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Near Future School: World building beyond a neoliberal present with participatory 

design fictions 

Duggan, J.R. (Manchester Metropolitan University), Lindley, J. (Lancaster University) 

and McNicol, S. (Manchester Metropolitan University)  

Abstract 

This article reports on one part of an on-going project, the Near Future 

School, which aims to translate and explore the potential of participatory 

design fiction practices for use with young people and those that work with 

them to explore near future scenarios of education that open up 

alternative and plural futures in the context of processes of foreclosure in a 

neoliberalising society. The focus here is to explore the practical and ethical 

issues of developing a speculative form of governance, using the 

philosophy of Benedict de Spinoza, as an act of imaginative world building 

through participatory design fictions. The research raises a series of 

questions and issues relating to understanding how design fiction’s 

multiple inheritances, from fiction and design or art and design, need to be 

better understood and enacted within participatory design fiction 

processes. 

Keywords: Participatory design fiction; Neoliberalism; Spinoza; World 

building 

 

This article reports on one element of an on-going project in England, the Near 

Future School. The project aims to translate and explore the potential of 

participatory design fiction practices for pupils and teachers to explore near future 

scenarios that open up alternative and plural futures in the context of education 

amongst processes of deterministic foreclosure in a neoliberalising education system. 

Neoliberalisation is understood as the reconfiguration of education around 

performance-accountability targets and incentives, which foreclose the potential of 

school leaders and teachers to educate in ways that do not align with performative 

pressures. Participatory design fiction practices are explored as strategies to 



empower pupils and teachers to think beyond ways of organising education in the 

neoliberal present, imagining alternative forms of governance that maintain the 

possibility of resisting or negotiating the neoliberalisation of education.  

The rationale for the research emerged from tensions between two strands of 

critical education futures research: The first strand is approaches to educational 

futures that seek to resist processes and pressures of foreclosure in the form of 

deterministic approaches to the future in education, whether managerialising and 

neoliberalising (Sandford, 2013) or anticipatory discourses and logics (Adams, 

Murphy and Clarke, 2009). From this work we understand the future as unknowable, 

open and mutable, locating the present as a site for creative and purposeful agency 

in articulating and moving towards plural and preferable futures (Miller, 2011; Facer, 

2013). The second strand is the arguments and practices for supporting young 

people to vocalize their feelings toward future scenarios, reflect upon them, and be 

empowered to interpret the future, reflecting Sandford’s call to develop ‘practical 

methods for creating and sharing accounts of the future that are situated in the lived 

experience of those who will inhabit the future’ (2013: 123).  

While there are a range of research methods and practices that enable individual 

and collective visioning of potential futures for policy makers, practitioners and 

especially young people (e.g. Eckersley, 1999; Mallan and Greenaway, 2011; Istance 

and Theisens, 2013), the orientation for this research was to understand the 

participatory practices, spaces and lenses which might be appropriate for articulating 

and exploring educational futures with young people in recognition of neoliberalising 

‘foreclosure’ of the future. The contribution is to explore practical and ethical issues 

related to developing speculative forms of governance, which are inspired by the 

philosophy of Benedict de Spinoza, as an act of imaginative world building through 

participatory design fictions. 

The paper proceeds in 4 sections: One, an overview the partner school, the Northern 

Future Academy1 (NFA) was built to realise forms of teaching that were believed to 

be appropriate for the 21st century. NFA is a well-suited partner for the project as it 

was engaged in a process of seeking to imagine and enact future forms of education. 

Two, design fiction is introduced and presented as a participatory futures practice. 



Three, the ‘Near Future School’ research project is introduced, in which we explored 

the use of participatory design fiction practices with pupils but found discussing 

problematic features of the school with the pupils to be practically and ethically 

challenging. Four, we reflect on the limits of participatory design fiction practice in 

schools within the context of neoliberal governance and consider future directions.  

1. Northern Future Academy  

The research developed over a series of visits to the Northern Future Academy (NFA), 

a mixed-ability mainstream school teaching pupils aged 11-16 years, in the north 

west of England. The academy is located in an area that can in part be described in 

terms of significant socio-economic disadvantage, one of the 100 most deprived of 

32,844 lower-layer super output areas (LSOAs) in England (ONS, 2011). The school 

leaders and staff understood the challenges of addressing the multiple forms of 

disadvantage and working with the strengths of the pupils from the school’s 

catchment area and they identified research as part of a wide-ranging strategy to 

improve teaching and learning in the school, both for the pupils and in relation to 

the performance-accountability regime schools are interpolated within. It was during 

these visits to explore improvement strategies that we became interested in the 

ways in which NFA was undergoing continual processes of adaptation to realise the 

academy’s Building Schools for the Future vision of future-oriented teaching and 

learning.   

Northern Future Academy was built as part of New Labour’s – the United Kingdom’s 

national government (1997-2010) – Building Schools for the Future (BSF) programme. 

BSF was a national, multi-billion pound initiative to build new schools according to 

innovative and transformative visions of 21st century teaching and learning, 

developing schools that would improve pupil attainment whilst being adapted and 

adaptable to present and future pedagogical and technological changes, and 

preparing pupils for the 21st Century (DfES, 2003; 4ps & Partnerships for Schools, 

2008).  

The BSF programme as it manifested at the NFA was articulated around a vision for 

21st century education. The academy’s approach was informed by the prominent 

discourse of 21st century skills, a loose consensus of common skills (e.g. creativity, 



collaboration, information literacy and problem-solving) that workers and citizens of 

the 21st Century ostensibly will need to thrive (Binkley et al. 2010; Voogt et al., 2013). 

At NFA this discourse was translated into pupils learning in large open spaces, 

independently and collaboratively engaging in project-based learning, in large, 

supported by one-to-one digital technology. Over a series of visits it became clear 

that the school leaders and teachers struggled to translate NFA’s BSF vision into the 

anticipated forms of effective teaching and learning, within the particular context of 

the school. During the process, staff continuously experimented with various 

technologies for remediating the challenges of the open-plan building, such as 

fingerprint scanners to register pupils and speaker technologies to manage noise in 

class. We witnessed large, open learning spaces being retrofitted with soundproof 

walls to create traditional classroom-style teaching spaces, with similar reductions in 

pupils’ agency in relation to independent and project-based learning.  

This trajectory at NFA aligns with other attempts to build and sustain so-called 21st 

century learning spaces, around technology and co-produced learning in England. 

School leaders reverse the spatial, pedagogical and technological innovation due to 

the pressures of the performance-accountability regime that require schools to 

maintain successful outcomes in pupil examinations, performance data and school 

inspection (Lewin and Solomon, 2013, 2016). Indeed, despite the ambitions to 

transform education the BSF programme was not unproblematic. It was beset by a 

series of contradictions, a limited evidence base and under-specified dimensions 

relating to, for example, design and pedagogy (Leiringer and Cardellino, 2011), and 

the early indication was that the programme produced mixed results that broadly 

failed to realise the anticipated transformation (Mahony, Hextall and Richardson, 

2011; Mahoney and Hextall, 2013). Kraftl (2012) argues the transformative potential 

of the BSF programme was constrained by New Labour’s neoliberalising social 

imaginary and governance – manifest in education via the performance-

accountability regime.  

There was a putative contraction between BSF’s aim to create educational spaces 

that were open and adaptable to emerging educational and technological 

developments, and the disciplinary power of the neoliberal performative regime 



within the English education system. Here we understand neoliberalism as the 

disenchantment of politics by economics (Davies, 2015), of the potential for 

competing or alternative values or rationalities in education. Thus neoliberalism in 

part functions through the paramerisation of life and the social according to 

economic rationalities. These structures and ‘systems of institutional, subjective and 

relational power... parameterise the conditions of possibility’ (Amsler, 2015 

unpaged) and lead to ‘the evisceration of a progressive imaginary’ (Lingard, 2011: 

335). These dynamics have played out since the 1980’s in education in England 

through waves of managerialising and neoliberalising reforms; re-culturing and 

reconfiguring education through performative structures in the form of targets, 

inspections, league tables, performance management and robust accountable 

pressures (Thrupp and Willmot, 2003; Ball, 2003; Perryman 2006; Ranson 2008; 

Troman 2008). The reduction or abstraction, of education as it broadly or otherwise 

might be conceived to quantitative forms of performance-data such as standardised 

testing (Lingard, Martin and Rezai-Rashti, 2013) is a central feature of neoliberal 

governance in education (Ozga, 2009). Through the application of performative 

technologies, cultures and modes of regulation, performance data ‘encapsulate or 

represent the worth, quality or value of an individual or organisation within a field of 

judgment’ (Ball 2003: 216). Thus what it means to be a teacher, what outcomes are 

sought and how schools are constituted and organised are reconfigured and aligned 

with the incentives of the performative structures of the education system, 

specifically what ‘works’ in relation to primarily the targets of the performance-

accountability regime. It is this paramaterisation of education with performative 

pressures that we understand as sites and processes of futures foreclosure. 

The intention here is not to evaluate whether or not NFA’s original BSF vision was 

more effective or adaptable to future pedagogical or technological developments. 

Indeed, there is a case that the school’s vision of large, open learning spaces and 

independent learning aligned with a prominent discourse of 21st Century Skills might 

have been ill advised. The performative pressures therefore do not create perverse 

consequences – by, for example, constraining innovation in the school to provide an 

education that is putatively appropriate to the 21st Century – but rather produce an 



intentional corrective to ineffective practices or school design as part of a ‘self-

improving school system’ (Hargreaves, 2010). Nevertheless, we were interested in 

the apparent trend for BSF schools to reverse local visions for future-oriented 

approaches to education and became increasingly interested in why particular 

decisions were made – why, for example, the open learning spaces were divided up 

and what technologies were introduced to address perceived problems – and the 

experiences and insight the pupils and teachers gained in participating in this 

process of continual adaptation to an envisioned future. We identified design fiction 

as an appropriate set of practices to explore these issues with the pupils and 

teachers by provisioning an alternative set of lenses and processes for opening 

discussions beyond neoliberalising forms of future foreclosure. 

2. Design fiction as participatory futures practice 

Design fictions combine elements of science fiction, science fact and design to frame 

the imaginative creation of diegetic prototypes – that is, prototypes that exist within 

story worlds (Bleecker, 2009). Design fiction is currently the most prominent field 

within a constellation of related speculative design practices such as critical design, 

counterfactual design, and design futures (Tonkinwise, 2015). The intention here, 

however, is not to review the history and development of design fiction as a field of 

practice (see for example Hales, 2013). An example design fiction project, developed 

by one of the authors, is Game of Drones which outlined a gamified system for using 

drones as a civic surveillance system. In the case of Game of Drones a fictional world 

was constructed through the articulation of possible future legislation, alongside 

designs for docking stations, signage, and screen views of the user interface (Lindley 

and Coulson, 2015). This project demonstrates the potential for using design fiction 

world building to not only consider the practicalities of alternate futures, but also to 

open space for discourse relating to the wider societal and ethical impacts of future 

alternatives. Our intention was to embark upon a participatory process working 

towards the same ends, but for young people to imagine, prototype and interrogate 

educational ideas and artefacts in education within the broader context of factors 

such as legislation, policy, curriculum and school design. 



Design fictions focus on the relationships between prototypical concepts and the 

fictional world that they would exist in. The materialization of ideas as prototypes, 

the processes, relationships and effects can be thought about in different ways – in 

relation to different understandings of what prototypes are (Jiménez, 2014). There is 

a case that ideas prototyped through fiction in a scenario or design fiction have 

different forms and purposes to the durable prototypes, as found in for example 

industrial design (Graham, 2013). Design fiction practitioners have demonstrated 

that it is possible, to create design fictions using a range of designed media, artifacts 

and experiences (e.g. text, images, props, found objects, exhibitions). Acknowledging 

this potential our focus is on learning from prototypes as ‘socio-material 

configurations that embody existing and future practices in durable artifact’s 

(Suchman, Trigg and Blomberg, 2002). We are interested in the potential 

‘performativity of prototypes’, where performativity is not aligned with the 

disciplinary regime of power but rather as a site, practice and process of pre-figuring 

new educational arrangements at NFA and how in turn these might be explored, 

selected and implemented or resisted by staff and pupils. The aim of the design 

fiction world building, and the associated prototypes is to leverage their ‘capacity to 

reify the future in present – not least in the coding of future practices… to durably 

translate and transform the interests of implicated actors.’ (Wilkie, 2014: 479)  

Design fiction proceeds by imagining and prototyping ideas or artifacts in fictional or 

story worlds. Story worlds can be understood as, ‘if the story is the route-map and 

the narrative is the journey, then the story world is that territory of which the map is 

a necessarily incomplete facsimile’ (Raven and Elahi, 2015: 51). For example, the 

design fiction scenario might focus on Northern Future Academy in the near future, 

or spatially it might be broader and include nearby cities or smaller and focus on a 

pupil’s house. Yet design fiction scenarios are ‘necessarily incomplete’ visions into a 

more expansive and imagined story world, which lies beneath and beyond what is 

brought into view within the scenario. In seeking to understand the relationships 

between an educational prototype – in this research, a diegetic prototype of 

classroom organisation – we became interested in broader relationships between 

the prototype and the required or imagined, but absent features of, the story world 



such as, school curriculum, national educational policy, and data management 

systems. Thus, we began to expand the design fiction’s usual frame of reference 

from a story world to include ‘world making’ (Markussen and Knutz, 2013) or ‘world 

building’ in providing a rich and detailed analysis of scenarios including ‘creating 

“future histories” and laying out the political, technological, and historical 

development of peoples and worlds” (Wysocki 2012 quoted in Graham 2013).  

Design fiction methods presented an opportunity to imagine and develop artifacts as 

prototypes and explore them in near future story worlds, and as part of an 

imaginative act of world building, in a participatory manner. We approached this act 

of world building in part through the specification of a theory of governance. If 

potential or alternative ways of organising education were foreclosed in the BSF 

programme and NFA in particular through neoliberal forms of performativity, our 

approach was to explore an alternative form of governance as an imaginative act of 

world building that might open up different ways of organising the school.  

A theory of governance is constituted by joining an ontological understanding of 

human motivation within an assemblage of appropriate and coherent technologies 

of governance, rationalities, discourses and practices (e.g. Stoker, 2006; Stout, 2010). 

Thinking more broadly, a theory of governance provides a series of lenses through 

which we can explore the rules, rationalities, arrangements and relationships that 

constitute the processes of collective decision-making in education and schools 

(Stoker, 2004). To support this process of world building we explored a speculative 

theory of governance drawing on the philosophy of Benedict de Spinoza, in 

particular his work the Ethics (Spinoza, 1996). As a speculative form of governance 

this is an approach that is imagined and structures imaginative world building 

around considerations of how ontological commitments might relate to existing or 

entirely imagined ways of organising education, the ways that decisions might be 

made, how forms of accountability might be re-imagined. To develop this 

speculative governance we drew from Spinoza an affirmative and interdependent 

ontology of the individual or ‘transindividual’ and associated technologies of 

governance selected according to encouraging an increase in collective thinking 



powers (Balibar, 1998). The complexity of Spinoza’s work meant this decision was 

not unproblematic, which we explain in more detail below.  

To summarise, our approach was to use participatory design fiction scenarios to 

prototype educational arrangements in story worlds and develop these through 

imaginative processes of world building. 

3. Near Future School  

The Near Future School project sought to translate design fiction methods as a 

participatory research practice in education, in order to provide staff and students at 

NFA with a participatory process for imagining and prototyping near future visions of 

the school. After visiting NFA over a period of four years, we hosted an iterative 

series of 6 sessions to develop design fictions which prototyped and explored near 

future scenarios of the school. We worked with a group of 10 to 15 boys and girls, 

aged 13-14 years. The intention was not to explicitly or formally educate the pupils 

in ways of thinking about the future, but to enable pupils and teachers without any 

specialist knowledge in futures work to explore how things in their school might be 

different, preferable or the same (Slaughter, 1997). 

The first five sessions took place at the NFA. The sessions began with a description of 

design fiction and the presentation of an example of design fiction output. Then we 

asked the students to imagine what their school might be like in 2018, in three years 

time, and suggested methods for presenting their visions: in week one, group 

discussions, in week two, short stories, and in week three comic strips. The fourth 

session involved the pupils playing with, then creating stories or comic strips, about 

being friends with a ‘Nao robot’ (an example of which was present at the school). 

Nao is a 58cm tall interactive robot. The pupils reacted enthusiastically to Nao as it, 

for example, played music and danced in a range of different styles, from Elvis 

Presley’s You Ain’t Nothing But a Hound Dog to the Gangnam Style dance. We asked 

the pupils to consider, for example, what it would be like for their small friend to 

walk busy corridors or be bullied, to walk alongside Nao holding its hand to 

experience this, and write short fictional accounts about these encounters.  



The research took a significant turn in the fifth session. Again, the session began with 

an invocation to imagine what Northern Future Academy might be like in 2018, and 

the introduction of a creative method to support this exploration. Drawing on 

‘photovoice’ methods (Wang, 2006), we suggested the pupils use iPad cameras to 

take photographs about their school and use these to discuss how they might like 

things to stay the same or change. Instead, four of the seven groups chose to write a 

short story of NFA in 2018.  

Two girls wrote the scenario below which can be read in terms of prototyping space, 

in terms of the increasing allocation of space to classrooms and learning, rather than 

informal use or play:  

Four years later, the building is bigger, the more children, the more over-

populated everywhere becomes, rooms need to be bigger, hardly any 

outdoor space. Fighting, scricking [sic], girls kicking off, the devil is 

possessing their minds. Depression, obsession, compulsive aggression. 

Everybody craves to be loved by someone. Break ups and make ups, it all 

swirls around us. We are puppets being controlled. Four years later, we are 

the lost generation. Four years later, everything has fallen. We are broken. 

And. We. Can’t. Be. Fixed. 

The next scenario, written by a boy and two girls, includes a number of prototypical 

concepts including fingerprint scanners (which were faulty), punishment fines, and 

frequently changing forms of certification:  

I put my gloves on they kept my fingers clean since the goddamn finger 

print scanner is so faulty! Seriously! It only accepted ‘perfectly’ pristine 

fingers that had no water, crisps, mud or anything associated with it. I 

arrive at the school buildings, domes and bridges scattered around the 

shiny, clean campus. Litter anything and you’ll get fined. Since I’m 16 and 

was doing my GCFE’s (the new test the government regulated for this year), 

I had to go to the underground study and exam area for optimal learning. 

During the session, we were unsure how to respond to the pupils’ scenarios. This 

was, in part, because an anxiety had grown in us in response to the pupils’ apparent 



despondency and hopelessness. Responding to this negative affect became even 

more problematic when, reflecting on the research on the BSF programme (e.g. 

Kraftl, 2012; Lewin and Solomon, 2013, 2016), we began to reinterpret these 

necessarily incomplete scenarios through a process of world building in terms of the 

NFA’s responses to the pressures of neoliberalising performativity, reducing 

education to the parameters of performance-accountability regime.   

One could, for example, understand the configuring of the space in the school, 

increasing the amount of space allocated to classrooms and learning, rather than for 

play, as a response to the performative pressures placed on schools by government 

to increase pupil academic achievement. More space allocated to teaching and 

learning might improve performance in examinations, although equally it may not. 

The attempt to interpret and build worlds around the scenarios emerging from our 

design fiction process was problematic for a number of reasons. 

One, the term ‘neoliberalism’ is for some an over-used, under-specified and diverse 

concept applied to multiple phenomena across various geographical and temporal 

contexts (Rowlands and Rawolle, 2013; Brown, 2015). The presence of finger 

scanners in a busy school does not require neoliberalism as an explanation. Two, it 

was unlikely that the pupils knew what neoliberalism was and perhaps were simply 

taking an opportunity to complain to the teachers about things they did not like at 

NFA in the present. Indeed, NFA has installed temperamental finger scanners. Three, 

and most significant, we were confronted by the fraught ethical challenges of 

discussing neoliberalism – whatever it might be taken to mean – with the pupils. 

Neoliberalism is understood in part as discourses and practices of violence (Springer, 

2011). In education, pupils may experience this violence through and in relation to 

engendered subjectivities around competitiveness and value, defined as academic 

success in class activities and examinations (Wilkins, 2012), and processes of sorting 

and stratifying pupils into winners or losers (i.e. academically successful or not).  

To compound these issues, we noticed in the space we were working in, through a 

window to an adjacent office but in plain sight to the pupils, an A1-size card with 

passport photographs of all the pupils charting their academic position in relation to 

each other and required ‘levels of progress’ for academic achievement, from high 



and achieving to low and failing. Although relatively simple (i.e. paper, photographs 

and blu-tac), this ‘performance matrix’ was an analogue technology interpolated and 

related to the systems of data management and structures of performance-

accountability through which education is managed (Lynch, 2015). Performance 

matrices are not uncommon in English schools but are usually not visible to the 

pupils (e.g., located in the staffroom). We were interested what it meant to sit in 

class or indeed be asked to imagine an alternative form of education with other 

pupils while being in full view of one’s ‘low’ or ‘high’ academic position, as displayed 

on the performance matrix. While the pupils had described various negative features 

of NFA, they had not mentioned the performance matrix, either it being a taken-for-

granted part of the fabric of the school or an unutterable manifestation of the 

pressures both the pupils and the school endure. Perhaps, the lack of reference to 

the matrix by the pupils was a reflection of how entrenched their collective status 

quo is, and hence an indicator of difficulty in meaningfully imagining alternatives.  

After the session, reflecting on how to proceed with the research we decided to 

understand the performance matrix as an artefact we could prototype in a design 

fiction world, a world that would take cues from Spinoza. We attempted to re-

imagine the matrix within an imaginary world, one in which the matrix and the 

school was not organised according to the disciplinary power of neoliberal 

governance and performative structures but rather an alternative and affirmative 

form of governance. Through this fictional re-imagining we hoped to create 

sufficient distance for the pupils to talk about both the performance matrix, and in a 

more general sense about how education and academic performance might be 

understood.  

In order to do this, we drew on the philosophy of Benedict de Spinoza, especially his 

Ethics (Spinoza, 1996). The decision to use Spinoza was not unproblematic. The 

Ethics, for example, was published in 1677 and written in Latin according to a 

geometric method that presents definitions, axioms, propositions and scholia to 

build an intricate philosophical system in 5 books. The Ethics is dense and open to 

multiple interpretations. Due to the complexity and unfamiliarity of the ideas, the 

Ethics requires careful exegesis and explanation. There is not space here to 



adequately outline Spinoza’s work (cf. Deleuze 1998, 1990), and we therefore focus 

on the challenge of how to productively explore this arcane and difficult philosophy 

with young people to imagine and interrogate preferable forms of contextualised 

and located education. Spinoza was selected as his work offers an alternative 

ontological understanding of human motivation for a ‘speculative’ or imagined form 

of governance that helped to explicate why educational artefacts or arrangements 

were included in the design fiction scenario, and the relationships to other required 

or anticipated artefacts or institutions within the education system in this imagined 

world.  

An approach to specifying an alternative form of governance is to establish an 

ontological understanding of human motivation and relate this to an assemblage of 

appropriate and coherent technologies of governance, rationalities, discourses and 

practices (Stoker, 2006; Stout, 2010). Spinoza understands human motivation 

through the idea of the conatus, or the drive by which ‘each thing, as far as it can by 

its own power, [and] strives to persevere in its being’ (Spinoza, 1996, IIIP6). Spinoza 

eschewed Thomas Hobbes’s foundation myth of society in which self-interested, 

atomised individuals became subject to a sovereign to avoid a war of ‘all against all’ 

(Montag, 1999). Instead, he outlined a relational and affirmative ontology that has 

been described as ‘transindividualism’ (Balibar, 1997). Spinoza, therefore, engages 

with the immanent reality of relational and interdependent collective life,  

… to man, then, there is nothing more useful than man. Man, I say, can 

wish for nothing more helpful to the preservation of his being than that all 

should so agree… that all should strive together, as far as they can, to 

preserve their being; and that all, together, should seek for themselves the 

common advantage of all. (Spinoza, 1996: IVP18s)  

The second step in outlining a theory of governance which adopts a Spinozist 

approach is to identify and assemble appropriate technologies, rationalities and 

approaches to decision making. For the task, we refer to Etienne Balibar whose 

reading of Spinoza defines the relationship between the rational and affective in 

collective life, describing how people can thrive in conditions of sociability (Balibar, 

1998). Joy is fundamental in Spinoza to the processes of collective empowerment 



and emancipation, or potentia. The experience of joy is not hedonic but rather the 

affect associated with our increase in power to think and act, where sadness is our 

experience of our powers diminished (Hardt, 2015). Thus, we began to articulate a 

speculative governance in terms of the ontological understanding of human 

motivation as conatus and the movement towards joy, and associating this with an 

assemblage of governance, rationalities and discourses so that as many as possible, 

think as much as possible. 

Translating Spinoza into design futures practice for education 

It is not a straightforward task to incorporate this Spinozist perspective into design 

fiction which addresses education governance. Both the multiple interpretations of 

his work and, despite a few scattered references the lack of direct attention to a 

pedagogical vision (Lloyd, 1998), present significant challenges. Indeed, in general 

‘Spinoza’s suggestions for the collective cultivation of reason and joyful affects in 

light of our radical finitude remain underdeveloped… he is not very clear about the 

precise practices, institutions, or environments that fortify thinking’ (Sharp, 2007: 

750). We leverage this interpretive flexibility of Spinoza and import the same 

flexibility to the production of our design fictions, or, put differently, we approached 

the task with a good deal of poetic licence.  

The scenario below was written by the research team as a strategy to reinterpret the 

performance matrix, as a stimulus for discussion with the pupils while distancing the 

artefact from the pupils’ experience of their school. The scenario seeks to prototype 

an alternative an alternative configuration of the performance matrix within a 

fictional world which includes a form of Spinozist pedagogy:  

I was teaching 9B Ecosophy. It was all going according to my lesson plan. 

The pupils conceived their visions last week, now we’re working on 

sharing them with their classmates, forming common notions, and 

increasing their collective thinking power. All of them raising their faces 

to the scanners to ensure the increase in power registers. The nodes on 

the matrix glowing green, growing closer. Then that Bento kid, shouts out 

from the back, “How do the scanners measure intuitive knowledge? If it’s 

just affects, isn’t that the source of error?” I laughed out loud! On the 



board, mine and Bento’s nodes glowed green and moved together. The 

whole class’s nodes went red and dropped away. I panicked! Thank God 

the data is wiped.  

The performance matrix prototyped in the scenario represents readings of biosensors 

that monitor, track and represent the pupil’s affective responses and relationships as 

they experiencing joy or sadness, an increase or decrease their collective thinking 

powers along with their classmates. Indeed, although rudimentary, facial recognition 

and biosensor systems have been developed and so are potentially available for use 

in English schools (Davies, 2015). Bento’s, the pupil, interruption identifies that 

readings of affective responses can only be imperfect approximations or proxies for 

cognitive processes and learning, and in Spinoza’s vision, developing intuitive 

understanding of the world. We included the disruptive pupil Bento, one of Spinoza’s 

given names, to introduce the passionate and disruptive element of thinking and 

education into the design futures scenario. Indeed, thinking of joy as the foundation 

of an education might sound sublime and harmonious. Massumi (2015: 44-45) 

cautions, however, that in the Spinozist sense, “joy as affirmation, an assuming by 

the body of its potentials, its assuming of a posture that intensifies its powers of 

existence” is potentially disruptive, dangerous and painful when, for example, “words 

that burst apart and lose their conventional meaning, becoming like a scream of 

possibility, a babble of becoming, the body bursting out through an opening in 

expression.” 

The practice of producing the design fiction, thinking with Spinoza and developing a 

Spinozist form of governance through world building, was productive for the 

research team. Interpreting and translating an arcane and dense philosophy into 

specified and imagined learning contexts presented an opportunity to articulate and 

explore alternative relationships, rationalities and values between pupil, teacher and 

the performance matrix.  

As a form of participatory research practice, however, we would have needed to 

present the performance matrix scenario to the pupils to read and discuss it with 

them but this is something we did not feel able to do. There is much written into the 

scenario that is not obvious, which reflects the challenge and purpose of design 



fiction world building. We understood the purpose of the design fiction scenario not 

to depict the ‘best’ or ‘worst’ of all possible worlds, or indeed to present a particular 

didactic point, but rather to invoke one of many possible futures in order to provoke 

questions and discussion with the pupils. For example: in what world would 

Ecosophy exist, and what role would it play? What is ‘intuitive’ knowledge? How do 

affects relate to the ‘source of error’? What is the error? What data is collected and 

wiped? Why and how does this happen? Why a performance matrix? It may have 

been that the questions above would resonate with the pupils. However, after much 

deliberation, we felt that we could not discuss the matrix with the pupils at NFA.   

The research increasingly focused on exploring and discussing with the pupils the 

performative structures. The performance matrix, in either its actual or 

reinterpreted forms, was a discrete representation of the performative pressures 

and structures in the school yet when confronted with making the performance 

matrix visible and audible in discussions with the pupils we became increasingly 

uncomfortable. How does, for example, the presence of the performance matrix in 

Northern Future Academy relate to the ‘struggle against unjustifiable judgment and 

authority and for dignified relationality’ (Skeggs and Loveday, 2012: 472)? Whether 

the performance matrix was justifiable or not is an open question. There are in the 

United Kingdom alone approximately 8.2 million pupils are educated in 24,372 

schools (DfE, 2014) suggesting that forms of rationality, mediation, institutional 

design and co-ordination might be required in an education system (Barnett, 2010). 

The speculative governance we sought to develop was oriented to opening up ways 

of organising education founded upon the struggle ‘for dignified relationality’ yet 

this prospective world was imagined in a neoliberalising present. 

There are considerable ethical dilemmas in teaching or researching futures with 

pupils (Bateman, 2015), especially including pupils in discussions upon 

neoliberalising processes and practices if these are understood as forms of violence 

pupils’ experience (e.g., Springer, 2011). There are, however, examples of ethical 

participatory research practice that explores racial, social and structural forms of 

violence and exclusion with young people (e.g. Cahill, Rios-Moore and Threatts, 

2008). The pupils’ perceptions and affects of the performance matrix, the 



intersection of the impersonal forces of neoliberalising performative education in an 

artefact, was the productive empirical territory we sought to explore. However, as 

the research progressed, focusing on the performance matrix, the agreement with 

the teachers to conduct research had changed and significantly we did not have a 

credible process for ensuring the participatory process informed and fed into school 

decision-making structures. At risk of false consultation with the pupils, we decided 

to terminate the research in the school and re-locate and re-focus the project. Thus, 

in the final section we consider how might we understand the potential contribution 

of participatory design fiction practice.  

4. Re-considering the potential of participatory design fictions  

The aim of the Near Future School was to use participatory design fiction practices – 

prototyping new ways of organising and doing education in fictional worlds – to 

resist foreclosure of the future at NFA. A significant challenge for the research was 

arriving at an impasse where we felt that practically and ethically we could not 

communicate with the pupils about the potentially problematic artefacts and affects 

we identified.  As we now go on to develop the Near Future School project we seek 

to clarify the potential contribution of participatory design fiction practices in 

relation to three emerging concerns:  

One, understand how the process of communicating and supporting the production 

of participatory design fiction practices might engender particular lenses, enable or 

prevent ways of thinking, affects and orientations towards plural futures. 

Encountering the pupils’ negative affect, the apparent sense of hopelessness 

communicated in the scenarios was challenging. There is an established debate in 

participatory futures research as to what young people’s imagined futures relate: to 

hoped for or feared futures. There are more persuasive orientations that seek to 

progress beyond binaries of hope or hopelessness (e.g., Miller, 2011). It is therefore 

helpful to think through how the previous iteration of the NFS was structured, and 

how we might provide pupils with tools, resources and processes to think beyond or 

challenge the neoliberalising present.  

In the first iteration of the NFS we adopted an open and relatively unstructured 

approach, with no chaperoning towards a predefined process or invocation of, for 



example, design thinking methods. To understand the potential consequences of this 

requires unpacking some of the multiple inheritances that constitute what design 

fiction is made up of. For example, design fiction has creative, future-making, 

human-centred, speculative, critical, materialising, and evaluative attributes 

(Tonkinwise, 2015), which are inherited from the design discipline. From literary 

fiction the practice obtains interpretive and creative lenses of character, narrative 

arc and plot, tension and conflict, affect and emotion, as well as verisimilitude and 

fantasy (Blythe, 2016). Greater attention is required to understand from where 

pupils drew ideas, genres and templates for producing their design fiction scenarios. 

For example, was the hopelessness communicated in the scenarios a reflection of 

broader cultural tropes of dystopia or apocalypse in contemporary films, fiction and 

the media? How might a greater emphasis on design thinking and practices support 

pupils in specifying prototypes and interrogating them in near future scenarios? 

What lenses, discourses and genres from design might prove useful in participatory 

processes that seek to think beyond the neoliberalising present?  

Two, how might participatory design fiction practice open up alternative possible 

futures for the pupils at NFA given that the pupils and the school remained 

interpolated within the same performative education structures we were seeking to 

unsettle or think beyond. Whether design fictions are meant to make a practical 

contribution to re-organising a school might depend if we understand design fiction 

as a design or art practice. Bardzell and Bardzell (2013) argue that the difference 

between design fiction and art is not ontological but rather relating to the 

constitutive discourses and practices. Understood as affirmative design, we could 

explore how features of the scenario facilitate ‘moving from existing to preferred 

situations’ (Simon 1969: 130).  Alternatively, the practices and criteria for making 

and judging art, emphasising ambivalence and asserted without pre-fixed criteria of 

value, provide a productive set of lenses for producing and interpreting design 

fiction scenarios but also in relating near future scenarios to forms of 

experimentation and creativity (Sommer, 2014).  

Therefore, instead of engaging design fiction in terms of the use and utility of 

designing solutions to problems, participatory design fiction practices might better 



be thought of as convening a ‘discursive space’ (Lindley, 2015) which plays an 

influencing role in a cycle that incorporates representations of the past and future, 

but may only be interpreted in the present (Gonzattoa, et al., 2013). These spaces 

might invite pupils into an expanded debate on new educational artefacts or 

arrangements that incorporate questioning and opening discussion around the 

values and criteria which inform the assessments by which decisions are made. 

Learning from experiences of ‘pupil voice’ practices in education, which open spaces 

and opportunities for pupils to give voice to their concerns and be heard by staff; 

these spaces are not unproblematic and voice is performed and enacted within and 

in relation to existing power structures and disciplinary technologies in education 

(Bragg and Manchester, 2012). Nevertheless, there are indications the pupils used 

the design fiction scenarios to communicate dissatisfaction with the school, for 

example, with the fingerprint scanners. Questions do persist, however. For example, 

how near-future discursive spaces and participatory design fictions could enable 

difficult conversations between pupils, teachers and researchers, whether locating 

requests for change within stories or story worlds might in fact make pupil’s requests 

for change easier for staff to ignore. 

Three, there is a case that developing speculative theories of governance could 

structure and document the articulation, contextualisation and exploration of new 

values and processes for making collective decisions. But, how might participatory 

processes including pupils be configured? Articulating a theory of governance from 

academic texts was useful for the research team but it remains an open question 

whether this is a practical method for developing scenarios with pupils or whether 

these scenarios might be used as stimuli or provocations for discussions with pupils 

and teachers. Using a participatory approach, we open an alternative way to support 

the pupils design an educational artefacts and arrangements, as well as prototyping 

them in fictional worlds. It is in these discussions, thinking through how relationships 

and decisions might be made and understood that emergent forms of governance 

might develop. As yet, it is unclear whether these conversations about problematic 

features of neoliberalising education can ethically and practically take place within 

mainstream education settings, such as NFA. It is possible that the processes 



necessary to think beyond neoliberalising education must begin beyond it in 

alternative educational spaces and settings, or, perhaps, beyond education itself.  

Conclusion 

The aim of Near Future School project was to translate and develop participatory 

design fiction practices to support pupils and teachers in thinking through new ways 

of governing education beyond a neoliberalising present. That is a present which 

tends towards foreclosing the plurality of the future. Participatory design fictions 

and the orientation to near future was intended to provide a discursive space in 

which we might imagine and explore education scenarios with pupils at Northern 

Future Academy. Developing a speculative form of governance as an imaginative 

world building act was productive for the research team in seeking to imagine and 

interrogate educational scenarios beyond a neoliberal present. However, we 

reached practical and ethical impasse in feeling incapable of discussing potentially 

problematic features of the scenarios and Northern Future Academy with the pupils 

themselves. Further work is required to understand how the multiple disciplinary 

inheritances of design fiction practice might relate to the purposes, processes and 

outputs of participatory design fiction scenarios. In particular whether a greater 

emphasis in the research on supporting the pupils to draw from participatory design 

practices might provide pupils with additional resources to imagine and interrogate 

near future scenarios beyond affects of hopelessness and practices and processes of 

a neoliberalising present.   
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