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 In the course of developing an exhibition at Science Gallery Dublin, we 
inevitably debate what belongs in the show, the qualities of particular pieces, 
and how each explores a particular aspect of the theme, or enhances the visitor 
experience. Sometimes, a piece is controversial, or unsuitable for younger visitors. 
And from time to time, the context is as important as the content: the right piece 
presented wrongly may be as bad as the wrong piece presented well.  
 
Many of the pieces in this show provoke the visitor to consider the responsibility 
of the designer in creating the piece. Does responsibility lie with those who use 
the piece, or those who designed it? Is the designer indemni�ed from the uses 
of their design, or should they consider all possible pernicious (mis)uses of 
their creation? The infamous phrase �guns don�t kill people, people kill people� 
places the responsibility �rmly on the user; however, this exhibition does ask 
what culpability � in terms of both science and design � lies with the ultimate 
originator of a design.
 
As creators of a public exhibition, it�s only reasonable to hold our own actions 
to the same standard. It is worth considering the primary and secondary effects 
of designing such an exhibition, and the choices made about its content. 
Unsurprisingly, more than previous shows, we had to discuss the legality, morality, 
and responsibility of exhibiting certain pieces in DESIGN AND VIOLENCE. 

In particular, we debated including the glossy magazine Dabiq, representative of 
the so-called Islamic State, and an example of design used to incite hatred and 
violence. As a slickly-produced piece of propaganda, it certainly was designed, 
and its aim of radicalisation and encouraging jihad was clearly violent. But what 
would be the result of exhibiting it, and was it responsible to do so?
 
Ideally, exhibiting the magazine with the right context would �defuse� it, and 
expose it as a piece of propaganda that is frequently inaccurate, and ultimately a 
tool used to manipulate people susceptible to radicalisation. On the other hand, 
by exhibiting it, we might be contravening the Prohibition of Incitement to Hatred 
Act of 1989, which covers showing �written material, words, behaviour, visual 
images or sounds [that] are threatening, abusive or insulting and are intended or, 
having regard to all the circumstances, are likely to stir up hatred�. Exhibiting it 
could give the magazine more exposure than it would otherwise receive circulating 
on the dark web, and potentially expose people susceptible to radicalisation to 
Dabiq�s hateful message. And perhaps more likely was the possibility that other 
visitors might conclude the magazine�s extreme positions were more widely held 
than they are in reality, therefore stoking anti-Muslim sentiment; in fact, the 
magazine represents a highly visible but small extremist group.
 
In the end, we had to consider whether we � as designers of public cultural 
experiences � were complicit in the violence inherent in the piece, or whether we 
could exhibit it and responsibly claim that by doing so we would be diminishing its 
violent potential. Ultimately, we decided not to exhibit a physical copy, but instead 
held a public forum discussing the dif�culties of exhibiting �toxic� content like this 
� content that is necessary to debate, but very context-sensitive.
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I�m thankful to Shaykh Dr. Umar Al-Qadri and TCD Professors Roja Fazaeli and 
Neville Cox, plus Professor Maura Conway of DCU for their advice and for joining 
the debate at the intersection of culture, design, technology and extremism. More 
than anything, it showed that even when the legal issues are black and white, the 
morality and responsibility inherent in designing anything lies on a spectrum of 
shades of grey.
 
Each of the pieces featured in this edition of the publications that accompany 
DESIGN AND VIOLENCE evoke that phenomenon of moral spectrum, and lack 
the binary options of right and wrong. Humanae reductively objecti�es people 
down to a Pantone colour but, in doing so, empowers each participant and de-
weaponises skin colour as an agent of racism. The Liberator expands the issue 
of gun violence to include the act of �le sharing � placing it somewhere on the 
culpability spectrum alongside gun design, manufacturing, ownership, sale and 
use. And IR8 Miracle Rice brings an important environmental angle to the show, 
exploring unintended and secondary consequences that counter some of the clear 
bene�ts of genetic modi�cation.
 
Proving that you are acting ethically, like proving causation in scienti�c research, 
becomes more dif�cult as complexity increases. There may be no more complex 
scenario than human society, so we should be prepared for grey areas, dissent, and 
the muddied waters of morality at the blurred intersection of right and wrong, art 
and science, and design and violence. 

IMAGE: 
IR8 pictured next to its parents, Peta, 
a tall, vigorous variety from Indonesia, 
and the Taiwanese dwarf variety DGWG. 
2009. Part of the image collection of 
the International Rice Research Institute 
(IRRI). Image courtesy of IRRI.



 First of all, we have to admit that we are jealous. This is the perfect 
speculative design project � extrapolating the promise of an emerging technology 
to present a plausible future use.
 
Profound societal changes increasingly happen through �disruptive innovators� 
exploiting technological advances to change the way people act � Airbnb and 
Uber are classic contemporary examples of this practice. To borrow from the 
science of ecology: success comes through using technological advantage to 
overcome the (complacent) competition for a niche. Disruption sneaks in through 
the back door, and before we�ve noticed, whole industries (and, in turn, lifestyles) 
have been transformed. Such processes fundamentally change the entire human 
ecosystem, for better or worse.
 
Praemonitus, praemunitus � forewarned is forearmed. But with technological 
futures, as in nature, there is little in the way of forewarning aside from the 
spectacle of science �ction, which usually overstates the negative or dystopian 
aspect. This is where speculative design can play an important role: by creating 
and inserting into the public domain imaginaries of a potential technological 
future before it happens, we can learn from the resulting debate and exercise 
greater agency and control in choosing preferable futures.
 
Touted as the bleeding edge of the next technological revolution, 3D printing 
and the related tropes of decentralised manufacture and knowledge-sharing are 
commonly viewed as updated notions of the values espoused in Stewart Brand�s 
Whole Earth Catalog. Whilst the collaborative, distributed, and shared techniques 
of the free software movement have empowered societies and de-institutionalised 
individuals, the promise of the hardware side has mostly fallen short. The 
emancipated makers and uploaders have so far presented little evidence of 
transformative potential beyond the production of miniature skulls and colourful 
vases � hardly revolutionary.
 
Then the Liberator came along.
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IMAGES: 
Screenshots from 
In The Line of Fire 
(1993), Columbia 
Pictures and Castle 
Rock Entertainment.



The Liberator exempli�es good speculative design because of the broad and 
powerful debate that surrounded its unveiling, which transcended much of the 
critique commonly directed towards this approach2. This success was not down 
to one factor but to several combined elements:
 
OBJECT  /  The choice of the gun is perfect as it fully exploits the DIY non-legislated 
nature of the technology. It is both functionally and politically provocative, a fact 
proven by the US State Department�s reaction (enforcing the Arms Export Control 
Act of 1976). The Pirate Bay refused to remove the 3D �les, instead issuing this 
statement on 10th May, 2013:
 

We believe that the world needs less guns, not more of them. We believe 
however that these prints will stay on the internets regardless of blocks 
and censorship, since that�s how the internets works. If there�s a lunatic 
out there who wants to print guns to kill people, he or she will do it. With 
or without TPB. Better to have these prints out in the open internets (TPB) 
and up for peer review (the comment threads), than semi-hidden in the 
darker parts of the internet.

 
FUNCTION  /  As a technique, 3D printing is currently limited by its material 
constraints, hence the focus on (non-functional) models and gimmicks. For that 
reason, producing a (conceivably) functional product was a breakthrough. It 
brings to mind the functional plastic gun John Malkovich�s assassin character 
constructs in the �lm In the Line of Fire (1993), a familiar point of reference that 
enhances plausibility. The power of the concept also allows those who have no 
intention of making and owning a functional �rearm (including most Europeans) 
to overlook the basic problem of where the bullets come from, or if it even works3.
 
IMAGE  /  The design is gun-like enough to carry the symbol, allowing for easy 
dissemination in a world obsessed with image. Malkovich�s gun, while it might 
have functioned perfectly as a gun, would nonetheless have been too abstract an 
object to carry its symbolic message without the narrative context.
 
OPINION  /  The Liberator may be seen to symbolise both the climate of violent 
political extremism on the rise in the United States, Europe, and elsewhere 
in recent years, and (conversely) resistance to authoritarianism through the 
promotion of radical freedom of expression and the decentralisation of power. 
This intellectual paradox forces personal contemplation and public debate � 
as champions of open technology who deplore �rearms, we are faced with a 
powerful dilemma.
 



IMAGES: 
The Liberator is a 3D-printed gun made of 
sixteen plastic pieces, and requiring only the 
addition of a nail to enable it to �re a single 
bullet. The computer code for the gun was 
designed and released online by libertarian 
(and at the time, law student) Cody Wilson 
and his company Defense Distributed as a 
provocation around public access to weapons. 
It is an example of a �physible� object, one 
that can be distributed as code and fabricated 
by computer-controlled machinery.






























