I'll be your mirror

In certain areas of HCI a lack of reflection abthe

INTRODUCTION

content in papers and articles is apparent. Are theThe title of this paper is stolen, or borrowed éshaps a better

results

really legitimate? Are the claims made

definition, from Nico, the German chanteuse in lggendary
band Velvet Underground. In the song “I'll be yamirror” she

realistic? Sometimes rash conclusions are made Withjngs: 1| be mirror / reflect what you are, irage you don't
seemingly no deeper afterthought regarding theknow" [9]. This is a very fitting description of ¢hintentions |

outcome of the research.

But the debate about this is virtually non-existéifte
voices that need to be raised are silent, or psrhap

have with this paper. | do not want to condemn aByd just
want researchers active within the field of HClrédlect over
what they are actually doing and once they haveedbat,
reflect over what others working in the communitg €oing.

interested in dealing with this problem. Who knows? \yhen a new theory is made official within the sboianatural

This is the real problem which | will address irsth
short paper — the lack of critical thinking withaur

sciences, the publicist is aware of the fact thattheory will
be closely scrutinized by others within the communiit will

own field of research. | will present three article surely be a subject of critique, and if the foundgthe theory
where parts of the content are worth debating. §oin successfully can argue for the sake of the theowili most

- . . likely be accepted as legitimate. This criticaldieg is a vital
so, | will be using a method partly derived from part of the process of generating knowledge, butsze it the

Socrates. | will then exemplify what | as a student g3me process within the field of HCI does not hake
have done to encourage this debate and finally givenecessary critical and reflective abilities. | wiive three
suggestions to what can be done in a larger spale i examples of papers which, some more than othensldwmave
order to promote reflection in the HCI Community_ beneficed from such a critical reading. Many of ¢juestions |
ask regarding them are purely rhetorical and wil left
unanswered. This is intentional and an approachired by
Socrates and his take on philosophy and how toasdpre
knowledge. I, much like Socrates, do not striveradt solution
since | believe that most of my questions cannotghen
simple answers. Instead | want to give food foutitd and to
hopefully make others react to, reflect over anthatie the
questions raised by these articles. This paper Idhbe
regarded as a meta-example of my vision.

THE SOCRATIC METHOD [8]

Socrates did not leave any writings behind himphly exists

through the works of other philosophers and writécording

to the professor of philosophy Gregory Vlastos 8tas “is the
investigator, testing his own ideas in the courfsesting those
of his interlocutor, watching the argument with g

curiosity to see whether it will really come outevh it should
if the results of previous arguments were sound, smanning
the landscape as he goes along, looking for somefesture

he failed to notice before.” Socrates did not clagrpossess
the truth; on the contrary he stated that the dimlyg he was
sure of was that he did not know anything. Thigesteent in

combination with his role as an investigator is faendation

of a humble philosophy. It supports the view tHea human
being is not a monolith, but a constantly changingty. The

change in this case is a direct cause of bettemaegts.
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A method used by Socrates was #henchus, which could be
translated as “the refutation”. “You say A, and di®ws you
that A implies B, and B implies C, and then he asBsit

didn’'t you say D before? And doesn’t C contradic?’D
Socrates did not give any final answers to a probéad he
was very aware of that, instead he functioned aatalyst to
spur reflection and in the long run new ways ofikitig. | find

this approach very rewarding, exemplified later on.



THE PAPERS

Smart home — digitally engineered domestic life [7]

The paper “Smart home — digitally engineered doimdie”
deals with the notion of the smart home. The austhioe up
examples of prototypes they mean will enhance oayswof
living. Amongst the examples are a smart sofa #mtances
the experience of watching films or playing videanges,
“DigiFlowers” bursting into bloom when a member tife
family is approaching the house and a smart wasltbat can
recommend appropriate clothing depending on thesiaeit
weather. Curiously enough it is hard to tell in @hicontext
the article would fit better. With prototypes likbe smart
pillow being presented with the following words: 8Mdn't it
be great if, as an adult, you could still be redukdtime story
of your choice and have someone taking care ofamaliyour
needs when you went to bed each night?”, or théoasit
conviction that the smart projector ‘is.bound to become a
favourite with all the family members, and beingreigss,
connected to a home digital device, there is navgrtrouble
with the location when using this multi-functior@bjector” it
is hard to tell if one should categorize the papsr pure
advertisement or serious research. Is this typeubfication a
threat to the perception of ubiquitous computinigteel HCI
research as a valid academic field? Why was it @tedefor
publication in the first place being written in treubtle
persuasive and salesman-esque way it is?

In the beginning of the article the authors stht their notion

of so called smart memories is to have an atmospher

transmission system remembering the living pattefna
resident and recall his or hers favourite smelinsis, lightning
and images in order to create a “perfect and apatep
atmosphere in the smart house”. But is there reallay for a
house to dictate the ideal setting for a residdri@ human
being is at least in my opinion very difficult toinpoint
emotionally at a given time. If | take myself as example,
most of the time | am not sure what the perfedirgetwvould
be according to my mood. And if | am not sure ofself;, how
could a house be able to tell me what would sui? rArd the
plot thickens considering a house normally has mesglents
than one. Whose mood will the house prioritize?

Touch Me, Hit Me and | Know How You Feel: A Design
Approach to Emotionally Rich Interaction [10]

In this article the authors try to propose a waydesigning
emotionally rich interactions, that is interactidapendant on
emotions expressed through actions. In order tohréze goal
of designing artefacts for this kind of interactiarthree-step
method is explained. The first step deals withieging the
relevant emotional aspects from a user. This isedeith the
method of using cultural probes [3]. The second sie
concerned with how the artefact gets aware of @usarrent
mood. The information needed for the artefact oeotto do so
is broken down into four categories. | will discubg fourth
category, called “sensed proximal information”. darries
according to the authors “direct information abauperson’s
emotion. People express and communicate their ensoti
through behaviour and therefor [sic] behaviour isoarce of
direct information about the emotions.” If one #srabout this
statement for a couple of seconds it becomes glét that it
is only partly true. Of course emotions are expdsthough
behaviour to a certain extent, but it is a rath@dIstatement to
give the impression that behaviour is the objecfizee of
emotions. Would it not be the end of many misintetgtions if
behaviour clearly expressed the feelings of a pérssurely.
No question about it. But sad to say this is na tase.
Behaviour expresses, both consciously and perhapsn e
subconsciously, only a tiny fraction of the currembotional
state of a being. Furthermore, as stated aboveetsoes it is
hard to decide for a person exactly what he orisHeeling.

Emotions are complex stuff indeed. Unfortunately #uthors
do not give any example of how behaviour coulddmgnised
by an artefact. Doing so, a fundamental part raggrdhe
notion of emotionally rich interaction the papeléaf out.

At the end of the paper several examples of expesnd
non-expressive action by a user and expressive raomd
expressive feedback from an artefact are giveny Heeve as
an illustration of a certain aspect of industrigisign whose
“approach is to design solutions that elicit expies actions
and can communicate understanding of these actmrtbe
person through inextricably linked feedback.” Buhaw is
expressive feedback? And expressive action? THoeugive
an example of an interaction relabelled [3] footnmmy
supposed to function as an alarm clock as well i@gg
expressive feedback and allowing a user to maripuig
expressively. “You get visual and tactile feedbdakm the
compression of the spring. This is an obvious tefam
relabelling a foot pump.” If one were to ask Goé&thgoung
Werther whether he found the approach expressiveour |
believe he would disagree.

Another example given is, again, an alternativer@ggh to an
alarm clock. This time it consists of a home base an alarm
ball. Before going to bed the user throws the alaath. The
further it lands from the home base, the louderrande urgent
the sound emanating from the alarm clock will be tle
morning. In order to silence the alarm, the usertbaget out of
bed and put the ball back into the home base. il dh
example of “inextricably linked feedback”? Is theesally an
obvious cause and effect connection buried withia type of
interaction? Or is this linked feedback as validjust about
any other kind of link between user action and fade
feedback?

Ambiguity as a Resource for Design [5]

Ambiguity in design is the concern of this papeneTauthors
deal with the, admitted by themselves, somewhatraeersial

idea that a certain amount of ambiguity in design be used
creatively to make users “establish deeper and rpersonal
relations with the meaning offered by those [adifa
incorporating ambiguity] systems.” It is worth tcemtion that
the authors — in contrast to the authors of thesroftapers
discussed — have a quite humble attitude towaiid rgearch.

They define three types of ambiguity — ambiguity of
information, ambiguity of context and ambiguity of
relationship. Ambiguity of in information is beirdescribed as
a deliberate lack of information within an artefa@omparison

is made with da Vinci’'s Mona Lisa and Picasso’s @iga
where both artists used techniques, albeit verferdifiit ones,

in order to achieve a certain loss of information their
respective piece of art. The authors mean thatbtirgs the
positive side effect of making the works of artregatriguing.
They also give an example of ambiguity of inforroati
mentioning a GPS-based mixed reality game where the
somewhat erroneous nature of the GPS tracking wsed to
add tension to the game.

In ambiguity of context Duchamp’s Fountain is useslthe

prime example of an artefact seemingly belongingntwe than

one context. It could be viewed both as a urinal arpiece of
art. A more recent example according to the autiansld be

mothers using the ring tones of their mobile phatwesoothe

crying infants. The mobile phone is used both aswits

intended to, as well as a sort of a baby rattle dlithors mean
that the problem of placing an artefact within aegi context
“disrupts easy interpretation of the design, ankigeb users to
work out ways to make sense of the new situation”.

Ambiguity of relationship deals with a user’s owelationship
to an artefact. This is exemplified with Van Liesltie Bais-0-



dréme described by the authors as “functionallyadeat”,

with “liquor bottles... hung on the walls for easycass from a
large, cushioned settee, while in the backgrourstheepskin-
covered platform seems simultaneously clinical &zg.” The

authors argue that this installation leaves viewadmiring

but uncomfortable”, and that this kind of self-exaation in

relation to an artefact is the essence of the amitigof

relationship. Another example discussed the Tetdgotan

electronic pet with no buttons, relying on psiopimwers for
influence.”

My first of my main questions regards the notioranfbiguity,
mainly the kind of ambiguity described in the sewst of
ambiguity of context and ambiguity of relationshipxactly
what can be considered ambiguity, or more precisés —
ambiguity inherent in the object or in the subjdé@n artefact
splits the opinion between me and a friend abouatwhe
meaning really is or how it should be used, cobkl dbject be
considered ambiguous? Or is it more relevant if dbabt of
the meaning resides inside of me? These types bigaity are
each others opposites. In the first case, the arthign
inherent in the object, and in the second casaitht@guity is a
part of subject, and quite possibly in the objddiis could
imply that all objects have an ambiguous nature tadl the
latter example is more ambiguous. The type of anityig
proposed by the paper would then be of an exteratet
reinforced kind and therefore be more prone to exilje
interpretation. Then the point really comes dowmwttether a
designer can design explicitly for a subject aryfng to do so
he or she is working in the domain of art? Thisdie# the
next question.

The second main question is one of the most diffesiwell as
important to discuss. Where the line between ad BICI
should be drawn? Should there even be a linelsyhthesis
of art and technology really something to strive?f@r should
HCI be purely devoted to designing of interfaceserustudies
and evaluation methods? The subjective naturet@fsasumes a
user takes the time to reflect over the artefahts Ts nothing
one can take for granted. Also, is it even posdibleompare
Duchamp’s Fountain with a mobile phone used as lay ba
rattle? Duchamp was seen upon as an artist anandieer
with the baby rattle is seen upon as, well, a ntottith a baby
rattle. The motives behind the artefacts differcBamp had no
intention for his work of art to actually functias a fountain,
whereas the mother had found a previously unknasenadi her
mobile phone without considering it a work of d&erhaps the
connection between Duchamp and the mother is tigrein
that case the connection is purely bound to trefats and our
view of the whole phenomenon is effectively igngrithe
intricate tangle of intentions, expectations andonically —
context.

AN ATTEMPT TO PROMOTE REFLECTION AND
DEBATE

This attempt was made by me and two other studéfgswere
to host a seminar that was supposed to revolvendrdie
paper “mediaBlocks: Physical Containers, Transpoasd
Controls for Online Media” [1]. Our idea was to iig our
class in two, where one side would look for sharto@s in
the concept and the other look for advantages. Ollow
students had to perhaps override their personaliays to
argue for their sake. We assumed this would beflotaieboth
in terms of debating the notion of mediaBlocks anterms of
self-reflection.

We began the seminar by dividing our class in twd then
letting all the students watch a movie dealing wfite concept
of mediaBlocks [6]. After the movie was finishedettiwo
fractions were separated into different rooms whibey were
supposed to sharpen their arguments. This gatheverg on

for about ten minutes before we all got togethairador the
main debate to take place. We also kept a scor@renvh
arguments that had a certain edge to them woulcwarded
with a point.

This was, in my opinion, a successful take. Impurtspects,
both pros and cons, about the mediaBlocks wereghitoto

light. An example put forth of a benefit of the ®ra were the
positive aspects of the physical handling of thelia®locks.

This kind of interaction was argued being a good tealearn

a person not used to computers to get an impreasioat how,
for example, file transfers worked. Another postiwiew about
the concept was that one did not need to worrgde Hata if a
mediaBlock was lost since it was a mere ID-tagdata. The
other side meant that finding a certain bit of dsttzred on a
mediaBlock would be like trying to find a needleairhaystack,
as it was seemingly time consuming to browse thetect of a
block. The physical interaction was also seen #sndrance
and a waste of time, only slowing things down wiotherwise
could be handled quick and effective.

In the end the pro-side won by 13-12, mainly duevéoy
effective argumentation. But the score of the otgeoup
indicated that the concept of mediaBlocks still viasdened
with things that could be improved. This is onetloé real
benefits of this type of rhetoric evaluation — fimgl things to
make better as well as discovering certain aspEcisconcept
that are worth to develop further. Moreover, tohbstrengthen
the ability to reflect over a phenomenon and eragerself-
confrontation can only be seen as good things.

DISCUSSION

With this paper | have tried to encourage reflectod critical
reading of papers and research in the HCI commuhftymly

believe that our field would have much to gain freoch an
attitude. It may seem contradictory to propose thidique can
act beneficial, but by asking simple questions angue for
different standpoints a lot can be learnt, nottlsaswn by the
seminar we held. | am not the first to propose thitective
attitude. In the paper “Alternatives, Exploring dnfhation
Appliances through Conceptual Design Proposals” tH@
authors argue that their design proposals couldyngnother
things, be seen as “complex hypothetical statemdaots
debate.” This is a good stance, but still not usegractice as
much as | want to.

What could then be done in a larger scale? An naténal
quarterly publication dealing with the purely plsitghical,
social and cultural aspects of contemporary HCitesl
research is perhaps not such a bad idea. Thereuble needed
debate could take place, research closely examigued
opinions vented.

It is time to end where we started and to make hbkd

statement that the ultimate form of the designaeser would
be the one of a mirror — not only getting a clead aharp
introspective view of him- or herself, but alsoleefing the
images of others. This dual visualization is boundraise
internal questions from which the HCI community afyly

develops in a sincere, humble and intellectuahgémt way.
The conclusion of all this? The ideal state of gegiesearch
would be where both Nico and Socrates reign in basnwith

each other.
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