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The notion of affect does take many forms, and you’re right to begin by 
emphasizing that. To get anywhere with the concept, you have to retain the 
manyness of its forms. It’s not something that can be reduced to one thing. 
Mainly because it’s not a thing. It’s an event, or a dimension of every event. 
What interests me in the concept is that if you approach it respecting its vari-
ety, you are presented with a field of questioning, a problematic field, where 
the customary divisions that questions about subjectivity, becoming, or the 
political are usually couched in, do not apply. (Brian Massumi 2009, “Of 
Microperception and Micropolitics”).

This chapter is the result of a decade-long research engagement at 
the intersection between interaction design and affect studies. Through 
the prism of the interactive sound installation Voice Pump created during 
the timespan of the Affects, Interfaces, Events research project (see intro-
duction), the aim of the chapter is to investigate the crafting of the instal-
lation as a form of transdisciplinary problematization of an emergent 
research agenda on affective interaction design. In Putting Problemati-
zation to the Test of Our Present (2019), Isabelle Stengers mobilizes the 
notion of problematization as it appears in the work of the late Michel 
Foucault—via the work of Gilles Deleuze and Etienne Souriau—to consti-
tute a “keynote philosophical ethos of experimentation on ourselves in the 
present” (3). Stengers characterizes the present as “Catastrophic Times” 
(2013), demanding vigilance on an existential level towards crafting new 
“ontologies of ourselves” (2019, 4). To Stengers, we must allow ourselves 
to be “touched by” sensible events in the present that can be transformed 
into a call for action to change the current state of affairs. Changing here 
entails engaging with “reclaiming” and “ethopoetic” practices “aiming 
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at the generation of ways of living, feeling and thinking that challenge 
social norms and manifest the transformative power of truth … in order 
to experiment with the possibility of living in the capitalist ruins (2019, 
13). Stengers emphasizes that a form of critique from the ‘outside’ is not 
an option; instead, problematization situates critique as a form of relay-
ing practice “‘at the frontiers’, as the cultivation of a philosophical ethos, 
carrying out the work of thought under the experimental form of a histori-
co-practical test imposed by our present, inseparable from the modes of 
problematization our present makes us capable of” (2019, 11).

Voice Pump is an air-based interface for attuning to the differential 
qualities of voices created by digital artist Mogens Jacobsen and me, the 
author. The interactive sound installation lets you ‘pump up’ voice record-
ings of around 20 diverse, both native and non-native, Danish speakers 
reading out loud the same page, an official “Learn Danish” textbook used 

Figure 1. Physical form and pressure interaction with the Voice 
Pump. You need to maintain a steady airflow to make the 
voice speaker. Photo by Jonas Fritsch.
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in Danish classes offered by the municipality. Pressing the rubber pumps 
moves the recorded voices from low to normal to high pitch based on the 
airflow. You have to maintain a steady air pressure to hear the entire voice 
recording at a normal pitch, but you can also explore the low and high 
pitches to accentuate different affective qualities of the voices.

Voice Pump explores the potential in creating an interactive sound 
installation that lets people listen to and interact with actual voice record-
ings using rubber pumps as interaction devices. By using rubber pumps, 
the connection between controlled airflow and the spoken human voice 
is explored by using digital technologies. When interacting with the Voice 
Pump, the primary aim is not to engage directly with people’s stories on a 
level of content. Rather, the aim is to engage people affectively through an 
experimental interface that allows them to attune through affective inter-
actions to the paralinguistic qualities of voices, the qualities associated with 
these voices and the gestures involved in speaking a non-native language.

Problematizing the process leading to and the actual design of the 
Voice Pump will be retrospective since it attempts to revisit and relay find-
ings from the project into a condensed format for others to engage with. 
At the same time, the project also points toward future explorations and 
cross-fertilizations across affect studies and interaction design, and 
beyond. In the chapter, I will show how at least two thematic trajectories 
might be distilled from this namely, 1) developing an affirmative ethics 
of technology exploration in affect studies fueled by digital design exper-
iments and, 2) sketching out an ecological alter-politics of interaction 
design that directly engages with our present sociocultural, environmen-
tal, and mental crises on an ecological scale based on affect theoretical 
insights (Guattari 1989). The ‘problematic fields’ (see the Massumi open-
ing quote) that have appeared out of the intertwinement of these trajec-
tories has been fueled by an affect-driven inquiry that has both led to a 
personally motivated “ethos of experimentation” (Stengers 2019, 3) and 
the concurrent formulation of an emergent research agenda on affective 
interaction design as a conceptual and practice-based starting point for 
living out this ethos. In this respect, the chapter is also an exploration of 
the intersection between the personal and the collective, between living 
and (design) research. First, I will begin by sketching out what is meant by 
affective interaction design in the context of this chapter.
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AFFECTIVE INTERACTION DESIGN AT A GLANCE

Affective interaction design synthesizes trajectories from 
Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) (Picard 1997; Norman 2004; Lottridge 
et. al. 2011), interaction design (Sengers et al. 2002; Aboulafia & Bannon 
2004; Boehner et al. 2005; Höök 2008), and affect studies and philosophy 
(Spinoza 1678/1957; James 1912/2018; Whitehead 1929/1979; Deleuze 
1970/1988; Stern 1985; Bennet 2001; Massumi 2002, 2009, 2015; Clough 
2007; Gregg & Seigworth 2010).1 Affective interaction design takes as a 
starting point a definition of affect as pre-personal intensity that influ-
ences our bodily, vital forces directly. Affect is directly related to a felt 
capacity to act and be acted upon through the increase or decrease of joy, 
sorrow or desire (Spinoza 1678; Massumi 2002). According to Spinoza, 
positive affects are those that make us feel alive and act in the world. Nega-
tive affects have the opposite effect, reducing our possible activity in the 
world and making this reduction felt.2 Affect is neither purely natural/
physiological, nor solely cultural. This also means that affect can neither be 
contained as the properties of a person, nor the properties of a system. Such 
a conceptual starting point for affect-driven inquiry thus challenges basic 
notions of interaction, interfaces, and interactivity in material, proces-
sual, relational and experiential terms (Fritsch 2009, 2011, 2018). Affec-
tive experience lies ‘in-between’ and thus brings together the natural and 
cultural in affective-felt tendencies that modulate the potential for action 
in a given situation. Starting from this middling field, affective experi-
ence entails looking into the very formation of experience; that which 
makes us experience and the forces that modulate this. Affect differs from 
emotion, which is understood as recognized affect; affect is pre-personal 
and non-conscious whereas emotion has individuated to a conscious form. 
Importantly, though, this does not entail that emotion should be disre-
garded as a concept in affective interaction design; rather, taking affect as 
a conceptual starting point for designing interfaces colors an entire spec-
trum of associated terms that must be entirely rethought in light of the 
modulatory power and processual working of affect. Some of the associated 
terms include emotion, feeling, mood, atmosphere, sensation, perception, 
sense, meaning, discourse, representation to name a few. These concepts 
require renewed consideration, continued conceptual exploration, and 
remain key to understanding how design works. They become increasingly 
important when inquiring into the use and adaptation of an interactive 
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design over time, and how it changes affective attachments and relations 
in a longitudinal perspective where the affective formations temporarily 
stabilize into novel experiential fields. The emergent research agenda thus 
focuses on the resonance between affective interactions with concrete 
digital and interactive technologies (on a micro-level) that catalyze new 
affective attachments and relations (on a macro-level), and, perhaps most 
importantly, what happens in-between (meso-level).

If there is one thing we know from the recent years’ studies within 
affect theory, you can never fully control affect; it is autonomous and 
unruly (e.g. Massumi 2002). Design, however, is often seen as an inten-
tional act aimed at giving definite form to a controlled environment. 
However, it should be stressed that affective interaction design extends 
a line of thinking within HCI and design, arguing that the unfolding of 
interactions and relations can never be fully predetermined and that they 
emerge situationally; a ‘designing for experience,’ rather than ‘designing 
experiences’ (see e.g. McCarthy & Wright 2004; Fritsch & Iversen 2013).

The next section introduces the design of the air-based interactive 
sound installation the Voice Pump (2015-17). In many ways, this proj-
ect has had a strong impact on the formulation of affective interaction 
design discussed here, since many of the basic ideas guiding the research 
agenda can be said to have materialized concurrently with the crafting 
of the design, either in direct relation to or in resonance with the project. 
However, the research agenda has also been shaped by some of the short-
comings and failures of the project to properly engage with the intended 
design situation it was supposed to contribute to. Voice Pump, then, will 
be used as a, “design to think with and through” (Frayling 1993; Zimmer-
man 2007), or a form of practice-based design research (Smith & Dean 
2009) exemplifying what happens when affect theoretical concerns enter 
directly into design processes and considering what questions arise from 
this exploration. Part of problematizing affective interaction design thus 
means to unravel what happens to affect theoretical concepts, concerns, 
and ideas when they move into design—the actual crafting of digital and 
interactive artifacts—and, of course, what happens in thinking and doing 
design driven by affect theoretical concepts.
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DESIGNING THE VOICE PUMP

The initial frame leading to the design of the Voice Pump, was my 
subproject within the project Affects, Interfaces, Events focused on the 
design of affectively engaging interfaces, especially looking into the use 
of digital and interactive sound. From this rather broad starting point, a 
range of brainstorming and sketching sessions were initiated to cultivate 
how a project within that frame might look. At the time of its initiation 
in 2015, the Danish (and European) so-called ‘refugee crisis’ was at its 
peak of intensity. For some time, I had been considering how to move my 
design research practice towards a more direct engagement with more 
pressing ecological and societal issues, and the refugee crisis became a 
“questioning situation” (Souriau 2015) that forced me to think about 
ways to move this personal ethos of experimentation into an exploratory 
design research practice. Receiving the Affects, Interfaces, Events grant 
also provided a unique opportunity to engage with this exploration. All 
these trajectories deeply influenced the collective ideation process, and 
very soon one of the criteria for the project emerged very strongly; we 
wanted the work to engage directly with the complicated affective poli-
tics surrounding the refugee crisis. This led to a focus on the potentiality 
of creating a design that would allow actual voices of refugees to be heard 
in the debate surrounding the crisis. One of our main reasons for focusing 
on different voices was that refugees were often referred to as a homoge-
neous group in everyday discussions and in the Danish media, and they 
were attributed with generic backgrounds and motives for seeking asylum 
in Denmark. Their motives were often perceived as “hostile” to Danish 
values or “Danishness,” as defined by center-right political formations, 
such as an intentional and opportunistic exploitation of the Danish welfare 
system. When looking into the matter, it was clear that this generaliza-
tion grossly hid the fact that the people coming to the country came from 
many different places, with their own individual stories—and voices. We 
therefore wanted to create an interactive installation that would make 
this differential felt, potentially creating a more nuanced perception of 
the diversity of the people behind the label ‘refugees,’ thereby making 
the differential ‘heard.’ We wanted to collect recordings of several refugee 
voices emphasizing their different tonalities and qualities by providing 
an affectively engaging way of interacting with—and relating to them. It 
also became an essential ethos of the project that it must be more than a 
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‘one-off’ installation. To us, it represented an entry point into a contin-
ued engagement besides having a value in its own right. The design was 
a form of inquiry into this affectively saturated design situation (due to 
the political circumstances), as much as it was supposed to contribute to 
changing this situation.

The specific aim described above was already providing some direc-
tion, but it immediately opened a new range of questions that we also 
had to explore. We started out investigating voices, vocal qualities, and 
existing (interactive and non-interactive) works focusing on voices (e.g. 
see Figure 1). Simultaneously, we started investigating ways of entry into 
some of the temporary camps, which had been set up to accommodate 
the growing number of refugees, in order to find out what was going on 
and to find people who would participate in the project. We also went to a 
meeting at the Trampoline House, an NGO initiative facilitating encoun-
ters and activities between refugees, immigrants, and other people. We 
learned about the situation of the refugees in the camp, the challenges of 
being allowed into the camps, the many activities of the Trampoline House, 
and the necessity of building long-term relationships and not just enter-
ing mindlessly into other people’s lives. This ethical commitment is also 

Figure 2. Sources of inspiration. Early speech synthesis using airflow 
controlled by bellows (left); illustration from Wolfgang Von Kempelen’s 
“Mechanismus der menschlichen Sprache nebst der Beschreibung 
seiner sprechenden Maschine,” 1791, SLUB Dresden, CC-BY-SA 4.0. 
Ursonate by Kurt Switters, 1932 (right).
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a central part of a range of other design disciplines, e.g., the participatory 
design tradition (e.g. Bødker et al. 1987; Munteanu et al. 2015). We kept in 
mind the importance of finding ways of entering other people’s lives with-
out attempting to ‘get something out’ without giving something back, and 
we continuously discussed what this entailed in practice.

At the same time, we were beginning to conduct experiments around 
how to create an affectively engaging form of interaction with the voices 
we wanted to collect. The tonality and coloring of individual voices are 
characterized by cuts in air distribution, and we wanted to play with this. 
Further, we wanted to explore the crafting of a physical interface that 
was “user-unfriendly” (Dunne 1999) and intensive as opposed to exten-
sive (e.g. like waving a Nintendo Wii in the air). Our issue here was to put 
more demands on people’s attention to make them interact more fully in 
exploring the design. This led us to use the feature of rubber pumps to blow 
air as an interaction device ‘pumping up’ voices in pitch. We reasoned that 
using air as a means of interaction would resonate with the way in which 
air, as respiration, regulates the physical production of voices. Further, we 
found that rubber pumps possessed intensive interaction modalities that 
were interesting to explore in the context of affective interaction design.

We decided to build a prototype that we could eventually share with 
refugee participants. This was a way to introduce them to our mode of 
engagement and particularly on our aim, and our ethical concerns, to not 
appropriate their voices. However, in testing the emerging technical infra-
structure, we also wanted to start collecting some voices of non-native 
Danish people. Fortunately, we gained access to a group of non-Danish 
speakers in a Danish class. Originally, we had not given much consideration 
as to what the voices we would be collecting should say, since we thought 
of our primary design material as the qualities of a speaking voice rather 
than its utterances. So, for technical reasons we agreed to collect the same 
text being read by all the participants, which enabled us to better highlight 
differences in voices based on a comparison in articulation of the same 
words. Before visiting the class of newcomers learning Danish, we looked 
into the textbook material being used—a book entitled Lær Dansk (Learn 
Danish)—and picked out a dialogue which we thought would be interesting 
to record (see Figure 3). This dialogue was chosen in part because it did not 
make much sense; it was in fact quite nonsensical even though it was an 
essential part of the mandatory reading material for all immigrants and 
refugees coming to the country. They all, to this day, have to learn Danish 
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and pass a language test to be able obtain citizenship. Therefore, we found 
this to be an interesting dilemma to enter into the design process. After 
listening to the recordings from four different people, from four differ-
ent countries (three male, one female) we found it profoundly touching to 
listen to them trying to read in another language without being trained for 
it; the affective gestures of their effort to try to speak a foreign language 
was palpable and it colored the tonality of the recordings. These gestures 
were embedded in the sounds collected, and we decided to keep them as 
our key material along with the text:

Figure 3. The text from the Learn Danish textbook that the participants 
would read out loud (left) and translated to English (right).

To facilitate experimentation of the mapping between interface and 
audio feedback, we decided to physically separate the interface and the 
audio playback. Thus, the final design of the Voice Pump consisted of two 
parts: a computer for sound-processing and a novel interface mechanism 
housed in a modified vintage suitcase (originally a carrying case for a 1962 
East German vacuum cleaner). Communication between its parts is based 
on the standard OSC (Open Sound Control) protocol for networking elec-
tronic musical instruments and multimedia equipment.

The real-time audio processing on the computer (a Linux laptop or 
a Raspberry Pi) is performed using the Minim audio library, which gave 
us the possibility to experiment with the mapping between the output of 
the user interface—i.e. air pressure—and audio parameters such as pitch, 
gain, echo, low pass filtering, and thresholds for starting and stopping 
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the playback. The tactile interface consists of two rubber pumps each 
connected to air-pressure sensors (piezoresistive transducers). These two 
sensors interface to an Arduino microprocessor that embeds the air-pres-
sure values in OSC-messages and communicates with the computer via 
an Ethernet board. During an interactive session, it is possible to play two 
separate audio-tracks tied to each of the two rubber pumps. Each of them 
controls the speed and pitch of a prerecorded audio-track. If both tracks 
get in sync (within a tolerance of 600 ms), the system replaces the current 
set of voices with a new set of voices.3

Figure 4. The Voice Pump (top), photo by Ben Cahill, 
ITU and its technical infrastructure (bottom), model 
made by Mogens Jacobsen.
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When trying out the interaction with the voices and the way in which 
they were modulated in pitch, we found that it was almost impossible to 
distinguish between gender and nationality; the voices would blur and 
intermingle until you would actually succeed in providing an appropriate 
amount of air into the pumps which could be achieved by gently squeez-
ing the pumps continuously. Too little air, and the voices would sound like 
guttural utterances and eventually stop; too much air, and they would be 
squeaking.

All this resulted in a running prototype developed over the course of 
two years. It took its shape from hands-on experimentation and crafting, 
from conceptual explorations and from contextual/situational factors. 
We had arrived at a point in time, where we would be able to, as we had 
previously envisioned, bring the prototype into the refugee camps to 
start recording voices. But this never happened. One of the main reasons 
was that it had become almost impossible to gain access to the refugee 
camps that had been shut down for, among other things, political reasons. 
Another reason was that a range of activist groups were already engaged 
in fighting for the rights of the refugees, and we were, quite frankly and as 
will be discussed later in the text, not sure how the project would fit into 
this situation. All these considerations led to a shift in the project, where 
we turned our focus towards exploring more broadly the affective quali-
ties of voices from both Danish and non-native Danish speakers. We did 
our biggest recording at a public event entitled Kulturnat (Culture Night) 
in 2018 at the IT University of Copenhagen, where we collected more than 
18 different voices that ended up being the main vocal component in the 
final version of the installation.

AFFECTIVE ENCOUNTERS AND NON-ENCOUNTERS  
WITH- AND THROUGH TECHNOLOGY

During and after the design process leading to the creation of the Voice 
Pump, we presented the prototype at different venues and received valuable 
feedback from colleagues and other users at numerous academic and public 
events.4 These encounters were documented through photos, on video, 
in notetaking and in interviews. Some interactions had a more informal 
character, others a more performative one. One such important encounter 
was at an internal workshop in the Affects, Interfaces, Events project held at 
the IT University of Copenhagen in March 2017.



28 JONAS FRITSCH

In the workshop, we had been discussing the framing of the Voice Pump 
project based on a presentation of the background and thoughts going into 
the affect-theoretical-and societal framing. After this, we went to the lab 
where the prototype was placed, and people had a chance to test it out. 
This hands-on exploration had a profound impact on the way in which the 
workshop participants could both relate to the conceptual underpinnings 
and the overall project. People were frustrated that they did not succeed 
in making the voices speak, since they wanted to hear what they had to 
say. At the time, the framing of the project was around the refugee voices 
and this framing, combined with the impossibility to actually make the 
voices speak, provoked negative affect among a range of the workshop 
participants; it was their lack of interactional capabilities that kept the 
voices silent. Some mentioned that the urge to make the voices heard was 
intimately connected to the knowledge that these were voices of refu-
gees, voices that were normally repressed. In this context the intensive 

Figure 5. The Voice Pump at the internal AIE workshop at ITU. 
Photo by Jonas Fritsch.
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interaction and user-unfriendliness resulted in a frustration which was 
palpable and colored the affective tonality of the experience. This led to 
renewed discussions around who gets to talk and who is silenced in the 
public debate, about the use of digital technologies to create unpleasant 
experiences, and how to engage in affectively saturated design situations 
dealing with politically controversial issues. Fueled by the actual hands-on 
experience of trying the installation, the parameters for engaging in the 
discussion shifted.

There were also less uncomfortable experiences of interacting with 
the installation. In September 2017, we presented the Voice Pump as part 
of a discussion focusing on sound in interaction design at a tech- orien-
tated conference called SUMMIT. Here, the voices had been changed from 
refugees to non-native Danish speaking voices, which most likely also 
played a large part in people’s more comfortable experience. The people 
interacting with the voices still wanted to make the voices speak, but the 
interaction was much more playful.

From this insight emerged a growing interest in exploring voice-
based and conversational interfaces as affective design material. Voices 
immediately and deeply connect to feelings of identity, community, and 
intimacy, and they can be explored as a multifaceted design material for 
creating affectively engaging interactions. Synthetic Voice Assistants such 
as Apple’s Siri, Amazon’s Alexa, the Google Assistant, or Samsung’s Bixby 
are increasingly entangled with our everyday lives, and this fundamen-
tally changes how we conceive of listening, speaking, and ‘giving voice’ 
to people and things. This raises a range of aesthetic, ethical, and polit-
ical questions that ask to be scrutinized further from an affect-oriented 
perspective. We are currently exploring this line of inquiry in a range of 
design projects at the Affective Interactions & Relations (AIR) Lab at ITU,5 
one of which is about exploring alternative synthetic voice design towards 
increased vocal diversity.

Voice Pump has been exhibited at quite diverse venues which results in 
sometimes conflicting reactions to its setup. At the Distributing the Insensi-
ble workshop, for example, held in Montréal in 2016 as part of the Immedi-
ations research project, the installation was explored by a diverse group of 
international artists, philosophers, and researchers. It was one installation 
among a number of performances, activities, readings, and much more. 
Being an international crowd, the attunement to the voices was primarily 
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based on vocal qualities rather than to make the content decipherable since 
the voices were Danish and thus speaking in another language than most 
of the workshop participants. We received many responses about the form 
of interaction and people, generally, found it interesting. We discovered, 
however, that people did not spend much time exploring the installation 
and, even though there are two pumps, most people would only try out 
the installation individually and not in pairs. Based on the presentation 
of the project and feedback from people, we became further aware of the 
potentially exclusionary nature of only recording and presenting voices 
from non-native Danish speakers. Indeed, when the voices were distorted, 
it was suggested that there might be an even more interesting approach in 
using the processing of the voices to increasingly blur elements of gender 
and nationality. This would make the interplay between difference and 
sameness more apparent; all the voices could potentially be the same but 
would bifurcate into different actualizations based on the interaction.

In November 2018, the Voice Pump was exhibited at a one-day event 
on Diversity, Inequality and Transformations in the Digital Age at the Copen-
hagen Business School. Here, the organizers had specifically contacted us 

Figure 6. Two quite different venues; the Voice Pump at 
Distributing the Insensible workshop in Montréal (December 
2016), and at the Diversity, Inequality and Transformations 
in the Digital Age, event at the Copenhagen Business School 
(November 2018). Photos by Jonas Fritsch.
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based on an online description of the installation because they believed the 
project resonated with the main concepts of the event. In a way, the Voice 
Pump functioned as a ‘conversation piece,’ framing discussions around 
diversity, inequality, and digital transformation throughs its interactive 
setup. We framed this as an event activating “differential attunement 
with others”; as Brian Massumi (2015) suggests, “we’re all in on the event 
together, but we’re in it together differently. We each come with a different 
set of tendencies, habits, and action potentials” (115). The Voice Pump, we 
argue, can potentially be seen as a technological exploration that makes 
this differential felt through interaction.

Though encounters with and through the Voice Pump have resulted 
in design changes as well as changes in creative and critical dialogue and 
more playful interactions, also non-encounters have deeply influenced 
our continued work with the installation. The most important of these is 
the lack of direct encounter with the refugees originating the entire proj-
ect in 2015. An obvious critique of the installation could be that it did not 
change anything for the refugee group nor really change the attitudes of 
people towards the refugees. The quick answer to these questions is no 
and most likely not. As discussed above, there were many reasons for not 
engaging directly with refugees in Denmark. Bringing Donna Haraway into 
consideration, there is a very real sense of not properly having “stayed with 
the trouble” (2015), but rather of having moved sideways. For instance, 
it is quite plausible that a non-technological focus on fundraising, activ-
ist protest, and community engagement through the Trampoline House 
would have made a much bigger impact. However, there is no doubt that 
the refugee crisis was a key event for initiating and problematizing the 
design process. And through the prism of this initial questioning situation, 
other themes have emerged: the infrastructural setup and the experimen-
tal, air-based interaction; the use of voices as a means of affective engage-
ment to draw people into the interaction and as material for design; the 
ways in which the installation as a hands-on prototype would contribute 
to the thinking and articulation of affect theoretical concepts and concerns 
across venues and so forth. But when it comes to fulfilling the initial idea 
of engaging with refugees in Denmark, the Voice Pump falls short—but in 
a way that opens new problematic fields.
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On a number of levels, working with the installation has been a way of 
problematizing and “crafting other tales” (Stengers 2009, 17), and contin-
uously asking “what if?” and producing new questions to be pursued under 
the heading of affective interaction design. The focus on building long-
term relationships to ground design work with a societal reach is currently 
being explored in a design collaboration with an urban garden initiative. 
Byhaven (the City Garden) at Sundholm, uses gardening as a form of social 
rehabilitation for socially marginalized people, e.g., homeless people and 
those with different forms of abuse and mental health problems. The 
garden’s physical location is just next to the IT University, and over the 
past two years we have initiated multiple workshops, mutual visits, and 
design intervention, building commitment with the stakeholders and users 
of the place. This has provided a strong foundation for doing projects that 
actually contribute to the different challenges and needs articulated by 
Byhaven users. Among other things, we are exploring the use of interac-
tive sound for community storytelling and attunement to the qualities of 
plants and trees in an urban environment.

The Voice Pump was never a user-driven design project, not driven 
by actual needs of the group it wished to mobilize. Although the Byhaven 
collaboration could be seen as moving in the user-driven direction, a 
different research direction that has emerged that concerns the need for 
affective interaction design, grounded in lasting relationships, and based 
on the perceived emotional needs of particular user groups. So far, this 
has led to collaborations with a company involved in designing mobile 
apps to improve the wellbeing and coping strategies of chronic disease 
patients with rheumatoid arthritis and psoriasis. Through different means 
of self-reporting and self-tracking, mobile apps allow people to input and 
visualize data on how they are feeling so they can use that to foreground 
the emotional dimension of coping with a chronic disease, both as a tool for 
self-reflection but also in clinical consultations. Even though this might 
be seen as a move from the more abstract explorations of Voice Pump to 
something very concrete, in affective interaction design these positions 
would be within a continuum and not dichotomies. Jumping from abstract 
to concrete and back has important consequences for broadening the scope 
of the design space and are mutually beneficial strategies for the contin-
ued explorations of the problematic fields arising across affect studies and 
interaction design.
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AN AFFIRMATIVE ETHICS OF TECHNOLOGY AND  
ECOLOGICAL ALTER-POLITICS OF DESIGN

In the introduction to this chapter, we boldly stated that we would 
attempt to problematize across affect studies and interaction design to 
propose, 1) an affirmative ethics of technology exploration in affect studies 
fueled by design experiments, and 2) sketch out an ecological alter-politics 
of interaction design based on affect theoretical insights. It is now time to 
revisit these propositions using the design and analysis of the Voice Pump 
as a prism—not to find definite answers, but to creatively problematize 
these statements.

The first proposition points towards the role of technologic exper-
imentation and exploration within affect philosophy/studies, adding a 
creative and affirmative stance to the absolutely necessary critical interro-
gation of the ways in which digital and interactive technologies profoundly 
impact our current existential conditions. Building on Deleuze and, more 
recently, Rosi Braidottis’ (2018/2019a) work within transversal post-hu-
man studies, this will tentatively be phrased as an ‘affirmative ethics’ 
of technology. In A Theoretical Framework for the Critical Posthumanities, 
Braidotti offers numerous examples of how to address the role techno-
logical media, actors, and advances play in our contemporary lives. Rather 
than attempting to critique at a distance, Braidotti’s conceptual engage-
ment foregrounds the necessity to explore both critically and creatively 
the way digital and interfacial foldings impact our present moment. This 
can be seen in continuation of Haraway’s call to investigate technologies 
as “companion species” (2003/16), keeping in mind that the post- non- 
and more-than-human must also develop a take on the digital dimensions 
of such technologies. This is, however, not the same as saying that there is 
always a technological solution to a clearly demarcated problem; rather, 
following the work of Gilbert Simondon, it can be seen as technological 
experimentation towards new and richer ways of re-fielding experience 
(Simondon 2005; Brunner & Fritsch 2011/2020) towards “technologies of 
emergent experience” (Massumi 2002, 192) rather than capitalist capture.

For design, it is important to emphasize that an affect-oriented 
perspective entails more than bringing affect to the front of attention; it 
literally changes all associated concepts and can contribute to sketching 
out an ecological alter-politics of design (Fritsch & Fritsch 2016). In the 
article entitled The Half-life of Disaster in The Guardian (April 15, 2011) in the 
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wake of the Fukushima meltdown in 2011, Brian Massumi suggests that in 
a time characterized by shock and catastrophe as the norm rather than the 
exception, it is necessary to envision an ecological alter-politics which, he 
emphasizes, must also be an alter-politics of affect (Massumi 2011). Within 
critical anthropology, Ghassan Hage (2012/2015) has shown new ways of 
opening up a space for radical otherness within and among us inspired by 
the anthropological ethos of “we can be other than we are” (2012, 295). 
Radical political imaginaries according to Hage, contain elements of what 
he calls anti-politics and alter-politics. Whereas anti-politics describes 
a kind of oppositional politics that seeks to challenge, resist, or defeat 
forces dominating the current state of affairs, alter-politics aims at creat-
ing spheres for alternatives to flourish. According to Hage, sociology has 
been particularly attentive to anti-politics, while the critical anthropo-
logical tradition has been more aligned with alter-political dimensions 
of new political imaginaries, attuning more to alternatives that emerge 
from a space distinct from opposition. An affective, ecological alter-poli-
tics of design would take affect as a troubling starting point for rethinking 
existing ethical, political and cultural dimensions in design towards new 
radical imaginaries. Affective interaction design can be seen as an attempt 
to cultivate a research agenda that directly explores this, but it should be 
noted that an affect-driven approach could play a vital role in rethinking 
range of practices and commitments across a much wider spectrum of 
current HCI and interaction design research.

Whereas the “alter” in design would call for fully exploring the extent 
and reach of an affective politics in, for, and through design, the “alter” 
might also be posed as a relevant conceptual framing of the affirmative 
ethics of technology in affect studies; there is a need to cultivate, simul-
taneously, the “anti” and the “alter” to make an actual impact on the 
practical applications and necessary developments in design. Following 
Stengers, in our present catastrophic times, there is “no standing place 
outside of the alternative: refusing to opt and opting against it are equiv-
alent when we are confronted with the question of lives worth living in the 
ruins” (Stengers 2019, 19). This will be the starting point for continuously 
problematizing affective interaction design towards future ethopoietic 
adventures of ideas, combining a mutually evolving ethos of experimen-
tation with an emergent research agenda for affective interaction design.
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NOTES

1. In my PhD dissertation (2009) and an article (2018), I have explicated in more detail 
this specific trajectory.

2. Interestingly, this is very much in line with Stenger’s call to allow yourself to be 
touched and take action based on this, as presented above.

3. The technical refinement and physical shaping of the interactional devices is docu-
mented in detail in Fritsch & Jacobsen 2017.

4. Workshops/academic events: Affects, Interfaces, Events workshop at ITU (March 
2017), Distributing the Insensible (Montréal, December 2016), Affect-o-meeting 
(Weimar, August 2017), Minor Movements/Recommoning Infrastructures (ITU 
Copenhagen, September 2019). Presentations + Exhibitions: Summit-oplæg (Sound 
in Interaction Design, September 2017), CBS-oplæg (Diversity, Inequality and Trans-
formations in the Digital Age, November 2018), Kulturnat/Culture Night (Medical 
Museion, different sound content, October 2017), Kulturnat/Culture Night 2018 
(October 2018, collection of voices), Kulturnat/Culture Night 2019.

5. https://airlab.itu.dk/
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