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ABSTRACT 
This paper discusses the major shifts in Human-Computer 
Interaction (HCI) and compares them with anthropological 
approaches in order to understand the political agendas of certain 
research projects within the two fields. It looks at how methods 
are inherently political and acknowledged as such in both HCI and 
anthropology and questions why these politics are so rarely 
articulate in HCI. It then moves on to suggest that methodologies 
that are recognised as having politics, such as reflexive practice 
and involving the user, are an insufficient means of recognising 
and supporting difference in both design projects and academic 
writing. Finally a proposal to introduce a more conscious and 
articulate research practice concerning choice of theory is 
discussed. Theory is also identified as having politics, which can 
be made visible in analysis. I leave open the question of: Will this 
lead to a more critical technical practice? 

Keywords 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The problems this paper hopes to address are two-fold. Firstly, it 
discusses issues I have had to deal with during my doctoral 
research as an anthropologist practising in an interdisciplinary 
field such as HCI and studying technology in a Deaf and hearing 
workplace. The second purpose is to try and relate my problems to 
those I believe HCI research currently faces. 

Drawing on Agre's [2] seminal paper on critical technical practice, 
my anthropological knowledge as well as my experiences in the 
field, I would like to explore the political potential of 
interdisciplinary research on technology. Anthropological studies 
are often seen as a way to give voice to 'minorities' and those 
often unheard. Although seldom expressed as such, this resonates 
with the Scandinavian school of participatory design (PD) and its 
ideological underpinnings. It could be argued however that just as 
anthropological research can be co-opted all too easily to support 
efforts to colonise other peoples, that PD, once a powerful critique 
of traditional software design, has now been 'recapitulated' and 
subsumed into a conventional, albeit iterative, design process. My 
experience has inspired arguments for an analytical approach that 

addresses these issues and the current state of affairs in interaction 
design (IxD) where the user can become merely a resource for a 
designer. Rather than focusing on methods and a design process, it 
is an approach that operates on an epistemological and ontological 
plain. It attempts to do the hard work of changing a scientific 
paradigm not through changing how design is done but how 
design is 'thought'. I argue that such an approach could potentially 
further and renew the Agre's call for a critical technical design 
practice. 

2. AN ANTHROPOLOGIST'S ACCOUNT 
OF HCI. 
Reading Agre's paper and re-reading Suchman's "Plans and 
Situated Actions" [13], I am surprised by how little has change in 
studies on human interactions with technology and its design. 
Despite adopting new interdisciplinary methods and shifting from 
an introspective design process or cognitive based theory on 
interaction, the fundamental problems of imperialism and 
imposing a majority perspective onto a heterogeneous group of 
'users' persists. Anthropological inquiries into human computer 
interaction invariably take inspiration from studies in 
technoscience to discuss and show networks, relations and 
communications between human and machines. The methods 
remain anthropological but the theory becomes a bricolage of 
ideas plucked from different fields, sometimes indiscriminately. 
As a relative newcomer to HCI, I suggest a change in the way we 
theorise about methods and more importantly the way build and 
think through our analytical frameworks so as to address these 
imbalances in the power dynamic of designer versus user, and 
target group versus non-target group. 

2.1 Early paradigm shifts 
As a researcher in the field of HCI but without a background in 
either Computer Science or Engineering, it has taken me a while 
to understand the significance of the shifts in the way HCI 
practitioners approach human interaction with machines. 
Suchman's work, which I interpret as instrumental in changing the 
HCI research perspective from a cognitive to a situated approach, 
is still relevant and in some ways its significance has yet to be 
fully appreciated. A conceptualisation of the importance of 
context [3, 10] and a realisation that stories about technology have 
significance [9] are two further developments I see as important 
for the field. 

2.2 Changing methods 
While these researchers have contributed to developments of a 
more methodological nature, HCI has also developed on the 
method front through the closely-related move towards 
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ethnomethodological approaches [5]. Adopting ethnomethodology 
signals a recognition within the field of the complexity and social 
nature of human interactions with technology. While some 
ethnomethodological studies [6, 7] have left an indelible mark on 
the field, they also seem to have diminished in popularity. This 
might have something to do with the fact that the data they collect 
is difficult to translate into implications for design [4]. An 
oversimplified definition of the nature of ‘implications’ and the 
constant questions I face about what significance my non-applied 
research has for design, signal that the discipline has not yet 
overcome the urge Agre identified to judge the success of a study 
on the success of the product or design artefact it must necessarily 
produce. 

2.3 HCI methods. 
These foundational developments in the field of HCI have been 
complemented by politically driven changes in methods and 
design practices. These include the Scandinavian tradition of PD, 
user-centered design (USD) approaches and most recently IxD.  

2.3.1 Designer != the user 
My somewhat etic view of these research practices is that they are 
motivated by a desire to make the design of new technologies 
more democratic and to include the intended user in the design 
process in order to create a product for a specific purpose and a 
specific group. The reasoning behind this is that a white, 
European male who is a computer programmer and designing a 
new interface or software product inevitably designs a 
technological product that is suited to his own needs and desires. 
These needs and wants are not representative of the other 
populations and therefore the risk that the product fails is high. 
Assuming that it is the white, middle-class male who is in power, 
then designing a product that mirrors their views, norms and 
conventions means the technology excludes and discriminates 
against those who differ from the creator/designer. 

In order to ensure the successful adoption of a new technology 
and that it is both accessible and inclusive, it is generally agreed 
that the designer should incorporate the intended users' needs and 
wants. Methods for including users in the design process include: 
evaluations, testing and workshops. They also involve asking the 
user what they want through interviews and surveys. The 
argument is that a more user-centred technology emerges through 
these methods. The programmer or designer gains insight into 
perspectives and needs other than their own which they can then 
consider in their design. Implied is the notion that this both 
empowers and includes the user thus negating the possible 
imperial effects of technology. 

2.3.2 Recapitulation 
While these methods contribute to the resources and knowledge a 
designer can draw upon through involving the user in the design 
process, I would argue that the majority of today's design 
practices are far from reaching a goal of empowering the user. 
Agre discusses how difficult it is to conceptualise alternatives in 
predominantly technical fields. Intended alternatives to 
conventional theories of planning, reasoning and vision such as 
USD approaches, "ultimately... recapitulate some subtle 
confusions of the conventional methods". This could be said of 
USD as it is sometimes practised. The designer might simply pay 
lip service to the user's needs and contributions ultimately 
ignoring them, or worse, exploiting them as a free resource for 
ideas, brainstorming and new approaches. There are many issues 
with this practice on political, ethical and practical levels. I am 

more interested in asking the question of ‘why’ this happens. Agre 
attributes the recapitulation to the field's lack of 'ideas' (talking 
about AI but also relevant for HCI). Fields such as AI and 
Computer Science tend to focus on "technical practices, loosely 
articulated intuitions about those practices and ways of talking 
about the resulting artifacts that combines precision and 
vagueness in specific ways". In all honesty this could be said 
about most fields of research but it is a valid critique and one that 
is relevant for current HCI research where 'practice is king'. 

Possibly because of this focus on practice often to the exclusion of 
theory and 'ideas', the initial political agenda of involving the user 
seems to have been perverted. The goal of a successful and 
saleable product seems now far more important than actually 
listening to the 'users' needs for their benefit and wellbeing. In 
exceptional cases where the users' wellbeing is of concerns, it is 
ultimately the designer or design team that makes final decisions 
on what is, and what is not, needed by the 'user'. This is an 
unfortunate appropriation of what was once intended to be a 
practical measure to further a political agenda aimed at reducing 
the power and dominance of the computer programmer, the 
designer and the unquestioned norms present in their socio-
economic backgrounds. A symptom of this recapitulation is that 
the involvement of the user in the design process has become 
formulaic and a programmatic. The designer exploits the user and 
further exercises their power over them. By this I mean that the 
designer proclaims that they have been democratic and ethical in 
their design and through this claim gain legitimacy, authority and 
a credibility that is sometimes unwarranted. There are also 
opportunities for the designer to profit from a user's input and 
avoid acknowledging their contribution other than in the 
acknowledgements of a paper. I see this shift most clearly in the 
current trend of research through design and IxD which if 
carelessly practiced veers towards treating users as pure research 
objects and resources to be exploited as if they were a creative 
commons or free idea factories. What was once democratic 
becomes a subtle form of exploitation that has serious ethical, 
political and social implications. 

2.4 It's not just an HCI problem 
This conundrum resonates with me as an anthropologist as similar 
struggles have been ongoing within the discipline for decades. PD 
practices liken the more engaged anthropology of Scheper-
Hughes [11] or the critical-political work of Abu-Lughod [1]. 
Broadly speaking PD resembles the move in anthropology to free 
itself from its colonial history. There are definitely still issues of 
representation and worries over colonialism within anthropology. 
It is these kinds of concerns I have struggled with in my research 
and which I wish to discuss in the rest of this paper. 

3. A CASE STUDY: Swedish Television's 
Editorial for Programming in Swedish Sign 
Language and technology 
My research project concerns the way in which communication in 
the workplace occurs when it involves technology and two 
languages - Swedish and Swedish sign language (SSL). I have 
observed and participated in video meetings at Swedish 
television's editorial for programming in SSL (SVT Teckenspråk) 
intermittently throughout 2011 and 2012. In addition to 
participant observation I have conducted interviews with 
employees at different stages of my fieldwork, made video 
recorded of certain moments in the meetings and kept detailed 
fieldnotes according to anthropological fieldwork methods and 
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practices. It was not your ideal fieldwork scenario. I was 'in' and 
'out' of the field and carried out comparatively short periods of 
fieldwork. Yet these excursions into life at SVT Teckenspråk have 
afforded me a rich and detailed body of material. In addition to 
conventional anthropological methods, I held a workshop to 
discuss video meeting practices with SVT Teckenspråk 
employees and the issues that I had observed during my fieldwork 
(something I have been told a 'real' anthropologist would never 
do!). 

3.1 About SVT Teckenspråk 
SVT Teckenspråk is a part of a larger organisation, SVT in Falun 
but also SVT in Stockholm. Employees are situated both at the 
Falun offices in rural Sweden and at the central offices in 
Stockholm. This distribution of employees is a strategic move by 
SVT Teckenspråk managers who do not wish to be further 
marginalised and loose contact with the central organisation 
purely because they are 3 hours by train north of the capital city. 
There are two different groups at SVT Falun - SVT Teckenspråk 
and the regional news team, Gävledalanytt. My research focussed 
primarily on SVT Teckenspråk as their Editor-in-Chief, at the 
time, identified their video-mediated meetings as most 
problematic because of the presence of a second language and 
translators. 

SVT Teckenspråk is one of the few work environments in Sweden 
where Deaf and hearing collaborate and which classifies itself as a 
bi-lingual workplace. SVT Teckenspråk itself had three separate 
editorials - the web news team (Nyhetstecken), Children's 
programming (Barnprogram) and the Culture and Society 
programming team (Kultur och Samhället). All these teams had 
both hearing and Deaf members and although hearing staff were 
relatively fluent in sign language, translators were usually used for 
team meetings - both those held face to face and those held via 
video. The production of television programs at SVT Teckenspråk 
is carried out in SSL by both Deaf and hearing employees located 
in different offices where video-meetings are often the only 
alternative to long commutes. This work of television production 
is a highly creative arena and that alone, places special 
requirements on technologically mediated communication.  

3.2 Sign language and Deaf culture at SVT 
Teckenspråk 
Sign language is not simply another language. It is a visual 
language that predicates a different culture. Deaf people in 
Sweden have radically different communication practices and also 
a strong cultural heritage that hearing Swedes do not always 
recognise or accommodate. The Deaf employees at SVT 
Teckenspråk are used to accommodating the hearing Swedish 
population and this transfers over to their use of technology where 
they tend to accommodate technology, making do, ignoring 
glitches and getting work done despite technological problems. 
The hearing employees also ‘make do’ in certain situations but 
while they recognise the differences in culture, communication 
methods and language among their Deaf colleagues, they 
sometimes forget to accommodate them. The translators act as 
human mediators in meetings and in principle become invisible to 
both hearing and Deaf. Technology as a mediator tends also to be 
made invisible when being used but becomes significant when it 
is talked about or malfunctions [8]. It is then that the socio-
political aspects of video meeting technologies emerge. 

3.3 Politics and technology. 
Initially, my research agenda was to both assess and identify the 
main issues with video-mediated communication at SVT 
Teckenspråk and to share this knowledge with SVT's central 
organisation in order to help ameliorate the difficulties SVT 
Teckenspråk was said to be having. These difficulties had been 
linked to technological shortcomings of their current video 
meeting system. It took only a short stay at SVT in Falun to 
realise that there were more than a technological issues at play. 
The social and political aspects of technology use became my 
focus. Concepts such as access and inclusion were bandied around 
in funding applications and the notion that technology could 
disempower as much as it empowered became key given I was 
dealing with a group of people considered 'disabled' by the 
hearing majority. It is safe to say I took a critical approach to 
technology, the organisation and notions of disability. Underlying 
this is the political agenda of making sure that Deaf employees 
were not discriminated against purely because of technology. 

During my fieldwork there were discussions about the efficiency 
of the current, old video meeting system and procurement of a 
new one. It was then that the political dimensions of technology 
became abundantly apparent. Technology became imbued with a 
political meaning and was used in discussions on the needs of 
Deaf versus hearing. Subsequently the expectation that Deaf 
needs be incorporated in the list of requirements became a hot 
topic and inspired my research to take a more political bent. My 
research therefore needed to somehow address the ethics and 
political ontologies associated with technology. 

4. DEALING WITH DIFFERENCE 
The methods used in anthropological fieldwork are already 
sufficient to capture the socio-cultural and political dimensions of 
technology. Indeed they are designed to do exactly this. 
Analytical methods however still run the risk of subverting the 
rhetorics of technology and rights of a 'minority' to an overarching 
majority social structure. 

4.1 Reflexivity 
Data gathering methods although adequate when it comes to 
providing a 'thick description' which cannot be gain through 
surveys, interviews or even workshopping, became slightly 
deficient when it came to representing the Deaf employees needs, 
requirements and more importantly, their culture. Trained in the 
interpretative school of social anthropology, I have definitely 
'interpreted' what I saw and my version of SVT Teckenspråk is a 
representation coloured by my own experience, background and 
political leanings. 

While some researchers deal with these kinds of problems through 
increased used of quantitative methods that are relied upon as 
unbiased, most would instead encourage a critical reflection on 
the research practice. This is something that anthropology also 
adopts and reflexivity has since the 1980s been a means of 
working against the colonialism inherent in a white, middle class, 
hearing woman's representation of Deaf culture – my perspective. 
I dealt with this through the use of intersubjective reasoning, and 
inserting myself into the research in the style of anthropological 
(and feminist) research. I have received mixed reviews on this 
account. While those familiar with feminist technoscience 
encourage an intersubjective approach to empirical research, some 
researchers find this indulgent, self-absorbed behaviour not to be 
included in publications. It is however, this kind of explanation or 
reflection that I miss particularly in HCI publications. 
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4.2 Reflecting on 'studying with' 
Reflexivity is not the complete answer and some rightly criticise it 
for introducing a self-centred, excessive level of introspection into 
anthropological accounts of the 'other'. Instead of helping us 'give 
a voice' to those unheard, it makes the researcher's voice even 
more pronounced. Alternatives include co-authoring papers with 
those we study and also the method of using life stories where one 
person tells stories about their lives, their culture and themselves 
and the ethnographer adds their story to this contrasting the 
anthropological view with that of the person being studied [12]. 
The problematic issue of academic authority and representation 
are not circumvented with these methods and both these 
alternatives and reflexive practices are useless if the researcher 
then chooses certain analytical frameworks. For example choosing 
an analytical approach that puts those they study in a position of 
powerlessness in relation to overarching societal norms, 
conventions and structures undoes any effort to present a people 
as existing on equal footing to Western cultures - to use a typical 
anthropological example. The same applies in HCI when 
designing for a group that is not a tech-savvy, white, male 
between 18-35. 

There are of course design projects that directly focus on a target 
group that does not belong to a 'majority'. For instance, design 
projects that target women, the poor, those with so-called 
disabilities and children. I am not sure how these projects frame 
their work but in applications for funding terms these groups are 
always defined as needing to be 'empowered' through technology 
or design. I have already argued that PD and IxD often exploits 
rather than empowers which puts these claims in jeopardy. 
Indeed, the mere term places these groups in an inferior position 
in relation to the 'majority' or 'those in power'. Such framings 
presume a norm, dominant conventions and structures that 
overarch and oppress the group that the design is attempting to 
empower. There is also a subtle implication that this group 'needs 
saving' by a white European champion and his technology even if 
that is not the intention. 

It is this issue that I have worked to overcome in my research. 
How to relay that the Deaf people at SVT Teckenspråk have a 
different culture, different technological needs and are an 
independent group separate from Swedish culture (when they 
wish to be) without resorting to a paternalistic treatment of them 
that only reinforces the view that they are a sub-culture within the 
larger Swedish society or worse 'disabled' and 'abnormal'? 

5. THE ROLE OF THEORY 
Anthropology has a long tradition of acting as a mouthpiece for 
populations that are not the majority yet this history does not 
make the task of representation any easier. Like HCI, 
anthropology is in crisis when it comes to its ability to represent 
and engage in struggles against dominant Western powers. While 
HCI attempted to resolve these through methods of design, 
anthropologists have attempted to change research epistemologies 
to embrace reflexive and self-critical approaches as well as 'native 
anthropology' and engaged anthropology. Neither field has been 
entirely successful in my view. 
Methods and methodologies alone are then a seemingly 
insufficient means of achieving a democratic design process or 
research project. While some might see design practice as offering 
an alternative to the theory jungle, I assert that research demands a 
degree of theory to balance its practice. In the case of HCI, this 
theory would help to democratise the design process and creation 
of new technologies. 

Agre jokes about shoving Heidegger down his colleagues’ throats. 
These attempts were invariably met with challenges from his 
colleagues to apply these theories and prove, through the success 
of a new amazing design artifact, that they were worthwhile. This 
is not the purpose of theory states Agre and I agree. Agre sees 
theory as a means through which we can evaluate research but 
also a way for researchers to "legitimise moral and ethical 
discussion" - I would add ‘decisions’ to that. In a field that 
proudly has the interests of those they study - the ‘users’ - at heart 
this kind of evaluation and discussion is essential. 

5.1 Articulating theoretical choices! 
When researching with or designing for those not ‘in power’, 
ethics and politics are key. Ethics in research are not only about 
choosing methods that protect and include those we study. Nor are 
they only about offering anonymity or the opportunity to 
contribute and get credit for the role those we study with play in 
our academic careers. The theoretical interpretation of the 
empirical data is just as telling of ethical or political bias of the 
researcher as the practical application of methods. My choice to 
draw on feminist and post-colonialist theories was a conscious 
decision and a means of critiquing those discourses that see 
technology, innovation and design as empowering the so-called 
disadvantaged, underprivileged, disabled or simply those not 
white, male and middle class. I see this rhetoric as yet another 
means of colonising the powerless and reaffirming the existing 
power hegemonies. 
By using theories which contain avenues of inquiry that 
destabilise and call into questions pre-existing social orders, 
structures and hegemonies, my interpretation of intersections 
between technologies and peoples may not entirely change the 
way we see the world but it may stop and make the reader 
question their own world-view. I see this subtle agenda as 
working towards change on a grand scale. It is just as important to 
reflect this in the analysis and interpretation of data as well as in 
our written representations of those who are not always seen, 
heard or taken into regard. This stance towards theory also 
requires careful examination of the concepts used, their 
philosophical underpinnings and the implications the use of one 
term over another can have. 

6. CONCLUSION 
This paper has argued that both HCI and anthropological research 
have yet to avoid the pitfalls of colonising those we study. It has 
also argued that the benefits of including the user in design and its 
proclaimed democratisation of technology has stagnated and that 
the designer still has ultimate power over the decision-making and 
the process. That this is so is a result of methods in the design 
process not being sufficiently examined through self-critical 
reflection on the designer's part but more importantly due to a lack 
of consideration for the theoretical underpinnings that inform the 
design process and analysis. Researchers, be they anthropologist 
or other, need to work on realising and articulating the political 
and ethical aspects of theories if there is to be any chance of 
escaping existing hegemonies, acknowledging alternative 
worldings and building a critical technical practice. 
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