
‘What is needed in design and use of the most post-modern media and technologies – the information and

communication technology – is not a modernism caught in a solidified objectivity in the design of modern objects

in steel, glass and concrete, but a comprehensive sensuality in the design of meaningful interactive and virtual

stories and environments.

What is needed is not the modern praise of new technology, but a critical and creative aesthetic-technical

production orientation that unites modern information and communication technology with design, art, culture

and society, and at the same time places the development of the new mediating technologies in their real every day

context of changes in lifestyle, work and leisure.

What is needed in the development of the aesthetics of the information and communication technology society

is a Scandinavian design that unites a democratic perspective emphasizing open dialogue and active user

participation, with the development of edifying cultural experiences and the production of useful, interesting,

functional and maybe even beautiful and amusing every day things for ordinary people.

What is needed is humanistic and user-oriented education and research that will develop both a critical stance to

information and communication technology, and at the same time competence to design, compose, and tell stories

using the new mediating technologies.’ (Manifesto for a Digital Bauhaus, Ehn 1998)

The ‘hard’ natural science-based technological expectations of the humanistic Enlightenment project of modern

society have been more than fulfilled during the last centuries. In contrast, however, the more ‘soft’ expectations of

the Enlightenment project concerning values, art, aesthetic ideals, ethics and politics have in no way been met

(Liedman 1998).

In this history, however, several attempts have been made to unite the hard and the soft sides of the Enlightenment

project. One remarkable such attempt was the Bauhuas in the 1920’s with the motto ‘art and technology – a new

unit’. This was as a social and progressive experiment full of belief in the future. A great modern success story, but

also a democratic failure diminished to an elitist program of ‘hard’ regular geometric white shapes in steel, glass

and reinforced concrete.

In trying to reshape conditions for the hard and the soft side of the Enlightenment project to meet in the design

of interactive systems, we are left with a promising but overripe modern Bauhaus tradition in the background and

an equally promising but immature post-modern culture of nerds and digerati in the foreground. This is a

fundamental dilemma in shaping educational environments for the design of interactive computational artefacts.
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INTERACTION DESIGN

The idea of bringing design to software and information technology to design represents the birth of a new and

challenging design discipline – interaction design. This discipline has a design oriented focus on human interaction

and communication mediated by artefacts. The identity and actuality of this emerging design discipline is

emphasised by the convergence of digital artefacts with physical space and the objects surrounding us (ubiquitous

computing) as well as the convergence between different media (multimedia, new media).

Interaction design has grown out of a merge between the traditional design fields (especially product design and

graphic design) and socially oriented computer studies (especially human-computer interaction, but also computer

supported cooperative work and participatory design). Other important initial contributions come from

architecture, art, sociology and media studies. ‘Bringing Design to Software’ edited by Terry Winograd and with

contributions from many design fields as well as from computer science was an early manifestation of this trend.

Design of computer artefacts is here understood as an activity that is conscious, is a conversation with the material,

is creative, is communication, and is a social activity that keeps human concerns in the center and has social

consequences (Winograd 1996).

However, a question that may be raised about new media in practice is how new the design that is brought in really

is. What we meet is in many ways closely related to the tradition from the Bauhaus. As Lev Manovich observes in

The Language of New Media (2001) we clearly see the traces of ‘new vision’ (Moholy-Nagy), ‘new typography’

(Tischold) and ‘new architecture’ (le Courbusier).

The real challenge in interaction design is perhaps the other way around. The really new is bringing computational

technology to design and to deal with ubiquitous computing (Weiser 1991). The design materials for ubiquitous

computing and the appearances of computational artefacts are both spatial and temporal (Redström 2001).

With computational technology we can build temporal structures and behavior. However, to design these temporal

structures into interactive artefacts almost any material can be of use in the spatial configuration. Interaction

design deals with a new kind of combined interactive narrative and architecture.

FROM BAUHAUS TO SCHOOLS OF INTERACTION DESIGN 

Pioneering schools and institutes in the field of interaction design include computer science at Stanford University,

computer related design (now interaction design) at Royal College of Art, Domus Academy and the Interactive

Telecommunication program at Tisch School of the Arts. Today several universities and institutes also have master

programs in interaction design and at least the School of Design at Carnegie Mellon University and at the School

of Arts and Communication and Malmö University have doctorate programs in the discipline. MIT Media Lab is

one of the major research contributors to the field, but newcomers like the Interactive Institute in Sweden and not

least the newly established Interaction Design Institute Ivrea illustrates that the field is rapidly growing.

Bauhäusler at the end of 

the beginning of Bauhaus 

(Berlin 1933)
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The bold passage in the introduction to this piece for conversation comes from the founding vision document,

Manifesto for a Digital Bauhaus (Ehn 98), for the K3, the School of Arts and Communication at Malmö University

in Sweden. At this neo-modernist ‘Digital Bauhaus’, bachelor programs in material and virtual design, interaction

technology, media and communication studies and performing arts technology; master programs in interaction

design, imagineering (art and technology) and for creative producers as well as a doctorate program in interaction

design are combined with studio-based interdisciplinary and cross art research studios at the School and at the

co-located Interactive Institute.

The explicit but ambivalent neo-modernist references to the Bauhaus express fundamental challenges to,

and contradictions in, the field of design of interactive systems and to interaction design as a new discipline.

Can and should interaction design studies be shaped into an academic subject? What is the relation between the

professional and the scientific? Is information technology in context a technical or a social or even an artistic field

of study? And what about ethics and aesthetics if we try to cross borders between engineering and social sciences as

well as between art and technology?

Let me use our own graduate program in interaction design at K3 in a provisional attempt to deal with this

dilemma in practice. The program opens up for an orientation towards a design doctorate rather than a traditional

PhD degree. Examples indicating this orientation are that:

● the program in general is oriented towards coaching, learning by doing and reflection-on-action,

● focus is on a design oriented synthesis of constructive action and critical reflection and on synthesis of art and

technology,

● students have a commitment to design studies but very varied background e.g. computer science, engineering,

architecture, product design, interaction design, music, literature,

● research work is carried out in a production-oriented studio-based interdisciplinary and cross art

environment,

● the thesis may take the form of a portfolio of works and a reflective summary,

● form is allowed to follow content, hence the form of the thesis may be an interactive multimedia production.

Such a design orientation of the discipline challenges the role traditionally expected to be played in academic life

by theories as explicit, abstract, universal and context independent carriers of knowledge and draw attention to the

practice of knowing, to politics, sensuousness, embodiment and particularity.

The kind of support to expect from ‘design theory’ is not so much in terms of ‘scientific theories’ for prediction of

results of an activity independent of context and situation, but rather support for reflections about conditions for

changed human activity. Such ‘design theories’ are rather practical instruments to support the designer as a

reflective practitioner (Schön 1987) to improve his or her competence or design ability to make ethical and

aesthetic judgments that are appropriate in their context.

The epistemological basis for such an orientation of graduate interaction design studies may well be found in

rethinking the intellectual virtues Aristotle (Aristotle 1985) named techne and phronesis (see e.g. Macintyre 1981).
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TECHNE

Techne may well be a cornerstone in building a firm platform for a teachable doctrine of interaction design. In

techne art and technology are not yet separated. Techne does not separate methods and theories for science and

technology, and creativity and freedom for art, but focuses on pragmatic, concrete context dependent means-end

knowledge oriented towards production. In practice studies are being carried out as shared projects in the

interdisciplinary studio-based research environment focusing on learning by doing, coaching rather than teaching

and on dialogue of reciprocal reflection-in-action in what Schön called a ‘reflective practicum’. Students learn to

reflect on their own theories-in-action in the presence of patterns of phenomena of practice (theories on action)

as tools for reflection and build up their own repertoire of paradigmatic exemplars.

For interaction design as a practice in between a scientific technological practice and a design-oriented artistic

practice the relation between text and artefact in the thesis work becomes potentially contradictory. Is an artefact

new knowledge? Are texts the ultimate form for thesis arguments? That artefacts can illustrate textual arguments is

not the question, but which are the demands on artefacts if they should be valuable arguments in their own right?

This is an essential question to deal with for higher education in interaction design. (For discussion on this

dilemma see e.g. Doctoral education in design – foundations for the future (Durling and Friedman 2000)).

Another related dilemma has to do with the lack of canonical texts and exemplary artefacts. Interaction design is

a very young and highly interdisciplinary design field with contributions not only from several traditional design

fields and computer science including human computer interaction, but also media studies, performing arts, etc.

Beyond introductory readings like the earlier mentioned Bringing design to software it is hard to point to an

agreed body of canonical texts that all interaction design students should develop a stance to. In a similar way it is

neither, as opposed to in for example architecture, obvious which exemplary artefacts to point at in interaction

design. There surely exist well-known interactive artefacts and systems, but not really a discourse around a

repertoire of such exemplars.

PHRONESIS

In the Aristotelian virtue of phronesis wisdom and artistry as well as art and politics are one. Phronesis concerns

the competence to know how to exercise judgement in particular cases. It is oriented towards analysis of values and

interests in practice, based on a practical value rationality, which is pragmatic, and context dependent. Phronesis is

experience-based ethics oriented towards action. Hence, phronesis is fundamentally not concerned with statements

of fact nor prescriptions of what ought to be, but speculative propositions enacted as anxious acts of political love

(an expression I have borrowed from The Fate of Art by J.M. Bernstein 1992). Students are encouraged to focus on

their own hidden politics-in-practice rather than on espoused design philosophy (e.g. socio-technical methods,

human relations theory, participatory design procedures, etc.). No one is seen as a naïve neutral technician,

independent free artist or simple manipulator in the service of power, but as designers with a humanistic stance

Digital Bauhäusler at the

beginning of the establishment

of interaction design (School

of Arts and Communication,

Malmö University, 2002)
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recognising the collective and political character of the design process in real cases facing dilemmas like: How do

they ‘get things done their way’? What tactics and strategies are enacted? How are interventions legitimised

technically, ethically and aesthetically (Ehn and Badham, forthcoming)? 

However, the virtue of phronesis in interaction design studies is not necessarily a question about user centred

interaction design. In the contemporary hybrid networks of mind and matter the most important purpose might

not be to contribute yet another useful modern digital product, but to critical interpretations taking the form of

tangible design proposals.

This is the approach to interaction design taken by Anthony Dunne and Fiona Raby in Design Noir (2001). For

example by investigating the secret life of electronic products they hope to stimulate debate about the dominant

perspective in pervasive or ubiquitous computing where the consumer or the user is the hero that needs to do

everything as fast and easily as possible. Instead they want to provoke reflections about ‘design noir’, where the user

or customer is a kind of anti-hero as in film noir where things do not always work out or end happily. Hence, with

design noir there is no claim to solve human needs, but to suggest dilemmas, conflicts and ambivalence and to

provide narratives where these darker feelings are expressed, explored and acted out. Design noir is not glamorous

with great utopias and modern heroes as the Bauhaus, but it still has a humanistic stance and a consciousness

about political dilemmas that can take us beyond modern design and challenge both the Bauhäusler and the

nerd as the interaction designer of tomorrow.
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