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ABSTRACT
Although it has influenced the field of Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) since its origins, 

humanistic HCI has come into its own since the early 2000s. In that time, it has made substantial 

contributions to HCI theory and methodologies and also had major influence in user experience 

(UX) design, aesthetic interaction, and emancipatory/social change-oriented approaches to HCI. 

This book reintroduces the humanities to a general HCI readership; characterizes its major epis-

temological and methodological commitments as well as forms of rigor; compares the scientific 

report vs. the humanistic essay as research products, while offering some practical advice for peer 

review; and focuses on two major topics where humanistic HCI has had particular influence in the 

field—user experience and aesthetics and emancipatory approaches to computing. This book argues 

for a more inclusive and broad reach for humanistic thought within the interdisciplinary field of 

HCI, and its lively and engaging style will invite readers into that project.

KEYWORDS
HCI, human-computer interaction, humanities, philosophy, experience, UX, aesthetics, essay, social 

justice, activism, pragmatism, somaesthetics, Marxism, psychoanalysis, feminism, postcolonialism, 

critical theory, conceptual analysis, discourse analysis
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Preface

Fifty years ago, computers lacked sufficient power to both do their tasks and also render a user 

interface; human specialists instead functioned as the interface between a human with a compu-

tational need and the system capable of performing it. Today, user interfaces capture our imagina-

tions, drive economies, and are the very stuff of everyday life—be it delighting or frustrating. In 

those intervening 50 years, we witnessed the development of the graphical user interface, which 

meant that direct access to computing was directly available to most professionals, rather than 

only to specialist technicians. Driven by Moore’s Law, falling prices led to PCs moving from the 

white-collar office to most workplaces, and then to our homes in the forms of workstations tailored 

for the home and video game consoles. The Internet took off, giving us the World Wide Web and 

email, persistent virtual worlds, social media, and online video. Soon, computers were in our pock-

ets, dishwashers, cars, cameras, TVs, and today most of us don’t know how many computers we 

own (or, thanks to complex laws and licensing agreements, whether we own them at all). Enabled 

by our smart devices and social media habits, algorithms now watch us online, in airports, via fi-

nancial transactions to figure out whether we might be terrorists as well as which kinds of cheese 

we’re be more likely to buy. 

Jonathan Grudin describes this movement of the computer from a narrow technical spe-

cialist domain to something ubiquitously around us as “the computer reaching out” (1989). For 

those of us who have lived through this history, it’s easy to see that the computer reaching out 

has enormous sociocultural consequences: practical, legal, ethical, financial, political, and aesthetic. 

Those who design information technologies are in the midst of adding a new dimension—virtu-

ality—to the artificial world that all humans now must live in, it being nearly impossible to opt 

out (Vertesi, 2014). 

No wonder, then, that the young field of HCI has seen enormous changes in its objects of 

inquiry, theory, and methods. In a little over three decades, HCI has already gone through three 

Kuhnian paradigms (Kuhn, 1996), that is, coherent concatenations of theoretical, methodological, 

and content-specific research structures (Bødker, 2006; Rogers, 2012; Harrison et al., 2007). In the 

1980s, during its first paradigm or wave, HCI successfully developed and championed a concept 

of usability, which could be measured according to task completion time, error rates, learnability, 

memorability, and subjective satisfaction (Shneiderman and Plaisant, 2010). This remains a major 

intellectual achievement, but while usability offers an excellent way to evaluate professional sys-

tems, the field of HCI has long recognized that usability is weak at other evaluation criteria that 

are increasingly relevant as the computer reaches out. For example, usability is weak at capturing 
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the social dimensions of collaboration, and also at the contextually specific dimensions of interac-

tion; research in the second paradigm or wave of HCI sought to correct these shortcomings, and to 

do so turned to disciplines and theoretical traditions outside of HCI—social psychology, sociology, 

and anthropology in particular. 

In the early 2000s, it became clear that whereas then-dominant theories and methods were 

optimized for workplace-based interaction, many of the most exciting developments in the field—

such as mobile, domestic, and entertainment computing—were not amenable to such theories and 

methods. There were questions of experience, emancipation, domestic life, intimacy, sustainability, 

and the good life—issues that have come to dominate the third paradigm or third wave of HCI. 

Meanwhile, scholars in adjacent fields, including digital media studies, digital arts, video games, 

and science and technology studies (STS) were building a compelling track record of success with 

these issues by turning to humanistic theories and approaches. And so HCI made the turn as well 

to humanistic thinking—a sensible move, as we hope to demonstrate in what follows. 

One final caveat to this brief narrative: it should not be read as teleological, as if the third 

paradigm of HCI is better than or somehow replaces the earlier two paradigms. Rather, all three 

paradigms now operate together, often in a complementary way. It would be absurd to argue, for 

example, that usability doesn’t matter in an video game or a mobile phone app. Likewise, it would 

be foolish to dismiss the contributions of activity theory, distributed cognition, or ethnomethod-

ology in researching collaborative behavior in a massively multiplayer online game, such as World 

of Warcraft. 

WHAT IS HUMANISTIC HCI?

Chapter 2 offers a careful and substantive response to this question, but we’ll aim to be pithy here 

in the Preface. We begin with a definition of the humanities.

The term ‘humanities’ includes, but is not limited to, the study and interpretation of the fol-

lowing: language, both modern and classical; linguistics; literature; history; jurisprudence; 

philosophy; archaeology; comparative religion; ethics; the history, criticism and theory 

of the arts; those aspects of social sciences which have humanistic content and employ 

humanistic methods; and the study and application of the humanities to the human envi-

ronment with particular attention to reflecting our diverse heritage, traditions, and history 

and to the relevance of the humanities to the current conditions of national life (http://

www.neh.gov/about, accessed August 16, 2014).

We’ll comment on this definition in Chapter 2, but we include it here simply to remind 

readers how wide-ranging the humanities are (extending far beyond obvious instances such as lit-

erary theory and philosophy to include archaeology, law, linguistics, and history) and also to show 
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that even the U.S. National Endowment for the Humanities (the source of the above definition) 

sees the humanities as contiguous with and inseparable from certain aspects of the social sciences. 

We agree. And in that spirit we offer our take on humanistic HCI. 

We understand Humanistic HCI to refer to any HCI research or practice that deploys 

humanistic epistemologies (e.g., conceptual systems) and methodologies (e.g., conceptual 

analysis; critical analysis of designs, processes, and implementations; emancipatory criti-

cism) in service of HCI processes, theories, methods, agenda-setting, and practices.

A few clarifications (developed later in more detail) are in order. We do not understand 

humanistic HCI to be the same sort of thing as the Digital Humanities. The latter we understand 

to be contemporary humanities scholarship mediated by technological tools (e.g., text search ca-

pabilities, algorithms for pattern recognition and prediction). In contrast, we understand humanistic 

HCI to be HCI scholarship, supported or mediated by humanistic theories and methods. In turn, 

this means that HCI researchers and practitioners do humanistic HCI; it is certainly not limited to 

researchers and practitioners with advanced degrees in the humanities. Indeed, some of the most 

influential contributions to Humanistic HCI came from social scientists, including Paul Dourish, 

John McCarthy, and Peter Wright, and designers, such as Ann Light and Kristina Höök.

WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK?

Given our view that humanistic HCI is basically a style or mode of HCI scholarship, and that it is 

done by HCI researchers and practitioners, then one implication is that the whole HCI community 

is likely to benefit from resources that support its members in the uptake of humanistic HCI—to 

whatever degree they want to think about humanistic issues in their work, and starting from wher-

ever they are in terms of humanities training. This book is intended as one such resource. 

Specifically, we hope the book offers the following benefits to readers in the HCI community, 

regardless of background. The book should:

• demystify humanistic knowledge production processes (e.g., theoretical commitments, 

methodological predispositions, and standards of rigor) and humanistic knowledge 

outcomes (e.g., what constitutes a humanistic “contribution”);

• offer an accessible and synthetic narrative of major contributions to humanistic HCI 

and a generous collection of bibliographic leads, to improve their accessibility to wider 

HCI readerships;

• provide immediate practical resources to help HCI researchers and practitioners to 

incorporate humanistic ways of knowing into their practice;
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• highlight areas where humanistic approaches are particularly strong and/or influential 

in HCI practice, in particular, user experience and emancipatory HCI; and 

• contribute toward the consolidation of humanistic HCI as one of the many coherent, 

if heterogeneous, subdomains of HCI, with the view that it can be further developed 

and improved internally and also that it has sufficient hooks to be able to function 

side-by-side with other HCI subdomains.

We have broader and longer-term hopes as well. Let us begin with the present state of the 

humanities. There is no question that the humanities have been in decline both in prestige and 

across a number of measures in recent decades. Academic disciplines come and go. The idea of a 

literature department or the academic study of literature is less than two hundred years old and 

emerged in a specific sociocultural moment. We are skeptical that what it would become in its 

heyday—the literature department of the 1940s–1970s, which taught “soft skills” such as critical 

thinking and deep and wide reading of “great books,” to a professional white collar class, will come 

back again (or even that such an outcome would be desirable). But the intellectual virtues of the 

humanities, such as those in the box below should not be relegated to the past. 

Key Intellectual Virtues of Humanistic Thought

 Critical thinking

 Mastery of one’s own language (and others)

 Argumentative skill, including the accurate representation and analysis of ideas—one’s 

own or those of others

 Sensitivity to historical patterns and genealogies, in particular their significance in the 

present and implications for the future

 Perceptiveness concerning false pleasures and ideological machinations

 Commitment to rational and democratic jurisprudence

 Imaginative connection to sociocultural others (e.g., people from the distant past, from 

other parts of the world, in different life stages, pursuing different forms of life)

 Reflectiveness about the conditions of one’s own knowledge-producing capability

Our optimistic hope is that the humanities will in the coming years realign themselves with 

new major new disciplinary fields—informatics being one of them—to the mutual benefit of all of 

these fields and, far more importantly, to the benefit of the world we live in. In this regard, we as 

authors hope that we have readers beyond HCI, for instance, readers in the humanities interested 

in seeing the rise of humanistic HCI as a success story, one in which they can recognize themselves. 
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THE COMPUTER PUSHED OUT

We opened this Preface with a narrative of “the computer reaching out”—a powerful metaphor. 

But we in HCI are not just passively “being reached” by the computer. It is our profession that, 

along with others’, pushes the computer out. This happens as researchers and practitioners identify 

new needs, explore new technological capabilities, design and release new things, construct new IT 

infrastructures, and imagine computation as a kind of approach to the very real problems we face. 

Nearly 15 years ago Paul Dourish (2001) wrote that the development and application of computa-

tional technologies is “most certainly also a philosophical enterprise,” continuing,

It is philosophical in the way it represents the world, in the way it creates and manipulates 

models of reality, of people, and of action. Every piece of software reflects an uncountable 

number of philosophical commitments and perspectives without which it could never be 

created. (vii-viii)

Dourish left tacit what we’ll now ask directly: Are we pursuing this philosophical enterprise 

competently? Are we as a field merely waiting for the computer to reach out to us, running behind 

to study it after the fact, or are we owning up to our own agency as (at least one) party pushing the 

computer out? Can we even tell the difference in practice?

Our position is that humanistic theories and approaches, emerging out of and reflecting the 

values we just listed—of critical thinking, communicative competence, imaginative empathy, reflec-

tive self-awareness, etc.—not only can help HCI researchers and practitioners live up to their own 

utilitarian, ethical, and aesthetic ideals, but, as the following chapters show time and again, they 

already have. That’s the story that we have to tell, and in doing so, we also hope our project brings 

into view some sense for what comes next. 

But such topics aren’t destined for humble prefaces. 
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