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ABSTRACT
Traditional approaches to technology design have historically ig-
nored Blackness in both who engages and conceptualizes future
technologies. Design contributions of groups marginalized along
race and class are often othered, and rarely considered the design
standard. While frameworks have emerged to encourage attention
to gender and social justice in design, little work has acknowledged
evidence of the Black imaginary in this process. The current canon
of design defines futuring and speculation as stemming from a
narrow view of science fiction, one which does not include Black
futurist perspectives. In this essay, we expand the canon of design
by arguing that frameworks such as Afrofuturism, Afrofuturist fem-
inism, and Black feminism be considered instrumental in design’s
imagining of our future technological landscape. We contribute to
the larger conversation of who gets to future in design, suggesting
a dialogic relationship between those who conceptualize design
and those who consider design’s societal impact.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing → HCI theory, concepts and
models; Interaction design process andmethods; • Social and
professional topics→ Race and ethnicity.
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1 INTRODUCTION
In a recent article discussing the Black experience in Graphic Design,
Cheryl D. Miller suggests that the next wave of design educators
and scholars should be constantly questioning what work is of
importance in both defining and expanding the design canon [68].
While quite often this has been the topic of discussion in areas
of graphic design, architecture, or even design history, this is a
conversation that has value in the areas of interaction design and
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human-computer interaction (HCI) - fields that architect the next
wave of interactive technologies that have become ever-present in
our everyday lives. One of the more imaginative aspects of interac-
tion design and HCI, design futuring - the concept of reimagining
both desirable and undesirable aspects of our world and technol-
ogy’s role in it - is one of the more radical approaches for how
we might conceptualize new trajectories of our world, considering
everything from health monitoring to in-home automation. Indeed,
interaction design and HCI have become critical areas of study and
practice to our now digital world, suggesting an even more critical
need to examine who is at the helm of these innovations, and whose
contributions are considered pivotal to the ways we think about
technology. When we consider how the field of interaction design
defines foundational literature written about technology futuring
and speculation, we find that there is a lack of attribution to com-
munities that are not white, educated, industrialized, affluent, or
homogeneously male. In fact, in most formal areas of design and
computer science, the seminal pieces of literature that currently
make up the canon of interaction design in the academy, particu-
larly in areas of speculative design or design futuring, have been
primarily defined by a science that subscribes to one specific set of
racial and gendered characteristics [6].

In their 2018 essay for the ACM Interactions magazine, one
of the premier design publications within the HCI community,
Russell and Yarosh posit that science fiction has laid the blueprint
for innovation in HCI [85]. The authors argue here that science
fiction as depicted in shows such as Star Trek or cinema like Blade
Runner provide a look into the future of technological innovation,
and that the method of envisioning futures may be well supported
by looking to extensions of science fiction. However, the authors
also acknowledge in this article that most of the science fiction
genre has been penned by white men, which may pose limitations
on the ways this genre can be held as a predictor of our future world.
This notion is not limited to just this publication. More broadly,
computer scientists have looked to the white male perspective
of science fiction to inspire design for some time. In an analysis
of CHI papers for references to science fiction, Jordan et al. [61]
note science fiction’s influence on HCI, citing the depiction of
Artificial Intelligence (AI) in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), and
Metropolis (1927) as seminal examples, both of which feature casts
and storylines that are void of any Black, Indigenous, or other
people of color. Mubin et al. [72] also discuss how the design and
overall societal acceptance of robots has benefited from depictions
of robots in science fiction. This research encourages computer
scientists to look to such depictions to inform future human-robot
interaction research, and even push for formally intermingling the
disciplines of HCI and science fiction as a way to “provide robotics
researchers a platform to implement visions from sci-fi". While these
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publications assert that one of the larger by-products of the science
fiction craze is a lens on how we may exist in the future, this
absence of intersectional identities poses the question of whose
voice is considered in envisioning that future?

Octavia Butler’s 1993 speculative fiction Parable of the Sower
depicts the United States in 2024 experiencing societal downfall
laden with economic inequities, climate change, and societal un-
rest [19]. Approaches to survival diverge at both community and
intergenerational differences. Butler’s lead character manages to
motivate a newfound community with the words: “All that you
touch you change, and all that you change, changes you", acknowl-
edging that while change is the only constant, change may be the
way to enact agency and collectively move forward. Parable of the
Sower, like many other literary contributions from Butler, allow us
to make a critical connection between literature and the physical
world around us, while also predicting that world. Butler, a notable
science fiction writer for encouraging readers to think critically
about their past in order to foresee what futures may exist, em-
ployed Afrofuturism as a sub-genre or alternative to science fiction
to cultivate imagined futures of ideal communities and feminist
utopias, while depicting realities that are not far-fetched from our
current trajectory. Afrofuturism as seen in speculative fiction litera-
ture and the more recent media portrayals allows us to interrogate
and negotiate the politics of race, class, gender, and ability along-
side imagined futures that introduce new societal implications for
technology and design. Considering the wide net that Afrofuturism
(and the many derivatives that have emerged from it) has cast into
science fiction, we consider why the contributions of intersectional
identities have been erased from the canon of design speculation
and futuring, such that we define this area as only being written
about and envisioned by white men?

As it relates to questioning the status quo of whose work is in-
cluded, accepted and celebrated as being a part of the HCI design
cannon, we make plain our positionality on this matter. As three
Black women scholars who have years of experience approach-
ing design from both speculative and Black feminist viewpoints,
particularly those that address social justice issues tied to digital
spaces and tools, we call out the lack of attention and blatant dis-
regard for Black women’s contributions to the design canon. Our
intersectional identities as being both Black and women provide
us an “outsider-within" perspective [28, 51] which, because of our
lived experiences of dealing with racism, gender discrimination and
other forms of oppression, sensitize us to the continued marginal-
ization of Black women in HCI and the field of computing, more
broadly [38, 83]. Additionally, we acknowledge that we do enjoy a
certain degree of privilege and power which affords us a platform
to publicize our scholarship and unique perspectives because our
of academic standing within the HCI community. However, not all
Black women scholars within the HCI community are privileged
or empowered in the same manner. Instead, we choose to exer-
cise our power and privilege to draw attention to the dearth of
discussion and attribution to the literature and media contributions
of other Black artists, designers, scholars, and creators to the cur-
rent canon of design. We clearly acknowledge that our experiences
and position may largely reflect our nationality within the United
States, and thus do not represent the diversity of lived experiences
attributed to the heterogeneity of Black women scholars nor are

they intended to do so since Black women are not a monolithic
population.

This position paper examines the contributions of Black women
scholars and designers to the concept and intellectual exercise of
futuring. We argue that although these contributions were not al-
ways formally called futuring, Black artists, scholars, and writers
have long engaged in thinking about otherness and imagined rad-
ical futures that differ from temporal existences. In many ways,
this approach to imagining futures presents a foundation for HCI
and interaction design that pushes towards a more critical fram-
ing to think about the longstanding interplay between race and
technology. We examine current literature in this area and provide
examples of frameworks that have long mirrored speculation and
the process of concept generation that is critical to design. From
this, we highlight how expanding the canon of design involves
considering frameworks such as Afrofuturism, Black feminism, and
Afrofuturist feminism along with the literature, media, and schol-
arly work that has been produced following the tenets of these
frameworks. Lastly, we present a call to action that urges the HCI
and interaction design community to consider these works as both
foundational and seminal to our design practice.

2 THE CURRENT STATE OF THE
SPECULATIVE DESIGN CANON

The provocation of questioning limits and generating “radically
different systemic possibilities that challenge what we think is pos-
sible" [46] perhaps summarizes the popularity of speculative design
as a form of futuring in the HCI and design space. The relatively
recent works of Dunne and Raby coined the term “speculative de-
sign", introducing this concept as a way to tackle bigger societal
issues beyond the scope of traditional design [37]. Similarly, the
concept of “futuring" within this field emerged as a response to
the need to consider sustainability in design, but also as a way to
explore futures through a lens of design while also commenting on
the present [44, 63]. While futuring has remained rather fluid in
terms of formal definitions, speculative design within the space of
HCI has become established as a critical orientation of design, with
scholars shaping this field by their interrogations of interpretations,
aspirations, and contributions. Among the earliest mentions of HCI
methods which consider the future use of and interaction with a
system is Jack Carroll’s introduction of “scenario-based design"
[24, 25]. Since then, we have seen literature emerge and become
critical to this genre within the design space, some of which has
introduced methodological techniques such as “design fictions" for
exploring the potential value of new design work [11], or contrasted
the common perception of speculative design as purely a radical
praxis and critical theory, re-centering the criticality of this design
method [94].

While publications of research studies and design projects in
the speculative design and futuring areas of HCI have grown im-
mensely since the early 2000s, fundamental works of these areas
can be considered as those who have introduced a particular inter-
pretation or application of considering futures [65], reflections on
the emergence of language and trends in this area [10], or those that
summarize where the field is going and set an agenda for the next
10 to 20 years [64]. The robustness of this area has allowed HCI
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to outline promising implications for speculative design’s ability
to facilitate conversations about comfort and trust of future tech-
nologies [95, 96]. Notably, there is a significance of literature that
acknowledges the changing landscape in interpretations of spec-
ulative design, futuring, and design fictions (e.g. [2, 73, 94]). Why
then has the tie to the science fiction genre remained so narrow
while the dissonance of such as radical theory of design being attrib-
uted to those who have continued to exemplify a radical existence
remained so wide?

Though not formally defined in any known publication, the shap-
ing of this literary canon in the areas of speculative design and
futuring have remained pretty homogeneous throughout its history
in the HCI and design space. While we have begun to see interro-
gations of this homogeneity [67], most other works that discuss
speculative design from the perspective of Black or brown scholars
are considered to focus more on race than on the radical futures and
critical reflection that speculative design and futuring promise. This
has in turn separated these conversations as not being overlapped,
and instead directed the playfulness of considering science fiction
as an underpinning of technology to a privileged few. Scholars have
commented on the notion of white men dominating both Silicon
Valley and science fiction as not being unrelated, and that over-
emphasizing popular forms of science fiction in computing might
contribute to gatekeeping stereotypes [26]. These considerations
have been underrepresented in this current canon.

3 CONSIDERING RACE AND TECHNOLOGY
From critically examining the current state of affairs in the field
of design, we see how whiteness has become the norm [50, 66],
or the default value, in terms of who designs technology and for
whom technology is designed. In the ACM SIGCHI 2021 opening
keynote, Ruha Benjamin criticizes those who create technology
that privileges convenience and speed at the expense of hiding
social frictions such as racism, sexism, ableism and other forms of
oppression that historically marginalized groups deal with on a
daily basis. Referring to her own lived experience of being racially
attacked while using the Zoom platform to give a virtual presen-
tation, she poses the question: “What would it look like to not only
design from the perspective of those who are routinely hampered by a
hostile social system, but to draw on their insights, imagination, and
expertise from the very beginning?" [9]. In an article for the inaugu-
ral issue of re:think magazine, published by the National Center for
Women in Information Technology (NCWIT), Benjamin posited,
“What I would like us to consider is what it means for more people to
participate in imagining and building the digital and physical world
we all inhabit, and what is the responsibility of those in leadership
positions to broaden participation?" [8]. These questions require crit-
ical reflection that examines different perspectives of technology
use and adaptation as being an integral part of the design process.
As a designer, it is ludicrous to assume that technology is objective
or neutral when human beings, with their biases, prejudices, and
neglected areas are the ones who create these technologies [13].
Design concepts and technical systems laden with these same biases
and prejudices enable existing systems and structures to continue
to benefit dominant or privileged groups (e.g., white, cisgendered,

wealthy groups) at the expense of non-dominant groups of peo-
ple (Black Americans, LatinX, Asian-Americans, women, LGBTQ+,
poor people, etc). For example, the advent of facial recognition
technology introduces new possibilities for determining access to
both public and private spaces with the intent of providing security
for those who have the right to be in a particular location. However,
in a recent study [43], facial recognition technology proved to be
less accurate in identifying Black and Brown faces of faculty and
staff as being legitimate members of the University of California,
Los Angeles community, mistakenly matching some faculty and
students with mugshots of arrested Black and Brown people. One
might argue that the algorithm represents a serious flaw in the
design of facial recognition systems which can be addressed by fine
tuning the algorithm. While this is true, it positions non-dominant
groups such as people of color as an afterthought in the design of
technology, especially one as pervasive as facial recognition sys-
tems. Furthermore, Joy Buolamwini and Timnit Gebru’s research
calls into question whether the use of facial recognition software
should even be embraced by Black and Brown people [17], espe-
cially when “better detection of faces of color cannot be characterized
as an unqualified good” [33]. This raises the issue as to whose future
or even current existence was considered in the imagining of these
systems and who gets to architect these futures.

We offer an alternative explanation, recognizing a set of sublim-
inal assumptions that motivates the algorithmic design of facial
recognition technology. These subliminal yet racist assumptions in-
clude: “What works well for the dominant campus population, indica-
tive of white faculty and students, works well for all." The assumption
is that though such technologies are designed with a default setting
of whiteness, these technologies will be consumed by everyone,
regardless of the specific perspective or needs of different groups
of users. Another assumption, “Black and Brown people do not com-
prise a critical mass of the campus population, so it is unnecessary to
intentionally include them in the design process of facial recognition
technology,” reveals the tendency to ignore or silence the voices of
non-dominant groups because they represent the minority in terms
of percentages or numbers as it relates to the total population of
users. However, doing so ensures that whiteness remains the de-
fault setting in technology design and marginalizes non-dominant
groups, reinforcing a business-as-usual paradigm. The last assump-
tion, “Black and Brown people do not belong on this college campus,”
represents a more insidious racist ideology that implies that Black
and Brown people are less intelligent and less capable of attain-
ing a college degree or being college faculty than whites. Thus,
technology is inherently designed to reflect the human biases and
prejudices of its creators even when the creators have the best in-
tentions. More importantly, such assumptions constrain the field
of design, negating the contributions of less dominant groups that
advance design in ways that embrace more inclusive, diverse, and
equitable design practices.

Critical reflection and analysis bring to light the inherent biases
and prejudices embedded in the design of these pervasive tech-
nologies, illuminating how the technology was designed without
input from or representation of non-dominant populations. Lever-
aging the intersectional lens of race and gender, Black feminism
[28, 29] provides a critical framework for exploring alternative
design practices that center the experiences of Black women and
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other groups with marginalized identities [88]. Such alternative
design approaches do not assume “value neutrality" [1], calling into
question assumed dominant neutrality which is often white and
masculine science and particularly harmful to women, LGTBQ+
groups, and people of color. For example, Rankin & Irish [82] apply
the principles of Black feminist thought to engage Black women as
both producers (game designers) and consumers (players) of games
in the co-design process of a mobile game that facilitates language
learning. Essential to Black feminist thought as a critical frame-
work for design, Black women, most with no previous experience
in game design, controlled the design process from beginning to
end, informing key decisions about the game’s premise (a cooking
game), character development (inclusion of Black game characters),
and the rules of play (60 seconds to identify the ingredients re-
quired for Spanish cuisine). Likewise, Black women playtested the
game and provided feedback to improve the experiences of players
of diverse backgrounds (i.e., ability for players to customize their
physical appearance, including skin tone, color and shape of eyes
and noses, and choice of different hair textures and styles to reflect
ethnicity) [82]. Such an approach is in direct contrast to traditional
game design which typically privileges white males, those who
have received a formal education in game design (e.g., certificate,
college degree, etc.), or those who utilize sophisticated software
development applications to design games. The act of creating an
opportunity for Black women to design games is an act of resis-
tance [16, 30, 82] and a fundamental principle of Black feminist
thought [28]. Giving Black women a seat at the table when making
key decisions about what to design, for what purpose and how
to go about designing such technology challenges long standing
design practices, and the field of design, more broadly, to reconsider
technology design in terms of who gets to future and why [80].

This raises the question as to how we as scholars consider tech-
nology futures. Because much of our design work is situated within
the field of HCI, we reference interaction designmethods and frame-
works native to the field of HCI. Interaction design leans heavily
on methods of participatory design, speculative design, and futures
thinking and is guided by frameworks of value sensitive design
[15] and assets-based design [97, 98]. Participatory design involves
the intended user as a partner in the design process, allowing the
user to significantly influence the design of technology [12]. Specu-
lative design emphasizes design as a method for solving problems
that plague society [37] with the hope of coming up with creative
solutions that benefit society as a whole. In comparison, design
futuring becomes a pathway for envisioning what could be, a de-
parture from present day circumstances with a license to imagine
infinite possibilities [57]. Value sensitive design and assets-based
design position various communities of users at the center of the
design process, appreciating their intrinsic values and knowledge
as desirable qualities for informing the design of technology. Each
of these different design paradigms shift power away from the
trained designer as the sole decision maker in the design process
and position communities of users, who actually represent key
stakeholders, as being integral to the design process. Much of this
parallels queer Black feminist work and foundation which values
“interdependency within the Black community" and suggests that
“changing oppressive societal norms and imagining other existences
begins with Black feminist assessments, interventions, and solutions"

[45]. Why then have we not been more explicit in considering the
values and contributions of Black communities who have histories
of futures thinking and reimagining alternatives?

4 A HISTORY OF RADICAL FUTURING IN
BLACK COMMUNITIES

Throughout history, Black women, queer, trans, and non-binary
folks have engaged in reimagining Black futures to state what may
be possible on the other side of liberation and freedom. These iden-
tities have long worked towards defining possibilities that defy
norms or standards of being, a concept that mirrors the founda-
tional essence of speculative design. In fact, Black women, queer,
trans, and non-binary-led material and contributions are intrinsic to
the very fabric of design speculation, with theoretical frameworks
such as Black feminist thought [28] and Afrofuturist feminism
[70, 71] providing a lens to consider the outermost margins of so-
ciety as central voices that are paramount to design as a praxis.
Such frameworks span the history of Black communities’ existence,
leading to the present-day multimedia social callings such as “What
if Brooklyn was a Black Utopia" [69] and “There are Black people in
the future" [99] by Alisha Wormsley, which serve as provocative
community-led, liberatory thoughts that urge us to include Black
folks as a part of imagined futures.

Current-day conversations that interrogate the existence of Black
identities in the science fiction genre will most likely engage in
dialogue around the concept of ’Afrofuturism’. Mark Dery defined
Afrofuturism in 1994 as a genre that considers the experiences of
people from the Black American diaspora to speculation and future
thinking [32]. Afrofuturism emerged as a response to the gaps in
speculative fiction, providing an alternative that imagines futures
where Blackness is integral to the story. This term has expanded
to encompass literature, media, and technology, re-centering nar-
ratives around who is included in the future, and who shapes it.
Afrofuturism draws and informs the genre of Black Speculative
Literature, defined as “literature that centers the lineage and myriad
diversity of Black creative thought and culture, a literature deeply
rooted in representations from Black perspectives from Africa and
the Black diaspora, a literature that aims to imagine Black futures"
[90]. Theorist Kodwo Eshun positions Afrofuturism as not just
an aesthetic, but a methodology toolkit for Afro-Diasporic people
to speculate futures that exceed anything created by science fic-
tion writers and filmmakers that have been predominantly white
[39, 48]:

Afrofuturism may be characterized as a program for
recovering the histories of counter-futures created in
a century hostile to Afrodiasporic projection and as a
space within which the critical work of manufacturing
tools capable of intervention within the current polit-
ical dispensation may be undertaken. . . As a tool kit
developed for and by Afrodiasporic intellectuals... [39]

While Afrofuturism situates itself as having overlap with the
science fiction genre, the contributions of other theoretical frame-
works may not be so direct yet are still relevant as historically
advancing the approach to futures thinking among Black American
communities. In this respect, the concept of Afrofuturism shares
this vision with Black feminism, which provides a lens with which
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we are able to reimagine any societal shortcoming [62]. Black femi-
nism calls for a level of imagination that is not seen in normative
constructs to push progress and new existences for those with his-
torically marginalized identities [27–29, 53, 84]. Such imagination
may be considered a crucial tool of social change and movement
[60]. In Kelley’s Freedom Dreams: The Black Radical Imagination,
he details how Black feminist movements interrogate what is “nor-
mal”, while also envisioning new ways of living and interacting
that constitute a total transformation of our society, indicating a
notion of “freedom dreams” stemming from radical feminism and
queer movements [62]. Similarly, Afrofuturist feminism offers an
ideology which places Blackness, queerness, and those with vary-
ing abilities at the center of our collective futuring [71]. Morris [71]
argues that the politics of Afrofuturism align with tenets of Black
feminist thought and thus any conversation that focuses on the
concept of radical futuring should be one where these frameworks
intersect - thus Afrofuturist feminism. These frameworks stand to
inform a more equity-centered speculative design practice by not
only imagining different futures but more inclusive futures.

A myriad of literature and media can be considered as contri-
butions that can expand the current design canon to include more
Afrofuturist and Black women-led materials, falling into three ma-
jor categories: literature, music, and visual media. Across literature,
Black science fiction writers abound, providing a myriad of nar-
ratives that center Black voices and experiences across worlds.
Octavia Butler, Tananarive Due, Andrea Hairston, Nalo Hopkin-
son, N.K. Jemisin, Nnedi Okorafor, and Nisi Shawl have provided
stories that critically engage alternative present and future expe-
riences. Butler’s crafting of alternative communities and critique
of hierarchies can be found in stories like Kindred [22], Fledgling
[23], Bloodchild [20], and The Parable series [19, 21]. Due explores
Black horror in titles like Ghost Summer: Stories [36], My Soul to
Keep [34], and The Good House [35]. Hairston takes readers through
epic fantasies of folklore which engage recovered ancestors in con-
versations about the future in novels like Master of Poisons [49].
Similarly, in her publications Sister Mine [56] and Brown Girl in the
Ring [55], Hopkins engages futuring in tales that while laden with
elements of fantasy, also present futuristic possibilities. Writing
on themes of cultural conflict and oppression, N.K. Jemisin has a
multitude of publications including The Inheritance Trilogy [58] and
The Broken Earth series [59]. Nnedi Okorafor, an Africanfuturist and
Africanjujuist, writes stories centered in Africa such as Who Fears
Death [74], The Binti Novella Trilogy [77], The Book Of Phoenix [76],
the Akata books [78, 79] and Lagoon [75] that touch on feminist
themes and feature inspiration from her dual heritage as Nigerian
and American. She extends the concept of Afrofuturism to one
of Africanfuturism as a “sub-category of science fiction" that is
more deeply rooted in African culture and history, and concieves of
Blackness outside of the Black American diaspora [90]. Nisi Shawl
writes science fiction and fantasy that reflects diversity across a
multitude of sociocultural perspectives represented in works such
as EverFair [87]. Each of these offerings suggest creative imagin-
ings of other worlds that center Black protagonists. The current
corpus of speculative fiction exemplifies narratives of Black stories
that expand the realm of possibilities in near and distant futures,
providing foundation for design speculations that may affect Black
people.

The category of music stretches from the psychedelic funk of
George Clinton and Sun Ra in the 1960s and 1970s to more modern
Afrofuturist offerings from Janelle Monae, Outkast and will.i.am.
Author Ytasha L. Womack of Afrofuturism: The World of Black Sci-
Fi and Fantasy Culture writes that “Afrofuturists value universal
love, reinterpret sound and technology, and echo beauties of a lost
past as the essence of a harmonious future” [93]. The music of these
artists includes pushing the boundaries of instrumentation and
lyrics which spark imagination and critical thinking. In her song
‘Q.U.E.E.N.’, Monae raps:

“Are we a lost generation of our people?
Add us to equations but they’ll never make us equal.
She who writes the movie owns the script and the sequel.
So why ain’t the stealing of my rights made illegal?
They keep us underground working hard for the greedy,
But when it’s time to pay they turn around and call us
needy.
My crown too heavy like the Queen Nefertiti
Gimme back my pyramid, I’m trying to free Kansas
City.” [40]

The deft interplay of historical and contemporary references
alongside critiques of society in Monae’s lyrics provide listeners
with more than just a song to dance to but insights to ponder. In
addition to innovating musical instruments and lyrics which pro-
voke examination of our reality, Afrofuturistic songs can connect
to other genres of understanding. Womack lifts up musician and
physicist Stephon Alexander’s TED talk about how jazz legend John
Coltrane’s song “Giant Steps” was an aural and physical diagram of
Einstein’s Theory of Relativity [93]. The power of music is amplified
in Afrofuturist offerings and the stories behind and within these
offerings can open and inform design speculation imaginations.

In terms of visual media, stories of Black people that do not
center purely around the struggles of existing in a racist society
allow for representations of Black life that can spark new narra-
tives in real life. A recent example of an Afrofuturist film which
does this well is the blockbuster hit Black Panther (2018) which
features Shuri, a Black woman from the fictional African country of
Wakanda who is also one of the most intelligent characters in the
Marvel universe. In this fictional story, Shuri is the brains behind
cutting edge technology that economically and socially benefits the
people of Wakanda. For example, Shuri designed and developed a
necklace that when touched instantly transforms King T’Challa’s
attire into the body hugging suit imbued with strength and agility
befitting the Marvel hero Black Panther. This particular portrayal
of Wakanda as an African nation rich in diverse Black people and
culture, resources, and technology is in stark contrast to the stereo-
typical and oftentimes negative portrayal of African countries as
being barbaric, stuck in the past, lacking in resources, capital and
infrastructure to sustain economic viability, and thus, technology
deficient. Portrayal of the latter is so ingrained in the history of
media and cinema that it is no surprise that such an imbalance is
reflected in technological considerations for Black and brown com-
munities. Gil Scott-Heron’s poem “Whitey on the Moon” recorded
in 1970 talks about white men’s mission to travel to the moon while
Black Americans are living in rat-infested housing and struggling
to pay medical bills [86]. This political prose frames Black social
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thought through a lens of Afrofuturism to discuss the intersection
of culture, technology, and society by addressing the climate in the
United States which afforded privileged communities to be con-
sumed with space exploration while Black people, notably absent
from such explorations, remain firmly rooted to the earth as they
contend with racism, classism, and other social issues. In many
ways this contrast is still reflected in our present technological
innovation culture which situates AI as cutting edge for some and
dangerous for others.

There is an abundance of offerings in literature, visual art, and
media that counter such imbalances, such as the depiction of Hip-
polyta in the television series Lovecraft Country (2020) [47], which
presents a mixed genre of science fiction, history, and social jus-
tice. This series offers an Afrofuturist feminist viewpoint which
leverages the intersectional experiences of Black women to not
only reinterpret history from a Black feminist perspective but to
envision a more socially just future. We see Hippolyta transcend-
ing time and space to imagine futures and even re-envision pasts,
breaking free of mental and physical limitations and existing social
frictions. In this example, we see that Black people are given full
and rich stories fueled by imagination and adventure. By adding
these examples of visual media to the likes of science fiction and
dystopian Black Mirror episodes, the canon of design speculation
becomes expansive to the visuals and lived experiences attributed
to the Black American Diaspora, inspiring design ideas that are
both novel and inclusive [91, 92].

5 CONTRIBUTING TO A NEW DESIGN
CANON

A small number of scholars in the HCI and interaction design space
have begun exploring these frameworks as approaches to shift
whose voices are amplified in design futuring [5, 63] as well as
how methods reflect these lived experiences. Much of this research
has used speculative fiction to elicit the ways descendants of the
Black diaspora activate imaginations which shifts the vision of the
future to be centered on the needs and desires of Black people. One
example is the “Sankofa City” participatory design project with the
predominantly Black community of Leimert Park in South Los An-
geles, the Leimert Phone Company, and the University of Southern
California [4]. Over the course of 12 weeks, residents, university
students, and members of the Leimert Phone Company designed
emerging technologies rooted in cultural practices resulting in a
video and Facebook page. Emerging technologies (e.g. augmented
reality, ubicomp, and self-driving cars) were combined with the rich
history and culture of Leimert Park and its residents resulting in
rapid prototyping of wearable glasses and a mock-up of “augmented
reality glasses that reveal urban history and ‘deep ancestral time’” [4].
Another example which responds to exclusionary design practices
is Harrington and Dillahunt’s work that uses an Afrofuturist lens to
to engage Black Chicago youth in speculation and design futuring
of utopian and dystopian futures [52]. Here, using Afrofuturism
to facilitate the elicitation of speculative design fictions, Harring-
ton and Dillahunt discerned that Afrofuturism was one potential
conceptual approach that allowed youth to place themselves at
the center of defining innovation and ultimately see themselves in
the technologies being conceptualized. Afrofuturism as a lens also

allows us to interrogate the cultural hegemony in design which has
defined ideation and brainstorming as “blue-sky” and resultantly
ostracized those who must imagine more practically.

A third example includes the project ‘Africatown Activation’ that
involved the Black community in Seattle, Washington. The Africa-
town community group aspired “to design and build an installation
that counters decades of disinvestment and ongoing displacement in
the historically Black Central Area neighborhood” but found that
conventional design practices “may perpetuate forms of institutional
racism” [80]. In four phases, the Africatown Activation design
process included: design ciphers (a series of workshops in which
community members reimagined the Central Area); an urban living
room (a concrete structure built at the site); a community-based mu-
ral painting day; and a culminating design weekend [80]. O’Leary
et al. recognize that conventional design practices do not take into
consideration race or identity, a sentiment also present in other case
studies integrating Afrofuturism in design. Both projects pointed
to Afrofuturism as a viable lens for engaging speculative design
while centering Black perspectives.

Thus, expanding our design canon should consider two major
areas of work that engage Black futures: The first being work that
pushes for equitable societal futures for Black populations where
technology may or may not play a role, and the second being work
that engages Black folks in architecting the future of technology
itself.

In considering seminal works related to Afrofuturism in the
design space, we must first contextualize how Afrofuturism in-
terplays with technology. From an Afrofuturism perspective,
technology is a means to an end where Black people envi-
sion a future where racism and other forms of oppression
do not exist and we as human beings surpass our frailties
and become our best selves. In this vision, technology may help
to create an imagined future where Black people live in harmony
with all people. Referring to Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Talents
[21], Olamina, an 18 year old young Black woman, conceives of
Acorn - a community of biological family members and people with
no biological ties that evolves into a universal community of people
from diverse backgrounds for the purpose of survival and looking
out and caring for one another. In this modern-day utopia set in
the 21st century, Acorn is a place where everyone is encouraged
to learn, read, write, work hard, grow their own food, and develop
their talents and abilities for the purpose of building towards a
future for their families. In this scenario, technology is a means for
making this vision come true. For example, maggots (high technol-
ogy armored vehicles) provide protection from would-be intruders,
detecting body heat, responding to fingerprint scans for access and
emitting fire power to fight off enemies. Maggots become essential
for protecting the Acorn community but are not infallible against
bigotry, racism, poverty or ignorance, shortcomings of humanity
that technology cannot fix as Butler demonstrates in this science
fiction novel. Olamina envisions a future in which Earthseed, the
religious doctrine that many inhabitants of Acorn embrace, will
propel mankind forward, leaving the devastation of Earth behind
to courageously travel the galaxy in search of new worlds in which
racism, gender discrimination, sexism and classism are nonexis-
tent. Olamina dreams of a future where we as human beings finally
get it right. On the surface, this is not so different from the lofty
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pursuits of Elon Musk or Jeff Bezos, but it is less clear that these
innovation tycoons are investing millions of dollars in technology
for the purpose of eliminating society’s worst ills. Rather, the moti-
vation seems to be about designing cool things and selling these
cool things to a particular segment of people who can afford to pay
top dollar for such technology - capitalism at its finest. In Butler’s
Parable of the Talents [21], we see what happens when the primary
focus is technology and not people in the example of right-wing
christian fanatics who use collar technology to enslave the Acorn
adult members, subjugating their bodies to extreme pain and men-
tal, physical and emotional trauma. In contrast to a white-centered
perspective of design where technology is the centerpiece and hu-
manity represents the side-dishes, Afrofuturism-laden technology
design seeks to position Black people as being leaders or visionaries
in shaping what the future could be, a future that is rich with op-
portunities for everyone regardless of race, gender, class, ethnicity,
sexual orientation, or age. For example, Black youth envisioning
speech-based interfaces such as Apple’s Siri or the Google Assistant
as being more than vocal personal assistants that give information
about the weather or upcoming calendar events [81] re-imagine
how speech-based interfaces are devoid of racism. Here, the utopian
element is that these systems are able to parse Black language and
respond appropriately rather than treating mainstream English as
the default setting for designing speech-based interfaces. In these
scenarios, systems can function as “digital othermothers” who help
them to work towards achieving their life goals, affirming their
racial identity and culture while reminding them of their great-
ness. While HCI and the CHI community more specifically have
begun to engage with the works of Black futurists such as Octavia
Butler [14, 31, 41], there is an entire literary catalogue of writers
and futurists such as N.K. Jemisin and Ytasha Womack who should
be considered foundational to technology speculation and design
futuring as precedence for considering alternate futures laden with
Black imaginative elements.

In this second area of considering Black futures, Afro-
futurism positions Black people as innovators, inventors,
and producers of technology used to create more equi-
table futures that benefit everyone.Winchester’s [91] thought-
provoking article “Afrofuturism, Inclusion and the Design Imagina-
tion” embodies this ideological perspective. Winchester advocates
for “the human centered designer to grapple with not only the techni-
cal aspects of an envisioned solution, but also the often more conse-
quential social, political, and cultural (including race) implications
of its design and eventual deployment” [91]. He argues further that
Black people should be more than just consumers of technology
as their lived experiences give them a different vantage point in
which to better understand how to ideate and design technology to
address the specific needs of minoritized communities. For many
Black people who have experienced the downside of innovation
(e.g., facial recognition software used to mistakenly identify Black
people as criminals), technology is not just “cool". Rather, technol-
ogy comes with its own baggage of preconceived notions, including
oftentimes decentering Blackness based on the assumption that
whiteness is the North star of innovation. This results in technology
that promotes insidious policies that oppress Black people (e.g. data
collection as a method of surveillance of Black people) and how
technology reinforces existing structural oppression into posterity

[7]. Benjamin’s observations bring to the fore a challenge of design
that does not consider different lived experiences: Technology for
the sake of technology is oftentimes irresponsible and unethical.
When technology is first being conceived to usher in a new way
of thinking, being, or moving in the world, we need to ask a series
of questions from the very beginning and throughout the design
process: “Who is involved in the design of this technology?” ; “Whose
viewpoint is not represented?” ; “What are the possible unintended
consequences of using this technology that could have negative im-
plications for different social groups?” ; and “How does the use and
deployment of technology reinforce as well as oppose structural op-
pression?”. These questions require some degree of reflexivity that
recognizes that it is impossible to build technology that benefits
everyone without taking these different and often conflicting view-
points into consideration [54]. While the challenge is reconciling
these various perspectives, the greatest opportunity for innovation
occurs in doing just that - finding the sweet spot which preserves
all of humanity and not just the privileged few. Envisioning futures
in this area engages Black communities in conceptualizing ideal sys-
tems that actualize these possibilities. Work such as Winchester’s
[91, 92] and O’Leary’s [80] within the field of HCI and design which
speak to this sweet spot, cultivating radical futures from a lens of
embodying the humanity of all groups, stands to be essential to a
future design canon where we are able to see ourselves reflected as
both architect and audience.

6 CALL TO ACTION
Speculative design and futuring present a pathway for imagining
radical possibilities in HCI. Frameworks such as Afrofuturism, Black
feminism, and Afrofuturist feminism challenge the standards of
norms within the praxis of design, while also pushing this practice
to be more inclusive of not only Black identities, but also people
who identify as Indigenous or other historically excluded racial
groups, queer people, and disabled identities as well. From the
perspective of Black scholars in the HCI community, what does a
more equitable design canon look like?

First, we advocate for the inclusion of Afrofuturism, Black femi-
nism and Afrofuturist feminism in the design canon as legitimate
critical frameworks that center the lived experiences of Black iden-
tities and other historically excluded populations, recognizing their
contributions to design futuring as being essential in more equitable
design practices. Following the praxis of ‘Cite BlackWomen’ [3, 89],
it is imperative for scholars and researchers to expand speculative
design conversations to acknowledge both previous and emerging
literary and media works as intellectual production. Expanding
the current design canon to emphasize writing and artistic works
that center Black identities as the architects of their own futures
positions Black people as intellectuals and ultimately contributors
to the field of design and may lead to more equitable and liberated
futures. Likewise, engaging with such a canon requires us to in-
tegrate Afrofuturism in design futuring as exemplified by many
of the literature, music, and visual media pieces shared here and
others that exist outside of these listings. We call for the larger
design community to rethink the positioning of such work from
being “otherized” to being a part of the foundational blueprint for
technology speculation and design futuring.
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Second, the HCI community needs to expand how we recognize
the contributions of Black women, trans, and gender variant folks in
defining and constructing their futures. This requires questioning
what constitutes expression of thoughts or ideas that are forward
thinking and go beyond what is considered to be “novel". The pro-
cess of speculative design and futuring reveals social frictions that
marginalize one population while privileging another, inhibiting
progress for all humanity. Design perspectives from historically
excluded populations may look different and be deemed as insignif-
icant when viewed through the lens of privilege and power but
are intrinsically valuable to the design community as a whole. Har-
rington and Dillahunt [52] caution those of use who work with
disenfranchised populations such as Black communities to seri-
ously consider the potential harm that could possibly ensue from
the cultural hegemony of design. Burton et al. [18] state, “What-
ever principles and norms are adopted by computer scientists, and
reinforced through the design and deployment of their systems, will
have profound ethical and societal implications." Though written in
the context of Computer Science education, Burton et al. [18] urge
us as computing professionals to not turn a blind eye to the social
implications, often complex in nature, that technology imposes
on different populations, especially those who have a history of
being marginalized. Black feminism, Afrofuturism, and Afrofuturist
feminism demonstrate that careful speculation about the impact
of technology should not be considered an afterthought. Often-
times these communities have been required to reflect on their
lived experiences and imaginations to weigh the advantages and
disadvantages of the promise of technology, realizing that innova-
tion for the sake of advancement benefits a select few and becomes
self-serving and a potential instrument used to invoke harm. Recast
as social justice architects, this is the work that Black women, trans,
and gender non-binary folks do to leverage technology to create
a more just society. This process of creating systems and artifacts
should not just be considered as a point of inclusion but should also
serve as a model for speculative design and equally foundational in
future design work.

Finally, we call for the inclusion of Black feminism, Afrofuturism,
and Afrofuturist feminism as legitimate theoretical approaches in
HCI design pedagogy, practices, course syllabi, and course text-
books. Unsurprisingly, much of what is considered to be the foun-
dation or core work of design fiction is credited to white men (e.g.
[11, 64]). Of course, this remains problematic for several reasons. In
particular, for those scholars who teach or talk about design history,
it is often presented as void of Black women, trans, and gender
variant folks, rendering these groups as being invisible within the
larger HCI community [38]. Whether intentional or unintentional,
such a spurious oversight contributes to the false narrative that
these groups have not contributed to the design space when this
could not be farther from the truth. In addition, there has been
some attempt to utilize design fiction as a way to address ethi-
cal issues concerning potential harm or unintended consequences
when building or studying technology once it is deployed into the
world. For example, Fiesler [42] argues that design fiction provides
a viable context for exposing unintended consequences and posits
that design fiction can help researchers to appreciate when the
use of technology benefits one group (amplification of white men
as respected and legitimized designers) at the expense of another

(Black women excluded from the design canon). This notion speaks
to rectifying the invisibility and misrepresentation of Black women
as knowledgeable, competent, and capable design architects of
technology-based solutions that push against the social frictions of
racism, gendered discrimination, sexism, classism, and other forms
of oppression. Referring to aforementioned examples, we cannot
emphasize enough the significance of citing Black women’s work,
appreciating our perspectives and recognizing our contributions.
Consequently, this specific call to action reflects Black feminist
practice [28] as it requires an alignment of our ideals with our ac-
tions as scholars, researchers, and practitioners for the purpose of
building towards a HCI community that truly embraces diversity,
equity and inclusion of all people.
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