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Abstract 
The paper calls for cross-disciplinary explorations of the 

body and bodily awareness that might open novel 

practices of imagination for research and design 

processes. The paper describes what might be a design 

inquiry project of multiple bodies, shifting perspectives, 

and blurred boundaries. The project questioned 

conventions in anthropology through the performance 

of a paper presentation at an anthropology conference 

that was designed to meet disciplinary standards of 

failure. The project included uncertainty in knowing if 

any useful data would be generated from the 

performance. The resulting unconventional responses 

to the presentation hint at possibilities for both design 

and anthropology. Following the example are task 

directions. 
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Introduction 
This paper contributes to the ongoing conversation 

between design and anthropology [1,3,6] by sharing an 

anthropology graduate student’s attempt at a design 

inquiry project. This paper, itself, serves as an artifact 

for analysis. Following HCI papers, I write in the first 

person but not as part of a collaborative venture. This 

is uncomfortable. Whereas “we” holds warmth, “I” feels 

selfish and isolated. The discomfort felt is knowledge 

gained through my body that indicates how deeply my 

expectations, habits, and behaviors are formed by 

ubiquitous and seemingly innocent details of 

disciplinary standards.  

 

The difference in a single aspect of disciplinary writing 

style unexpectedly catalyzed analysis between the 

fields that proved useful in gaining a deeper 

understanding of the solitariness of anthropology—an 

understanding that would have remained merely a hazy 

and distanced cognizant fact were it not for choosing to 

continue feeling (in order to analyze) a discomfort that 

was unintentionally generated by exploring design and 

anthropology. 
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Failed Usefulness, Successful Failure 

One 

In 2017, I presented a paper at an anthropology 

conference organized by doctoral students of a 

university in California. The conference provided 

opportunities to practice presenting papers and 

network.  

Two 

I planned a design inquiry project where my conference 

paper presentation was the thing that might generate 

data. I aimed for a failed paper presentation to explore 

standards and conventions of anthropology. I was 

inspired in a design thinking seminar after learning 

about a project by Irene Posch and Ebru Kurbak that 

combined the ‘tacit’ knowledge of Anatolian textilists 

with the ‘expert’ knowledge of electronics making [4]. 

 

Research Design 
To begin creating a failed presentation, I chose  

 specific presentation conventions to alter. The term 

“conventions” is understood here as unspoken rules or 

boundaries that signal professionalism and success.  

I then altered the chosen conventions to signal failure 

and unprofessionalism. 

 

The paper discussed several problems about 

anthropology that I personally grapple with, including: 

(1) the writing style of unnecessarily complex 

sentences and concepts, (2) being a woman in an 

academic institution, (3) the researcher as sole expert 

and power inequalities between researcher and 

interlocutors (i.e., “participants”), and (4) the high 

degree of isolation throughout training and research. I 

conclude the paper by calling for greater collaboration 

among anthropologists, interlocutors, and scholars from 

other disciplines. 

 

The specific issues discussed in the paper also exist in 

presentation conventions. The conventions were chosen 

for alteration because of their ability to address some of 

the issues discussed. In response to academic jargon, I 

wrote the paper in a casual style. To add to general 

unprofessionalism, my PowerPoint presentation 

included spelling mistakes and a collection of disparate 

images (e.g., a still of the Pope’s TED talk, glitch art, 

and a zoo worker wearing a dirty panda suit cradling a 

panda cub). 

 

With regards to the issue of gender and the academy, 

exhibiting feminine attributes holds negative 

consequences in anthropology but acting masculine 

when judged as a woman also holds repercussions. To 

address the issue, I performed a dominant and popular 

form of femininity in the US. I chose to perform 

femininity over masculinity because it increased the 

chance of being considered unprofessional, lacking 

intellect, and failing at academic presentation. 

 

To enhance femininity and unprofessionalism, I spoke 

melodically, lacked a serious tone, and apologized a 

few times. I smiled whenever I could. I donned a face 

full of makeup. I wore a brightly-colored, form-fitting 

qipao-esque1 dress—a nod to anthropology’s history 

and contemporary practices of exoticization [5]. The 

                                                 
1 A type of Chinese dress.  

 



 

presentation of my body and how I acted was integral 

the interpretation of the paper presentation as a failure.  

 

Results 
The panel sessions that formed the conference included 

three parts: (1) each student in a panel of four 

presented their papers, (2) a discussant provided 

feedback, and (3) the floor opened for questions from 

the audience. Graduate students from various 

universities and a few professors formed the audience.  

 

The room held an atmosphere of lightness during my 

presentation performance. The audience seemed at 

ease and graciously laughed at very unfunny jokes. The 

fun feeling of the room contrasted against the serious 

and somber tone of the questions directed to me when 

the floor opened. All questions were asked by women 

and focused on the challenges of being a woman or 

woman of color in the academy. The questions were 

unconventionally personal.  

 

During the feedback section, the discussant’s serious 

demeanor changed into one of vibrancy when providing 

feedback to me. There was a large smile on his face as 

he began his feedback: “You are one step away from 

calling for revolution!” His body was expressive and 

took up space. He suggested I research jazz 

improvisation for collaboration inspiration. The one 

other response by a man was a comment spoken loudly 

and with ease during the break about presentations 

sometimes becoming too political.  

 

Conclusion 
By anthropological standards, I delivered an 

unprofessional presentation that demonstrated my lack 

of proper knowledge and training. I failed.  

 

Conclusion 
The presentation as a design inquiry project provided 

me with the data that other students grappled with and 

desired to discuss certain issues. The presentation 

opened space for dialogue about gendered bodies in an 

isolating field. The question and answer session served 

as an impromptu forum for discussion. The 

presentation further led to several individual 

conversations that would not have occurred if I 

performed a standard presentation. The project 

provides an example of how trying something different 

can lead to beneficial, unknown places [2]. 

 

Conclusion 
Is there utility for HCI to consider this attempt at a 

design inquiry project? Does this count as a design 

inquiry project? Is this a failure? Is this a failed failure? 

Is this a useful failure? How did this paper feel to you? 

The paper now turns speculative in the sense that you, 

the reader, decides what to make of it. 

 

Task 
The task requires various kinds of imagination that 

engages the body with conjured objects. Take as much 

time as needed to fully imagine the objects! 

 

Part 1: The person faces the spectators. The person 

first imagines their computer in front of them. Next, 

they imagine a sledgehammer on the floor to their 

right. The person picks up the sledgehammer and 



 

smashes their computer. The person immediately says 

the first word that comes to mind. 

 

Part 2: The person moves three steps to the left. The 

person imagines a large puddle of thick mud in front of 

them. The person steps one foot at a time into the 

bucket of mud. Once both feet are fully steeped in 

mud, the person says the first word that comes to 

mind. Alternatively, the person can imagine a bucket of 

mud poured onto them. 
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