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“a crisis of imagination” 
Amitav Ghosh



“Reality is now a mass  
of competing fictions” 
JG Ballard, 2006, South Bank Show interview



“…we are inevitably reminded of the 
phrase attributed to Fredric Jameson and 
Slavoj Žižek, that it is easier to imagine the 
end of the world than it is to imagine the 
end of capitalism.”  

Mark Fisher 
Capitalist Realism



“Another world is not only possible, she is on her way.  
On a quiet day, I can hear her breathing.” 

Arundhati Roy, 2005 World Social Forum 



imaginaries 



imaginaries 
now futures



how do people  
imagine the future— 
what’s possible,  
what’s likely, 
what’s changeable?  
personal 
societal 
ecological 



how do people imagine,  
and make sense of things 
that are big, or complex,  
or ‘invisible’?  
climate crisis 
pandemics (& public health  
more widely) 
social justice, equity, politics… 
***transitions***



how do people imagine,  
and make sense of things 
that are big, or complex,  
or ‘invisible’?  
metaphors 
folk theories 
stories 
music, art, culture



why are we 
finding it so hard 
to do anything 
about ______? 
-our narratives, our 
understandings of ourselves 
and the systems we’re in, are 
limited by enormity or 
complexity or invisibility 
  



why are we 
finding it so hard 
to do anything 
about ______? 

-we’re ‘trapped’ in particular 
understandings or ways of 
imagining how things could be 
  



why are we 
finding it so hard 
to do anything 
about ______? 
-there’s been a focus on 
individual behaviour change 
rather than systemic and 
infrastructural issues and power 
structures 



Jenny Holzer, 
Survival (1983-5) 
Photo by Peter Chamberlain Cann > 
^ Photo by Wikiartis  

 



‘A good science fiction 
story should be able 
to predict not the 
automobile but the 
traffic jam.’ 

Attributed to Frederik Pohl 



design enabling us to 
‘rehearse the future’ 



design enabling us to 
‘rehearse futures’ 



Roosmarijn Ovaa 
TU Eindhoven



Imaginaries show how “observed facts of nature are 
refracted through collective desires for logic and 
order, producing authoritative representations of how 
the world works—as well as how it should work”

Sheila Jasanoff  
and Sang-Hyun Kim,  
Dreamscapes of 
Modernity, 2015



“If [people] define situations as real,  
they are real in their consequences” 

William Thomas & Dorothy Swaine Thomas 
The Child In America, 1928



https://imagine.oslomet.no

What are the dominant imaginaries 
we have of (sustainable) futures? 
 What is contested?



how does imagination relate to transitions?



how does imagination relate to (just) transitions?



imaginaries  
as co-created visions 
of futures

working with  
imaginaries in 
the design 
process

understanding 
(often tacit) 
imaginaries of 
how change 
happens 

imaginaries  
as mindsets 
and worldview





how can design methods  
help people imagine, 
explore, and experience  
different futures, 
for themselves and  
society more widely?  



we need public 
imagination



we need 
participatory 
imagination



we need  
collective 
imagination



‘the future’… 
Artwork by Charles Schridde, for Motorola. 1960s 



…vs. futures 
Artwork by VQGAN+CLIP image generator, 2021 
with prompt ‘A future city’ 



futures including personal and communal histories 
Nathan Holbert, Michael Dando & Isabel Correa (2020) Afrofuturism as critical constructionist 
design: building futures from the past and present, Learning, Media and Technology, 45:4, 328-344





‘The future is already here
— it’s just not very evenly 
distributed’ 

William Gibson, 1999 





what bits of our 
future(s) are others 
already living?





climatevisuals.org















Cassie Robinson 
https://www.cassierobinson.work







BrusselAVenir 
Khushboo Balwani, 
Ellen Anthoni



BrusselAVenir 
Khushboo Balwani, 
Ellen Anthoni 



imaginaries  
as co-created visions 
of futures

working with  
imaginaries in 
the design 
process

understanding 
(often tacit) 
imaginaries of 
how change 
happens 

imaginaries  
as mindsets 
and worldview



‘Future 
Everyday’ 
 
Eindhoven 
University of 
Technology 
Eindhoven, 
Netherlands 
   



imaginari.es





creating design tools to  
understand 
how people  
understand and imagine  



creating design tools to  
help people 
understand and imagine  
in new ways  



creating design tools to  
help people 
imagine new  
ways of living  



Get imaginaries out 
of people’s heads 
and into a shared 
space, together



“When thought 
overwhelms the mind, 
the mind puts it into 
the world” 

Barbara Tversky 
professor emerita of psychology at Stanford University and 

professor of psychology and education at Columbia University



making 
imaginaries 
tangible



making 
imaginaries 
tangible  

personal 
development 
& personal 
futuring

Delanie Ricketts and Dan Lockton 
(2019). Mental Landscapes: 
externalizing mental models through 
metaphors. Interactions 26, 2





Katrien van Riet, Gizing Khalandi, and Jelle Wijers 
TU Eindhoven



Can you use 
‘tangible 
thinking’ to 
explore 
group 
dynamics, 
shared 
mental 
models, etc?
Delanie Ricketts and Dan Lockton (2019), 
Mental Landscapes: externalizing mental 
models through metaphors. Interactions 
26, 2 

Dan Lockton, Lisa Brawley, Manuela 
Aguirre Ulloa, Matt Prindible, Laura 
Forlano, Karianne Rygh, John  Fass, Katie 
Herzog, Bettina Nissen (2019). Tangible 
Thinking: Materializing how we imagine 
and understand interdisciplinary systems, 
experiences, and relationships. RSD 8, 
Chicago, October 2019 

Katrien van Riet, Gizing Khalandi, and Jelle Wijers 
TU Eindhoven









making 
imaginaries 
tangible  

inter- 
disciplinarity

Dan Lockton, Lisa Brawley, Manuela Aguirre Ulloa, 
Matt Prindible, Laura Forlano, Karianne Rygh, John  
Fass, Katie Herzog, Bettina Nissen (2019). Tangible 
Thinking: Materializing how we imagine and 
understand interdisciplinary systems, experiences, 
and relationships. RSD 8, Chicago, October 2019

Dan Lockton, Laura Forlano, John Fass, Lisa 
Brawley (2020). Thinking with Things: Landscapes, 
Connections and Performances as Modes of Building 
Shared Understanding. IEEE Computer Graphics & 
Applications, forthcoming
     
     
   
   
  



Can you use 
‘tangible 
thinking’ to 
explore 
group 
dynamics, 
shared 
mental 
models, etc?
Delanie Ricketts and Dan Lockton (2019), 
Mental Landscapes: externalizing mental 
models through metaphors. Interactions 
26, 2 

Dan Lockton, Lisa Brawley, Manuela 
Aguirre Ulloa, Matt Prindible, Laura 
Forlano, Karianne Rygh, John  Fass, Katie 
Herzog, Bettina Nissen (2019). Tangible 
Thinking: Materializing how we imagine 
and understand interdisciplinary systems, 
experiences, and relationships. RSD 8, 
Chicago, October 2019 



Playing With The Trouble: 
 
Games as a method for 
transformative 
collaborations 

Jet Vervoort

Joost Vervoort

Josie Chambers

Maikel Waardenburg

Raimon Ripoll Bosch

Joyce Browne

Suzan Ruijtenberg

Dan Lockton

Jessica Duncan




Illustration by Elvia Vasconcelos

What do a geneticist, designer, soil ecologist, 
sustainable futures thinker, epidemiologist, rural 
sociologist, organisational scholar, farming 
systems analyst, and co-production expert (not) 
have in common? 



How can different 
types of games and 
creative play 
activities support 
different kinds of 
interdisciplinary 
thinking and 
collaboration?

Illustration by Elvia Vasconcelos





Michal Luria, Ulu Mills, Jen Brown, Dan 
Lockton, et al. (2021). Materialising 
Mental Health: Design Approaches for 
Creative Engagement with Intangible 
Experience. In: Deborah Lupton and 
Deana Leahy (eds.), Creative 
Approaches to Health Education. 
London: Routledge.

making 
imaginaries 
tangible  
mental health





Dan Lockton, Devika Singh, Saloni 
Sabnis, Michelle Chou, Sarah Foley, 
Alejandro Pantoja (2019). New 
Metaphors: A Workshop Method for 
Generating Ideas and Reframing 
Problems in Design and Beyond. ACM 
C&C 2019

making 
imaginaries 
tangible  

new  
metaphors



new 
metaphors  

developed 
with 
designers



new 
metaphors  

...and with 
students





Dan Lockton, Carine Lallemand, 
Daphne Menheere (2022). Designing 
Qualitative Interfaces: Experiences 
from Studio Education,. DRS 2022

Dan Lockton, Delanie Ricketts, Shruti 
Aditya Chowdhury, Chang Hee Lee 
(2017). Exploring Qualitative Displays 
and Interfaces. CHI 2017, LBW

making  
imaginaries  
tangible  

qualitative 
interfaces



mmurban.com



mmurban.com







making 
imaginaries 
tangible  

‘spooky’ 
technology

Daragh Byrne, Meijie Hu, Miranda 
Luong, Yiwei Huang, Katherine 
Giesa, Anuprita Ranade, Christi 
Danner, Karen Escarcha, Catherine 
Yochum, Elizabeth Wang, Gordon 
Robertson, Lisa Yeung, Matthew 
Cruz, Dan Lockton 



making 
imaginaries 
tangible  

‘spooky’ 
technology

Daragh Byrne, Meijie Hu, Miranda 
Luong, Yiwei Huang, Katherine 
Giesa, Anuprita Ranade, Christi 
Danner, Karen Escarcha, Catherine 
Yochum, Elizabeth Wang, Gordon 
Robertson, Lisa Yeung, Matthew 
Cruz, Dan Lockton 

hauntology + 
futures



Dan Lockton, Megan Urban, Lea 
Albaugh, Julia Petrich, Tammar Zea-
Wolfson, Elena Deng, Judy Chun, 
Antonio Song, Sharon Lee, Coco 
Allred, Joyce Wang, Yixiao Fu, Yingli 
Sieh, Chris Costes, Ema Karavdic, 
Cathryn Ploehn, Shawn Koid, David 
Lin, Rachel Kim, Matt Prindible, Matt 
Geiger (2019). Climate Pathways: 
Projects from the Imaginaries Lab  
 Photo:Jackie Chou  

making 
imaginaries 
tangible  

climate futures 
& transition design







imagining at scale: 
futures we can ‘live in’ 



imagining at scale: 
futures we can ‘live in’ 
‘experiential futures’ 
(Stuart Candy)



autoethnography+ 
experiential futures: 
living prefiguratively 
 
—sharing 
—time



Tammar Zea-Wolfson and 
Dan Lockton

making 
imaginaries 
tangible  

participatory 
futuring



Juli Sikorska

 
participatory 
futuring



Juli Sikorska

 
participatory 
futuring



urbanheatislandliving.com 
Juli Sikorska 



urbanheatislandliving.com 
Juli Sikorska 



Juli Sikorska  
Francesca Desmarais 
Dan Lockton

making 
imaginaries 
tangible  

participatory 
futuring



Design for 
sustainable 
behaviour 





designwithintent.co.uk





energy use

















Energy’s ‘invisibility’ is 
a key issue in people’s 
understanding 

 



mental models 
and mental 
imagery



making 
imaginaries 
tangible 

energy

Flora Bowden, Dan Lockton, Rama Gheerawo, 
Clare Brass (2015). Drawing Energy: Exploring 
Perceptions of the Invisible. London: Royal 
College of Art



What does 
energy look 
like?  
(What new 
opportunities 
for interface 
design might 
emerge?)

Flora Bowden, Dan Lockton, Rama 
Gheerawo, Clare Brass (2015). Drawing 
Energy: Exploring Perceptions of the 
Invisible. London: Royal College of Art









metaphors















Idea generation through 
juxtaposition, or bisociation 
(Arthur Koestler)

newmetaphors.com

http://newmetaphors.com




expanded 
conceptual 
vocabulary



Applying all of this to  
designing (just) transitions



imaginaries  
as co-created visions 
of futures

working with  
imaginaries in 
the design 
process

understanding 
(often tacit) 
imaginaries of 
how change 
happens 

imaginaries  
as mindsets 
and worldview



Get imaginaries 
out of people’s 
heads and into a 
shared space



Look for parts of 
future(s) in the now



Make imaginaries 
tangible, 
experiential, 
rehearsable



Whose 
imaginaries are 
present?  
Whose are not?



untitled.community



plurality-university.org

http://plurality-university.org


please bring 
laptop to 
workshop 
tomorrow



imaginari.es  
dan@imaginari.es 

Thank you!

many images in this presentation 
were generated using Midjourney midjourney.com 


