geuss 2008: 40) Devices like Mother not only provide a service 
to users, it also teaches them how to act in life by the very collection of pre-
disposed apps (such as “Walk,” “Door,” “Medication,” “Sleep,” and “Habits”). 
(Sen.se Applications 2016)

The user becomes accustomed to this dependency of being fed sense of the 
world. Although he/she might feel odd about being under surveillance (es-
pecially if he/she did not consent to it by actually purchasing the device), 
the move from amateur patzer to a client who wants to retain some form 
of dignity is inevitable. The world of the Quantified Self and the Internet 
of Things is too large to fight without feeling inept when a critical lifeline 
is taken away, such as your phone. Lohmann understands this “intellectual 
laziness” that arises after a patzer has realized he willingly took steps to un-
dermine his own goals (Lohmann 2016: 313). So, the relationship between 
a device such as Mother and a family member under surveillance turns into 
one of patron-clientage. “Classically,” Lohmann explains, “powerful patrons 
provide protection or other benefits to lower-status clients, who reciprocate 
by publicly endorsing the patron’s claims to leadership and offering support, 
assistance, compliance, votes and the like.” (Lohmann 2016: 314) This sup-
port comes in the form of general acceptance to the quiet hum of surveil-
lance devices that continuously collect data on the human experience. It can 
also extend to purchasing more Cookies at $99 per pack of four, so the user 
isn’t limited to just four initial surveillance modes at a time.

 As poisoned bishops, these Cookies play on a level of deception that tells 
the user, “The time has come for devices to learn to live with us instead of us 
learning to live with them.” (Sen.se 2016) In order for users to carry around 
these motion sensors everywhere they go, or at least complacently interact 
with them to ensure their use, Sen.se positions these poisoned bishops as a 
device that serves the user, and not the other way around. They are mini-
mally invasive “sensors that understand things without needing to be told...
designed to blend into your life and adapt to your behavior without requir-
ing any effort, training or care from you.” (Sen.se 2016) The portability and 
immediate sense reaction of Mother’s Cookies make users believe they are in 
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control of their lives and have the rights to their data since they can change 
a Cookie’s use at any time, however the data collection is the same and all 
information goes back to Sen.se’s big data platform “needed for the manage-
ment of your order by Sen.se and its business partners.” (Sen.se General Sales 
Conditions 2016)

The lack of clarity, laziness, and complacency with being a losing client 
rather than a losing patzer all contribute to our willingness to follow big 
data into the dark without realizing we are fostering fear. As soon as we have 
control on ourselves, what stops companies from taking this paranoia with 
being told how to act and making sense of the world and applying it on a 
larger scale? Cell phones condition behavior through app notifications from 
devices like Mother, Canary, or Piper. They essentially decipher your actions 
and tell you whether you’re being a good enough person for the day. Extend-
ing this frame of thought to others, what happens when blind faith in these 
devices has us believe they can successfully understand conversational nu-
ances or the complexity of the human spirit?  Devices like Mother emphasize 
the increasing movement of public values into private spaces. Reflexively, 
taking this intuitive relationship with “smart” technology and applying it to 
the civic sphere proves problematic as new surveillance designs emerge and 
claim to make sense of social media beyond human ability to understand 
one another.

The next case explores how new forms of surveillance in the public realm 
are, in effect, masking racial profiling and prejudice by authority figures with 
access to inconclusive data.  

MediaSonar and Next-Level Public Surveillance
In light of mass school shootings and public uprisings to police brutality, 
surveillance cameras are no longer enough to monitor behavior in hopes of 
preventing violence. This is the perspective that new surveillance companies 
like MediaSonar adhere to.

The aforementioned company has gained notoriety for aggregating data 
through trigger phrases highlighted in public social media accounts in a 
given area. The main selling point for the company is safety. It’s another case 
where technology tries to assert itself as more reliable than human intui-
tion given its superior ability to make sense of data, use algorithms, and be 
innately more scientific than people. Unlike the product-centered interest 
of Sen.se in wanting to create a feeling of inadequacy to benefit the com-
pany and sell more Mothers, the real power MediaSonar posits is not in the 
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company itself (which collects a $10,000-per-year subscription fee) (City of 
Glendale, Arizona 2015) but rather the authority figure who asserts control 
by paying this fee. Mostly used by police but also targeted to schools, corpo-
rations, sporting events, concerts, and media companies (MediaSonar In-
dustries 2016), the service is problematic for a number of reasons.

The most prominent is that simplifying the human psyche by claiming that 
MediaSonar can understand social media in an objective way risks racial 
profiling and unjust targeting. According to an 88-page document of emails 
between the Fresno Police Department and companies including MediaSo-
nar obtained by the American Civil Liberties Union of Northern California, 
FPD has been experimenting with social media surveillance tools since 2013. 
In these emails, MediaSonar demonstrates how it collects data and focuses 
on “key words [that] have consistently been proven to be extremely effective 
when mining social media proactively under the auspices of intelligence-
led/proactive policing.” (ACLU of Northern California 2015: 56) The words 
are organized into reductive, and sometimes silly, categories to claim effec-
tiveness. For example, MediaSonar lists “fuckthepolice,” “po-po,” and “can-
tholdusdown” when it wants to track crimes against the police. (ACLU of 
Northern California 2015: 56) A separate category called “Mike Brown Re-
lated” exists next to categories for targeting human trafficking, gangs, prop-
erty crimes, and weapons. The terms under this category demonstrate social 
movements and the right to protest through terms like “blacklivesmatter” 
and “dontshoot” rather than actual threats and claims to violence. What Me-
diaSonar is actually doing is giving police a tool to silence civil rights move-
ments like Black Lives Matter furthering their agenda of oppression in the 
name of a false sense of security for the masses. Public unrest equals chaos, 
which has the potential to create violence in the eyes of jaded authority fig-
ures. It is in their interest to put a lid on any sort of public outcry by targeting 
individuals or groups of people expressing their First Amendment rights by 
claiming that not all forms of free speech are truly free. Speaking out against 
police brutality is not the same thing as shouting “Fire!” in a public space. By 
silencing voices on social media, authority figures try to assert power over 
individual thinking, and without thinking there is no risk to demand change. 

With these monolithic, ambiguous structures of power in place, it is easy 
for those on the receiving end to feel small in the struggle over data. The 
aforementioned cases have placed users in the world as disempowered bod-
ies, lacking the confidence to trust each other, much less oneself in the home 
or out in public. Surveillance gives some sort of semblance of control, albeit 
illusory. Ultimately, society has fallen under surveillance and an obsessive 
need to capture our downfall as we become more paranoid by believing that 
we understand the need to be watched. This results from a lack of thinking, 
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questioning, and challenging authority figures because we are too comfort-
able with info-snacking through instantly gratifying notifications garnered 
through data. However, those being targeted by MediaSonar are at a critical 
position of change because they have been positioned against others. They 
suddenly are classified as the enemy by one group—as is the roommate who 
eats your groceries or goes into your room to borrow clothes. Mother and 
Media Sonar present you with the enemy, which is sometimes yourself, in 
order to adapt to certain actions that the state of surveillance, dominated by 
corporate ambitions and government control, agrees to be favorable.

The enemy (i.e. the surveilled and unjustly targeted individual) who chal-
lenges the system has a great position of subverting current practices and 
bringing into awareness questions of why we need to monitor ourselves and 
why we feel safer when we throw a blanket of surveillance on others. 

Responding to Surveillance
In order to tip the scales and change the way surveillance is carried out in 
modern times, it’s imperative to take a stand. This means not using capital-
ism to advance surveillance industries to form a hollow version of the Quan-
tified Self. For when consumption is the main reason for an object to exist 
(in this case, consuming data) people will be alienated from designs that are 
introduced as designs that live with you. (Dunne 2005: 50) 

Both expert designers and non-expert citizens can influence the way we 
think about this issue by raising criticism. In Raymond Geuss’ A World With-
out Why, the author raises the question if criticism should be constructive. 
(Geuss 2014) The need to mitigate harsh criticism with a constructive ele-
ment is questionable because it rests on the idea of substitution. The alter-
native solution proposed is comparable to the problem itself, which brings 
upon the bigger question: to whom is constructive criticism working in favor 
of? In order to think about the problem and take a stance, as Alain Badiou 
and Hannah Arendt believe is the initial step to making change, Geuss’ four 
stages of criticism draw parallel to similar beliefs. The first traditional stage 
or criticism is that of analysis—where you pick apart the pieces. The second 
is evaluation, which is crucial because it requires one to adopt an attitude 
and judge the thing itself. The point of judgement is the axiomatic point 
that groups like CopWatch, a national non-profit activist organization using 
counter surveillance against police brutality, must make in order to give their 
non-expert designs validity. Then comes criticism as argument, where you 
connect the object of critique to other pieces, and the final dimension is to 
act or perform criticism.
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Both designers and non-designers carry out critical performance through 
different means. The designer may have the technological or communica-
tive agency to create objects of critical or interrogative design, such as Steve 
Mann’s Surveilluminescence which will be described at greater length later 
on. Ezio Manzini believes that everyone operates on a basic level of design 
capability in his book Design, When Everybody Designs. (Manzini 2015) It 
is because of this natural ability that those non-experts who operate in the 
realm of “diffuse design” might try to solve problems or make sense of their 
world through grassroots organizations or cultural activism. (Manzini 2015: 
46) 

I will start off with “expert” designs before exploring the DIY/diffuse design 
realm. In thinking about ways to subvert modern surveillance, two realms 
of risks present themselves. Polish artist and critical design expert Krzysztof 
Wodiczko calls it “interrogative design,” meaning that the objects falling into 
this category have a higher moral obligation to question, shock, and “articu-
late and inspire communication of real, often difficult lived-through experi-
ence, rather than substitute for it.” (Wodiczko 1999: 16). 

Consider what would happen if Mother and MediaSonar existed before 9/11. 
Their commercial value would diminish and the objects would take on a 
different life—the life of a “pathological product.” (Dunne 2005: 64) Like 
Mother and MediaSonar, the well-established radio scanner teeters between 
protection and legal offense. Anthony Dunne describes its power “based 
on suspicion and paranoia to open up one-to-one channels, transforming 
private situations into public ones.” (Dunne 2005: 65) Taken to this defini-
tion, MediaSonar and Mother can be appreciated for their transformative, 
thought-provoking qualities, however this thought-provocation should ulti-
mately be followed by Badiou’s application of risking (Badiou 2005: 7-8). By 
this, risking simply reflects a result of thinking about the reasons we feel un-
comfortable under surveillance as well as resisting. Constant effort to strive 
toward realization follow Hannah Arendt’s stance on not being compliant 
with the the banality of everyday actions that directly or indirectly contrib-
ute to evil because we simply choose not to think about them. (Bernstein 
2010: 134)

When designers actively think about these issues, an object such as Steve 
Mann’s Surveilluminescence appears. The object (or series of objects) pro-
jects light from surveillance cameras to bring awareness to the proliferation 
of surveillance devices around us and remind us of the constant feeling of 
being watched. Whether this is critical and art-based is debatable as Mann 
said in an interview that the device’s function was for an “owner of a surveil-
lance system to visualize the efficacy of their own cameras” while also work-



41

ing in the public realm “as a video ‘bug sweeper’ which uses video feedback 
to detect hidden video surveillance.” (Rogers 2014) I consider it interroga-
tive design by Wodiczko’s definition that “design should deconstruct life.” 
(Wodiczko 1999: 16) When people have knowledge and are aware that they 
are being watched under a camera, their behaviors might change. The lever 
strikes back with this device and users are given the opportunity to react 
accordingly. This gives those being watched full control of their behavior 
and knowledge of being under surveillance and brings awareness to realist 
intentions of the person behind the camera. By marking a camera’s light of 
sight, the user experience is emphasized through a pathway of surveillance 
obstacles—whether to step in the line of sight or not, whether to accept the 
situation for what it is or do something about it.

Those who have done something about it in response include the Surveil-
lance Camera Players in a performance called “It’s OK, Officer.” The per-
formance piece is meant to be simple enough to enact DIY action within 
the artistic realm. There are six players who perform this play in front of 
public surveillance cameras. The play takes place in a public space, mov-
ing from one camera to the next. The audience takes a voyeuristic approach 
(that of the officer or authority figure) as players acting as citizens pass by 
with boards that read “It’s OK, Officer,” “just going to work,” “just getting 
something to eat,” “just going shopping,” “just sightseeing,” and “going home 
now.” (Notbored.org, 2002) The project feeds on the anxieties caused by 
constant surveillance and prejudice from authority figures, which makes it a 
successful guerilla effort that can be used in response to communities being 
monitored by MediaSonar and similar surveillance tools.

Also in the realm of performative art/ critical design is Denis Beaubois’ 
“In the Event of Amnesia the City Will Recall.” (Beaubois 1997) The piece 
has similar elements to “It’s OK, Officer” but further engages the camera 
to perform, therefore highlighting cognizance of being watched, effectively 
breaking the barrier between omnipresent authority figure and the igno-
rant bystander. It takes the reality of the surveillance state with imaginative 
reactions of a future with new relationships to technology. Though not an 
object, Beaubois contribution to the conversation on increasing surveillance 
resonates with Dunne’s musings on what he calls “non-design’s” ability to 
imagine a relationship with surveillance cameras in a way that “challenge[s] 
how we think about extensions to our ‘selves’ in ways that do not simply 
magnify, but rather, transform our perception and consciousness of our re-
lation to our environment.” (Dunne 2005: 67) The camera acts as both the 
primary audience and by engaging and analyzing the set, where the actor 
challenges the camera with directions to perform. By simply doing its job, 
and watching, whether obeying or resisting the actions directed at it by the 
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human actor on the ground, the camera becomes an actor in it of itself, and 
the secondary audience becomes the people within the vicinity observing the 
performance. According to Beaubois, “The action of willingly giving the self 
to the system, by virtue of its simplicity, raises questions of a hidden agenda.” 
(Beaubois 1997) In other words: who does what to whom and in whose in-
terest? For the camera, in whose interest is it that regular passersby are being 
watched and analyzed? In the consumer and civic realm—whether it is a 
police officer, a media analyst, or a concerned parent/neurotic roommate—
surveillance continues to get darker through new forms of data collection 
fueled by the rush of power and God-like abilities a top-down perspective or 
invisible presence can provide.

While art and interrogative design opens the dialogue for realizing the realist 
backbone of surveillance designs in the 21st century, diffuse design through 
DIY practice and activism opens up the platform for real policy change. As 
previously mentioned, the American Civil Liberties Union of Northern Cali-
fornia has been trying to subvert the Fresno Police Department’s surveil-
lance tactics that largely go under the radar. In a similar manner that sur-
veillance devices provide the user with knowledge-is-power confidence, the 
ACLU aims to give residents the proper tools and information to be part of 
community decisions to decide whether or not surveillance efforts are effec-
tive or consented. It is making steps toward policy legislation through tools 
like the interactive map “State of Surveillance in California,” which compares 
counties and cities in terms of surveillance practices currently being used by 
authorities including drones, facial recognition, and body cameras. (ACLU 
of Northern California 2014) The map is the first step to awareness, but a 
more active form of action is a sort of manifesto/guide for the future of 
counter surveillance efforts they hope to enact. “Making Smart Decisions 
About Surveillance: A Guide For Community Transparency, Accountabil-
ity  & Oversight,” opens with a declaration at the end of its introductory 
paragraph: “It’s time for a change.”  (ACLU of California 2016) The 35-page 
document breaks down current types of surveillance practices and then goes 
on to detail the types of questions civilians should be asking of their lawmak-
ers and authority figures. This is the first component of thinking, and such 
forms of participating in a conscious discourse with oneself is imperative to 
cut ties with the disillusionment that data mining and surveillance tactics 
are unobtrusive and therefore banal in comparison to other threats. ACLU 
of California’s declaration, “It’s time for a change,” exemplifies a group of 
thinkers separated from the rest of society for confidently asserting, “This I 
can’t do.” (Berkowitz 2010: 8)

Organizations like CopWatch are important for this very reason. The actions 
of people who submit information to CopWatch exemplify how counter sur-
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veillance tactics  such as filming police interactions can be used to highlight 
police brutality. Falling in the realm of non-profit activist organizations, the 
idea has spread across different cities. Because of the internet, not only has 
surveillance been able to grow exponentially and affect behaviors of author-
ity figures and those being surveilled, but it has also helped activists emerge 
from the subculture and gain mainstream attention. DIY citizenship groups 
are centered around “direct action.” (Ratto 2014: 7) DIY protest movements 
like CopWatch counter body cameras with cell phone cameras—a medium 
protesters adopt to subvert the surveillance camera and offers a different per-
spective. Taking the initial thinking put forth by Steve Mann’s Surveillumines-
cence and the feelings brought up by Surveillance Camera Players or Denis 
Beaubois, the actions initiated by CopWatch are an example of protest “finally 
breaking down the barriers between art and protest.” (Ratto 2014: 10)

Conclusion
If thinking leads to risk-taking then the future of combating the Quantified 
Self, The Internet of Things, and the surveillance state lies within individu-
als and designs that are making active efforts to subvert current designs and 
their intentions. Surveillance no longer exists in public spaces alone. The 
proliferation of technology and anxieties irrationally believing that we need 
to be two steps ahead of opponents, intruders, potential threats, or simply 
nosy neighbors is affecting our cultural psyche. When surveillance starts ap-
pearing as racial profiling, a side needs to be taken. When a small glowing 
doll quietly humming away, collecting data and nagging you to remember to 
drink enough water fosters a generation of children who can’t understand 
the concept of trust, serious thinking on our relationships with the ease of 
security is also needed. Perhaps the action is more simple than we immedi-
ately believe. If you don’t like what you’re watching, change the channel—re-
move the Cookie from your toothbrush, your water bottle, and under your 
pillow. Conveniently lose them, or throw them away. Because now, your ac-
tual mother doubts if she really knows best when Mother claims it is actually 
she who knows everything—and she has your data to prove it.
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Rachel M. Murray

So the truth is, I never would have questioned this religion, I never would have 
looked deeply at this belief system because it gave me so much pleasure if it hadn’t 
been for the pictures. (Daisey 2014)

 

My stepdaughter is nine years old and designs movies on her tablet, inform-
ing us she’ll be either a fashion designer or app designer.  The feminist in 
me applauds her interest in technology, but the stepmother in me is over-
whelmed and drowning in a deluge of data and screens from dawn until 
sleep. I wonder how much a nine year old should engage with technology 
knowing it may overtake her life just as it has mine.  Many of us are already 
engaged to a life of screens — TVs, cellphones, even G.P.S. devices account 
for about 8.5 hours a day for adults in the U.S. according to Council for 
Research Excellence research (Stelter 2009). From the shadows on the wall 
in Plato’s allegory of the cave to Neil Postman’s warning that we are ‘amus-
ing ourselves to death’ (Postman 2006) with entertainment, concerns over 
media, distraction and attention linger in our public discourse. What is the 
effect of constant exposure to information on our attention? Who benefits 
from a dramatic change in our attention, when, and why has this happened?  
One answer is a hypothesis that companies have created an ecosystem to 
encourage continual consumption of information, and they profit from our 
addiction to information consumption and the change in values and behav-
iors around attention and engagement.  This ecosystem includes ‘consumer 
friendly’ products and services, the Internet of Things, predictive analytics, 
smart agents/’personal sims’, personalized content, platform ecosystems – 
and these all work together with notifications to continually engage our at-
tention.  And design – and designers - contributes to this system by tacitly 
encouraging people to accept this through deceptive design.

This technological ecosystem is a perfect feedback loop or Ouroboros, a snake 
that eats its tail. Content is delivered via fashionable well-designed devices 
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including Internet of Things/ubiquitous computing, which act as a lure.  
Those devices create data that is fed back into the content distribution sys-
tems that use predictive analytics to shape the design and delivery of more 
content.  The platform ecosystem of devices additionally encourage the 
design, development and pricing of the supporting technology infrastruc-
ture of apps to keep the ecosystem growing.  This is further compounded 
by much of the economy being sedentary ‘knowledge economy’ professions 
which prioritize engagement with data.  As we move towards an increase in 
content and devices, we will continue to be pushed towards more engage-
ment and consumption of goods – what Fry calls the “the ongoing creation 
of ever more things” (Fry 2011: 23) at the cost of the planet, reinforced by 
messages keep us distracted (via these ‘Weapons of Mass Distraction’) from 
identifying and protesting against the distraction: 

Capitalist culture organizes people as buyers of commodities and services 
(and) …transform(s) information and knowledge into commodities…The 
corporate conglomerates of the culture industry have created a global public 
sphere which does not offer any scope for discussion of the social and cultural 
consequences of the ‘free flow of information’ organized by them.  The fusion 
of trade, politics and communication has brought about the sophisticated one-
dimensional character of our symbolic environment, which is as least as men-
acing as the pollution of the natural environment (van Toorn, as cited in Dinot 
2009:180)

Are we aware this is happening? Is this desirable? If it isn’t, what can and 
should do to address it? These are questions for designers, too  – if this sys-
tem diverts attention and creates engagement to profit those in power, how 
can designers prevent that engagement and use, when our work is centered 
on creating engagement and interaction? It’s a paradoxical challenge we can 
better understand through the use of case studies around attention. The Ap-
ple Watch, Humanyze’s workforce optimization software and SeeClickFix’s 
civic technology software all manage attention and the individual differently.  
For the Watch, the individual is a consumer, centered around ‘buy’ as the 
verb; for Humanyze, the individual is an employee, centered on ‘perform’, 
and for SeeClickFix, the individual is a citizen, centered on ‘report’. The work 
of Wendy Brown and others in this essay will illuminate how an evolution 
in attention ultimately shapes the actions (labor), the values (politics) and 
also the way these technologies are created (design).  It is in this last arena 
we as designers must also be critical. As designers we can become distracted 
by the lure of ‘improvement’ – that Android is a ‘better’ case than Apple by 
being an ‘open’ system.  Yet we must instead utilize a more realist perspective 
to understand the omnipresent nature of this Ouroboros technological eco-
system than be distracted by shiny lures, so that we can challenge the system 
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itself.  The challenge of design isn’t simply to design ‘better’ for consumers, 
employees, citizens – but to acknowledge this complex system, how it shapes 
attention and the limitations of design that assume an idealist perspective to 
design ‘better’ is possible.  These companies purposely design engagement 
for consumers as applicable to citizens and employees – the Quantified Self 
moves into Quantified Employee and Quantified Citizen – and a blending of 
these roles continues.   There is a need for balance in our Attention Economy, 
not to seek a return to a mythical nostalgic era before technology, but rather 
understand our relationship to these technologies and this blending, case by 
case.

Attention and engagement of the individual as consumer:  
the case of the Apple Watch
The individual as consumer can be seen in the case study of the Apple Watch.  
Behind the happy ‘bing’ sound from a notification, the Apple Watch is cel-
ebration of action - be it ‘active’ action (a user consciously opening an app 
to engage in ‘info snacking’ small bites of data) or ‘passive’ actions (notifica-
tions ‘pushed’ from applications). Because the screen is small, it is limited in 
what it can display, but brilliantly Apple has create the perfect ‘plate’ because 
the consuming of notifications is facilitated by their simple, effective design 
which encourages repeated information checking behavior and continual 
information grazing.  The Watch can become a conductor over an orches-
tra playing a symphony comprised of instruments of bells, Tweets, alarms 
and on screen boxes, a cacophony demanding your attention.  Pulling out a 
phone at a dinner table full of people can be seen as rude – but interacting 
discretely with your Watch (‘just checking the time’) gives a nod that Apple 
recognizes that rudeness and plays with the social convention – users still 
grazing nonetheless. Alyssa Bereznak describes a change in her behavior that 
arose because of notifications and the need to respond:

When I first got my Apple Watch last month, that’s what I was most looking 
forward to: a tool that would keep me connected yet help me break from the 
magnetic pull of my cellphone — that thing I kept glancing at whenever there 
was a pause in my life, whether I was at an intimate dinner or on a productive 
conference call. I wanted to be less distracted, less obsessed with notifications. I 
wanted a gadget to save me from gadgets.  Soon after I snapped the Watch (steel 
case, black classic buckle) to my wrist, however, I felt exactly the opposite effect. 
The notifications poured in, and with them, a new feeling of organization and 
efficiency. But with that productivity came a new sense of conflict between 
digital life and real life. I was becoming a more adept person, but also a more 
horrible one.  I credit this change to the Watch’s clever-yet-distracting notifica-
tion system. Every time something you’ve deemed worthy of interrupting your 
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life occurs, you feel a subtle, human-like tap on your wrist. Being summoned 
with these little nudges throughout the day is the most intimate experience I’ve 
had with a computer. The buzz of a phone, though attention grabbing, is easy 
to physically ignore. I can silently acknowledge that I got a text and make a note 
to check my messages later without flinching, or breaking eye contact with the 
person I’m talking to. But my reflexive reaction to a robot flicking my arm is 
almost always to look down at it. And look down, I did.  (Bereznak 2015)
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The Watch plays into insecurity that is created by observing and compar-
ing the self to others on social networks – the ‘FOMO’ or ‘fear of missing 
out’ on a life others are assumed to be experiencing and documenting on 
social media.  Tapping into a stream of notifications, one can feel they are 
participating by consuming data. The Watch is a symbol of a worldview that 
celebrates hyper connectivity between person, data, objects that create the 
data, and the world.  For Apple, constant connectivity and engagement with 
data is key to a productive life and the Watch facilitates this ‘always on, al-
ways connected’ hyper connectivity. Like a guard dog watching over a house, 
the Watch is there silently waiting to notify the user of the next content to 
consume or action to take.  The role that is present over all is as Master Com-
mander of the Data Seas to sail the waves of data coming from the Internet 
of Things. The worldview is a celebration of the data deluge and of a user’s 
supposed mastery over data.  The Watch speaks a narrative of ‘taking control 
over one’s life’ using the Watch to curate one’s digital lifestyle aggregation 
of online consumption delivered by an endless array of potential new apps.   
Apple conveys a message that is there is always another app to download, 
another call/email/instant message/Tweet/ Facebook/Instagram and more to 
consume.  The creation of infrastructural hooks like APIs (application pro-
gramming interfaces) leads to increased demand for applications that have 
notifications.  Services like If This Then That promise to connect devices 
via the Web, and The Internet of Things creates more possible notifications 
to pay attention to.  The Watch and The Internet of Things then create ex-
pectations not only about time, but content and the objects to deliver them.  
We now ask why doesn’t my x (product, service, experience) connect with 
my y (input device, product, service, experience) as we become aware these 
connections are possible.  The integration with other technology companies 
benefits multiple masters and makes the ‘business case’ for connecting more 
technology. Humanyze and SeeClickFix also speak of integration with exist-
ing systems, “whether it’s sales KPIs from Salesforce, call data from Commu-
nicator, or email and chat data” (Humanyze 2016) so that engagement can 
continue uninterrupted.

So why do we keep on engaging? Biochemistry is a complicated milieu, but 
the relationship between the neurotransmitter dopamine in particular and 
technologically motivated behavior is well understood.  Dopamine “helps 
control the brain’s reward and pleasure centers […] emotional responses, 
and it enables us not only to see rewards, but to take action to move toward 
them” (Deans 2011).  Dopamine, as Susan Weinchenk notes, “makes us curi-
ous about ideas and fuels our searching for information” (Weinschenk 2009).  
We get a ‘spike’ in dopamine after performing information seeking behavior 
like checking social media accounts for new activity, and repeated dopamine 
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seeking behavior highlights the downside of seemingly innocent actions like 
consuming a notification.  We may do a search for one data point, only to 
fall down a well of multiple searches that cause a mild dissociative state - a 
‘hyperfocus’ where we lose sense of how much time we’ve spent.   That infor-
mation seeking behavior cycle can be triggered even when we’re not engaged 
with technology when we receive a notification which triggers a cycle of do-
pamine seeking behavior again.  The information seeking behavior starts to 
appear in everyday life without our awareness – as Naragon states, “millen-
nials are so addicted to emails that half can’t even use the bathroom without 
checking their email” (Reaney 2016).  We bite at the apple in the Apple logo, 
but keep coming back for another bite because we are never satiated and 
always need that next bite/app/content and dopamine ‘hit’.

This is larger than one device and instead is a love affair with ubiquitous 
computing personal devices and the digital lifestyle aggregation that lives on 
them.  The Watch offers a way to manage this life and maintain control over 
time, information, and our attention through notifications.  We attempt to 
control our data via notifications - as if to say ‘acceleration is here, time can’t 
be controlled, but we will send you a notification – that, at least, you can 
control’.  As Lazzarato notes,

In contemporary capitalism control means paying attention to events whether 
they are taking place in the ‘market’ or the workshop; it means paying attention 
to being able to act, to anticipate and ‘being up to it’.  It demands learning from 
uncertainty and mutations, it means becoming active in the face of instability 
and collaborating in ‘communicational networks (Lazzarato 2004:192 )

The Watch positions users as being in control of their data when in reality, 
ownership is less clear.  The Apple customer chooses that worldview when 
purchasing, buying the Apple’s brand and technical apparatus (Apple ID as 
billing system, and iTunes as content distribution platform) and the politi-
cal and economic tenets of that worldview.  One may argue they don’t buy 
into the Cupertino worldview, but one cannot use any Apple product without 
those accompanying infrastructure, and are ‘owned’ by the Apple Mothership.

From Dick Tracy’s watch to our smart objects, a message is communicated 
by technology companies that a Data Deluge is coming, and that data will be 
ubiquitous and unavoidable.  In answer to de Pompadour’s edict ‘après nous 
le déluge’ (Laguna 2016), Apple and technology companies assert there is no 
end of the deluge - we can only use objects to consume rather than create 
dams to stop it. This data also bleeds into infrastructures in our cities.  As we 
move towards the surveillance opportunities within Smart Cities, continu-
ally connected smart devices allow us to keep continually grazing informa-
tion, consumerist narratives like the Quantified Self (‘take control of your 
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health data’) and the Internet of Things (‘take control of your connected 
devices’), the Ouroboros technological ecosystem encouraging us to keep en-
gaged rather than analyze the engagement itself.  The Watch concerns action 
at a personal level - but there is little tie to actual political action as a citizen, 
and the message - that we ‘control’ our data - is not the question to ask, but 
rather to question if we are controlling our constant information seeking 
behavior, or if it’s instead controlling us.  This example is in some sense the 
most troubling, as for both Humanyze and SeeClickFix, action and monitor-
ing of attention is an activity for a higher purpose – to improve a company 
(Humanyze) or city (SeeClickFix); for the Watch, the individual becomes 
self monitor and master, with little need for a group to monitor when we 
install a Panopticon made of shiny steel on our wrists to monitor ourselves.

Attention and engagement of the individual as employee:  
the case of the Humanyze system
What is the state of attention and engagement for the individual as em-
ployee? In the U.S., workplace surveillance allows for both managing and 
optimizing employees within the company as a whole.  The case of Human-
yze’s ‘people analytics and workforce optimization’ software is one such sur-
veillance apparatus, a platform of interconnected parts that monitor and 
analyze sociometric data, the science of social relationships.  Humanyze’s 
system, ‘Wyze’ uses employee badges worn around the neck and Bluetooth 
beacons set up around a workplace.  The badges have a microphone and 
sensors to track data such as “real-time voice processing to uncover variables 
like tone of voice, volume [...] and how frequently you are contributing in 
meetings” (Humanyze 2016) which is then analyzed and measured accord-
ing to productivity and other Key Performance Indicators.  Most workplaces 
in the U.S. have workplace surveillance related to tools used to create the 
work – computers, Wi-Fi and employee badges which allow access to work-
places.  Humanyze specifically monitors voice  data which can track elevated 
heart rate among other data to indicate “hidden accelerometers that measure 
your body language” (Humanyze 2016).  For the entire Humanyze system to 
work, badges must be continually worn by employees as “continuous wear 
is a commitment by a company to continuous improvement […] it is at its 
most powerful when adopted company-wide” (Humanyze 2016).  Action for 
employees is wearing badges, but for employers, action concerts itself as pay-
ing attention to tracked data from employees.  Humanyze places managers as 
surveillance masters to use attention to yield benefits in the name of produc-
tivity.  The Humanyze site encourages managers to “proactively understand 
disruptions to their teams [… ] and be warned of potential project failures 
based on communication gaps” (Humanyze, 2016) such as employees not 
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participating during meetings regardless if the employee has anything of val-
ue to contribute to the discussion, only that an employee spoke.  This system 
is then rewarding ‘false participation’ and can unintentionally creating a ‘gap’ 
where there one may not exist.  Humanyze also notes employees can benefit 
from monitoring ‘goals and benchmarks’ and self-tracking of attention simi-
lar to Apple’s emphasis on self-tracking.  Tracking progress is a form of self 
mastery as well as competition with others (“See how you compare to your 
team or other roles in your organization” – Humanyze 2016) as well as creat-
ing free content (Berardi’s ‘Semiocapital’) for the company to use to moni-
tor.  Humanyze reduces human behavior to data points - in contrast, human 
centered design uses mixed methods of qualitative and quantitative data to 
understand human behavior and capture a full range of human experiences.  
When Wodiczko spoke of Interrogative Design, he spoke of how to integrate 
designers working in the world with people, but his words could also speak 
to the dangers of reducing people to data points without context to explain 
subtleties of human behavior that data alone can’t capture:

Design should not be conceived as a symbolic representation but as a perform-
ative articulation.  It should not “represent” (frame ironically) the survivor or 
the vanquished, nor should it “stand in” or “speak for” them.  It should be 
developed with them and it should be based on a critical inquiry into the con-
ditions that produced the crisis.  (Wodiczko 1999:17)
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When Humanyze speaks of actions (“Get a look into what everyday actions 
contribute the most to your creativity, collaboration, and productivity” – 
Humanyze 2016), users become analysts and self monitors, similar to both 
the Watch and SeeClickFix.  For Apple, optimizing the self is the key action, 
and for SeeClickFix, ultimately citizens optimize the city; with Humanyze 
we have an optimization of self and others to benefit both the company buy-
ing the service and Humanyze. Berardi could view optimization as a natural 
goal of “the capture of work inside the network […] the dissemination of the 
labor process into a multitude of productive islands formally autonomous, 
but actual coordinated and ultimately dependent”  (Berardi 2009:88).  When 
he speak of “human terminals […] all connected to the universal machine 
of elaboration and communication” (Berardi 2009:76), those ‘terminals are 
part of a system which uses attention and monitoring via surveillance to 
optimize.  CEO Ben Waber sees Humanyze’s ‘smart badge’ and platform as 
desirable and inevitable this technology becomes ‘common place’ - “within 
about four years, every single company ID badge is going to have these sen-
sors, whether it’s ours or somebody else’s, right?” (Humanyze 2016). Human-
yze profits from the change in how we value attention, and uses surveillance 
and the lure of optimization to make this shift seem natural.

 

Attention and engagement of the individual as citizen:  
the case of the SeeClickFix system
How does attention and engagement fair for citizens? SeeClickFix aims to 
“connect citizens with local government, fixing problems and building trust 
in your community” (SeeClickFix 2016) for non-emergency service requests 
about broken public infrastructure, and the company concerts action as citi-
zens using their attention and engagement to become surveillance agents to 
report, track and monitor that infrastructure.  Surveillance for SeeClickFix is 
turned outward towards the world to monitor infrastructure, but also inward 
towards public sector employees who are ‘monitored’ by the system. Gov-
ernment officials are notified via a private SeeClickNow Web based request 
management system (which they pay SeeClickFix for) and can embedded a 
SeeClickFix map ‘widget’ on municipal Web sites for citizens to pay attention 
to. Whereas the Apple Watch has notifications managed by individuals who 
opt into use, SeeClickFix sends notifications to civic servants who do not opt 
in – only their employer does.  The employer can then use completion of the 
tickets as another metric to measure employee performance.  Not only are 
employees monitored for completing their main job, they can also be moni-
tored for completing tickets in the SeeClickFix system.  The attention of the 
citizen then becomes another form of monitoring of the employee. Does 
this then become a new kind of citizenship/ad hoc participation without 
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organization of the commons by a governmental body?  Contrast this with 
larger, sustained efforts of community engagement via community boards, 
participatory budgeting and participatory design all in combination:

Public engagement initiatives such as San Francisco’s Urban Forest Map, Chi-
cago’s GO TO 2040, New York’s PlaNYC 2030, Los Angeles’ SurveyLA, and 
Washington D.C.’s Capital Bikeshare Survey have been successful in bringing 
the public into a participatory role in data collection, city planning, and vision 
setting activities. Such projects are examples of undertakings that would most 
likely be too big and cost-prohibitive for a city to carry out and continue on its 
own. Yet by asking citizens to participate, not only does it keep costs low but 
empowers citizens, brings together new ideas, and increases mass collaboration 
(Bradford 2010)

This new lifecycle of content - production, monitoring and analysis of data 
– also shifts responsibility onto citizens to providing services, as they be-
come monitoring agents in Smart Cities.  As SeeClickFix’s site tells us, “a 
better neighborhood starts with you. Let’s get to work.” (SeeClickFix 2016). 
When Wark speaks of a language of commanding, he speaks of how recy-
cling becomes an extension of the consumption cycle with OBEY!/BUY!/ 
RECYCLE! (Wark 2013:3). The next part of this cycle will then be for citizens 
to REPORT - or else not really contribute to an invisible metric of being civi-
cally involved.  We also find an ideology that promotes data and finance over 
people similar to the narrative about Smart Cities prioritizing data and over 
qualitative metrics of happiness.  Will what’s happened with our consumer 
data, marketing and privacy carry over to our governments? Does analyt-
ics – and citizen attention - become a new kind of monitoring of workers 
now measured by SeeClickFix tickets answered? Do certain infrastructures 
get fixed sooner because of vocal citizens where ‘this pothole got the most 
likes’, and what are the repercussions for civic engagement in areas without 
potholes watched by SeeClickFix?

Are policies and processes simplified in this solution, or does this add an-
other layer to existing technologies, a ‘bandage’ rather than a systemic solu-
tion? SeeClickFix has chosen citizen reporting and ticket management as a 
part of everyday life - fixing a pothole “or something like it - happen[ing] all 
the time in the disintegrating spectacle [falls] short of any project of trans-
forming it” (Wark 2013:8). By SeeClickFix focusing on simplicity rather than 
complexity, they miss a chance to address complex systemic issues.  As Fry 
notes, “the actual organizational means to engage problems of defuturing 
with some chance of success will have to come from a broader and more in-
formed understanding of causality and a sense of the relational complexity.  
Such means need to have the ability to undermine bio-political and techno-
logical inscribed networks of power” (Fry 2011:32).  This over simplifica-
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tion of the system then shapes expectations of how quickly problems should 
be solved - on-demand problem solving and the prioritization of speed as-
sumes one can ‘SeeClickFix - see something, click on it, fix it’.  This is part 
of a larger narrative of technosolutionism which views new technology as a 
solution to political and social issues, part of a Neoliberalist view of govern-
ment and the role of privatization of public services.  Designing solutions for 
the public sector is complicated, yet the civic technology space continues to 
grow as more private sector companies enter to provide services.  Free mar-
ket forces have worked to erode the public safety net of services tradition-
ally provided by government, a “dramatic worsening of social protections, 
determined by thirty years of deregulation and the elimination of public 
structures of assistance” (Berardi 2009:80) and what Wendy Brown identi-
fies as a “financialization of everything [...] to enable a  radical reduction in 
welfare state provisions and protections for the vulnerables; privatized and 
outsourced public goods [ so that ] ‘democracy can be undone, hollowed 
out from within, not only overthrown or stymied by antidemocrats” (Brown 
2015:17).   Those free market forces which advocate eliminating public ser-
vices often seek entry into public sector by using data and analytics to ‘op-
timize’ and ‘improve’ the city, perhaps with a goal of a Smart City to gather 
data which can be monetized and used for surveillance.   One can compare 
SeeClickFix to similar applications, but SeeClickFix views government as its 
competition, which is seen as inefficient, antiquated, and needing fixing.

“For me this whole website started because I was trying to report graffiti on a 
neighbor’s building,” Berkowitz said. “It wasn’t attractive graffiti, and it was in 
a place that was not a public space.” He reported the graffiti to the New Haven 
government but he said nothing happened. “I got the idea that my neighbors 
were reporting similar things, but there was no accountability and no collabo-
rative discussion,” said Berkowitz. (Harless 2013)



56

Berkowitz has publicly noted “with many of the things we want government 
to help us with, it really makes sense to try to do it on our own [...] at first, 
we thought of calling it Little Brother, like ‘Little Brother is Watching,’ but 
then we realized we needed to be a bit more kind to government” (Business 
Innovation Factory 2016).  For SeeClickFix, technology is an expression of 
ideology and power used to fix a broken government and still profit from the 
destruction.  A kind of ‘on-demand government’ - is created and material-
ized, and the idea of this becomes “not merely a concept but a social reality” 
(Geuss 2008:46) that can become yours for a $10,000 license and monthly 
subscription fee.  Municipalities then pay SeeClickFix and have citizens be-
come field agents under an indentured servitude model – and as Berardi 
notes everyone with a cell phone becomes a perpetual worker because “labor 
is the cellular activity where the network activates an endless recombination.  
Cellular phones are the instruments making this recombination possible.  
Every info-worker has the capacity to elaborate a specific semiotic segment 
that must meet and match innumerable other semiotic fragments in order to 
compose the frame of a combinatory entity that is info-commodity Semio-
capital” (Berardi 2009:89). SeeClickFix effectively outsources the mainte-
nance of governance to us via our attention and engagement, and profits 
from that outsourcing.

So que fair - what is to be done to protect our attention? How can designers 
protect agency and build awareness of the issues and create resistance? This 
is our work both those who design and those who consume, to together cre-
ate a realist response of resistance, a “rapture that declares the situation and 
creates practical possibilities in that declaration (Badiou 2012:8). Will we 
still be ‘patzers’ in Larry Lohmann’s concept of realist politics (Lohmann 
2012: 295), simply designing more human centered ethical Band-aids? Per-
haps.  But to not attempt a response is to not to think; if as Hannah Arendt 
asserted that the only reliable source of light in dark times is found in the ac-
tivity of thinking (Berkowitz 2010:5), then we must think especially because 
it is the start of a realistic political response about attention and any areas 
where our agency is threatened, the only reliable “safety net against the in-
creasingly totalitarian or even bureaucratic temptations to evil that threaten 
the modern world” (Berkowitz 2010:5).

After thinking, we can take action on multiple fronts – hold accountable, 
create alternatives, become conscious and take responsibility.  We must hold 
multinational corporations, in particular, accountable for how they design, 
build and distribute products and their byproducts like data. A company 
may want to use tools like Humanyze to improve – the answer must also be 
to advocate for consent, transparency, security and privacy before using such 
tools. We must work to support alternative systems and the work of Nathan 
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Schneider and Trebor Scholz and Platform Cooperativism as they work to 
scale up alternative systems. There have been Open Source mobile technolo-
gies, but none have gained traction largely because of collusion between mo-
bile companies and telecommunications carriers – which is why alternative 
systems like Platform Cooperativism are vital.  We can involve citizens in 
monitoring broken infrastructure, but also encourage meaningful engage-
ment and dialogue between citizens and public officials. ‘Working with, not 
for’ is the battle cry of Laurenellen McCann, and her analysis of 5 Modes of 
Civic Engagement in Civic Tech (McCann 2015) points to a sophisticated 
analysis of where civic technology can increase civic engagement, echoing 
Enzo Manzini’s emphasis on co-design as a dialogic conversation, where ac-
tors are “willing and able to listen to each other, to change their minds, and to 
converge towards a common view; in this way, some practical outcomes can 
be collaborative obtained” (Manzini 2016:58).  Governments can use tools 
without contributing to the privatization of the commons such as Open311, 
an Open Source technology that gives back to other public sector agencies 
without needing to pay a private sector company.  And if we are to live in a 
world of connected devices, we can also learn to design to put people before 
the feature sets and technological capacities:

The way that data and algorithms are presented can be confusing or meaning-
less, and there is a risk that these numbers remain far-flung idealistic pinnacles 
which convey no grounded meaning. IoT needs to remain human to remain 
relevant. Designing products and experiences should always implement a 
human layer (rehabstudio 2016)

Ultimately the responsibility for our attention lies with us, to become con-
scious of and question why and how products change our behavior.  It is 
up to me to teach my step daughter, Maddie, that she has the power to step 
away from the screens, too.  Technologies can be redesigned, but also we can 
rethink our use and respect each other’s attention, time and agency.  We as 
consumers can question our relationship to these companies and add con-
scious contemplation to our use, but it also lies with designers to take re-
sponsibility for our role, to heed the call Victor Papanek and others have 
noted - to take responsibility for our role in designing attention and engage-
ment.  Ironically dark designs show us that citizens and designers can unite 
towards a response that respects consciousness and being present, to design 
for a world that values mindfulness. As Carl Jung noted, “one does not be-
come enlightened by imagining figures of light, but by making the darkness 
conscious” (Jung 2014:265).
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Leticia Oxley

One of my first pictures as a baby shows me sleeping peacefully in a rectan-
gular wooden box with my loving parents looking over me.  I lived my first 
few weeks in the top drawer of an antique green marbled dresser fitted com-
fortably with towels, in an old tenement home in Denver, Colorado. When I 
think about the stereotypical image of parents gazing lovingly at their baby 
sleeping in their first bed, a crib, it feels special to have a different experience 
that my family enjoys retelling. I first slept in a dresser drawer my grand-
mother filled with towels in an old tenement home. Today, the furniture in 
that room remains exactly as it was 24 years ago. Many people have moved in 
and out of that apartment over the years, each of them having made use of 
that green marbled dresser; but not without having first been told the story 
of the newborn in the dresser, creating an endearing moment where history 
is conveyed through the use of an object. But then, I suppose every ancient 
piece of furniture has a similar story to tell. Each antique piece would have 
played a similar role in someone’s life. The craftsman who imagined it, or 
built it with tools of his own design; the newlyweds who adored it; and the 
grandchildren who inherited it would all have become emotionally attached 
to these objects so imbued with meaning and memories. And then along 
came IKEA…

IKEA and its ilk became the disruptors, the homewreckers of history, trun-
cators of tradition. They brought with them new paradigms of outsourc-
ing, globalization, commoditization, and a numbing utilitarianism – all 
things IKEA proudly describes as parts of their “democratization of design” 
of household furnishings. IKEA has taught us to choose convenience over 
cherish-ability and we have gladly accepted the cost benefits of its commod-
itization in exchange for its disposability.

IKEA has created an entirely new mentality towards the purchase of fur-
niture. In the past, the utilitarian and sentimental functions overruled the 
fashionable uses of furniture, home furnishings were acquired slowly and 
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thoughtfully, as investments that would be passed on from generation to 
generation, yielding lifelong returns in comfort, status, and durability. Colo-
nial Americans were proud craftsmen who built heirloom quality into each 
piece they designed. Imbedded in each piece was a sentimental value stem-
ming from its uniqueness, its scarcity, and its artistic selection of materials 
and workmanship. The IKEA transformation simply ignores all of the above. 
IKEA has changed the way in which we look at furniture, where it is now 
a form of self-expression and constantly evolving like a fad. It substitutes 
modern values of utility and fashion for the archaic notions of craftsman-
ship and quality in a society that is by definition, transitional, and there is 
no penalty for producing furnishings that are portable, short-lived or even 
disposable (Lewis 2005: 14). Accordingly, in the world of IKEA, the func-
tional overrules the sentimental. IKEA understands the fast-paced, hyper-
connected world we live in and how everything we consume can become a 
form of self-expression, something that constantly evolves and balanced it 
with efficiency—so the home is stylish and unobtrusive. Essentially a “deus 
ex machina” approach to the home.

Companies such as IKEA, have even found a way to market to an entirely 
new consumer of their own invention: the DIY.  They recognized that no hu-
man instinct is more powerful than the natural desire to assert ownership of 
one’s property. What better way to accommodate this instinct than to allow 
the consumer the opportunity to participate in the building process of his 
own furniture?  Suddenly, the consumer becomes both designer and crafts-
man! But what happens when the DIY strikes back? As hackers break apart 
the pristine IKEA designs into custom furnishings or people realize that the 
furniture can come with drawbacks. Let’s take this IKEA transformation 
apart and analyze it piece by piece. Perhaps we can discover whether there is 
any value in the revolution, or if it is just one more massive lowering of the 
socio-economic common denominator that benefits no one but the purvey-
ors of disruption. We will analyze these contemporary furniture companies 
and their different philosophies, in the context of their larger political, social, 
and economic frameworks in addition to typical design discourse.

Democratic Design
IKEA revolutionized the furniture business by establishing what it calls 
“democratic design.” On their website IKEA states that it follows the “five 
elements of ‘democratic design’ – form, function, quality, sustainability and 
a low price” (IKEA Democratic Design). With vast and vague ideals as their 
guiding force, the company believes that everyone is entitled to good design. 
The company demonstrates their commitment to that promise with its low 
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price point and appealing designs purchased by millions every year. In 2015 
alone, IKEA had total sales of 21.5 billion Euros. Likewise, in 2005, numbers 
show that 1 million customers would visit IKEA daily—a quantity that has 
more than likely grown in the past 10 years (Lewis 2005: 11). These num-
bers highlight the phenomenon that is visiting IKEA. However, numbers do 
not do justice to the spectacle. Without having experienced it, it is hard to 
think about how significant it is to have 1 million people visiting stores daily 
without having seen the long lines that wrap around warehouses from the 
parking lot, the carnivalesque fiasco that is walking through the IKEA maze, 
and the agonizing wait to pay.

 The maze-like structure serves a very specific purpose capturing the cus-
tomer in a warehouse full of furniture and food. When you enter IKEA you 
enter an imaginarium dedicated to making you dream about your perfect 
dwelling. Yet, the stories of the hassle are many with long queues to find 
parking or even pay. But the patience IKEA’s customers have is a testament to 
the company’s cultural significance. IKEA’s notion of democratic design ap-
peals to something special in the consumer because the products are pleas-
ant to many people and work in many contexts as home layouts differ tre-
mendously creating much needed convenience and accessibility.

Part of what makes IKEA so cheap is its shopping and shipping structure—
innovations directly credited to the controversial mind behind IKEA, Ingvar 
Kamprad. The in-store experience is telling because it is quite regimented. 
IKEA forces you to go through the entire store instead of being able to go 
directly to the section you need. Thus, you must think about the entire home 
instead of just the bedroom, living room, or kitchen. Moreover, every col-
lection has its partners across the wide array of rooms to make it easy to 
match all of the furniture with accessory items placed out all around. This 
way everyone must leave with something, big or small. With rooms that give 
a storyline about someone who lives in an identical model somewhere out 
in the world, the audience is captured in life-sized diorama of someone else’s 
perfect life. Placing the IKEA visitor in this tale, makes the fantasy of living in 
a perfect home feel, not only attainable, but more desirable than ever. Con-
sequently, the layout structure paired the didactic dioramas make the con-
sumer feel like a home lifestyle specialist. Thus, IKEA teaches the consumer 
to think like a designer, giving them the skills to modify the functionality of 
their home with the design solutions sold at the warehouse.

Just as important, instead of selling ready-built furniture, IKEA packs all of 
the assembly pieces as effectively as possible in a way known as the “flat pack.” 
Taking out the need to ship the empty space between furniture creates sig-
nificant room in the transport bins so every inch can be occupied with stuff 
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(Lewis 2005: 15). This means that the costlier parts of furniture production, 
assembly and shipping, are put onto the customer, bringing the IKEA’s pro-
duction costs down to its famously low levels. This all suggests a very unique 
worldview from IKEA towards the customer; Lewis states, “IKEA loves you. 
That is, as long as you’re prepared to work for it’s affection – by assembling 
your own furniture, fetching your stuff from the warehouse, and buying 100 
tea lights that you don’t need” (Lewis 2005: 23). The way in which IKEA 
makes the consumer work for the joys of owning IKEA furniture works to 
establish a stronger bond and loyalty to the company. IKEA creates a situa-
tion in which passing through the warehouse obstacles becomes part of the 
reward—making the IKEA experience a labor of love. Looking at the fin-
ished piece is now something both company and consumer can be proud of.

But, what is meant by “democratic design?” By definition, democracy means 
self-rule. However, the consumers of IKEA products lose the ability to make 
choices from the time they enter the parking lot. They are captive to the 
whims of IKEA’s designers and not participating in true design process be-
hind closed doors. Perhaps, democracy may happen behind the IKEA veil 
amongst the design elite and we participate on a lower level. Raymond 
Geuss, in his book Philosophy and Real Politics claims that humans are all 
highly individual beings, making it difficult to concert people into the same 
action. Asking in Guess’ terms “who does what for whom for whose benefit” 
illustrates IKEA’s careful balancing of personal interest for profit by creating 
irresistible products (Geuss 2008: 25). Therefore, people become loyal con-
sumers of IKEA from their highly aesthetic and functional designs and IKEA 
reaps the rewards of high profits. By this, IKEA proposes that access is what 
makes their designs democratic. Contrasting the way in which furniture of 
the past signified status, IKEA levels the playing field in terms of taste. Thus, 
high class or working class, the taste is the same, making cultural equals of 
each other’s brethren.

Nesting in Dark Times
The IKEA mindset frames modern consumption in a different way in which 
the furniture now works on different time scales, where the commitment to 
lifelong furniture now works on a shorter, seasonal timeframe. Elen Lewis in 
her book, Great IKEA! A Brand for all the People, states that:

IKEA persuaded us that fashion is no longer what you wear, but how your 
home is decorated…Before IKEA, furniture was handed down from grandpar-
ents and parents. People used to save up their whole lives for stuff for the home. 
We bought a sofa for life…[now] furniture has become disposable and tran-
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sient. IKEA is a brand that gives you an opportunity for self-expression (Lewis 
2005: 14).

From this point, the home has become just as much of a statement of how we 
present (or design) ourselves through a public persona through our appear-
ance. Before, the clothing and music choices we made determined our style, 
the situation has now shifted to incorporate the home. Thus, every aspect, 
including the seemingly private choice of bed, dresser, or seating preference 
is now a matter of public taste.

In the movie “Fight Club,” a film in which the men turn to fight club as a way 
of resisting the female-centric world of consumerism, the narrator states that 
“like so many others, I had become a slave to the IKEA nesting instinct…I’d 
flip through catalogues and wonder what kind of dining set defines me as 
a person” (Fincher 1999). The scene begins with the narrator on the toilet 
looking at a magazine, with which his mannerisms holding the magazine 
make it look like a pornographic magazine, signifying the fetishization of 
perfect furniture and a loss of masculinity which equates to “giving in” to the 
greater economic system which alienates the person from their true identity. 
As the scene continues the narrator walks around the room and there is a 
cinematographic effect of establishing the setting by making it identical to 
the iconic IKEA catalogue. As the narrator continues walking around the 
catalogued room and lists his furniture, the viewer gets the feeling of famili-
arity with the way he speaks each name. With every name he lists, it feels as 
if he is naming something as common as the Eames chair—signifying the 
status of many IKEA products such as the Billy series. Moreover, the narra-
tor’s mundane yet clever tone suggests a sort of exhibition of luxury with the 
ironic undertone that everyone has access to the luxury.

IKEA melds a westernized notion of Feng Shui with Scandinavian design. 
In some way the items sold function to mechanize the home or workspace 
into a place that works (in the utilitarian sense) for the person inhabiting 
the space, which should be orderly, modern, clean, cozy, which is achieved 
through adherence to the five pillars of democratic design. What is most 
democratic, yet possibly the most tedious aspect of IKEA is the way in which 
IKEA sells and packages its furniture, mechanizes the consumer to become 
one of the assembly tools for the furniture. Where what is seen from the 
“Fight Club” perspective as relinquishing male power, is seen by IKEA as 
a way of restoring influence. Lewis states that some claimed that “IKEA is 
good for people’s sex lives, because it’s about the man being able to regain 
his hunter gatherer instincts in a modern world of equality. So his manly 
instincts drive him to put furniture together and be perceived in a differ-
ent, more traditional light” (Lewis 2005: 24). Where Tyler Durden is trying 
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to return to primal masculine ideals outside of the system, IKEA is creating 
space within the economic and social system where the consumer can ad-
dress primal desire with pleasant Scandinavian designs.

Thus, it could be implied that IKEA, in providing unassembled furniture, 
creates a sense of familial order, giving purpose to people in their leisure time 
to put together pieces of furniture that contribute to defining their identity 
at the time. Franco “Bifo” Berardi insights can show how the IKEA system 
puts the “soul to work” by creating a love for working instead of for each 
other, stating:

The expansion of the economic domain coincides with a reduction of the 
erotic sphere. When things, bodies and signs become a part of the semiotic 
model of the economy, wealth can only be experienced in a mediated, reflected 
and postponed way. As in an infinite play of mirrors, what is really experienced 
is the production of scarcity and need, compensated by a fast, guilty and neu-
rotic consumption because we can’t waste time; we need to get back to work 
(Berardi 2007: 82).

Where in the past design proposed that people buy sturdy, ready-built fur-
niture, the “man of the house” can now be seen building lesser-quality fur-
niture that can be changed on a whim. IKEA becomes the mediator for love, 
pleasure, and identity in how it extends the time in which the consumer feels 
joy and reward from their purchase. The ordeal in getting to IKEA (often lo-
cated outside of the city), the process of going through the whole warehouse, 
picking up the flat packs, then putting them together makes the experience 
an immense laboral event.

Identity through Furniture
More broadly, the IKEA model claims that it responds to a cultural desire 
for individuality—however, the pervasiveness of IKEA has led for its con-
sumers to have many of the same items creating a following or loyalty to 
certain IKEA designs. This signifies a change in economic status and per-
spective because IKEA’s designs do not distinguish between classes and who 
can access high designs. The pervasiveness in the culture, where both upper 
and working class enjoy the same company and designs, creates a rift in the 
traditional social structure. Nevertheless, people still feel the products cater 
to their individuality and the cheap prices seem to reaffirm the consumer, 
contrary to traditional luxury in which the high cost works as an enhancing 
feature.  Perhaps the recognition of the object in someone else’s space works 
to affirm the cultural expectations and the marketing and design process 
make the products feel unique. The IKEA model is a sort of “sense making” 
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of the living space where the environment is the most important thing but 
should also be “non-present” represented in the way it is not an obstacle and 
the spaces should feel cohesive. The living space can meet cultural expecta-
tions of a pleasant living space, often by pulling the best points from their 
high end competitors and reworking the items to be made at a low cost.

Outside the IKEA Warehouse
However, there is another change to the modern identity in which the mod-
ern person seems to be more nomadic. In considering the change from the 
traditional consumer, there is something about traditional, long-term pur-
chases that weigh the person down. Victor Papanek and James Hennessey 
look at the modern American in their book Nomadic Furniture note that 
people move “about every 2-3 years on average” (Papanek and Hennesey 
1973: 1). Considering this is old data, it is possible to assume people move 
a little more frequently, but relatively within the same figures in 2016. They 
lay out that the problem with furniture is that it is “bulky, heavy, often frag-
ile, & always a bitch to move” (Papanek and Hennessey 1973: 2). It is at this 
point that IKEA lays on shakier ground because the furniture is not made 
to be resistant to impacts and moved frequently, but rather, disposed of and 
replaced because the interiors are made of soft cardboard instead of sturdier 
oak or similar materials.

Other forms of furniture hacking, such as IKEA Hackers and the “nomad-
ic furniture” that Papanek and Hennessey propose, create furniture that is 
seemingly personalized to the need of the specific person using the furniture. 
On one of the larger IKEA hacker websites, IKEAhackers.net, states that the 
alterations made to IKEA furniture are defined as such because “it breaks 
into the IKEA code of furniture assembly and repurposes, challenges and 
creates with surprising results. Furniture may be destroyed in the process 
and/or the structural integrity of the furniture and its safety standards may 
be compromised. Hacking has its risk” (IKEAhacker Start Here). Thinking 
about changes made to one’s personal furniture as “breaking a code” shows 
how IKEA has influence beyond the warehouse, showing how IKEA pre-
sumes that what they make is still their property—just housed in the con-
sumer’s private space. We are just part of the algorithm. Yet, with hacking, the 
consumer is still working within the IKEA framework by using their com-
ponents. However, their tinkering channels designerly instincts that have 
been made mainstream by none other than IKEA itself. IKEA, in making us 
fantasize about the perfect space and think intimately about our needs, by 
showing us how furniture can also work as a tool, cleared the way for hack-
ers. Seeing how designs could be made better and adapted to many spaces 
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developed a sub-culture with an affinity for personalizing products to fulfill 
one’s tastes and needs perfectly. Thus, hacking IKEA products has become 
a way of showing loyalty and appreciation for IKEA—even though IKEA 
distances itself from such modifications because of safety concerns. Looking 
at the IKEA hacker website, in its blue and yellow homage to its maker, there 
is a feeling of community and understanding that is uncanny to the “Fight 
Club” walkthrough.

Moreover, considering that “hacking has its risk” in producing an instance 
where furniture could be structurally unstable places the hacker in a more 
artistic space. Reminiscent of how furniture does not serve its implied func-
tions in a museum context as a way of highlighting tensions between us and 
the built space. IKEA hackers highlight the tensions between us and IKEA. 
The lack of participation from the consumer in the design process makes it 
so people must customize their own furniture. In the age of the craftsman, 
everything was made to order and to exact to the needs of its owner. IKEA 
Hackers try to bring these two worlds together, where the excitement of own-
ing an IKEA piece and the perfect functionality come together. Thus, IKEA 
hackers reclaim the ability to establish their own identity in their domain, 
with the convenience of IKEA. They hackers feel a sense of pride in being 
able to outdo IKEA with their designs. Hackers propose furniture that IKEA 
should have made but did not (Mars 2014: 99% Invisible). Furthermore, 
taking IKEA’s culture and system, such as their use of the metric system and 
standard availability globally, makes it easy for people all over the world to 
access and communicate with each other about hacks. Whereby, someone in 
England can develop a hack and it can be replicated in the United States with 
precision because all the studs, nails, and building features are identical. This 
creates a global community that comes together over hacking—something 
seemingly new in modern age. Where perhaps the hacker culture is signaling 
a new trend in home furnishings.

Conclusion
IKEA, regardless of its benefits and failings, has created a new world inside of 
the home, with new subcultures and social contexts. Holding on to the tra-
ditional home context, where one stays for a long period of time but able to 
change the furnishings at will has created a new perspective to personalizing 
a space. Yet, considering the times, the problems people face and the ways 
companies adapt to them is constantly evolving. To keep up, IKEA will need 
to listen more carefully than ever to the needs of the changing consumer. 
As the DIY culture continues to grow and assert itself, the consumer asserts 
their power by making propositions as to what IKEA should have made or 
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could have done better. Likewise, they are able to reclaim their individual-
ity and a sense of community through new forums that have not been seen 
before. Thus, IKEA is no longer the authoritative voice on taste, but a hacked 
tool that makes it easy and cheap to create meaningful things again.
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Adam Ridgeway

On Tuesday of October 1, 2013 the FBI swooped in on the elusive Mr. Ross 
William Ulbricht at a public library in San Francisco (Albanesius 2013; Nel-
son 2015). Ross Ulbricht was the mastermind behind Silk Road, an online, 
sprawling black market bazaar that trafficked anything and everything illegal 
(Albanesius, 2013; Spencer 2013). It was the illegal version of Amazon, and 
as the association suggests, the navigation and security was astonishingly 
similar, perhaps in an attempt to normalize the felony you were committing. 
Silk Road trafficked drugs, guns, private data, malware and even contract 
killings through it’s encrypted software that deceived the FBI for over two 
years; allowing users to exploit the ‘dark web’ to purchase heroin and weap-
ons with the click of a mouse (Albanesius, 2013; Weiser 2015). Weiser sug-
gests the term ‘dark web’ as representative of the anonymity with which the 
users, buyers and traffickers utilize.

Using this example of Silk Road, and two other examples of digital trade, 
Shyp and Etsy ASAP, I want to pose some realist questions that hope to probe 
deeper than the public veil to look at how the cases distribute agency and 
power, deceive, corrupt, and track. This paper will seek to position and un-
derstand these companies from an alternative perspective, exploring the idea 
of what it is that these companies are doing within the realm of anonymity 
and deep data on both material and immaterial levels through the platform 
of deliverance. This exploration diverts from their standardized public per-
ception, and hopes to stimulate thought in an alternative stream that may 
challenge traditional thinking.

Questions can be raised as to what this digital trade platform really ‘did’. 
Yes, as above, it was an illegal trafficking website that facilitated anonymity, 
and thus aided criminal activity, but what did it truly ‘do’? Throughout Silk 
Road’s almost three years of existence, approximately 1.5 million transac-
tions occurred, connecting thousands of seller accounts and over 100,000 
buyer accounts (Weiser 2015). Some reports say that throughout the exist-
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ence of Silk Road, approximately $1 billion worth of sales were made (Bear-
man 2015). An integral part of the systems operations was the use of Bitcoin 
as the only accepted currency. Bitcoin is the first form of digital currency 
that is independent from any bank (Coindesk 2015). They are created and 
held electronically. There is no policing or managing authority. Bitcoins are 
not physical objects and exist only within the realms of the web. They gain 
their anonymity as no identities are actually recorded from the transactions, 
rather the transactions themselves are visible on a public ledger know as the 
‘blockchain’ that is distributed to users (Ludwin 2015). Therefore, if an in-
dividual knows the identities that are tethered to each Bitcoin address in-
volved in a transaction, that individual can investigate further and ultimately 
trace funds through the system (Albanesius 2013). On the contrary, Sorrel 
(2016) expressed how fond Governments and their agencies are of electronic 
transactions as opposed to cash. Sorrel argues that it is much harder to hide 
money from authorities when all transactions are online. Government agen-
cies like the NSA are advocates for a cashless society, yet just like everything 
else in life, there is a darker side to that world; Bitcoin. Bitcoin by nature is 
not a necessarily dark or evil concept, yet it’s capabilities are easily exploited 
by those with sinister intentions. The police and the government should be 
careful what they wish for if it is to become a cashless society as that transi-
tion may encourage a growth in Bitcoin transactions.

Mr. Ulbricht, 31, was sentenced to life in prison on March 29, 2015, at the 
Federal District Court in Manhattan for founding the trafficking platform 
(Weiser 2015; Winter et al 2015). The judge, Katherine B. Forrest, con-
demned Ulbricht for his role as, “the kingpin of a worldwide digital drug-
trafficking enterprise” (Weiser 2015). Forrest argued that the actions under-
taken by Ulbricht were detrimental to the (global) social fabric; to which 
the extent is difficult to quantify. A contributing factor to the intensity of 
Ulbricht’s sentence was the fact that this level of exploitation was unparal-
leled, therefore Forrest made an example out of Ulbricht, should onlookers 
gain inspiration (Weiser 2015). Ulbricht broke ground as the first person to 
showcase such governmental deceit, and in doing so developed a blueprint 
for new ways of exploiting the Internet for criminal activity that anyone with 
a decent tech understanding could then apply. Ross Ulbricht knew what he 
was up against yet was the only libertarian with the courage to act upon it. 
Ulbricht knew the precedent, the scale, the risk, yet genuinely believed in the 
cause, therefore acted upon it (Winter et al 2015). With other likeminded 
individuals watching the case closely as research, Forrest seized the oppor-
tunity to make an example out of Ulbricht and handed down the maximum 
penalty possible: life.
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Ulbricht placed the power in the people by enabling criminal activity and 
fostering an environment for it to thrive completely undermining any au-
thoritative system that prior, would have been able to prosecute those in-
volved in such activity. A forum user by the name of ‘Heisenberg2.0’ posted, 
“And this is what law enforcement is parading as a victory? Over two years of 
investigation, millions of dollars spent, and for what, so a couple of armchair 
programmers can build it again in a few days while in the meantime vendors 
simply move to other sites” (Spencer 2013: 13.43). Therefore, did the FBI 
really win? Or did the people win? Considering that there are perspectives, 
which view Silk Road as a catalyst component into what is a growing sec-
tor (Nelson 2015). Within the same year of closing Silk Road, there were 
five other websites started that provided similar services within the ‘dark net’ 
(Spencer 2013: 13.56).  Kyle Soska, a researcher at Carnegie Mellon Univer-
sity, states, “The complexity of opening a new marketplace after Silk Road 
was reduced to the task of imitating them” (Nelson 2015).

The concept and principles of Silk Road highlight a critical issue within so-
ciety that is the importance and boundaries of anonymity. Silk Road was 
primarily founded on the precedent that the government should not have 
access to all private information or ‘big data’. ‘Big data’ is the term given to 
massive amounts of information collected over time that are too expansive 
and complicated to be processed by generic database management tools (PC 
Magazine 2016). This data can come in the form of business transactions, 
emails, photos and videos, and is commonly used in analysing the market 
trends of various fields (PC Magazine 2016). This then elevates a sense of 
governmental observation and an invasion of one’s privacy. Cindy Cohn, a 
Legal Director at the Electronic Frontier Foundation in San Francisco, states, 
“I actually think this all comes down to wanting to live a free life,” and that an 
‘observed’ life is not an entirely free life (Winter et al 2015). Technology has 
the ability to both enable and disable the space of privacy and anonymity, 
which makes it such a fascinating area.

In fact, Winter’s (2015) ‘Deep Web’ documentary highlights that the trial of 
Ulbricht perhaps raised more questions than it answered. Was everything 
truly disclosed by the FBI in how they attained certain server names? This 
discovery then ultimately led to the capture of Ulbricht, yet the FBI refus-
es to disclose how they accessed these servers. There are speculations that 
they were gained illegally and through a violation of the fourth amendment, 
which is the right to privacy through protection against unlawful searches 
(Winter et al 2015). If anything, the Silk Road case highlights how the gov-
ernment are willing to sidestep legal obligations, such as the fourth amend-
ment, in order to obtain the desired information. So when they preach how 
Ulbricht is setting precedents through action, then perhaps they should look 
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retrospectively and avoid hypocrisy because in speculatively violating the 
fourth amendment, the US government is setting precedents for the war-
rantless search of society’s private digital property.

This concept of observation is an interesting point in today’s current eco-
nomic climate where considerable value is placed on ‘big data’. The model of 
Silk Road raises questions as to where the power truly lies? Ulbricht places 
the power in the people, society, and community by hiding data and ana-
lytics from the utmost authoritative figure; the government. In ‘Deep Web’, 
certain anonymous sellers are interviewed and acknowledge that Ulbricht 
could have left the community at any time with the millions of USD worth 
in Bitcoin, and nobody would know who took it, nor could they do anything 
about it (Winter et al 2015). Therefore, if we were to narrow it down to a 
single figure, was the power in Ulbricht’s hands? Yet as mentioned prior, the 
system itself is built upon the Bitcoin, therefore perhaps the technology has 
commandment over all.
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The second darkness to look at is Shyp, a new platform using the heavily cri-
tiqued “Uber model” for shipping goods. Silk Road was openly corrupt and 
evil, whereas the darkness in Shyp is more veiled. Shyp is a courier service 
company that utilizes the established infrastructure of carriers such as Fed-
ex, UPS and USPS to make the process of shipping less arduous. The vibrant 
new start-up that is seemingly there to serve, allows the user or consumer 
to summon a Shyp Hero (the name Shyp gives its couriers) within twenty 
minutes to their doorstep through an app. Upon arrival the courier will bag 
the item intended to ship and deliver it back to the warehouse where it is 
measured, boxed, and shipped. Shyp takes a $5 fee for pickup, regardless of 
how many items, and makes its margins by cutting deals with the carriers. 
Shyp will cross reference rates between the major carriers on each specific 
item to ensure the customer pays the lowest retails price possible. This ben-
efits the carriers because they no longer have to go and retrieve parcels as 
they are now delivered in larger quantities and requiring zero footwork by 
the carrier.

The service and company operates entirely from a mobile app. There is little 
to no web presence, as the website purely serves as a portal to an automated 
app download link texted to your mobile. This is what fuels the mechaniza-
tion of the ‘human drone’. This system forces couriers to constantly be teth-
ered to their devices. Those bound to their devices, are those with their soul 
at work (Wark 2013). An age before now was a world where office hours were 
clearly defined, whereas now due to the ubiquity of technology, our work is 
ever-increasingly encroaching on our leisure and social time. Our devices 
allow us to catch up on emails during commutes, take and make phone calls 
whilst we drive, never allowing us to truly detach ourselves from work (Wark 
2013).   

Purely operating through either Android or iOS immediately limits potential 
users as they single out their customers and tacitly imply that you must have 
a smartphone to use this service. According to Srivastava (2014) there are ap-
proximately 2.3 billion smartphone users across the globe in 2016, therefore 
Shyp have a considerable audience. That leaves just under 5 billion outside of 
reach from Shyp (World Bank 2016). Through this app, Shyp materializes a 
new form of service, ‘shypping’, which refers to the process of shipping goods 
using their offering. This phenomenon evolves from numerous transactions. 
Transactions that to the user appear as simple as a digital summoning of a 
member from the gig economy. The end user presses a button on their smart 
phone and within twenty minutes there will be a human at the door ready 
to be of service. There are correlations between this occurrence and tradi-
tional understandings of slavery. This then raises questions around modern 
day slavery. Is there a master? Is there a slave? And who is who? Perhaps this 
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new offering allows the everyday human to regain some power. Internally 
redeeming the power they traded in for something like their employment.

Larry Lohmann (2012) introduces the idea of Masters and Patzers, using 
references from chess. He suggests that there are power networks within or-
ganizations that produce masters and patzers; where patzer is Lohmann’s 
term for a deceived amateur player turned ‘slave’. Shyp places the end-user 
as lazy through their lack of effort to post items themselves and then built 
a business around it. With that being said, how does this in turn place the 
Shyp-Hero? Perhaps they are seen as servants through their ability to be 
summoned by one who is too lazy to post the item themselves. Does that 
place the consumer above the Hero as they have the control? The couriers 
could be seen as human drones tethered to technology and controlled by 
messages, alerts, deadlines and expectations delivered by the faceless master; 
the app (Wark 2013). Shyp acknowledges that society adheres to a certain 
universe. The universe in this case is where we believe that there should be 
masters and slaves. As Lazzarato suggests, consumption involves belonging 
to a world and adhering to this aforesaid universe (Lazzarato 2004). Laz-
zarato also believes that this creation of worlds is at the centre of Capitalism, 
which echoes a startup originating from the renowned Silicon Valley.

Aside from what the consumer sees throughout the digital summoning, 
there is an incredibly complex system, a part of which is the courier that 
was just at the doorstep. The courier, for the consumer’s sake, reduces the 
company down to a short conversation, a smile, and a an exchange. What a 
wonderful service? Why would anybody question it? Well, aside from what 
the service announces it does, there may be some darker elements to it all 
behind the scenes; elements such as the shrouded acquisition of data. This 
data could be representative of courier routes, pickup locations that correlate 
with items dispatched, location of customers, and focus areas. All of these 
streams occur behind the façade of deep web deliverance. By paying the $5 
pick-up fee, are you tacitly agreeing to Shyp’s acquisition of all consequent 
data? Shyp is creating an entire world, not just a product, and the afore-
mentioned agreement by the consumer of Shyp’s offerings is greater than a 
simple product purchase, it is a contribution to this world (Lazzarato 2004). 
This point resonates with Lohmann’s (2012) discussion prior as the master 
is one who has an overview of the network, one that understands the system 
in it’s entirety, opposed to the ‘patzer’ who sees the network as static and sim-
plistic. If comparing Shyp to chess, the master is able to view the system as 
networks and power relationships, whereas the patzer simply sees the pieces 
(Lohmann 2012).

With that being said, perhaps power relationships between humans are over, 
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for now we can have uninhibited power over technology. Shyp is the mod-
ern day AmazonAir, which is a drone system with an imminent impact on 
companies alike. Currently, drones are being implemented within this field, 
which once normalized will remove the necessity for slow and expensive hu-
man labor. The human labor is already mechanised, performing robot-like 
functions at the faceless master’s command, therefore the transition for the 
company will be minimal, yet the labour force left without work will have a 
significant impact (Lohmann 2012). This aligns with Manzini’s (2016) view 
on emerging design, where entities are complex, hybrid and dynamic that 
has no relative history to compare with, or arenas in which to discuss them 
in. The app presents another cashless system, similar to Silk Road, where 
transactions are made through screens rather than face-to-face. This element 
evokes a similar response to Silk Road’s aforementioned approach to cash-
less systems. What if Shyp starts to implement and accept Bitcoin? Will it 
invite a more sinister market?

The third case, Etsy ASAP, is another member of the gig economy dealing 
with deliverance. Etsy, known as a slow and primarily crafts-based market 
platform, has now entered the on-demand economy, turning craft into yet 
another frontier for the ‘soul at work’ as previously mentioned with their 
newest venture Etsy ASAP (Berardi 2009: 75). This latest scheme by Etsy ap-
pears to undermine their foundational structure built on artisanal craft by 
introducing an instantaneous order service that commands couriers once 
again. Much like the previous systems, Etsy ASAP operates both as an app 
and on the web, therefore, requires users to not only possess a device, but to 
spend time on it in order to participate in their system.
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Talmor (2015) markets the service as an easily accessible bazaar of vintage 
and handmade products; a contradiction to this offering is the new on-de-
mand option. Craftsmanship and human labor is increasingly acknowledged 
and associated with higher cost, but if there is all of a sudden an on-demand 
option, then where is the division between companies like H&M, and the 
offerings on Etsy ASAP. Do the craftsman on Etsy value their labor above 
those in the factories of countries like Bangladesh? Perhaps Etsy is now lend-
ing itself to the vulture industry; an industry that McKenzie Wark umbrella’s 
companies such as Google and others alike under that, in terms of culture, 
don’t make shit, they just allow you to get stuff that somebody else made 
(Byrne 2013). So not only does Etsy ASAP now fall within this category, they 
further fuel it through the on-demand option. 

So has the power shifted? Shifted from the craftsman and the artisan towards 
the new puppeteer; the consumer. Much like the previous case of Shyp, con-
sumer is key and the aim is to maximize ease of use for the consumer as 
much as possible. Both cases present settings where the consumer can sum-
mon either a human and/or human-slaved product through simply pressing 
pixels. Much like Shyp, there is an increasingly questionable and complex 
system behind the veil provided to the public; in this case it is of crochet 
sweaters, artisanal soaps, and everything in between. Unlike Shyp, Etsy mar-
kets an artificial connection between the maker and consumer by using the 
aforementioned veil, however the transaction still occurs on their tradition-
ally craft-centric platform.

All three of these platforms have a tendency to strike back at the user, their 
convenience becoming yet another mechanism of “defuturing” (Fry 2011: 
21), which feeds into Flusser’s concept of where the “lever strikes back” 
(1999, 51). An example of this, using the Silk Road platform, is how the sys-
tem was so “dark net” and secretive, that money started to disappear, which 
could not be accounted for as nobody could be held responsible. Therefore, 
the systems own comprising infrastructure began to unravel itself through 
an unstable monetary arrangement. The very arrangement that facilitated 
its success eventually became a weakening flaw. Another example of the lever 
striking back is evident in both Etsy and Shyp through their growth models. 
If both companies are to scale at their desired rate then the relative couriers 
within these networks must fight for shifts, which will ultimately deploy the 
“soul at work” to a greater extent. If they are not hitched to their devices, 
then they will lose shifts and the consequent income, which was once seem-
ingly secure for them. A good way to look at this for Shyp is to look at the 
critique of “Uberification” (Rubin and Scott 2015). Uber’s exploitative na-
ture of their employee’s managed to manifest into riots and protests globally. 
Rubin and Scott (2015) explain that in Paris, fights broke out on the street, 
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a couple of cars were burned and travelers were frustrated all across France. 
One taxi driver from Brussels, Cost Tsatsakis, 58, said that the violence on 
Thursday was “regrettable” but that it was “the only way to fight back against 
the war machine that is Uber” (Robin and Scott 2015).

Darkness, as Hannah Arendt believes, “…does not name the genocides, 
purges, and hunger of a specific era. Instead, darkness refers to the way these 
horrors appear in public discourse and yet remain hidden” (Berkowitz 2010: 
3). This statement by Arendt helps us to position the three cases and see a 
broader operating network. This, in turn, helps us to appreciate the follow-
ing statement by Manzini (2016: 59): “…society can be seen as a huge future-
building laboratory – a laboratory that, amidst numerous contradictions, is 
already emitting signs of a new culture: emerging ideas and practices that 
are affecting the mainstream conceptions of time, place, work, well-being, 
and, more generally, the quality of human relationships: ideas and practices 
that, in my view, are starting to weave the fabric of a new civilization and, 
hence, if we are able to recognize it, also of a new design culture.” With these 
two statements in mind from Arendt and Manzini, the masks covering the 
three cases analyzed can be removed to expose the inner workings and truly 
understand what is occurring within such entities, establishments and start-
ups. The varied cases acknowledge the potential of the network beyond the 
façade. There is no answer as to who is the lesser evil, as they all deceive, 
corrupt and track to their respective extents. Understanding what occurs in 
such networks allows us to position ourselves and assess whether or not we 
like the direction society is headed, and that’s what is key. Perhaps an ac-
knowledgement of such networks, and a resulting deviation of our current 
trajectory may save us all from the imminent threats of the dark deliveries. 
Who knows, maybe it will be the FBI storming through your door next time.
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For lengthy and painful eight hour shifts prisoners at Bury St Edmunds pris-
on in England would step on large paddle wheels with gears used to pump 
water or crush grain. The invention they were confined to was designed by 
Sir William Cubitt in 1818 and referred to as the dreaded “tread-wheel”. The 
civil engineer made the stepping wheel that would loop endlessly to keep the 
idle prisoners occupied, and it was used across prisons until the late 19th 
century when the treadmill was finally discarded for being too cruel. Accord-
ing to prison guard James Hardie in US it was the tread-wheel’s “monoto-
nous steadiness, and not its severity, which constitutes its terror.” (Arnold 
2014)

When the treadmill as we know it today was developed in the late 1960s 
it was obviously not related to punishment and discipline, but the design 
principles are nonetheless the same; a surface to step on that loops with an 
ongoing “monotonous steadiness”. Since the sixties and the first adaption of 
the treadmill our running habits have increasingly been supplemented by 
technology. With wearable fitness trackers and runner apps the matter of 
data have become a tool to continuously improve and monitor our progress 
(or lack thereof). The way we run has with it become far more nuanced; 
from merely being intuitive and personal - running when it feels good and 
for as long as you desire – it has a repertoire of methods, plans, techniques 
and equipment aimed at enhancement where you can measure, monitor, and 
manage how you run and compare your results with the results of others. 
The narrowing ambition to improve for the sake of improvement and drive 
for competition sits in stark contrast to the fact that running by itself has 
an egalitarian character, something every human in principle can do – you 
do not need a gym membership, an instructor or specialized and expensive 
equipment to run – as long as your health allows it, you can do it by your 
own means. However, as running has become preoccupied with goals and 
analysis of data and performance on an individual level, it seems to be in-
creasingly disconnected from this character. Different actors with interests 
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in running, not for running by its very nature, but for what it can generate, 
have influenced how we have run in the past, how we run today and will keep 
shaping how we run in the future.        

Communicative devices
The treadmill has in addition to being a fictitious road that never ends and 
never changes replaced intuitive running with a program and bodily aware-
ness with data. With rational words and inhuman numbers you receive in-
formation about your own body from the treadmill; you might feel your 
pulse rising, but the screen will do a more precise evaluation and tell you 
exactly at what rate your pulse is beating. You may think you run fast with an 
average speed of 7.8 miles per hour, but how fast or slow is really 7.8 miles 
per hour if you run in Central Park in New York or up and down the hills of 
San Francisco? Perhaps the environment is irrelevant, but in either case 7.9 
would obviously be better. The body becomes something you can read and 
analyze in relation to the treadmill where you can monitor and attempt to 
control your body with the help from technology. Body and mind intermix 
with the machine but as separate entities. The treadmill exemplifies what 
Jamer Hunt refer to as uncanny technologies that not only envelope us but is 
increasingly communicative. He writes: “The designed, artificial world that 
envelops us is coming alive with communicative possibilities. There was a 
time when our tools of communication were distinct from our bodies: we 
spoke into a telephone wired into the walls of our home, or we hunted and 
pecked and clicked at a keyboard to type data into a personal computer…we 
are drifting into a new alignment, in both mind and body, with technology 
that is far more immersive, encompassing, and confounding. Surrounded 
by synthetic voices that talk to us and near-invisible sensors that observe 
and learn us, we are entering an age of uncanny technologies”. (Antonelli 
2011:48)

 

Track your runs...and more
With fitness trackers embedded in our exercise routines the artificial world 
is getting even more intimate and conversational. With wristwatches, web 
connected scales, wireless heart-rate monitoring earbuds and running shoes 
with chips in their soles information can flow seamlessly to your mobile 
phone where you can monitor and store your health data. Step tracking, 
sleep monitoring, heart rate monitoring and smart notifications can ease 
into everyday life without much effort. Whether you run, sleep, eat, rest, 
walk, digits derived from yourself will end up as legible data. From a person-
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al perspective it might be to achieve goals such as becoming a better runner, 
lose weight, improve your general health or be more active, but regardless of 
motivation information are continuously collected and data about yourself 
are stored somewhere else. Running shoes with chips inside the soles, such as 
the Gemini 2 from Under Armour, is according to the company the “coach, 
statistician, cheering section”. For the founder and chief executive officer of 
Under Armour, Kevin Plank, data and math is the recipe for a winning busi-
ness, as he said during this year’s SXSW Interactive in Austin; “data is the 
new oil”. (Arthur 2016) The chip in the running shoe will track your activity 
and sync the data to the company’s app. And it does so automatically when 
you start running. On the red shoebox that comes with the running shoes it 
says: “think of me as the voice inside your head. If you trust me, if you take 
my advice, if you use my innovations, you’ll be able to fight through any-
thing and become the runner you want to be.” (DC Rainmaker 2016)

With the technology that comes with the running shoe – “the voice inside 
your head” – is ultimately projected as the expert that informs you of what to 
do arguably in your best interest. With fitness trackers, such as the running 
shoes, information about your habits, movements, the physical body, is con-
tinuously monitored and tracked with accuracy. Following Under Armour’s 
marketing campaigns every second is stored so you know exactly how you 
can get better. Far from being neutral the data is benchmarked highlighting 
the potential for improvements.
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The inner environment, the hardware, with the shoe and the chip, or a wrist-
watch or heart rate monitor for that matter, is quite simple. The complex-
ity with fitness trackers emerges from where it is situated, from its environ-
ment. Herbert Simon includes in the human environment the “cocoon of 
information, stored in books and in long term memory, that we spin about 
ourselves”. He continues to write; “complexity emerges from the richness 
of the outer environment, both the world apprehended through the senses 
and the information about the world stored in long-term memory.” (Simon 
1996:110) As we use the fitness trackers the richness of ourselves becomes 
an ever-growing digital shadow following our bodily presence. You are no 
longer merely a user of a certain product, with it you are also a producer of 
continuous flows of data.

 

Economization of personal information
While Under Armour are motivated to make running shoes that can track 
your health data so you can improve your health, that is not everything that 
they do. If you want to use their app you have to agree to share your data 
with them. Your data are also shared with third parties, not in relation to 
your name, but nonetheless the data of which you are the producer are used 
for their purposes. On their webpage they write that they share your data 
“with advertisers to provide you with information on the products and ser-
vices that we think are most relevant to you and to enable us to measure the 
success of our advertising and marketing activities”. (Under Armour Record 
2016) In other words, it is not just about you improving as a runner or Un-
der Armour selling another pair of shoes, it is also about Under Armour’s 
marketing strategies. Your data are for sale, but you are essentially not the 
one who gains from it. In fact, indirectly you paid for accessing the tools that 
gather your data that become a part of Under Armour’s resources.

Your resting pulse, sleeping patterns and perhaps your keenness for long runs 
at the dusk of dawn are all potential subjects of economical interests, both 
from the producer developing new products and third parties related to the 
producer. According to Wendy Brown, the neoliberal rationality spreads the 
model of the market to all domains and activities and essentially “configures 
human beings exhaustively as market actors, always, only, and everywhere 



83

as homo oeconomicus.” (Brown 2015:31) Distinctly about the neoliberal 
economization today is not only the enlarged domain, but also that homo 
oeconomicus maintains aspects of interest and profit seeking while it is been 
“reshaped as financialized human capital”. Brown writes: “Homo oeconomi-
cus takes its shape as human capital seeking to strengthen its competitive 
positioning and appreciate its value, rather than as a figure of exchange or 
interest.”…”The specific model for human capital and its spheres of activity 
is increasingly that of financial or investment capital, and not only produc-
tive or entrepreneurial capital.” (Brown 2015:33)

With the fitness trackers you use hard- and software to monitor and improve 
your health knowingly building up lengthy records of rational data, but you 
are not the one who marketize your production of data. Your specific re-
cords of information are not specifically important, what is relevant is that it 
becomes a part of the human environment, the “cocoon of information” as 
Simon calls it, “that that we spin about ourselves”, where it contributes to a 
larger scheme that favors the free market and not the individual.

From one-sided trackers to coveillance   
With the running shoe from Under Armour you have access to your own 
data that you willingly or unwillingly allow the company to use when you 
agree to the company’s privacy settings. Other services, such as Nike+ Run-
ner app allows you to additionally view other runners’ data. The app makes 
it possible to not only track your running routes, distance, speed and time 
but also to see how you compare with your friends. With the app you can see 
how much your friends run, who is in the lead of running most and where 
you are in this hierarchy. Are you in the top 10 or bottom 10? And who else 
is there? If you are in the lead with someone else the app notifies you: “It’s a 
dead heat. You are neck to neck with Jessica C. ”(Nike 2016) In the heat of the 
competition, of which is initiated by the app; do you go to the movies, read 
a book, or do you go for a run? The app is not only a tool for running, but 
carries with it a potential to discreetly dictate your leisure time.

With the app you are also positioned as a “co-watcher”. The Nike+ Runner 
app expresses a mode of monitoring – of surveillance – that gathers and 
exposes information. Viewed within this framework the one whose data 
are tracked and monitored – the surveilled – becomes a surveillant, not of 
the surveillor above, but of the others who are also surveilled. The inverted 
panopticon of “surveilling the surveillor” is referred to by Steve Mann as 
“sousveillance”, from the French words for “sous” (below) and “veiller” to 
watch, (Mann, Nolan and Wellman, 2016:332) and as a parallel he has in-
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troduced “coveillance”, referring to a situation in which citizens engage in 
peer-to-peer gazing, (Palmås, 2015) which is the case with the Nike+ Run-
ner app. Karl Palmås has investigated side-to-side coveillance within a com-
munity of speedsurfing in Sweden that employs GPS technology and social 
media. With his explorations of how coveillance is experienced and what 
effects it produces he came to understand the coveillant community in terms 
of consumer culture. In the case of the speedsurfing community the data is 
collected from a GPS device that goes on the speedsurfer’s upper arm. The 
data is from this point channeled to a website, which allows you to compare 
your own speed data with that of other surfers. (Palmås 2015:487) As Palmås 
entered the research his main concern, being a speedsurfer himself, was that 
the GPS would introduce elements of discipline, narcissism, or lack of au-
thenticity in the windsurfing experience. From his experience he reports: 
“The knowledge that the device delivered a continual, high resolution speed 
measurement, registering a hundredth of a knot, does indeed push me to 
try harder. I know that literally every move is being metered, so there is a 
constant focus on spotless demeanor. Here, one could speak of a disciplin-
ing effect, inasmuch as the device reminds the user not to lapse into sloppy 
sailing, and not to rest for too long between runs. Secondly, as I add one run 
after another, I cannot help envisioning myself in front of the computer at 
home, checking the resulting data.”(Palmås 2015:489)

The accuracy with the GPS is at first experienced as merciless, “cold and pre-
cise”. Palmås explains that while it on the one hand usually shows you the 
sober truth that you are often slower than you think, it also makes it easier 
to detect your own improvements. As he reports his investigations over a 
season he begins to realize something else too; the precise measurements 
of the GPS tracker proves itself to be an effective means of generating a de-
sire for new equipment. He is not alone about this desire, other members of 
the community tells him that windsurfing “has become a lot more expen-
sive since [he] got the GPS”. (Palmås 2015:492) Palmås writes: “Rather than 
discipline or narcissism, GPS speedsurfing seems to produce urge to con-
sume the latest—and supposedly fastest—equipment.”(Palmås 2015:492) 
The precise measures of your speed at the surface of the sea allows you a 
“near-infinite” possibility to improve yourself and as Palmås points out: 
“the key performance-enhancer is readily available at your nearest windsurf-
ing dealer” (Palmås 2015:493) The GPS speedsurfing creates a desire that 
echoes Deleuze and Guattari’s conception of desire: “there is no desire but 
assembling, assembled, desire” (Palmås 2015:493) Desire does not emerge 
from lack, but from new assemblages. If we think that the free Nike+ Run-
ner app also act as what Palmås calls “desire-generating prostheses”, (Palmås 
2015:493) that would make sense for Nike’s marketing budgets, even though 
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it is like the speedsurfer’s GPS not by definition designed to generate desire. 
After all, Nike does offer a lot of equipment with aims to enhance your per-
formance.

 

Time struggle and work
The desire to perform better, even in ways only detectable by measuring 
equipment, feeds from the continuous flow of data. The law that according 
to Karl Marx gives capital no rest and eternally whispers “Go on”! Go on!” 
(Tucker, Marx and Engels 1978:213) seems to also govern the determined 
runner with new records to set. From an everyday point of view though the 
ambitions to always improve does not seem very realistic. A “near-infinite” 
possibility of improvement needs “near-infinite” amounts of time. If the 15-
hour workweek that was predicted by John Maynard Keynes in 1930 became 
a reality the time issue might not be so pressing. But obviously that is not 
the case. Whereas Keynes believed that technology would have advanced so 
much by the end of the century that working hours would be reduced and 
people would have more free time to pursue their own goals, the opposite 
have happened. In David Graeber’s article “On the Phenomenon of Bullshit 
Jobs” Graeber claims that technology has been organized to make us all work 
more. The jobs created to do so are, according to Graeber, pointless. He 
writes: “huge swathes of people, in Europe and North America in particu-
lar, spend their entire working lives performing tasks they secretly believe 
do not really need to be performed. The moral and spiritual damage that 
comes from this situation is profound. It is a scar across our collective soul”. 
For Graeber the reason is that “the ruling class has figured out that a happy 
and productive population with free time on their hands is a mortal danger 
(think of what started to happen when this even began to be approximated 
in the ‘60s). And, on the other hand, the feeling that work is a moral value 
in itself, and that anyone not willing to submit themselves to some kind of 
intense work discipline for most of their waking hours deserves nothing, is 
extraordinarily convenient for them.”(Graeber 2013)

The whispers to always “Go on”! Go on!” are entrenched in time that is al-
located to both work and leisure. A group of runners have however met the 
time issue head-on. The runners, referring to themselves as run commuters, 
refuse to waste valuable time in their everyday commute. Instead of hours 
spent inside trains, buses or cars they run to and from work. In an interview 
with The Run Commuter, an organization based in Atlanta in US, run com-
muter Julien Delange connects the benefits to efficiency, sustainability and 
financial reasons. He says: “I decided to run to work so that I could have 
more time to do other things I enjoy and save money (no gas or parking). In 
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addition, I would not be increasing the pollution (fumes and noise) in my 
community. I realized there were only benefits and suddenly became a run 
commuter the morning after.”(The Run Commuter 2016)

The run commuter refuses to spend hours in traffic and takes matter into 
her or his hands. The individual runs in solitude, but run commuters align 
through their activity. They take back the hours spent in traffic and make 
it their own. With it a small slice of their everyday life is transformed into 
something else. Instead of commuting, the run commuter explores different 
routes, senses the seasonal changes, gets fresh air, sees different neighbor-
hoods and is part of a run commuter community that discreetly follows the 
unwritten rules of runner’s waving as they pass each other on the way to or 
from work.

The run commuter can with her or his rejection of the train, bus or car be 
seen as criticizing the dreaded commute as a passenger. Critique of every-
day life as such is according to McKenzie Wark a critique of existing needs 
and the creation of new desires. For him the everyday is the site of tension 
between desires and needs – and a site where this tension can potentially ad-
vance or just forever pause. (Wark 2013:10) The potential is that the critique 
can unravel obscure connections between one experience of life and another. 
Generally speaking running can be a need, desire, something to avoid, or for 
some it might have no meaning at all, but for the run commuter it sits in 
between desire and need. It is entangled between work and personal life and 
not having enough time for both.     

Yet, even though the run commuter has found a way to get a couple of extra 
free hours, the terms that produces the time-squeeze in the first place remain 
unchanged. The arguments and reasoning for running to and from work 
all makes sense, but it does not question the reasons for why you arrived 
at planning alternative routes to go to work, always carry a backpack, have 
extra shirts and socks in your office drawer and shower (or take a bird bath) 
at work. It does not solve the issue, but responds to it. Captured by the logic 
of time management the run commuter is still a detainee – a jailbird trying 
to find a way out from the ward, presided over by the whispers to “Go on”! 
Go on!”

Conclusion
From the tyranny of the manually operated “tread-wheel” in 1818 and elec-
tronic treadmills in the sixties the way we run and the equipment we use to 
do so have changed greatly in both form and function. The run commuter 
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runs to steal time that is allocated to work and converts it to personal time, 
and she or he does so as a response to the tyranny of effective time manage-
ment.

With wearable fitness trackers and running apps technology and data have 
at large eased into the equation. Digital shadows of information follow us as 
we run mile after mile, and even when we do not run our records are piling 
up with data.

Between the lines both the economic and the social symptoms of the capital-
ist culture can be seen in the treadmills, fitness trackers and running apps. 
The culture, described by Dutch communications and graphic designer, Jan 
van Toorn, as one that “organizes people as buyers of commodities and ser-
vices…[and]...transform[s] information and knowledge into commodities.” 
He continues: “The corporate conglomerates of the culture industry have 
created a global public sphere which does not offer any scope for discussion 
of the “free flow of information” organized by them. The fusion of trade, 
politics and communication has brought about the sophisticated one-di-
mensional character of the natural environment.” (Dilnot et al. 2005:180). 
According to Clive Dilnot the public should be addressed as citizens and not 
consumers. For him this could allow us to “counter the nihilism of our cul-
tural and social inability to designate the dimensions of a human good be-
yond that of the market.” (Dilnot et al. 2005:182) Who knows how running 
could be then, perhaps we would not “run” at all? Perhaps we would only run 
to school if we are late, to catch a bus that leaves in two minutes, or when 
we play football in the streets? Or perhaps we would have freed more leisure 
time where it does not matter when we run and we just run when we feel 
like it. Without competition or lengthy records produced for someone else.  
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“HONEY,  
I KILLED 
THE 
BEES.”
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Sandra Waihuini

The horrifying moment when you realize you’re slowly starting to catch a 
cold. Feeling tired all week, thinking you did not sleep enough. My thoughts 
are jumbled and my nose starts feeling weird. A vague ache is now  in my 
throat and I know it: a cold is on its way. My nose is blocked and I can barely 
breathe with both nostrils now. I toss and turn, take some cold medicine 
blowing my nose some more. Cough drops? No, I have got none. Therefore, 
my throat will stay sore until I do something about it tomorrow. 

Pollution wraps itself around my body like an unwanted sheet. I could prob-
ably equate it to a mummy wrapped in endless yards of linen. The particles 
in the air inundates my lungs and stings my eyes as I walk through the over-
populated New York streets. The haze in the air is a sort of chemical soup 
that shortens our lives and worsens health issues. I have runny eyes, a runny 
nose and a headache to match them both. I go buy some honey at a con-
venient store amidst my own coughing and sniffling. Why honey? Honey has 
healing properties and more often than not, my mother would always mix 
up some honey, lemons and hot water and right away I would feel alot better. 
On the shelf stood a series of plastic brown bears with yellow caps. No teeth 
on them just soft with no specific facial expression filled with honey. The 
bottles are small. At least small enough to fit my hand; and if you know me, 
you know that my hands are fairly small. The plastic bear has a little sticker 
at the front that indicated it is “Pure Clover Honey”. 

After buying two bottles of the honeybear, I proceed along in the thick 
crowd. I am mostly two to three feet shorter than everyone else therefore; I 
feel the need to push my way through. When I finally reach my house, I look 
back at the many people that crowded the streets. The preparation begins 
and I watch as the honey spreads around smoothly and dissolves into the hot 
water and lemon. My hands were of frailty and caution, shaking gently as I 
reached for the concoction. I did this about what felt like twenty times and…
NOTHING. I did not feel any better. Something needed to be done. It was 
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definitely the honey. The water was as hot as it could be and the lemons were 
pretty fresh. All that, began my endless pursuit of fresh honey; the honey I 
remember as a child. The honey that lumps and settles at the bottom of the 
glass. Not the adulterated and artificial honey that had done nothing but 
dissolve in the water.

The Anthropocene is an epoch that begins when human activities started 
to have a significant global impact on the Earth’s geology and ecosystems. 
Anthropocene from anthropo, for “man,” and cene, for “new” is caused as a 
result of humankind who has caused mass extinctions of plant and animal 
species, polluted the oceans and altered the atmosphere, among other nega-
tive impacts (Scranton, 2015). In the case of bees, the apocalyptic narrative 
seems to be humankind and the strives towards modernity; in one form or 
another. Bee communities, both wild and managed, have been declining be-
cause pesticide use in agricultural and urban areas has increased. Changes in 
land use has resulted in a sparse distribution of food and nesting resources. 
Changes in the Earth’s magnetic field; effects of climate change, GMO crops, 
bees blinded by UV light and more (Rosalind 2008: pt. 3). It is not just bees 
being wiped out, our own world is being wiped out in deaths represented in 
the form of the Zika virus, Ebola, bird flu, and other pandemics. 

Ecosystems involve many complex interactions between members of differ-
ent species. These interactions often create negative feedback loops, keeping 
the ecosystem balanced. For example, if the population of a certain type of 
plant starts to grow, then the population of an animal that eats this plant 
may also start to grow, thereby lowering the population of the plant (Wilson 
2014: 233). The climate is also changing, and these changes are harming the 
environment around us. Worst case scenarios for climate change are fright-
ening, including the possibility that large portions of the Earth’s land mass 
will become too warm for mammals to survive. Many species would go ex-
tinct under these worst case scenarios and bees could be one of them. Given 
the many major interconnections between human systems and environmen-
tal systems, we should expect bee extinction to have major environmental 
consequences. 

Pollination is the transfer of pollen from the male parts of a flower to the 
female parts of a flower of the same species, which results in fertilization 
of plant ovaries and the production of seeds. The main insect pollinators 
are bees. Pollination can be accomplished by many animals; birds, insects, 
while some species of plants even rely on wind. Bees are one of the most well 
known and important types of pollinator, both in agriculture and natural 
ecosystems. Most of a bee’s life is spent collecting pollen, a source of protein 
that they feed to their developing offspring (Crane 1990: 110-113). When a 
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bee lands on a flower, the hairs all over the bee’s body attract pollen grains 
through electrostatic forces. Stiff hairs on their legs enable them to groom 
the pollen into specialized brushes or pockets on their legs or body, and then 
carry it back to their nest. Individual bees tend to focus on one kind of flower 
at a time, which means it is more likely that pollen from one flower will be 
transferred to another flower of the same species by a particular bee. Many 
plants require this kind of pollen distribution, known as cross-pollination, 
in order to produce viable seeds (Crane 1990: 104-6).

After taking a couple doses of cold medicine which, I did not need in the first 
place, my endless pursuit of fresh honey continued but became interwoven 
with the current environmental crisis for the bees. The New York streets that 
were once sleek with new tarmac are now greyed by the bleaching of the sun. 
The road is a monochrome patchwork, each one lined with a shiny border of 
tar. I had to push and shove just to get to the farmers market. I could not see 
which way I was headed or where I was headed. I could not see if I was going 
to bump into a wall or crash into a person. I felt like I was trapped in an end-
less sea of humanity. To an observer I was no more than a part of a moving 
mass, one with predictable behaviour when viewed as a whole. We moved 
like a shoal of fish, one point of departure, one destination. So perhaps, I 
indeed became one of the many, feeding off the impulses of those around 
me to inform my decisions. 

At the market, there was noise everywhere. I felt claustrophobic. I heard 
some cell phones ringing, a child wailing who probably lost his mom in this 
overcrowded place, two people fighting angrily over one of them pushing the 
other. The mood of the people swirled in unseen currents beneath the dark 
surface of their faces. In about 50 people, there was an element of excitement 
to buy “fresh” and organic produce. There was fish, tea, hand lotion, soap, 
clothing and art being sold but all I needed was some unfiltered, natural 
honey. I went to a little curio at the market and met Sam a beekeeper and 
honey harvester. He sells raw natural honey and did his best to educate me 
on the differences between natural and artificial (industrial) honey. 

Raw honey is the most original sweet liquid that honeybees produce from the 
concentrated nectar of flowers. Most honey found in the supermarket is not 
raw honey but “commercial” regular honey, some of which has been pasteur-
ized. Pasteurization kills any yeast cell in the honey and prevents fermenta-
tion. Raw natural honey can only be purchased directly from the bee farm or 
locally. Characterised by fine textured crystals, it looks cloudier and contains 
particles and flecks made of bee pollen, honeycomb bits and propolis (Wilson 
2014: 201-2). Raw and unfiltered honey has a high antioxidant level and will 
usually granulate and crystallize to a thick consistency after a few months.
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We exist within a transitioning society where the artificial is the fundamental 
condition we live in. Unfortunately, it has its drawbacks such as industrial 
honey. Such honey has many shortcomings, representing a solution of in-
verted sugar syrup, which comes from refined sugar, which often has other 
ingredients added for example; glucose syrup, dyes and flavor enhancers. Ar-
tificial honey contains a physical mixture of glucose and fructose focused 
elements that have separated from the previous combination, that of sugar. 
Artificial inverted sugar, also called artificial honey, is a syrup, soluble in wa-
ter, with a sweet taste and no healing properties (Wilson 2014: 173-4, 201-2).

Most commercial producers of honey that have no traces of pollen lack ben-
eficial vitamins and enzymes among a host of other natural components 
which are removed due to pasteurization and processing. The honeybears 
at local grocery stores are dead and far from health promoting. Processed 
honey is not honey and if you desire any kind of health benefits, you must 
stick to the real stuff. Any product that’s been ultra filtered and no longer 
contains pollen is not honey (Wilson 2014: 201-2). Ultra filtering is when 
honey is heated and sometimes watered down and the pollen is removed. 
The removal of pollen prevents the majority of the public from obtaining all 
the benefits found in raw honey. Removal of all pollen from honey makes no 
sense and is completely contrary to marketing the highest quality product 
possible. 

The bees in question are worker bees, the tiniest employees of our agricultural 
and industrial complex. Bees are our slaves as a result of human exploitation 
of nature and human superiority. We live in a society where we capture bees 
and use them for toxic forced labor doing something that they would happily 
do willingly and for free if they weren’t dying because of what realism and 
modernity has done to us. It has led us to war and climate change, poverty 
on an unimaginable scale, and wholesale ecological destruction. The irony is 
that the real reason all these destructive practices take place is that someone, 
somewhere, is making money off them. They do so even though there is one 
small problem with money; it can’t buy happiness, health, or survival of the 
bees. Humans have sort of justified using all other life forms instrumentally, 
for their own benefit even though the animals of the world exist for their 
own reasons. It is important to realize who is keeping these bees. Most honey 
comes from full-time factory bee farmers. 

A successor queen is selected by a human instead of the reigning queen both 
of whom may have been artificially inseminated. The queens come from 
commercial queen suppliers. Queens can live for as long as five years but 
most commercial beekeepers replace them every two years (Rosalind 2008: 
pt. 8). Backyard beekeepers regularly kill their queens. This is done for nu-
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merous reasons that all boil down to exerting control over the hive which is 
done to prevent swarming, aggression, mite infestation, and to keep honey 
production at a maximum. When manipulating the bees, most beekeepers 
use a smoker to maintain control and to prevent some stings. The smoke gets 
the bees to gorge themselves on honey, which calms them down. The smoke 
probably also masks the alarm pheromone that the guard bees release and 
prevents the entire colony from becoming agitated. 

The design of these systems undermines the one of nature. Beekeepers will 
naturally deny that they are slave owners who steal the products of the bees 
labor. They will tell you that they are working with the bees to help them 
reach their full potential, which just happens to be measured in honey out-
put. The beekeeper’s perspective makes little sense. Under natural conditions, 
if the hive were producing a surplus, they would divide into two colonies and 
there would be none wasted. Beekeepers need to recognize that their role is 
largely temporary, as a stop gap measure until farmers get their act together 
and facilitate the growth of native pollinator populations. They should im-
mediately switch to top bar hives, discourage surplus honey production and 
stop stealing honey. Otherwise, there is too much incentive to exploit the 
bees and the environment. Nonetheless, it is important to regard beekeep-
ers as potential allies. They are often more aware of environmental concerns 
than other people and may truly care about their bees. 
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Bees are industrious, productive and hardworking; the dedication of bees 
to the colony is seen as manifest in their activity. They work not for them-
selves but for the good of the hive. The drones who do not work are excluded 
from the hive and left to die when they have served their reproductive pur-
pose (Rosalind 2008: pt. 9). Why can’t human-kind strive to be like the bee? 
Working not only for the good of themselves but the good of others and 
the environment as well. The bee culture is one of collective virtue as much 
an economic vision as a political one, amounting to a political-economy of 
bees. Bee colonies can be thought of as a kind of political community in 
nature, an ideal natural polity who symbolise virtuous dedication to the col-
lective good. The bee can be seen as a symbol of civic virtue rather than one 
that serves for private interest unlike human kind who more often than not 
serves more for private interest than common good. According to Scranton 
in Learning to die in the Anthropocene, racing to save ourselves individually, 
in groups, or as nations will tear human society apart long before Mother 
Nature does her worst, unless we learn faster how to die better: “But while 
dying may be the easiest thing in the world to do, it’s the hardest thing in the 
world to do well...we are predisposed to avoid, ignore, flee, and fight it till the 
very last hour” (Scranton 2015).  
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Bees have increasingly come to stand for the damage that late capitalism and 
industrialised agriculture is wreaking upon the ecosystem (Rosalind 2008: 
pt. 3). They have become a “poster child” of the environmental movement. 
The irony is that this development has seen many capitalist corporations 
scrambling to adopt ‘bee-friendly’ initiatives as a way to showcase their green 
credentials. It is clear that the conservation of bees and other pollinators 
is an urgent issue. Our activities are destroying the diversity of all wildlife, 
and having an affect on our own food supply. Clearly, a balance between the 
biodiversity of natural environments and a system of sustainable agriculture 
is needed. 

So, from my comfortable home, filled with all kinds of shit I never should 
have bought, I’m going to change to world. Saving the world is more a pro-
cess of evolution than revolution, the changes done slowly with an implica-
tion of the virtuous cycle theory. We are so oversupplied that if all industry 
stopped (except agriculture) for fifty years, we’d still have all the consumer 
goods we needed to live a comfortable modern lifestyle. We have enough 
electronics, ovens, clothes in our homes and in stores all over the world to 
just hunker down and let our planet recover. We don’t need ninety percent 
of the products being produced but we were allowing ourselves to be conned 
into buying them and in so doing “voting” for the destruction of earth. Our 
obsession with “new” and “keeping up with the new trends” is going to kill 
us all, ruin the planet for the generations to come. Instead of sudden chang-
es that could easily be undone we need to develop methods in every arena 
that produce a better, more ethical, more wholesome result with each cycle. 
Whether it is education or medical care, industrial processes or agriculture, 
every system needs to be designed to become less polluting and give better 
results year on year. 

Bees need our help! 
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Dark Times they call it… and rightly so. Not that I wasn’t aware of how dark 
the times we live in are, I simply chose to keep the thought at bay, confidently 
struggling to create my own niche utopia. So what if the world was bad, I 
could make my own little ‘perfect’ world. Having lived most of my adult life 
in New Delhi, the capital of the country, now often referred to as the rape 
capital of the world, I had been exposed to my fair share of darkness. I was 
then a single working woman, a journalist working for a fashion and lifestyle 
magazine, living by myself, carefully building a life for myself. I did have to 
face the regular eve teasing, the constant reminders that I am a woman or 
merely a woman’s body but I got used to it. Being careful had become a part 
of life, be it when shopping for clothes or dressing up for work or an evening 
out! How well am I covering my young woman’s body had become a part 
of my consciousness. I was, by then, ‘mature enough’ to curb a part of me. I 
took pride in the fact that I had managed to save myself from that darkness 
in some way. Little did I know that soon I was going to witness something so 
big and so evil that would burst my bubble forever.

That cold night of 16th of December was my night to sleep on time as the 
very next morning I was travelling for a short vacation. The television was 
switched off, laptop was in sleep mode and my phone was on vibration only 
to buzz the next morning with my wake up alarm. I was, what they call, half 
asleep when my phone wouldn’t stop vibrating. I managed to open one eye 
to see it was my best friend calling. Why would she call me at this hour I 
thought and ignored the first couple of calls. When she called again, I sensed 
it had to be something important. “Did you watch the news?”, she asked. 
“No!”, was my obvious response, “what happened?”. “Something horrible 
has happened. I can’t sleep”, she said. I told her I will get back to her the 
next morning and she hung up only to call again in a few minutes. This 
time her voice was shriller than usual, I knew she was crying. “This girl was 
gang raped”, she said, “She was our age, a student.” I sat up, switched on the 
television and it was the ‘Breaking News’ on every national news channel. 

Apoorva Gairola
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Soon, my phone was continuously vibrating. I had been added to a What-
sapp group to organize a protest at India Gate. Every national news channel 
was reporting that a Delhi medical student was in a critical state at Safdar-
jung Hospital after being gang-raped in a moving bus. She had boarded the 
bus to get home at about 9:15 pm after watching a film with her boyfriend. 
They had to take a bus as no auto driver, the safer choice of public transport, 
agreed to drop them to their destination. This had happened at a place that 
was about fifteen minutes away from my home, a place where I went to watch 
movies too every now and then, a place where I took autos and cabs from to 
get home and very often alone. 

A chill ran down my spine. It could have been me! It could have been my 
friend! Almost simultaneously my phone started showing me Facebook no-
tifications for a group that I was added to for protesting at India Gate. Even 
Twitter was abuzz with celebrities and non-celebrities speaking their minds, 
expressing their anger over this criminal act. The morning newspaper’s 
headline also had to be related to this. There was no avoiding it, no matter 
how hard I tried to keep myself from it. Over the next 3 days, I was to be 
exposed to the horrifying details of the tragic incident through these various 
mediums- text messages, Whatsapp group messages, Facebook notifications, 
Twitter updates, newspaper, news channels, news apps on the phone. 

There were six men who took turns to rape Nirbhaya (Jyoti Singh) in the 
rear of a moving bus. They beat her, bit her, penetrated her with an iron rod, 
pulled her intestines out of the body and then threw her naked body on the 
road and if this was not enough, they even tried to run the bus over her from 
which she was saved by her boyfriend. I wept, not just for her, for myself, for 
every woman in my country who was facing some sort of discrimination 
and was a victim of if not rape, then mental rape or domestic violence or 
sexual violence. Majority of Indian women are victims of some sort of crime 
against women. There was this excruciating, gut-wrenching pain that I felt. 
I wanted to hit something or someone. I guess I almost wanted to kill that 
day…But well, a rape in Delhi was nothing unusual and I couldn’t let anoth-
er person’s tragedy ruin my mood on my holiday. I took an auto to the bus 
station on the  morning of December 17th, boarded the bus to Jaipur with 
my friends and off I was. Minutes later, I heard the bus driver speak, “This 
had to happen. She is the one who is at fault! Why was she roaming around 
so late at night with a boy? The moment they get a little education, they lose 
their values and make boyfriends and indulge in premarital sex.” Everyone 
was glued to their smartphones. Everyone was reading the news and discuss-
ing the details of the gang rape. I couldn’t take it anymore and asked the bus 
driver to stop the bus and I got off. A male friend of mine who was accompa-
nying us decided to get off with me. I believe he sensed I wasn’t okay.
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I went to a café to grab a coffee and I don’t know if it was that cup of coffee or 
the cumulative anger building up in my conscious and subconscious mind, I 
instantly decided I will join the protests at India Gate on the 21st. That I will 
one day be a part of a mass protest was the last thing I could ever think of 
but this incident meant it was time to step up and take a stand as an educated 
Indian woman and fight for my rights and to save myself from being a future 
victim and to fight for her. Every single woman in the country must have 
wept that day, the thousands I saw in front of my eyes certainly did. While 
Nirbhaya was fighting for her life at Safdarjung hospital, everyone outside 
was praying for her life. She had to go through multiple surgeries and her 
survival meant hope for the country.

“This case in Delhi had shocked the nation and became the focus of televi-
sion, newspapers and online media coverage. For the first time, the Indian 
media had made a concerted effort to bring this issue to the forefront of the 
national agenda. Media also adopted rightly pointed philosophy for Democ-
racy by Mr. Narendra Modi “development is possible only with people’s par-
ticipation. What our country needs is institutionalizing of ideas. The people 
don’t need ACTS, they need ACTION.” And hence it could change the defini-
tion of democracy from just being “of, for and by the people” to “of, for, by 
and with the people”.” (Tiwari and Shandilya 2013) The whole country was 
united for a change. 

What I witnessed on the 21st of December changed me and my life forever. 
There was a cross-section of the Indian society fighting for Nirbhaya and 
themselves. People from all walks of life, irrespective of caste, creed, religion 
or sex (the boundaries that divide the Indian society and turn them against 
each other) came together. It was a moment of revelation for me, witness-
ing that…I had never felt more patriotic, I had never felt safer and more at 
home. Men and women joined hands to fight for justice. But it wasn’t going 
to remain an anticipated peaceful protest. The crowd demanded account-
ability and when that happens it shakes up the very foundation of these well-
established institutions that affected the society directly.

Within twenty minutes, the absolutely peaceful protest turned into a war-
zone. The protesters were accosted by trucks full of policemen, they won’t let 
us march. There were lathi charges, we were baton charged, shot with water 
cannons and tear gas shells. There were people injured and crying but still 
fighting the police and Rapid Action Force. It showed how frustrating the 
state of affairs in the society were, how hopeless the general public felt, how 
sick of everything the women were. If they haven’t been killed before birth, 
they will be killed after. If they were allowed to live, they would face domestic 
violence, sexual violence, gender discrimination or they would be raped or 
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acid attacked. If they were lucky enough to live a considerably ‘normal’ life, 
they would still be subjected to the horrors of being a woman in the patri-
archal society.

What was truly amazing was that so many young chivalrous men were 
fighting for the women in their country. It was evident that it wasn’t just 
woman who were appalled by the state of women in the country, educated 
men were too. In the following days, the police and government ruthlessly 
curbed down the protests. They closed down metro stations, put a curfew 
near the president’s house so the crowds can’t gather and even stopped the 
‘free’ media from covering the event. The very basic civil rights granted to 
every Indian constitutionally were snatched away by the people we elected 
to govern our country, to protect us. One of the reporters for The Times of 
India reported, “And it was this understanding that makes me very hope-
less about my countrymen. When I look at the thousands protesters on the 
streets demanding a firm law, more policing and justice for the rape victim, 
my thoughts go to a place where rape is born, in our very homes. They search 
the eyes of a million women not demanding for justice but are forced to live 
day in and day out with their rapists. I look around to see a million women 
silently living each day the horrific incident that happened to them, not by 
a stranger but by a loved one. An uncle, a husband maybe a grandfather or a 
father. But they live in silence because that is what they were taught and the 
same men were taught to roam around freely, by who we call family. This 
makes me wonder. Can there ever be justice for them? What is that will undo 
the permanent scarring they have received. Can anything mend the betrayal 
of their families? Most importantly, aren’t we covering up the hideous acts 
of the same men, today we say are a threat to us? Aren’t we fighting a cause 
with double standards?
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Knowing my nation, it will be an uproar to talk about this or even tread this 
side of rape. Since it is this side that exposes how shallow our hypocritical 
patriarchal families are. But isn’t addressing the issue from the root a solu-
tion, to weed out the rapist in the male members of our family. Or let it never 
be born in the first place.” (Sodhi 2012)

After having gone through several surgeries in India, the victim, Jyoti Singh 
was transferred to Mount Sinai Hospital in Singapore but despite all efforts, 
after having fought for two weeks for her life, she died on the 29th Of De-
cember, 2012. According to a report by NDTV, “For 13 days, the student 
fought for her life, with a grit that astounded her doctors. She endured three 
major surgeries, brain injury and a cardiac arrest at a Delhi hospital before 
experts decided to move her in an air ambulance to Singapore, where she 
was treated at the Mount Elizabeth Hospital. After the monstrous attack on 
her on December 16, a grid of anger and grief fastened cities across India. 
Demonstrators marched every day, demanding a swift trial for the six men 
arrested for the heinous attack, as well as stricter anti-rape laws and more 
safety for women. In messages that she scribbled for her family while on life 
support systems, she reportedly asked if the six men who had damaged her 
so badly that her intestines had to be removed had been caught and pun-
ished. .” (Bhatt 2012) Several protests continued over the coming months 
and years and continue to till date and this one occurrence raised deep ethi-
cal concerns and made the public at large aware of an ethical urgency- How 
vital it is to bring about a change and how crucial it is to redesign the very 
fabric of thoughts and beliefs in the society. 
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An editorial in the national daily The Times of India highlighted this, “Even 
as the braveheart goes to light a better place, I feel saddened to see that rape 
is still being treated as something one is born with or takes to overnight. No 
one till now has introspected and said as mother “we will BELIEVE when a 
girl comes to us complaining about our teenage sons,” “we will not tell our 
daughters to shut up and live with it.,” “we will not tarnish the reputation of 
the girl and glorify the son.” Rather we are screaming about more cops, fall 
of a government and capital punishment. The first two may happen, but the 
third one is up for a serious question, are we ready to turn in those people 
who we call family members? Are we ready to make that change? Are we in 
true spirit willing to fight a mindset that has so stealthily creeped into us and 
made it our way of living?” (Sodhi 2012)

Having narrated my account of what happened in those days, the question 
that comes to surface is that what exactly happened that so many people in 
the country got mobilized and inspired to march to India Gate for protest-
ing? Yes protests occur in India all the time but there was some element here 
that was different and that resulted in an orchestrated action of such mag-
nitude and strength. It was the right use of media, and not just news media, 
especially social media like Facebook, Twitter and Whatsapp. TV was airing 
all news updates but who was watching TV! People were on their phones, 
aptly called smartphones. Every news was reaching them on their cell phone 
via Facebook and Twitter and also via other news sites. They were organizing 
every little detail and reaching out to hundreds and thousands of people via 
group messages. 

Passerby who gave the couples a sheet ripped in half to cover their bodies
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Every voice had thousands of ears hearing it, every message had thousands 
of eyes reading them. Twitter was flooded with tweets from big, respected 
and influential people in India voicing out their reactions, venting their out-
rage, lending solidarity to the street protesters, inspiring and motivating the 
general public and at the same time demanding justice for the paramedical 
student who was then battling for her life. With so many people pitching in 
it was a people’s movement all the way. There was no one else involved. Peo-
ple were asking questions to the Prime Minister and the President of India 
directly. Every person irrespective of position, class or location was jolted to 
the core.

“Delhi gang rape”, “Rape in Delhi” and “gang-rape victim” were among the 
top search phrases on Google Trends’ search volume index in the week after 
the incident, hitting a peak on December 20th.  “What is happening is an 
online agitation. People are asking the lawmakers to wake up through these 
social networks,” said Adhvith Dhuddu, founder and CEO of Bangalore-
based social media management firm Alive Now. (Prasad and Nandkumar 
2012) Change.org, an online petition petition platform, had received more 
than 65,000 signatures in the first four days of the rape for an appeal asking 
for intervention from the President and Chief Justice of India. Twitter then 
had about 16 million users in India and was swarmed with the news of the 
protests. It made the terms “Rashtrapati Bhawan” (President’s House), “Tah-
rir Square” (a reference to street protests that took place in Egypt during the 
Arab Spring the previous year) and “Raisina Hill” (the area of protests) the 
top trending words in India. Here are examples of some famous tweets that 
were reported to be most influential:

Defense lawyer for rapists in BBC documentary “India’s daughter”
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-       Director Shekhar Kapur (@shekharkapur) tweeted that “Delhi looks more 
like India’s Tahrir Square” to his more than 2.5 lakh followers. This message was 
retweeted at least a 100 times.

-       Even this was fewer than the 200 retweets that Bangladeshi author Taslima 
Nasreen (@taslimanasreen) got for her message: “Women get raped in India 
every 20 min. But the authority doesn’t want women to protest against rape. 
Not even for 20 min. #DelhiGangRape”.

At least 10 different Facebook groups were created to collaborate people to 
fight for the cause. Facebook happens to have the second largest user base 
in India. But there is a flipside to this. India is religiously, culturally, demo-
graphically and economically very diverse. Honestly, calling it diverse is an 
understatement. The divisions in the society are many and plenty- rich and 
poor, literate and illiterate, different religions, different castes, further castes 
within those castes. So then, social media is a medium only accessible and 
used by the educated and interested and cannot be considered the voice of 
the country. “Social media hasn’t played anything near the role in Indian 
journalism that it does in, say, the United States. Supporters of social media 
often point to their inclusive and democratizing aspects — but in India, so-
cial media usage remains confined to a small percentage of the population. 
Nearly 80 percent of Indians now have a mobile phone, but only 11 per-
cent have Internet access, and fewer than 5 percent use social media. In rural 
areas, these percentages are significantly lower. Information gathered from 
social media tends to come from a rarefied segment of the population: the 
affluent, educated, English-speaking youth of India’s major cities.” (Valérie 
Bélair-Gagnon 2013)

Nonetheless, to conclude, we can’t forget how important the turn of events 
has proven to be in the history of India as a nation. It shook the entire nation, 
united it, made it question itself and the deep rooted beliefs. Though the na-
ture of crime was brutally tragic and Nirbhaya will be a painful memory in 
every Indian’s mind, the after effects of this incident have been fairly positive 
and if it wasn’t for the organization via social media, I doubt these protests 
would have been so impactful. The Government as well as the society has 
become more sensitive to women’s issues and a lot of reform has been done 
and continues. If I am ever born again, I want to be born as a woman and as 
a woman in my country, India… a better India, a safer India.
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DECEPTIONS 
AND 

DARK 
DESIGNS

The car is on fire, and there’s no driver at the wheel 
And the sewers are all muddied with a thousand lonely suicides 
And a dark wind blows 

The government is corrupt 
And we’re on so many drugs 
With the radio on and the curtains drawn 

We’re trapped in the belly of this horrible machine 
And the machine is bleeding to death 

[…]

I open up my wallet 
And it’s full of blood

(Godspeed You! Black Emperor – “The Dead Flag Blues”)
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Otto von Busch

They say there is blood on our smart phones. Blood from civil wars in Cen-
tral Africa, ruthless murder for minerals in the electronics. Blood from sui-
cides by factory workers. Blood from strikers and imprisoned civil rights 
activists in the dictatorships we support through skewed trade agreements. If 
we used an ethic magnifying glass to examine what we are wearing, most of 
us would probably feel unease at the stitches of horror sewn into sweatshop 
produced clothes. We do not need to look deep into our wallets to see what 
saves money on the consumer end is most often paid in suffering at the pro-
ducing end, or behind the scenes of our own neighborhood. I open up my 
wallet, and it is full of blood.

But not only are the highly designed consumer societies in the West creating 
social and environmental disasters overseas, design is also affecting the very 
foundations of societies here, not least in a city like New York, being such 
carnival of consumerism. Competition, elitism, exclusion and violence 
seems deeply entangled into the the most mundane acts of the everyday, as if 
we have designed it that way. If form is supposed to follow function, the 
overarching meta-function of design seems to give form to rather sinister 
social conditionings.

As political thinker Richard Bernstein argues in a discussion on Hannah 
Arendt, we must see how the evils in “dark times” are not demonic, but that 
there is an extraordinary shallowness in much horrors committed in the 
world (Bernstein 2010: 133). With layers of bureaucracy, division of labor, 
industrial and global distribution, the flows of goods easily mix up and dis-
solve traces of responsibility. As posited by Arendt, it is the terrifying nor-
mality and everydayness that can make evil appear banal, it is an evil that 
goes with the flow and obscured by the Zeitgeist. This makes the ecologies of 
darkness so utterly profane, seeping into daily practices, obscuring our sense 
of judgment and confusing our ethical guidelines. The current dark times 
are as much political as economic and environmental, they are dark times 
intersecting with what philosopher Felix Guattari named the “three ecolo-
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gies”: the intersecting relations between our natural, social and psychologi-
cal environments (Guattari 2000). Our current darkness may be a somber 
realism of finitude which seeps into our relationship to nature as much as 
into the social and psychological environments. 

In our times, it seems the three entwined ecologies shape a larger darkness, a 
concrete and massively distributed phenomena of global scale, which some-
times goes under the name of the anthropocene, or the stage of suicidal cap-
italism media theorist McKenzie Wark calls “thanaticism” (Wark 2014). 
From such perspective, the anthropocene is the combined synergy of than-
aticism throughout the three ecologies, to extinguish the conditions of exist-
ence on an enthusiastically suicidal note. On an overarching scale, it may be 
paradoxical discussing design within the anthropocene, as it refers to a geo-
logical period on a planetary scale, as we most often think of design on a 
personal scale of gadgets, services and experiences which come to live with 
us during human lifespans, not eons. But as discussed in this volume, design 
intersects with the three ecologies as much as it is woven into our concep-
tions of freedom, democracy and the market.

Dark Economies and Dark Democracies

“Dark times” are not an isolated occurrence. Instead, as argued by critical 
theorist Nancy Fraser, when we discuss democracy and capitalism, we must 
see how increasingly interconnected these realms have been throughout the 
last century, and how a crisis in one affects the other (Fraser 2015). Even 
though we like to think economy and politics as separate spheres during 
modern times, not unlike the division of private and public, they are not. 
Even economic production and social reproduction, which may seem insti-
tutionally separated, are within neo-liberalism intersected to the point of 
becoming indistinguishable. This increasingly affects our conception of 
what politics can and cannot do, where the market has appears unlimited, 
but our political institutions seem all the more restricted. “Politics has had its 
hands cut off,” argues sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, as the promise of state-
based democratic rule seem more and more unfit to tackle global issues, such 
as a globalized economy, climate change and refugee crises, “our democratic 
institutions were not designed for dealing with situations of interdepend-
ence. The current crisis of democracy is a crisis of democratic institutions.” 
(Bauman 2016)

On the one hand, the democratic experiment and its civic institutions thus 
faces challenges larger than what our current political apparatus is built for, 
globally distributed issues. Yet, on the other hand it seems much of the envi-
ronmental issues today emerge from aggregations of local but distributed 
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design problems, issues which are much smaller than the politics of our par-
liamentary tools, such as the mundane use of plastic bottles and bags, chem-
icals in food and clothes, cheap honey and hamburgers, smartphone apps 
and surveillance, etc. Design has produced, as design theorist Tony Fry pos-
its, not only a situation of unsustainable “defuturing”, but every design seems 
to feed into the many “elegant forms of disaster.” (Fry 2011: 29) The ques-
tion, as Fry argues, is if our current merger of market and democratic insti-
tutions can mobilize enough political action, or public power, to challenge 
the condition of our biopolitical survival (Fry 2011: 32). The anthropocene, 
as a planetary epoch and condition, thus turns itself inward. As much as we, 
“the people”, can be the solution, as critical theorist Roy Scranton argues, 
awareness alone is not enough to change things. The problem is not our 
understanding, as everybody already knows: “the problems is that the prob-
lem is us.” (Scranton 2015: 68) We already know that we are trapped in the 
belly of this horrible machine. We also know the machine is bleeding to 
death.

Following the thoughts of political theorist Wendy Brown, today’s merger 
between neoliberal economy and parliamentary democracy has produced its 
own “normative reason” (Brown 2015: 30), and design plays no small role in 
this. It is a culture where increased connectivity, matched with designed scar-
city, produces increasing rivalry, and civic values change into economic ones. 
Diagrammed interactions and ratings replace commitment and trust, and 
democracy is “hollowed out from within.” (Brown 2015: 18) The models of 
state and citizen have been taken from the firm, making the state the pro-
vider of jobs rather than politics, and the the citizen an individual profit-
maximizing homo economicus, only thinking of his or her Return Of Invest-
ment. The democratic project is no longer about self-rule but an overall 
economization of every human relationship where competition replaces ex-
change (Brown 2015: 36) and there can be no longer any “common good” as 
every relationship is an act of consumption. Thus, as Brown argues, the core 
questions of the “political animal” of today are no longer political, concern-
ing autonomy, freedom or equality, but purely economic issues, where 
cheaper goods produces a subjective feeling of empowerment, even during a 
condition of subjugation and systemic hopelessness. On a global scale there 
seems to be a dark lesson learned, that as long as consumers can keep buying 
cheap stuff, and their return of investment is stable, a population can endure 
oppression and be systemically constrained, while subjects still feel individu-
ally empowered. 

Design, in the sense we usually think of it, plays an eminent role in produc-
ing this deceptive shift in power. As theorist Villem Flusser points to in his 
etymological examination of the term design it connotes not only something 
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artificial, but essentially a form of cunning, deception and deceit (Flusser 
1999: 17) If design in its everyday connotation means the affirmative rede-
sign, iteration and progression towards better material conditions and a re-
form of the social realm, it is steeped in hope and idealist conceptions of the 
betterment of the “soul of man.” Design is deeply connected to the modern-
ist ideal of progress, that reason, reform and compromise will bring about 
better times, even if such journey may not be straight. However, what if de-
sign also brings in other power dynamics, deceptive distributions of power 
and agency, under its surface and the “extraordinary shallowness.” Perhaps 
we better ask some real questions, to outline design more as a Machiavellian 
gamble and a zero-sum game than an ideal progress towards utopia.

Real politics and Real design

Realism in politics is often blamed for arguing that “might is right” or that 
“man is a wolf to his fellow man.” To a designer, realism has a somber or even 
cynical tone to it. The foundational design gesture, the affirmation to think 
of how things ought to be, makes realism almost sound like a world of endless 
conspiracies and ruthless power-games. It is a zero-sum game which fits 
badly with the idealist hope of endless reform and progress. Yet, as political 
philosopher Raymond Geuss suggests, we need not consider the “soul of 
man”as beast-like or evil to be more realist in our perspective. Even if we 
would consider most people as pursuing various conceptions of “good”, that 
is, that most of our fellows are virtuous, we must also acknowledge that 
“most human agents most of the time are weak, easily distracted, deeply con-
flicted, and confused, and that they therefore do not always do only things 
they take to be permissible.” (Guess 2008: 2) And even if they would have 
determinate beliefs “people are rarely more than locally consistent in action, 
thought, and desire.” (Geuss 2008: 3) People are grossly inconsistent, with 
only half-baked values and moral conceptions, with beliefs that are most 
often in constant flux, and with the exact problem that values often change 
precisely as the result of being “put into action” (Geuss 2008: 5) Thus, as 
Geuss suggests, we must come to see that politics is not an extension of eth-
ics, and how politics and ethics are instead two separate domains, which only 
occasionally cuts across each other. On a similar note, it may be wise to think 
of Iris Murdoch suggestion that, “good political philosophy is not necessar-
ily good moral philosophy.” (Murdoch 2001: 79)

Following Guess, from a realist perspective, “to think politically is to think 
about agency, power and interests, and the relations among these,” which 
makes him claim the central question of politics to be “Who <does> what to 
whom for whose benefit?” (Guess 2008: 25) The task of political philosophy 
is in this sense the endeavor to understand concerted actions and their mate-
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rial conditions, and not be ensnared in idealist obfuscations and values or 
how things “ought to be.”

The classic realist thinker, Machiavelli, makes a distinction between formal 
politics and power politics, where the first may connote to the power of rules 
and customs, and the latter would later be more popularly framed by Ludvig 
von Rochau’s term Realpolitik: the cunning and political crafts which forms 
the mastery of power. In a corresponding gesture, we could distinguish be-
tween formal design, the tacit idealism and customs inherent in the affirma-
tion of the new, and what we could call Realdesign. Whereas formal design 
produces an ideal and the user-friendly ignorance of politics, of the real 
forces, rationalities and interests at work behind the scenes of the everyday 
designed environment, the cunning and craft of producing obedience. Re-
aldesign aims to unveil such agencies, powers and interests to better learn 
how public power is to be grasped.

Following Geuss, a political perspective on design would require it to be real-
ist, concerning itself with actions and behaviors, rather than values and how 
design ought to be. Since “there is nothing unreasonable about not wanting 
to be fully ‘rational’” (Guess 2008: 12), design can only be said to be relevant 
if it actually influences behavior, not merely ideals or aspirations, even if 
these may seem rational. On a similar note, politics are situated and not ide-
al propositions or abstract notions of action, and thus much more like craft 
than theory, improvised more than codified. Like the cunning of craft, it is 
more “dirty” and “applied” than the “fine” rhetoric and idealism of the arts. 

Concurrently, the craft and improvisation of politics concerns limited op-
portunities and finitude. Thus, politics is a matter of differential choices: 
opting for A rather than B (Guess 2008: 30). Realism thus acknowledges that 
coordination of human action comes only at a certain price. (Guess 2008: 
22) “One person’s disorder is sometimes another’s freedom” (Guess 2008: 
22) The win-win relationships in design thus often simply hides the loser 
behind yet another layer of deception, pushing sacrifices aside in the steady 
stride which may look like progress and reform for those riding on its wagon, 
but very different from the onlookers or horses. 

Dark Times for Design

Thus “Dark Times” have always been around: they have just not be equally 
distributed. Yet, as Arendt posits, “history knows many periods of dark times 
in which the public realm has been obscured and the world become so dubi-
ous that people have ceased to ask any more of politics than that it show due 
consideration for their vital interests and personal liberty.” (Arendt 1968: 11) 
Arendt’s perspective frames a special darkness that clouds the public realm, 
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and dims the light of civic reason. This conception of darkness may point 
toward how it is design itself, as a profession and study integrated into the 
democratic experiment, that today also faces its dark times. 

The darkness facing design sweeps in across the three ecologies: environ-
mental, social and psychological. It is dark for the environment and planet, 
where design carries all more blame for supporting the consumerist culture 
which has fueled climate change, with deforestations and plastics and chem-
icals poisoning of earth and seas. Socially, design also faces darkness in its 
hope for the democratic experiment, where design’s entrenched alliance 
with the market economy has undermined its real potential to address the 
problems it continues to cause, feeding into market rationale of neoliberal 
emancipation through its market logic. Design thus continuously contrib-
utes as much to “defuturing” as to material and social “innovation” and feed-
ing into a narrow notion of “solutionism.” Finally, design’s merger with a 
desire-driven individualism also produces a psychological situation where 
the subject can only become its “true self” through acts of competition and 
consumption, thus anchoring the personal project firmly to a design-driven 
market. These intersecting forces affects the very promise of design itself, of 
its affirmative gesture: it is a darkness that compromises the very nature of 
the artificial. The hope put in “design thinking” seems all the more hollow as 
IDEO and other firms take on to design democratic policies. This seems 
more like the slippery slope of the “lesser evil,” and finally the risk of repeat-
ing the German civil servants’ “willingness to justify morally suspect actions 
in the name of doing an unethical job as ethically as possible.” (Berkowitz 
2010: 6) If God is in the details, so is the darkness of our times.

The task of designing in our dark times is challenging. “Tasked with the al-
ready difficult project of puncturing common neoliberal sense and with de-
veloping a viable and compelling alternative to capitalist globalization,” 
Wendy Brown argues, “the Left must also counter this civilizational despair.” 
(Brown 2015: 222) For a realist, a similar civilizational despair faces design. 
It is thus easy to feel hopeless, lost and surrender to either another school of 
idealist design method, “social-something” or “design-Z,” or what have you, 
or to simply return to making cool stuff the market demands. To Arendt, 
however, this is exactly what one must avoid. It is the task of the citizen, as 
Arendt suggests, to challenge the tendency to be drawn towards “inner emi-
gration”, where people behave as they no longer belong to the public, but 
withdraw to an interior realm, “into invisibility of thinking and feeling.” 
(Arendt 1968: 19) This situation leads to asking a question of special pertain 
to Arendt: “to what extent do we remain obligated to the world even when 
we have been expelled from it or have withdrawn from it?” (Arendt 1968: 22) 
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As Arendt notes, “thinking calls not only for intelligence and profoundly but 
above all for courage.” (Arendt 1968: 8) To think is to risk, to “think without 
banisters” - to challenge reflection towards the practical wisdom, or what the 
Greeks called phronesis. As the public domain is caught in the Zeitgeist, and 
dark times hollows out civic reason, to think is to risk, to resist a culture of 
non-thinking. As philosopher Alain Badiou suggests, it is not risk that pre-
vents people from resisting, “it is on the contrary the non-thinking of the 
situation that prevents the risk, or the examination of possibilities. Not to 
resist is not to think. Not to think is not to risk risking. (Badiou 2005: 8) De-
sign must be a gesture of affirmation as well as resistance.

A key component to be able to stop and take sides is to create a space for re-
flection. “What is needed in dark times, Arendt shows us, are people who 
think and who, in thinking, make for themselves the space to judge.” 
(Berkowitz 2010: 8) One needs to move beyond oversimplifications, com-
promises and conventions. As Berkowitz puts it, “the thinker is the one who 
stands as a beacon not to some particular ideology or policy, but to following 
one’s conscience.” (Berkowitz 2010: 8) It is up to each of us to come together 
and make this conscience Real, not only in critical thought and aspirations, 
but through our designs. 

And echoing Höderlin, as designers, we must not leave with a last word. We 
must leave with a last deed.
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There is something rotten in design. Something dark, uncanny and 
corrupt, lurking under the user-friendly and sugar-coated surfaces 
of everyday consumerism. 
 This book is a collection of cases that examine design from 
a perspective of political realism, emerging from the course “De-
sign in Dark Times” at Parsons School of Design. The texts engage 
with design in its most quotidian forms, exposing its deceptive and 
crooked operations, to a distributed darkness.

edited by Otto von Busch
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