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ABSTRACT 
This paper explores the role speculative design can play as a 
research tool while designing for the future. Through a sample 
project about the future of a data obsessed society, the paper 
highlights ways of creating and presenting the design work to help 
with imagining future possibilities. The project uses a mix of 
prototype, scenarios and story telling to highlight some possible 
negative outcomes even from a good intentioned evolution of 
Human Data Interaction.  

CCS Concepts 
Human-centered computing~Interaction design theory, concepts 
and paradigms 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
Thinking about the future has occupied many a great minds over 
centuries. From science fiction writers mostly trying to create 
wonder, presenting in a sense, a utopian dream or a dystopian 
disaster to business futurists with their largely “pedestrian 
predictions” [2], the domain of futures research has also become a 
“scientific discipline” [2]. Over a century ago, H.G. Wells’, The 
Time Machine [22] popularised our yet unattained quest for time 
travel, but also inspiring a lot of scientific writing in futures, 
science, science fiction, culture and other related domains [11]. 
Popular science fiction in the past inspired technological advances 
like hover boards and self lacing shoes as seen in the film Back to 
the Future II [23], they have only yet appeared as self balancing 
boards [12] and limited edition expensive ‘adaptive lacing’ shoes 
[17]. While attaining a predicted future was largely a quest for 
technology, over the past decade or so design and futures thinking 
have also “grown into a more intimate and collaborative 
relationship” [5].  

This is also highlighted by the emergence of various terms that are 
associated with a ‘futures thinking’ mindset like, “design fiction” 
[21], “critical design” [7], “speculative design” [8], “experiential 
futures” [4] among others. 

 

This paper describes a speculative design project, titled 8 bytes of 
body that explores a possible future of our data obsessed society. 
We question how society itself might adapt to the kind of future 
we propose. We imagine a future where your face has no value 
and only your behaviour and data authenticates you [1]. A society 
where exchanging lives was as easy as exchanging data. 

2. DATA OBSESSED SOCIETY 
The increasing pervasiveness of technology and our use of 
personal computing devices has enabled and thus led to a sharp 
increase in tracking and logging of information about individuals 
[20]. A lot of this information is about geolocation and our 
behaviours of interaction through digital devices and with digital 
services. This information about individuals and their behaviour is 
the “data” referred to in this paper and hence society as becoming 
“data-driven” [18]. Large quantities of such data are called “big 
data”. Gartner defines big data as “…high-volume, high-velocity 
and high-variety information assets that demand cost-effective, 
innovative forms of information processing that enable enhanced 
insight, decision making, and process automation” [10]. 

While there is still no consensus about the size at which data 
becomes big data, we are more concerned with its “capacity to 
search, aggregate, and cross-reference large data sets” [3]. So, 
while on the one hand big data promises solutions to difficult 
sociological problems through insight and greater knowledge, on 
the other it is a troubling manifestation of a ‘Big Brother’ sort of 
surveillance mechanism [3]. 

A lot of data collected on individuals is done without explicit 
knowledge of the person the data concerns [20], but an equally 
large amount of data is also willingly collected by individuals 
about themselves to quantify their own quality of life. We are 
increasingly measuring everything about ourselves and sharing for 
consumption by the world. This is highlighted by The Quantified 
Self movement [16] where even though the participants ask 
questions about by whom, why, and what the data is used for, they 
are still obsessively recording various aspects of their lives, 
quantifying and analysing it. While this movement may be some 
sort of resistance to the automatic collection of data and its use by 
corporations for advertising, it still is a great belief in the power of 
quantification and hence contributing to a future data-obsessed 
society. 

3. EXPERIENTIAL FUTURES: AN 
EXERCISE IN SPECULATIVE DESIGN 
Candy in his thesis, The Futures of Everyday Life, proposes the 
concept of “experiential futures”, which he defines as — “a term 
denoting a practice that deliberately attempts to explore the places 

 



where language alone cannot” [4: p. 3]. He describes it as a form 
and at the intersection of “foresight practice, design work and 
political action”, wherein one creates a version of the future in any 
medium or form, be it images, artefact or performance. 

In Speculative Everything, Dunne and Raby [8] situate speculative 
design in the unreal, about experimenting with possibilities about 
how things could be. They talk about understanding critical design 
as “embodying ideals and values intentionally at odds” [p. 17] 
with those of the time. 
The project 8 bytes of body is situated in the realm of experiential 
futures and is an exercise of thinking speculatively about the 
future as an extrapolation of our present. It is “critical thought 
translated into materiality” [8: p. 35]. The project imagines a 
future questioning the responsibility of design itself, the evolution 
of the technology industry and its limitations while implicitly 
embodying elements of general social theory, politics and 
ideology, which are discussed later. 

4. EMBODIMENT OF DATA 
Understanding flows of data is essential in understanding it’s 
embodiment and on the contrary, its disembodiment. Data is 
created by and then acted upon persons, hence embodied at these 
points. But between these two points is when data gets 
disembodied. Both data and human bodies are dynamic in nature, 
flowing, transforming as they go through their lifecycle. The data 
that is acted upon a person then also has a role to play in changing 
the person [20].  

One can say that in a data driven environment the role of the body 
is to act as a host for data, to be a point of collection and then as a 
point of action. The actual identity of the body eventually is 
meaningless as long as it acts in accordance with the data. Smith 
[20] refers to two notions to help explain the “body - data 
dialectics” — “disembodied exhaust” and “embodied exhaustion”. 
Where the first one is related to the process of datafication, that is 
collection and storage of data and the later to the process of that 
data acting upon the person and its ramifications thereafter. He 
goes on to talk about the creation of “data-proxy”, which in a 
sense is the disembodied virtual avatar of the embodied self.  

8 bytes of body imagines a future of such data - body dialectics, 
where the body has lost meaning to the machine and only serves 
the purpose of being a host. This future is set in a capitalistic 
world where the data collected on you has gone on to control and 
direct your life. It imagines scenarios where people can exchange 
their data-proxies, and in a sense wear a ‘data mask’ and live 
another life. 

5. 8 BYTES OF BODY 
In the project 8 bytes of body we imagine a future world where 
‘data masks’ are a reality, but as a form of “resistance” [9] against 
the system. Wherein persons take on another identity just by 
mimicking behaviour patterns in some one else’s data. 

The project is based in the “scenario” and “evolutionary futures 
research” paradigms outlined by Mannermaa [14]. Using a 
prototype of a device that encompasses the essence of the world 
and various scenarios depicting narratives, an idea of the world 
and its society is created. The project is based in a future world 
where every type of data can be collected, thereby removing any 
need for human input and where artificial intelligence algorithms 
are quick, efficient and personalisable. The main characteristic of 
this world is that people have autonomy over their own data. This 
is achieved through: 

The Central Console [Fig. 1a] - that works like an assistant and 
also a mode of implicit control. It is a docking station for data 
modules. 

Data Modules [Fig. 1b] - these actually store one's data. The 
prototype has 8 data modules each for various aspects of one’s 
life. These are meant to be physical embodiments of one’s data. 

 
 

These data modules store the persons behaviour patterns for 
specific spaces and/or activities like a data module for Home 
would store data about your behaviour with devices that are a part 
of your smart home, the data module for Communication will 
store your contacts and communication services you are signed up 
with, the Work data module will store work related information 
and control your access, appointments and responsibilities. Other 
modules could be Health, Lifestyle and Entertainment etc. These 
are just indicative for depicting segregation of data and hence 
allowing for greater control. The central console enables 
communication between the data modules and other external 
services.  

The materiality of the prototype and the knowledge of your data 
in your hands makes you realise its value. This helped in further 
imagining scenarios by playing around with these physical data 
modules and understanding how the device becomes central to 
one's life. One of the extreme scenarios of exchanging work lives 
between two persons is depicted in the film that forms a part of 
the project [19]. 

Mortier et. al.'s [15]  concept of Human Data Interaction to put the 
human at the center of the flows of data and for providing 
mechanisms for persons to interact with these systems and data 
explicitly, helped with understanding about the kind of autonomy 
that is desired from a future data system. The three themes 
mentioned below are incorporated while imaging this future 
society. 

1. Legibility - to make the data and mechanisms used to interpret 
the data more accessible and transparent to the people the data 
concerns. 

2. Agency - allowing people to choose to opt-in or opt-out, to 
inform and correct any inferences made from the data about them. 

3. Negotiability - concerning with the more dynamic nature 
surrounding data and data processing, about how society forms its 
attitude and norms around data and its use.  

This is a version of society born out of the current capitalistic 
needs of user data. People exchange their data in return for 
services, much like now but with choice and knowledge. They 
receive a monthly statement of their data and services. They 
choose when to get tracked and share their data by physically 
connecting or disconnecting their data modules. However the 

(Left to right) Figure 1a: The central console 
Figure 1b: Data modules on and off the console 
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catch is that without sharing one’s data, one can barely live a 
normal functioning life in such a society where data is the 
currency so to say. So while there is an illusion of choice, there is 
coercion built into the system [9]. 

6. DISCUSSION 
The project succeeds in raising questions about the control 
structures that emerge in such a society and how they came to be. 
While designing we extrapolated our current ways of living and 
presented one of the possible directions for the future, which is 
driven by data. The various data modules are based on the apps in 
most of our phones that track and analyse aspects of our lives for 
us. The idea of work as a leisure activity is hinted upon, but left 
open ended for the audience to decide how that makes them feel. 
While the general trend for technology is to be invisible, the 
project questions the idea of ubiquitous technology through 
conscious engagement with a large physical prototype. 

8 bytes of body, in some ways, is itself an embodiment of 
Deleuze's Post Script on Societies of Control [6]. If the types of 
machines are matched with types of societies and machines 
themselves are an evolution of capitalism, a completely data 
driven society is a dream in the conquest for power and therefore 
control. In this society the power rests in the ones who control 
these devices, the service providers. 

In his book Protocol, Galloway [9] talks about the deceptiveness 
of the Internet and the control structures that inhabit its very 
architecture. He cautions and calls to “be wary of the obvious”. 8 
bytes of body starts at the obvious of giving people autonomy over 
their data and then goes on to build a narrative of control within 
this. The society described is neither utopian nor dystopian, for 
the people living within that, it is their reality. But as designers, 
while designing for the future we should be mindful of the quality 
of life we are designing for, not just the convenience of it.  

There is hence a need to be critical in the design of such systems 
that collect and offer services based on the collected data [13]. Big 
Data can offer the kind of insights that are needed for new kinds 
of thinking and problem solving that plague the world of today. 
But before that can happen there is a need to allow individuals to 
have more control over their own information in this data driven 
society [18]. 

7. CONCLUSION 
The paper talks about speculative design's role in futures reseach 
and specifically it's importance in a data driven society. It 
discussed some of the implications of big data on the human body. 
It describes a project that imagines a future society and presented 
it using a prototype device, scenarios and narrative through a film. 
The paper wishes to highlight the importance for designers to go 
beyond their desire to just make human life convenient and to 
examine the deeper repurcussions of design choices.  

It is important to understand the unintended implications of 
architechture, in this case code and speculative design based on 
protypes and narratives is a great tool for doing that. 
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