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CALL FOR PAPERS PROCESS

A call for papers & contributions opened to the design community early
September 2024, for researchers, doctoral candidates, educators and
design practitioners.

Abstracts Abstracts Final Final submissions  Selectivity
Track received selected submissions selected rate
Care and Public o
Innovative 116 66 50 46 40%
121 54 39 37 31%
136 62 40 36 26%
Food Transition 44 29 20 20 45%
Informational o
Issues 65 20 17 16 25%
General 573 296 210 189 33%

53% of the 189 final selected contributions are from Europe and 47%
outside of Europe. Here the top 5 countries:

« 21% China (39) » 10% United-States (19)
+ 19%Italy (36) + 5% United Kingdom (10)
* 12%France (22)
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CONSPIRACY FICTION AS ATOOL FOR
CRITICAL THINKING.

DESIGNING EMBODIED NARRATIVES
BASED ON CONSPIRACY THEORIES TO
REFLECT ON CONTEMPORARY ISSUES AND
COMMUNICATION DESIGN.

Martina Esposito®, Francesco E. Guida®, Enrico Isidori®, Claudia
Tranti

aSchool of Design, Politecnico di Milano

bDepartment of Design, Politecnico di Milano

ABSTRACT | Conspiracies are a form of narrative, and each piece of information is also, in
part, a form of narration. Stories are a fundamental part of culture and our way of
perceiving reality. As stated by Harari, humans “are the only species with the ability to use
language—not just to describe things we can see, taste, and touch, but also to invent
stories about things that don't exist” (Gallo, 2024). Storytelling permeates every aspect of
daily life and is used as a tool to give meaning to products, services and experiences. This
phenomenon extends to the news, where the boundaries between facts and storytelling
are more blurred than ever. Communication is largely driven by social media platforms,
which have fragmented the information landscape. Informing has become a participatory
practice: news and opinions are shared widely across many platforms, often leaving
people struggling to make sense of events and phenomena.

Originally designed for entertainment, social media platforms now host all forms of
communication. However, the way these platforms are built favours the content that
answers their original purpose. Information has evolved in the form of opinions and
storytelling to adapt to the algorithms. In this environment, conspiracy theories thrive.

The trust in the sources of information is dramatically low. The news volume and the speed
at which they travel make verifying the sources increasingly difficult. In Italy, only a third of
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news readers report trusting the media, reflecting deep scepticism toward information
channels seen as driven by political or commercial interests (Reuters Institute for the Study
of Journalism, 2024).

Communication designers need to be trained to operate in such a complex landscape.
Our proposal presents the aims and results of a Communication Design Studio at the
Bachelor level in Politecnico di Milano. Students were asked to research conspiracy
theories and craft a project that would make the effects and consequences of these
beliefs tangible and real.

The studio consists of shaping a scenario in which the conspiracy theories are found to be
true, followed by the design of a fictional brand and an interactive experience revolving
around a prototype set within the scenario. The studio aims to develop communication
design ecosystems within an anti-disciplinary approach, adopting a speculative design
framework.

Students are prompted to discuss the role of communication and interaction design in
building public trust. The topic of conspiracies is a tool for reasoning about the ethical
dimension of storytelling and their responsibility as communication designers. The projects
aimed to challenge preconceived opinions and instil self-doubt in the viewer, fostering a
critical attitude that encourages deeper engagement with the complexity of issues.

KEYWORDS | CONSPIRACY, COMMUNICATION DESIGN, SPECULATIVE DESIGN, INTERACTION

1. Introduction

Nowadays, society is asked to tackle new political, environmental, and social issues, which
are not only complex to understand, but also feel unprecedented to a vast majority of
people. The idea that we are living in the “darkest timeline” or just the “wrong timeline” has
gained increasing popularity within online communities, and can be interpreted as a sign
of a wider feeling of uncertainty and distrust towards national and international authorities
(Salvia, 2022).

With the weakening of previously trusted authorities and what they claimed as true, the
ontological nature of “truth” itself has been questioned. As Harari (2024) states:

‘Truth’ is understood as something that accurately represents certain aspects of
reality. [...] Truth and reality are nevertheless different things, because no matter
how truthful an account is, it can never represent reality in all its aspects.

If reality can’t be grasped by any form of truth, information can be completely unrelated to
both truth and reality:

What the example of astrology illustrates is that errors, lies, fantasies, and fictions
are information, too. Contrary to what the naive view of information says,
information has no essential link to truth, and its role in history isn't to represent a
preexisting reality. Rather, what information does is to create new realities by
tying together disparate things [...]. (Harari, 2024)

The “naive view of information” can be a risk, as people tend to believe that, by gaining
more information, they will eventually reach some form of truth. However, the
overwhelming flow of contrasting information in the era of digital communication is the
proof that opposite theories about the same topics can not only co-exist, but also feel
credible and true to digital and traditional media users.

It's not only a matter of an unhinged circulation of news, an increased amount of
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information that we are subject to and our difficulty in processing a flow of events
that nowadays runs at increased speed. The feeling, if anything, is an impression
of a qualitative change. Only a few years ago, it seemed to us that the world still
made sense. Today it doesn’'t make sense anymore. The result is that, at this
point, we are not even sure if this sense ever existed. (salvia, 2022)

This feeling of confusion and disorientation regarding the information provided by mediq,
can be further analysed through what Byung-Chul Han (2015) defines as “Transparency
Society”. Transparency is a fundamental trait of the contemporary digital world, in which
anything is manifest, easily accessible, already revealed. Transparency is then distant from
both truth and knowledge, which must be searched and unveiled. From this point of view,
digital media contributed to a weakening of true/false and good/evil dichotomies, which
were previously set by the dominating narrative: this weakening is an opportunity for new
and old counter-narratives to flourish, and for contradictory elements within these theories
to exist.

Social media also act as an echo chamber for such theories, as people have constant
access to information that reinforce their beliefs (Hood, 2023).

Moreover, in this historical moment, western society lacks a single “source of truth” as the
authorities we relied on after WWIl have become decreasingly influential and their
narrations lack the credibility they had before, whether true or not. As stated by Reuters
Institute for the Study of Journalism (2024) in their Digital News Report: “[...] across the
world, much of the public does not trust most news most of the time.”

The trust in the sources of information is dramatically low. The amount of news and the
speed with which they spread make source verification increasingly challenging. In Italy,
only one-third of news consumers report trusting the media, highlighting widespread
skepticism toward information channels perceived as being influenced by political or
commercial interests (Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism, 2024).

The weaknesses, contradictions, and injustices of our society are now exposed, as they are
no longer covered by a dominating source of truth. In this context, no matter how intricate
or unbelievable conspiracy theories may appear, to a certain degree, they always address
worries that are related to real, tangible issues.

If we don't settle for a mere debunking, if we actually listen, we find not only seeds
of truth, but also warnings towards real dangers that loom over us. (Wu Ming 1,
2023)

The popularity of conspiracy theories rises when people, instead of relying on official and
rational explanations for their worries, tend to believe in narrations that feel more epic,
despite them not being sufficient to explain extremely complex problems. The need for
engaging narratives, together with the decreasing popularity of journalism, politics and
other traditional “sources of truth,” caused a viral diffusion of conspiracy theories and
counter-narratives. As stated by Bianchi (2021):

At the basis of every conspiracy theory, in fact, there is the idea that historical
processes are the result of a perfect causal concatenation of events: something
that can be planned from start to finish. [...]| However, as psychology has
demonstrated since Freud, in many cases we don't even really know what we
want and we often behave in a completely irrational way. [...] As sociology and
political science have long pointed out - social systems are complex, which
sometimes generate unpredictable and unexpected situations.
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2. Before Misinformation: The Narrative Structure of Conspiracy
Theories

Every conspiracy theory is based on the idea that historical processes derive from a
perfectly orchestrated causal sequence, magnifying intentionality beyond measure.
Everything unfolds by meticulously following the conspirators’ plans as if history were
completely manoeuvrable by human beings (Bianchi, 2021). Psychology, however, teaches
us that, as human beings, we often act in deeply irrational ways. Similarly, sociology and
political science have long pointed out that social systems are inherently complex,
capable of generating unexpected and unpredictable events that “have a life of their own
and generate consequences that no one expected” (Butter, 2020).

To understand conspiracy theories, distinguishing between “complicated” and “complex”
systems is necessary. A complicated system is characterized by a concatenation of
simple events, which are consequential to each other; in contrast, a complex system is
composed of elements that coexist without immediate and predictable relationships
(Bertalanffy, 1968). Conspiracy theories tend to reduce the complexity of reality to a
complicated, linear structure, offering seemingly coherent explanations but ignoring the
unpredictable nature of social phenomena. In general, the conspiracy has the form of an
articulated storyline, cum-plicated, with folds. In contrast, the nature of an event is
cum-plexus, with plexuses, which are parts of a whole interacting with each other (Fig. 1).
Thus, we have at the base a complex system in which events happen and a complicated
narrative superstructure, that is essentially linear and accessible, but convoluted. As
mentioned earlier, the conspiracy always arises from one or more real events, builds on a
point of contact with reality, and builds a narrative that rests on itself.

CONSPIRACY THEORY Q
Complicated Narrative

(cum plico) @

Point of contact ®
with reality

x. Zp.//\

\ fﬁ
REALITY  ®:— .
== o

Complex System ﬁ

(cum plexus) \ \ /
|~ N\

LR e—

o\ e

Figure 1. Conspiracy as a complicated narrative and reality as a complex system. Conspiracy structures
do not take into account the complexity of reality but repurpose a narrative complication (authors,
2025).
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Delving into a phenomenon'’s complexity offers a less compelling story, requiring more
critical thinking and cognitive effort. The ease of thinking that goes with complicated
narratives allows a free association of ideas, creating a narrative flow that seems natural
and intuitive. Daniel Kahneman (2011) describes this phenomenon in his book “Thinking,
Fast and Slow,” where he distinguishes between “fast thinking" (intuitive and automatic)
and “slow thinking” (analytical and deliberate). Conspiracy theories fit neatly into the first
system: they are easy to understand and offer satisfactory answers to complex questions.
It is important to note that the conspiracy theorists are not reductionists, people who
simplify reality. On the contrary, they tend to possess vast information, but they associate it
in a completely arbitrary way. Conspiracy theorists complicate reality, generating intricate
and articulate conjectures and stories.

Conspiracy theories - feverishly creative, meticulously concocted - are, in fact,
fictional stories that some people believe with conviction. Proponents of
conspiracy theories link real data and imaginary data into a coherent and
emotionally rewarding version of reality. [...] They fascinate us because they tell
compelling stories with the classic problem-based structure and a clear
definition of good and bad guys. They offer bleak and sensational plots that are
easily transformed into exciting popular entertainment. (Gottschall, 2013)

Gottschall (2013) points out how each individual possesses, to some extent, a kind of “inner
Sherlock Holmes.” This mental mechanism has the function of retroactive reasoning from
present observations, identifying possible causes of the observed effects. This
evolutionarily adaptive narrative capacity allows people to perceive reality as an ordered
system with meaning, avoiding being overwhelmed by chaos. The narrative mind,
however, is allergic to uncertainty and constantly seeks meaningful patterns in the
external world; if it cannot find them, it tends to impose them.

Thus, conspiracy theories are, before being disinformation, attempts by conspiracy
theorists to construct a coherent narrative in a fragmented world; they are not a mere
simplification of reality but a more satisfying complication.

3. Worlds Within Worlds: The Role of Communication and
Speculative Design

As information systems provide an increasingly fragmented view of reality, the role of
communication in building public trust through clear and cohesive narratives becomes
crucial.

Narratives are an essential dimension of communication design and our way of
understanding and experiencing the world. “As Immanuel Kant pointed out in ‘The Critique
of Pure Reason’, if there is an objective reality, it is unknowable. All we can know is the
reality we construct. That reality takes the form of a story” (Wilson, 2005).

Stories shape our experience of the world and define how the world exists for us. Through a
communication system, it is possible not only to express a point of view on reality but also
to create an alternative version of it, imposing new order and meaning on some of its
elements. This set of meanings can be defined as a narrative, a value system, or a world.
As lan Cheng (2024) states, “A world allows one to live in a different world than we would in
the chaos outside. A world creates consensus about what is relevant. A world assigns
meaning to certain actions within it.” A world is therefore a system within another world,
governed by laws and values that are coherent and valid therein.

Within the C1 Final Synthesis Studio of the Communication Design course at the School of
Design, Politecnico di Milano, students are invited to create worlds within worlds —
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narratives to critically reflect on the complex challenges facing our society.
Communication design obviously plays a role in these relevant issues, however, traditional
design methods alone can't entirely grasp them.

To address such problems it is necessary to adopt a transdisciplinary approach,
capable of overcoming the separation between natural sciences, social
sciences, and the sciences of the artificial, outlining the profile of a designer
whose task is to select results from heterogeneous disciplinary fields in order to
reveal analogies and isomorphisms, activating a transdisciplinary circulation of
concepts. (Pizzocaro, 2000; Scagnetti et al, 2007)

The methodological approach of the Studio draws from the practices of speculative
design, a branch of design that engages with complexity through a process “that implies
to cope with wicked problems, where the goals are uncertain and the solutions are many
and sometimes at odd.” (Scagnetti et al., 2007).

With its critical and provocative stance, speculative design enables the exploration of
crucial issues in contemporary society, which are deeply embedded in our daily lives.

By constructing scenarios set in hypothetical futures or alternative presents, students
tackle topics such as climate crisis, loss of privacy, and institutional power—complex
challenges that do not offer immediate or definitive solutions.

The complexity of these themes and the impossibility of finding meaning or logic in such
central yet ordinary questions become fertile ground for the emergence of conspiracy
theories. As Mattia Salvia (2021) writes in the introduction to the issue of “lconografie”
magazine titled “Apparenze. Sulle estetiche del complottismo”:

The general point, of which | am convinced, is that conspiracy theories are a kind
of wunderkammer that contains the paroxysmal expression of the spirit of the
times — the zeitgeist, which is indeed the title of a famous conspiracy
documentary — of society.

There is a very tight relationship between the forms taken by conspiracy theories over time
and the vulnerabilities of the period in which they developed.

Addressing this theme means immersing oneself in stories constructed to cope with the
dramas of current historical reality — narratives that seek to provide answers to otherwise
unsolvable questions.

The topic of conspiracy theories provides an important opportunity to examine the ethical
role of stories and communication design in shaping our understanding of the world and
our approach to such central and complex issues. As creators of narratives through
communication systems, designers need to reflect on both the power and impact of the
stories they create and those that surround them, developing a responsible and ethically
aware stance towards their profession.

+. Final Synthesis Studio Design Methodology

The brief of Final Synthesis Studio Cl 2024/2025 was to build a speculative scenario where
a particular conspiracy theory is considered true. Within this scenario, students must build
a communication design project that can indirectly communicate this world.

Eleven themes were selected from the proposals individually identified by students during
an initial research phase. These themes include: Moon Hoax (the belief that the Moon
landing was a historical fabrication), Birds Aren’t Real (the theory that birds are actually
surveillance drones), Reptilian Theory (the idea that alien elites live among us in disguise
to manipulate humanity), Tinfoil Hat (a supposed method of protection against
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mind-control waves), Water Fluoridation (the belief that fluoride in drinking water is used
to degrade cognitive abilities), VIP Island (the theory that celebrities believed to be dead
are actually alive and hidden on a secret island), Project Blue Beam (a conspiracy about a
staged global event to establish absolute control), Mandela Effect (the idea that collective
false memories stem from parallel realities), Rubber Fruit (the belief that synthetic or
chemically altered fruit is used to poison people), Plandemic (the claim that global
pandemics are deliberately orchestrated), and Voting Pencil (the suspicion that pencils
provided in polling stations are rigged).

Students worked in teams of five to six people, in which each member took on a specific
role based on their skills and interests. After being assigned a theme, they explored and
deconstructed its narrative through in-depth research and critical analysis. They then
created a fictional brand that could plausibly exist within the chosen scenario, applying
the knowledge and expertise gained during years of study. Building on this foundation,
they developed a core concept and a communication strategy, which they then translated
into a multidimensional and multichannel execution by selecting relevant media and
touchpoints. The identity ecosystem revolves around a product or object proposed by the
fictional organization or company: the Communicative Machine.

Communicative Machines are prototypes that serve as the linchpin of immersive
narratives. By functioning as a kind of narrative catalyst, these interactive devices invite
users to engage with fictional worlds. According to Mitrovi¢ (2016), these diegetic objects
have the power to materialize narratives, allowing users to suspend their disbelief and fully
immerse themselves in the story. Beyond their role as entry points into fictional realms,
Communicative Machines can also be seen as “provotypes” — design artefacts that
provoke reflection and discussion among diverse stakeholders (Casnati et al., 2024; Boer &
Donovan, 2012). This concept underscores their capacity not only to entertain but also to
stimulate critical thinking and dialogue. Furthermore, these machines are part of a
broader communication ecosystem that includes touchpoints designed to provide users
with a comprehensive understanding of the narrative universe. These communication
ecosystems form narrative systems, comprising touchpoints, artefacts, and interactive
devices.

In developing Communicative Machines during the prototype-making phase, students
delve into tools such as Arduino alongside coding environments to interactively engage
with technological processes — a practice highlighted by Lukens and DiSalvo's (2012)
emphasis on integrating technology for enhanced fluency. The goal here is not
specialization but acquiring literacy across various toolsets; understanding which
methods best translate concepts into tangible artefacts through appropriate mediums
like print or code-based platforms (Cangiano, 2016).

Coding and prototyping intersect with communication design and visual systems,
fostering work that moves across domains. Instead of adhering to fixed categories,
students approach communication design as a space of convergence. Bernstein (2011)
highlights how working with technology often requires crossing disciplinary lines. A
speculative design perspective leads students to explore media and tools beyond
standard methodologies, enabling them to experiment with techniques and references
from diverse fields (Mitrovi¢, 2019). Lukens and DiSalvo (2012) describe speculative design
and technological literacy as inherently cross-disciplinary, framing design as an ongoing
process of inquiry and integration.

This process follows an evolving, anti-disciplinary model that moves beyond structured
methodologies. Rather than assembling multiple disciplines, it draws fluidly from different
areas (Childress, 2016; Brin, 2016) and resists fixed specializations. This approach shifts
from solving predefined problems to framing new questions (Blauvelt & Davis, 1997). In this
process, iteration is fundamental, allowing students to work within areas where expertise is
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still forming. Prototyping progresses from initial exploration to refined development
through hands-on engagement. This aligns with the concept of “thinkering” (Antonelli,
2011), where understanding emerges through direct interaction and repeated refinements.
Trial-and-error cycles inform each stage, from ideation to completion, reinforcing an
adaptive design process (Berglund & Grimheden, 2011).

Exploring

Figure 2. Speculative Overlapping Double Diamond (authors, 2023).

The learning-designing process can be summarised in five main parts, two overlapping
phases crossing three design areas, as it is in the Speculative Overlapping Double
Diamond model (Fig. 2):

« Exploring: the phase of research on the assigned subject.

« Speculation: scenario building, what if, concept definition, narrative.
Communication: from concept to visual identity, defining a communication
strategy into and out of the narrative.

« Interaction: definition of the prototype’s main functions and the experience’s
user journey, considering all the touchpoints consistently to the communication
strategy.

« Making: the phase of building and verifying the prototype through progressive

refinements.

The overlap of the various phases and areas, defined as Synthesis, is indeed the moment
of transformation into key intermediate project outputs. In the central area, where the
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exploration gradually stops (converging) and the making begins (diverging), the project’s
genesis occurs. The field represents the transition from definition to development. The
central Synthesis overlap merges into a Define-Develop phase.

In this design framework, conspiracy theories as a design tool represent an
unconventional approach to stimulate critical debate. As mentioned, students are invited
to create fictitious brands and Communicative Machines based on conspiracy theories to
explore the narrative and emotional dynamics that make these stories so persuasive. This
process does not aim to perpetuate misinformation but to deconstruct it, highlighting the
inner workings and social implications. Through this approach, conspiracy theories
become tools of provocation: they pose questions and invite students to think critically
about the underlying issues. The project ultimately becomes a generator of uncertainty.

Building a narrative
based on the conspiracy

SCENARIO
Speculative Narrative

~ >

=

I' Starting point
of the student’s
) | design path
( ~/
S )\
7 4 o
CONSPIRACY THEORY \Q 5 Reverse engineering
Complicated Narrative ) ;./; conspiracy narratives
¢ *

REALITY
Complex System

.o In-depth studying
— 1 of contemporary issues

Figure 3. Student’s design process path made during the 2024/2025 Final Synthesis Design Studio CI:
starting from the analysis of the conspiracy narrative, through the study of the problematics it brings
out, to the construction of a speculative scenario.

In summary, during the studio, students embark on a backward design journey (Fig. 3),
starting with the plot to analyze and understand its narrative structure through the reverse
engineering process. This approach leads them to examine and deepen the system of
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matters that the conspiracy brings to light, both as a communicative phenomenon and as
a manifestation of the tensions and issues from which it originated. Finally, once the
narrative mechanics of the conspiracy are established, a speculative scenario is built
upon it by integrating logic from the theory into the design output. The aim of this exercise
is to provide the students with the tools to analyse these narratives, developing a critical
approach that allows them to distinguish between the initial complex issues and the
convoluted responses given to them.

5. Selected Design Results

To understand how the vision of the Studio has been re-interpreted by the students, the
following paragraphs briefly describe a few projects from the 2024/2025 Final Synthesis
Design Studio.

The first project is based on the so-called Plandemic, a conspiracy theory that argues that
the COVID-19 pandemic was not entirely accidental and that the virus may have been
deliberately released or manipulated to achieve broader goals, such as increasing control
over populations or pushing specific political agendas. The project consists of a
conspiracy theory within a conspiracy theory: the group of hacktivists ANTI-STREAMING
ARMY discovers that the pandemic was planned by the Digital Content Consortium
(D.c.C.), a powerful lobbying group representing the world's largest streaming platforms.
Their investigation reveals secret communications between the D.C.C. and influential
institutions, pointing to their role in exploiting the pandemic to earn new subscribers and
increase their profits, cementing their dominance over global media consumption. The
hacktivist group decides to reveal their knowledge by broadcasting the content of
encrypted messages found by analyzing frames from popular streaming content. From
billboards in city squares to digital ads on major websites, the group of hacktivists takes
over these communication channels and replaces their content with the truth about the
pandemic. Citizens are then invited to build themselves a digital tool that enables the
detection of hidden messages within movies and series hosted by the most popular
streaming platforms: the ANTI-STREAMING ARMY provides all of the instructions to create
this device and keep spreading the truth.

This project is a fine example of the research and design process promoted by the Studio:
deconstructing the conspiracy theory, understanding its logical connections, to recreate a
new narrative that takes a critical stance. The students highlighted the social issue that
gave rise to the conspiracy theory in the first place: the fear and suffering related to the
period of the pandemic, but they also took into consideration the inevitable reliance that
people had on entertainment to carry on (Fig. 4).
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Figure 4. Anti Streaming Army (2025). E. D'Ancona, G. Ferrari, F. Morsiq, F. Pecorari, M. Ping, F. Zannoni.

A different take on criticism towards contemporary means of communication can be seen
through guMMM: a project that starts from the conspiracy theory of rubber fruits—which is
the belief that, in the US, some fruits are fake or filled with rubber. By choosing this theory
that spread through TikTok and Instagram, the students propose a reflection on the
manipulative power of digital communication tools on influencers and users. This
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conspiracy theory has in fact been born through videos and images of fruit that looks and
behaves like gum, shared by common social media users and the students imagined that
an actual brand took advantage of this viral phenomenon by sending gummy fruits: a
remark on the predominance of the images through digital means of communication,
which often blend the boundaries between imagination and truth.

( mmrova cdbitendti dbrrelati J ! “-._ C Trova contenuti correlati
f 4 h

addicting butisatisfying.
iconic. delicious.
gummmy. coolestifruit
ever:

a
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“mommy? can we buy
gummm watermmmelon
again??

00:03/00:17 —_—— - - -

Figure 5. guMMM (2025), E. Bonaiuti, L. Collaviti, J. Pace, M. Quendoz, A. Ragazzo, R. Villanueva.

guMMM is a brand that, with a funny yet bold tone of voice, produces and sells rubber fruit
to assess the performance of influencers on TikTok. guMMM'’s products include rubber fruits
of various types—bananas, mangoes, and watermelons—that are sent to influencers, who
must demonstrate and prove their skills in manipulating objects and showcasing their
characteristics. The more they stretch and bend the fruit, the higher their score will be.
After the influencer creates a promotional video manipulating the fruit, the experience
concludes with the final ranking of the best TikTokers (Fig. 5).
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Figure 6. Habit System (2025), E. De Beni, G. Galenda, A. Parente, A. Santocchi, G. Stanziano.

Other critical aspects of contemporary society, which involve a lack of privacy and lack of
representation within politics, have been analysed in the project Habit System. Starting
from the conspiracy theory of voting pencils—which argues that votes expressed through
a pencil are too easy to manipulate and that there is no value in voting within a corrupt
system—Habit System proposes a complete overhaul of the voting method.

The new voting system is based on the recording and processing of data related to the
daily actions of citizens, including those in the digital sphere. Every choice—such as
purchases, media consumption, participation in public events, and other activities—is
tracked through a vast network of electronic devices and digital platforms that collectively
determine a vote for one of the two parties that make up the new political landscape: the
Conservative Party and the Progressive Party.

There is no separation between the moment of voting and everyday life: the political result
becomes a constant and accurate reflection of citizens’ habits. Voting becomes a direct
and unalterable expression of people’s real needs, a dynamic process that evolves with
society itself.

In a historical moment when voter abstention is increasing year after year, and people
place more trust in CEOs than in governments (Elkind, 2021), changing the voting method
would represent a true revolution. The project reflects on the issue of lack of privacy and
data collection by companies and governments, using these concerns to raise awareness
about abstention and the lack of political representation. Byung-Chul Han (2021), reflecting
on these topics, asks himself if democracy and traditional forms of voting still make sense
in a society that lacks a public sphere of dialogue, where isolated digital citizens are not
able to create an actual common ground for a shared ideology (Fig. 6).
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6. Conclusions

The experience at Final Synthesis Studio C1, with its speculative approach, led students
towards the deconstruction and reconstruction of conspiracy theories’ narratives. At first,
students entered the world of their conspiracy theory, then they identified the
characteristic elements, and eventually, they extended that world through a variety of
communication artefacts.

Apart from the research and design process that has been carried out by the students
inside the classroom, the aim of the studio is also to show the projects to external
observers. In fact, after the end of the studio and after the projects have been evaluated
by the teacher and assistants, an exhibition is usually organised to let the students
themselves show their projects to the public. This year, this confrontational moment is
even more significant as it brings back to the public the narrations that have been born
outside the academic context. The students will be able to reflect on their projects and
how they are received by the public; the observers will have the chance to experience a
new point of view on some narrations they probably already know about.

It's not the Studio’s role to define what is true and what is not, however, it serves as an
invitation for both students and observers to avoid accepting any narrative as is; to have a
critical approach enriched by the tools of speculative design. Avoiding misinformation and
the spread of fake news is a crucial topic of our time, however, the tools of debunking and
“prebunking” have often proven to be ineffective (Bianchi, 2021).

The psychologist Jovan Byford (2020), who has been studying conspiracy theories for
twenty years, has developed six “rules of engagement” on the website The Conversation,
one of which is to find a “common ground”, the kernel of truth on which conspiracy theories
are based. The goal, in fact, is not to make conspiracy theorists less curious or less
sceptical, but to change the direction of their curiosity and scepticism. Along this path, the
projects carried out during the Studio propose a method of doubtful thinking, which does
not seek an immediate solution but knows how to linger.

Even if it's not possible to embrace the complexity of the world as a whole, the tools of
speculative design can help people at least identify it and point out its critical aspects with
irony and sharpness.

The pandemic hasn’t been planned by some billionaires in cahoots with
governments. Vaccines are not weapons of mass extermination. No anonymous
user on the internet will defeat paedophilia with questionable prophecies.

Reptilians from another dimension did not take over heads of state to launch

useless and bloody wars. Economic crises are not deliberately set by a handful of

Jewish bankers who meet secretly in a cemetery, or on the upper floors of a
skyscraper in some metropolis. The climate emergency was not triggered by
chemtrails.

It's all much scarier than that; therefore, everything is incredibly more difficult to

accept. “The world is a ship adrift,” Moore reiterates, and no one really has control

of the rudder. (Bianchi, 2021)
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