
Introduction
The Philosophical Pills are an experiment 
in post-qualitative methodology: a way 
of doing inquiry that capitalises on the 
unknown as a field of potential, rather than 
imposing a blueprint (St Pierre 2019), and 
an instance of “serious play of rigorous 
experimentation” (MacLure 2020) through 
which uncertainty finds its way into the 
frameworks and methods of research to 
produce creative encounters with the 
unforeseen (Manning 2015).

This chance-based method is significant for 
a number of reasons:

- It is based on a radical openness to what the future may 
(or may not) bring, thus counteracting ingrained risk-
averse tendencies to predict, control, and prepare for the 
future (future proofing).

- It disrupts established academic research by leading the 
participant through an ‘unchosen’ path where serendipity 
trumps intention, and where you are called to co-create 
meaning

- Finally, it wants to make a stand in favour of uncertainty 
and reclaim it from the rhetoric of contemporary 
capitalism where it is deployed (together with agility, 
resilience, mobility, flexibility) as a mode of anxiety 
inducing neoliberal governance.

Why Pill?
The metaphor of the ‘pill’ should be read 
in two ways. On a first immediate level, 
the pill suggests that these philosophical 
ideas are like active ingredients, they 
possess curative properties, they are easily 
digestible, produce tangible effects, and 
can be prescribed as fast, reliable, effective 
and targeted cure to assist design students 
with their inquiry.

The second layer evokes the ‘pharmakon’, 
which in Greek stands for both medicine 
and poison, something that according to 
dosage and mode of intake can be either 
beneficial or disruptive. The ambivalence 
inherent in the act of ‘taking the pill’ – 
where curative properties coexist with 
side effects or even with the risk of an 
overdose, and where the remedy may turn 
to poison – is an appropriate metaphor that 
reinforces the methodology and the ethos 
of using a practical philosophical approach 
that interrogates futures by staying with 
uncertainty, and indeed turning uncertainty 
into a material to work with.
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The ethos
The Futures Philosophical Pills use chance-
based interrogations into the unknown to 
generate opportunities to make meaning, 
create inspiration and build knowledge.  
This ‘divinatory’ ethos is embedded in their 
method of use.

By the random selection of one (or more) Pill 
card and of several Prompt cards users are 
able to build a random transversal collection 
of insights, ideas and references.

The way these insights resonate with 
each other, producing further thoughts, 
is a combination of the ‘chance-based’ 
together with the individual engagement 
of the participant – and interpretation – 
coproduction. 

Your own way of interpreting the cards that 
chance has served you, and the content 
each card has to offer, become a narrative 
journey to help you reflect critically on your 
design practice and its future orientations.

On the unknown
… To sum up, the Futures Philosophical Pills 
we have produced help to imagine and 
enact a plurality of futures by design. They 
are:

- Philosophy-in action: working at the hinge between the 
speculative and the pragmatic. 

- Transdisciplinary: Devised by a hybrid team of theorists 
and designers with design practitioners in mind 

- They pertain to post qualitative inquiry – based on 
understanding becoming 

- They do meta-inquiry: they use the unknown to capture 
the unknown 

- They are diagnostic devices: to decode the present as it 
morphs into futures.

Crucially, while they concern futures, 
they are ‘not about predicting, but being 
attentive to the unknown knocking at the 
door’ (Deleuze 2006, 346).

▲ Figure 1: Postgraduate students from across UAL 
engaged in sense-making activity, 7 February 2020. (Image 
Credit: James Bryant).
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◀ Figures 2 & 3: The Futures Philosophical Pills and content 
from UNIT 05, IO5 FUTURES LITERACY METHODS. (Image credit: 
FUEL4DESIGN).

▲ Figure 4: 'Do you see the glass half empty or half full?' 
Betti Marenko and student participants. The 'Hacking 
Futures - Futures Hacking' Philosophical Pills workshop at 
Central Saint Martins, UAL, 7 February 2020. (Image credit: 
James Bryant).
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