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ABSTRACT 
Concern with the role of designed things, particularly 
digital things, in everyday life and society has taken me 
through the borderlands between human-computer 
interaction (HCI), philosophy of technology, science and 
technology studies (STS), social and cultural studies, media 
studies, and design. Despite the significant intellectual and 
practical challenges that interdisciplinary work entails, the 
project of designing material configurations that can 
support preferable forms of life is, I assert, one for the 
borderlands. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In my research I am broadly concerned with the role of 
designed things, particularly digital things, in everyday life 
and society. From human-computer interaction (HCI), 
social informatics, science and technology studies (STS), 
philosophy of technology, and related literatures, I have 
learned to be sensitive to the ways in which technologies 
can play key roles in mediating a wide variety of 
interactions, scaffolding organizational forms, and serving 
certain interests over others. Technologies can be political 
[4] and shape forms of life [20], have values [8,11], be 
constructed in ways that reflect and privilege powerful 
interests and actors [1,12], participate in the formation of 
infrastructures that support and shape practices and ways of 
knowing [3], and mediate engagement with the world in 
significant and non-neutral ways [10,16,17]. All of these 
research findings, insights, and observations have always 
seemed to me to beg the question: So now what do we do 
about it?! 

For quite a few years now I have been trying to find ways 
to address this question. This has taken me through a 
number of sometimes intersecting borderlands in an 
intellectual and professional trajectory that has been quite 
rewarding, but has also been a rather bumpy ride at times. 

RESEARCH TRAJECTORY 
I began my graduate career by doing a Master’s degree in 
HCI. Although I was interested in the design and evaluation 
of interactive systems, I was always more interested in the 
roles they played in mediating human interactions. This led 
me to do my Master’s thesis research in the domain of 
computer-mediated communication (CMC). It was also 
during this time that I read McCarthy and Wright’s 
Technology as Experience [13] and Dourish’s Where the 
Action Is [5]. After an education that had been primarily 
scientifically oriented up to that point, these books were 
like a breath of fresh air (or perhaps more like a gale). They 
served as my gateway into critical social theory and 
philosophy of technology, and helped me start to better 
articulate the kinds of things I was interested in.  

By the time I applied for PhD programs, I had already 
identified many of the themes that still run through my 
evolving research trajectory. In my application, I expressed 
my interest in the social implications of digital technologies 
and specifically issues of mediation, having been reading 
Ihde [10] and Verbeek [17] and finding 
postphenomenology to be a perspective that could consider 
the role of technologies in experience in a way that was 
sensitive to their particular configurations (and therefore 
potentially to design). I also articulated a number of 
questions that were reflected in my dissertation several 
years later, including: “How can the relationship between 
information and (mediated) reality be envisioned? What are 
the implications of this relationship?... And does the 
increasing ordinariness of our interactions with and through 
technology conceal more profound changes in the way we 
are encountering our world?” 

I was admitted to the Social Informatics ‘track’ in the 
Informatics PhD program at Indiana University 
Bloomington, which seemed to be a good fit given my 
interest in social dimensions of technologies. Through my 
early coursework I was exposed to foundational texts in 
Social Informatics and STS, and learned a lot about how 
technologies are socially constructed in highly contingent 
processes that reflect particular contexts, cultures, and 
interests. At around the same time I took a course in design 
theory with Erik Stolterman and learned about design as an 



approach to inquiry and action, and that “we are pulled into 
design because it allows us to initiate intentional action out 
of strength, hope, passion, desire, and love” [14:20]. While 
STS told fantastic stories about technological development 
in the past, design offered hope for developing technologies 
in ways that could work toward a better future. My 
mounting frustration with the generally descriptive, 
backward-looking orientation of STS eventually led me to 
switch to the (design-oriented) HCI ‘track’ and to working 
with Erik Stolterman as my PhD supervisor. I still, though, 
faced the rather monumental challenge of connecting high-
level social and experiential dynamics to the designed 
properties of concrete artifacts and systems. 

CHALLENGES OF THE BORDERLANDS 
In positioning myself in relation to a number of discourses, 
but not sitting comfortably within any of them, I also found 
myself facing two other significant challenges. The first 
was that my work looked pretty weird (or worse) to people 
from different disciplines, albeit in different ways. I did 
quite a bit of coursework in communication and culture for 
my PhD minor, and discovered in interactions with the 
anthropologists and social theorists there and elsewhere 
that, to them, my focus on the role and agency of artifacts in 
human experience and affairs amounted to an affront on the 
role of human agency and culture. On the other hand, in 
relation to HCI and design my work seemed super 
theoretical, especially since I was taking an analytic 
approach and not actually making anything or doing 
empirical studies with users. But in relation to a lot of 
philosophy of technology, my analytic approach, with a 
sensitivity to particulars that was informed by design, was 
unusual both in its detail and its focus on the digital. 

The second big intellectual and practical challenge I had 
was that of crafting an interdisciplinary narrative to frame 
my work (something I blogged about as I was wrestling 
with this in trying to set up my dissertation: 
http://heatherwiltse.me/2012/04/19/the-difficulty-of-
interdisciplinary-narratives-3/). Given that my research was 
positioned in the middle of several fields, there was no 
single area from which I could take a commonly-accepted 
problem, associated acceptable methods and solutions, or 
other useful niceties of an established research paradigm. 
Much of my dissertation research [18,19] thus ended up 
being about framing an area for further inquiry, a 
foundation and approach for further work rather than a 
finished brick to add to the (mythical) ever-expanding 
edifice of collective human knowledge. 

LOCATING CRITICAL PRACTICE IN INDUSTRIAL 
DESIGN 
Now I find myself inhabiting another borderland as 
someone who does critical, philosophically-oriented work 
at the Umeå Institute of Design, one of the world’s best 
industrial design schools. Even as I work also with design 
theory and research and in relation to practice, I am struck 
by other tensions currently existing within design itself. I 
am drawn toward work that emphasizes democratic and 

material participation of heterogeneous actors in design 
things [2]; uses design to materialize possible futures and 
provoke discussion about them [6]; decenters and multiplies 
the sites where futures are made [7]; and calls for design to 
take responsibility for its role in crafting the (currently 
unsustainable) material world, and work toward a future in 
which sustainment might be possible [9]. But many, if not 
most, industrial designers will end up working in ways that 
enable and promote consumerism, designing new products 
for luxury markets or updating product lines according to 
schedule in order to keep a brand’s image fresh. The skills 
needed to be successful as a designer in industry are in 
many respects quite different from, or even at odds with, a 
critical orientation and sensitivity to broader implications of 
the designed world. Even on the academic side of design, 
design studies has traditionally taken a more descriptive 
than critical or normative stance toward design practice 
[15]. 

Yet the challenge remains to care for the material 
configurations of our world, and the forms of life they can 
(and need to) support. This is an ongoing critical and 
practical project of the borderlands. 
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