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Introduction 
 

"Precisely what is unsettling about modern technological 
construction is that, instead of holding together earth and sky, 
mortals and divinities, it penetrates the earth to extract resources, 
pushes beyond the sky with rockets and satellites, attempts to 
suppress mortality with medicine and drugs, and precisely in this 
attempt to control the body, rejects the art of dying, and thereby 
and in the very process the remembering of the divinities that is the 
most intimate part of human suffering." (Mitcham, 2005:34). 

 

Mitcham argues that modern technology suppresses human mortality. 
This proposed special issue explores this same human mortality 
through a focus on mortality in design. How do mortality and design 
interrelate? How does human mortality shape design and design 
shape human mortality? 

For us, the notion of mortality captures the impermanence of the 
human existence underscored by the inevitability of death. Our focus 
is on digital spaces of dwelling that have a particular architecture, 
whether computer games, virtual worlds, or social technologies. We 
also consider spaces of dwelling that have a digital aspect such as 
domestic and urban public spaces. Our exploration of the digital 
acknowledges that the digital and the material can interleave, whether 
through physical spaces being layered with technologies such as 
public displays or through digital spaces borrowing material forms 
such as through architectural metaphors. The key question we probe 
is: what vision of human mortality exists in such contemporary 
spaces? 

This overall question provokes a set of related questions to be 
explored in the papers of the special issue. How is human mortality 
considered as contemporary spaces of dwelling are conceived? How 
are human actors in the design process conceptualized? How are 
humans imagined in the products of design? In answering these 
questions, we focus on what happens in such spaces of dwelling: 
being, interacting, remembering and continuing. 

Digital artefacts and environments are often pegged to and engaged 
with by individuals and small groups yet are often impermanent and 
liable to change in response to other, larger, more abstract forces, 
such as the market and Internet policy. While post-modernity may 
recognize "other aspects of our humanness, which lie beyond the 
empirical framework of naturalistic materialism",3 and mass-
production may embrace obsolescence, human mortality today has 
largely been subdued through medicine, science and information 
technologies. Human rites of passage4 may become highly visible for 
at least a time through particular physical designs, such as degradable 
urns which, when buried ultimately enrich the soil and contribute to a 
memorial garden.5 However, human mortality is less visible in the 
online environments individuals dwell in, the virtual and game worlds  
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they inhabit, the artefacts that are carried and worn and spaces that 
are moved through, lived and played in. Corresponding artefacts that 
enable rituals of disposal are rare. 

In addition, while Siu's Invisible Urn may acknowledge the fragility of 
the human and practices associated with designs that embrace human 
mortality it also assumes the persistence and immortality of 
government and certain aspects of human society.6 Human officials 
are posited as continuing to manage burial grounds where urns are 
placed while relatives' commemorative practices are presented as 
being subject to changing priorities and migration. Thus even in 
physical artefacts that recognize human mortality, certain 
immortalities are assumed. Digital spaces of dwelling have even more 
limited acknowledgment of the nature and extent of human mortality. 

Digital design thus provokes a series of questions regarding the 
human – both the designer and the designed-for – with relation to 
durability and vulnerability. This special issue engages these 
questions. How is the mortal human designed-for thought of, as a 
mind or a body, for example?7 How much agency is this mortal 
human conceived to have and how is it thought to be subject to the 
vagaries of time? How do the design process and the human designer 
respond to the ephemerality, shift and vulnerability of the mortal 
human? To what extent is the human designer’s agency, identity and 
mortality abstracted through, for example, an absence of explicit 
representation in the final design? Even if design is capturing “rituals 
cast in space” how is it subject and subjected to the forces of the 
eternal market?8,9 Finally, how do the human designer and the mortal 
human designed-for exist in time and experience the vagaries of time 
and mortality differently from the design itself? Even taking "the 
user" seriously may not engage with these aspects of human mortality 
in "a fragile encounter" between "other and self", "openness and 
closure".10 

In response to the lack of attention to the fragility and vulnerability 
of the human in digital design, this special issue investigates its 
representation in digital systems, environments and artefacts through 
considering design processes, design actors and the design 
imagination. In this way it connects with the prior special issue of 
"Design Issues" on Interaction Design Research in Human-
Computer Interaction (24(3)). It also builds on and extend further 
recent work in "Design Issues" that considers the role of ethics in 
design and the relationship between the designer and the designed 
for11,12,13 and in the domain of Internet and death studies.14,15,16 The 
main themes of this issue are designing for future death (designing), 
imagining life and death in design (being), designing human 
communication (interacting), resurrection and immortality 
(remembering) and materializing memories (continuing). We envisage 
that submissions will be in the form of design case studies, design 
field studies, studies of new designs and literature reviews. All 
submissions should include a concrete approach to design(s) through 
e.g. digital artefacts in use, proposed designs, discussion of particular 
artefacts or environments etc.. 
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Timeline 
 

The table below shows a tentative timeline for the development of this 
special issue. It is subject to change at the discretion of the editors. In 
order to ensure that submissions that are forwarded for review are 
relevant, appropriately concrete in their connection to mortality in 
design and that the issue has the chance of being interdisciplinary, the 
review process will involve a proposal review stage conducted by the 
editors. 

DATE WORK DONE 
26 February 2016 proposals due 

14 March 2016 response to authors 

30 May 2016 full papers due 

1 August 2016 reviews due 

16 September 2016 first decisions made 
authors notified and asked to revise 

11 November 2016 revised manuscripts due 

19 December 2017 final reviews to authors 

29 January 2017 final manuscripts due 
decisions recommended by guest editors 
final decisions made by Editors 

22 February 2017 final versions of manuscripts due 

TBA 2017 published 


