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This workshop asks students to research, design and fabricate a prototype for a 
‘provocative technology’ – an object or tool which has functions for the user, but that 
also challenges the contexts of its use, and provokes questions and debate in wider 
audiences. Examples of existing work of this type can be found in interventionist art, 
critical design, activist practices and homemade and DIY technologies.  

A seminal example of this approach is Krzysztof Wodiczko’s series of apparatus 
designed for marginal and vulnerable social groups such as immigrants and the homeless, 
which he calls ‘critical vehicles’.  Critical vehicles, he writes, transmit “those ideas 
and emotions that are indispensable to the comprehension of the urgency and 
complexity of a situation. In short, the critical vehicle is an “ambitious” and 
“responsible” medium—a person or piece of equipment—that attempts to 
convey ideas and emotions in the hope of transporting to each human terrain a 
vital judgment toward a vital change” (Wodiczko 1999). 

The designer duo Dunne & Raby, both professors at the Royal College of Art in 
London, also advance the idea of product design as a medium for stimulating debate in 
the public, and visualizing alternative future scenarios. In their series Placebo Project 
(2001), an expression of what they term ‘Design Noir’, they produced apparatus that 
articulated people’s anxieties about the invisible electromagnetic waves emanating from 
our technologies.  

The art/design work ‘Suited for Subversion’ (2002), by the workshop convener Ralph 
Borland, is another example of a technology with both instrumental and communicative 
properties. A protective suit designed for protestors, it contains a pulse-reader and 
speaker that transmits the wearer’s heartbeat out of their body. Bright red, with the 
seams forming a cross-hair pattern across the chest, the suit invites and presupposes 
attack as much as it protects against it. As much as the suit is armour, it is also disarming; 
as much provocation as protection. ‘Suited for Subversion’ is in the permanent collection 
of the New York Museum of Modern Art. 

For the 5-day workshop, a rough suggested structure is as follows:  

Day 1 – overview of existing work in this field, drawing widely across disciplines; initial 
probing as to environments, issues and contexts that students might want to address. 
Day 2 – students researching in the field: environments they have access to, in which 
socio-political-technological tensions can be detected. 
Day 3 – presentation and discussion of proposals for provocative technologies that 
address issues in these environments; planning and sketching, designing. 
Day 4 – making prototypes to represent these objects. 
Day 5 – continued making, and presentation, feedback and discussion of projects.  

 

Ralph Borland has an undergraduate degree in Fine Art, and a Masters degree in Interactive 
Telecommunications. He attained his PhD in the School of Engineering at Trinity College, Dublin. His 
thesis is a critical analysis of ‘design for the developing world’. He has taught widely across disciplines for 
the past 12 years.  
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Dunne & Raby, Electro-draught excluder (left) and Electricity drain (right) from Placebo Project (2001) 
 

 

Ralph Borland, Suited for Subversion (2002) 


