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Introduction

Deb[eat]e is a meal platform designed to provoke debate 
on the future of our food. Each meal revolves around a 
shared experience, a menu and other food related props 
that suggest an alternative or new food system. Experts 
and stakeholders in our food system are brought together 
to debate the possibility and desirability of such a system. 
The discussions are later made available online for the 
general public to access. This platform is intended to 
create exchanges at the table, to collectively explore 
possible futures and possible courses of action but also 
to bring the debate on the future of food to a larger 
audience.

Most of us are aware of the environmental and social 
impact of our industrial food system, yet I feel that 
change is going slow towards more sustainable use of 
it. New technologies in the field of agriculture, such as 
gene editing, generally have for purpose to improve 
both production and profit in favour of corporate giants 
running the food industry. According to Anthony Dunne 
and Fiona Raby western countries live in a “consumer 
society”: consumerism drives economic growth. Even 
if we discuss and debate about big issues as citizen, it is 
really as consumer that we help shape the future and 
future products:

Although being aware of an important issue does not seem 
enough to take collective action against or for it. Anthony 
Dunne and Fiona Raby therefore propose to involve the 
consumer at much earlier stage, at the concept or research 
stage, thus facilitating the debate on the implications 
of advanced productions and applied research. To help 
speed up the motion of change regarding our food 
system, we need to create platforms where we can debate 
on and explore plausible alternative food system with 
participation of both the experts and the consumers.

It is only when products are bought that they 
enter everyday life and have an effect. The act 
of buying determines our technological future. 

By presenting people with fictional products, 
services, and systems from alternative futures 

people can engage critically with them as 
citizen-consumers.

-Speculative Everything, Anthony Dune & Fiona Raby.
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Research

The project started with a general discontent and concern 
about our current food choices, its sustainability and our 
new gene editing techniques used in the food system. I 
needed to understand the mechanism of the food system 
better, i.e. when and how decisions are made. Thus I could 
identify the best way to infiltrate and stimulate change.

To support my readings I undertook field trips to the 
Agricultural University of Iceland and to the food 
innovation centre Matís. Further I interviewed local 
scientists working with genetic modification tools and 
culinary chef, such as Victoria Eliasdóttir, known for her 
involvement with organic and local food.

The interviews were instructive; I was learning about 
the mechanics behind our food. The conversations 
were also intimate, just me and my discussion partner, 
nothing was really at stake so we could happily confront 
each other in regard to our actions and thinking. At last 
the conversations were creative, I was able to bring the 
conversation to a potential tense where we would imagine 
how the food system could be.

I enjoyed to speak and listen to experts with different 
opinions, but also wanted to confront them. At the same 
time, I wanted to share my experience with a wider 
audience: discuss and debate with experts, show the 
full complexity of our food system and collectively find 
alternatives to it.

Interview with 
Björn at Matís.

<
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Research is a term that I associate to the 
acquisition of new knowledge. The subject 

of the project  is vaguely formulated and 
need to be understood deeper. Readings 

bring more accurate knowledge, while 
interviews with experts and visit in the field 

add more empirical knowledge. Facts are 
collected at the same time as impressions 

and feelings are registered.

Foraging 
Icelandic herbs in 
the summer time.

<

Visit at the 
Agricultural 
University of 
Iceland with Jón.

<
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Process

Readings and interviews led me to think about the action 
of debate. As seen in Speculative Everything by Anthony 
Dunne and Fiona Raby, consumers, the large audience, 
are not invited at  the research or concept stage of a 
new technology. They can only interact as consumer 
by buying or not the result of this technology. Opinions 
on our food are strong, but are revealed too late, when 
the product of agriculture and food industry end in the 
supermarket.

There is a need for a platform where consumers and 
experts argue for their point of view upstream, in order 
to consider a possible course of action or reach common 
ground. For this purpose, it seemed necessary to test with 
the audience how to involve them. The opportunity to 
interact with an audience presented itself early in the 
process, in October during an event hosted by Studio 
Olafur Eliasson’s Kitchen, SOE Kitchen 101: Future of Food.

First sketch of the 
concept and ideas 
of food.

<
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Process appears within the research, 
it is characterised by the beginning 
of interpretations. The collection of 

data rapidly reveals places for design 
interventions. From now on, concepts 

are drawn, mockups are built and tested. 
Participation of the future audience of the 

project during the process is dear to my 
heart. Their reactions on the mockups are 

important decision making factors, this 
“research-action” helps to detail the final 

translation of the project. 
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From the Atomic Gardening 
Society to SOE Kitchen.

I wrote my thesis on the activities of Muriel Howorth. 
Muriel Howorth wasan English woman that initiated 
discussion on the use of atomic science to mutate plants 
between scientists, politicians and enthusiasts among the 
general public. She created the Atomic Gardening Society 
for all enthusiasts of atomic science that wanted to take 
part in the food revolution she was preaching. Inspired by 
her activities I established the Gene Gardening Society 
to involve passive onlooker of genetic modification 
and speculate about its use in food production. After 
interviewing and confronting experts of our food 
system, I wanted to inform the consumer, cross opinions 
and maybe suggest alternative ways to use Genetically 
Modified Organisms (GMO) and Genetically Edited 
Organisms (GEO). I hoped as well, by creating a third 
platform, I could bring the science closer to the consumer 
and find other aims for applied scientific research, than 
economic growth.

For that purpose, I presented myself as president of the 
society, I handed out flyers explaining the activities of 
the fictitious society with a form where I asked people to 
write what they would do if they were part of it.  
   
Most people participating asked questions about specific 
technology while a few wrote down ideas of what to 
do with genetic modification. Almost everyone gave 
me their contact. People were obviously interested in 
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Flyers for the 
gene gardening 
society.

<

Certificate of 
Merit from the 
atomic gardening 
society.

<
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the discussion and the ideas but overwhelmed by the 
possibilities. I also put myself in the position of a scientist, 
that I had a hard time to carry-on as I am not an expert 
in the biological field.  Genetic modification in food is 
a broad topic, it is difficult for a layman to fathom the 
essentials and start speculating how we would change 
food without any leads. One has hard time to give an 
opinion on a concept or technology if the implications 
are not clear, from Speculative Everything:

The experiment I made offered a valuable discovery: It 
seemed necessary to design a more organized platform 
where the audience could engage with materialised  
example of the subject under discussion.

As designers, we need to shift from designing 
applications to designing implications by 
creating imaginary products and services 

that situate these new developments within 
everyday material culture.

-Speculative Everything, Anthony Dune & Fiona Raby.

Answers to the 
flyers by the 
participants.

<
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Speculative Food Design.

Dining is a social activity. Restaurants are places dedicated 
to meet around this activity. Guests are speaking around 
the table and the food they eat speak volumes as well, 
if you are attuned to the semiotics of the way the food 
is prepared. Chefs talk with food, they create flavours 
to depict a landscape, recount a childhood memory or 
consider alternative food system.

Art has also repeatedly used food to mediate their 
message. The Futurist artistic movement, and especially 
the work of the Italian artist Filippo Tommaso Marinetti 
who wrote The Futurist Cookbook is an example. 
Marinetto believed that the Futurist movement had to 
infiltrate every field including the culinary one:

Muriel Howorth also used food, she gathered experts 
from the fields of science and politics at the dinner 
table to discuss the value of atomic mutation in food 
production and served them atomic mutated peanuts. 
The significance of food, and its possible meanings makes 
it a great medium to explore alternative sustainable food 
system and tell a new story. The platform would then 
need revolve around a futuristic dinner that represents 
an alternative food system to initiate debate among the 
guests.

At this point in the process the participation of a culinary 
chef became necessary. I invited Kjartan Óli Guðmundsson 
to join the project, he brought cooking skills and food 
knowledge. Together we sketched the menu of the first 
Deb[eat]e.

While recognizing that great deeds have been 
performed in the past by men badly or crudely 

nourished, we affirm this truth: that we think, 
dream, and act according to what we eat and 

drink.

-Filippo Tommaso Marinetti

First sketches 
for the debate 
platform.

<
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Translation

When designing the platform, I was inspired by Matt 
Malpass’ view on speculative design, which he defines in 
his book Critical Design in Context as

His point of view animated my efforts when constructing 
my design. Deb[eat]e is a dedicated space for the debate 
surrounding food and technology. It takes the form 
of events where guests are invited to taste food from a 
futuristic or alternative food system.

I contacted the culinary chef and designer Kjartan Oli 
Guðmundsson and invited him to think the setting of 
the first deb[eat]e. Together we built a black round table 
where we would “stage” the food from a potential future, 
using tableware, rituals and of course food. The black 
background is an aesthetic feature that I used throughout 
the whole project. It refers to the black stage where 
fictions are acted out and in this project where the food is 
staged. The guest would seat in a circle at the round table, 
they would engage in a debate immersing themselves in 
the fiction. This event would mix debate and fictitious 
dinner rituals in order to create an intimate space that 
welcomes in-depth conversations.

[...] used to identify and probe the values 
that user audiences hold in relation to 

scientific and technological progression 
and to propose alternative value systems to 

dominant technological ideology, envisioning 
technological futures based on different 
socio-political values. Here, speculative 

design enables the user to see and reflect on 
larger technological contexts and different 

technological futures that raise questions 
about existing conditions in the present.

-Critical Design in Context, Matt Malpass
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Translation is a materialised concept that 
is ready to be presented to an audience. It 
is also the period during which the place 

and media for the project is chosen and all 
formalities and details are dealt accordingly.
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First Deb[eat]e: genetically 
modified bacteria to end soil 
hunger.

First deb[eat]e took place on the 24th of January. We invited 
6 guests with strong and opposite opinions on Genetically 
Modified Organism (GMO) and intensive farming. We 
invited Jón Hallsteinn Hallsson a biologist and teacher 
at the Icelandic Agricultural University and Dominique 
Pledel the head of the slow movement in Iceland knowing 
that they already had public disagreement regarding the 
introduction of GMOs in Iceland. 

We created a future scenario where the overuse of 
monoculture depleted the agricultural soil from its 
nutrient and genetically modified bacteria would be used 
to add nutrients in our food, transforming sugars in various 
vitamins and proteins through the fermentation process. 
We elaborated a two course menu: 5 different vegetables 
fermented and spiced up served on sourdough bread 
for the main course and fermented oat based pancakes 
with a chocolate sauce for the dessert. Everything served, 
except for the water, had undergone a fermentation 
process.

The structure of the dinner was supposed to influence 
the structure of the discussions as well, we hoped to reach 
some conclusion in the debate at dessert time. We read 
from a fiction at the beginning of the dinner that was 
supposed to set all the guests in context. The discussions 
lasted 4 hours. Kjartan and I were moderators, presenting 
the food and introducing the topics for debate by asking 
each individual targeted questions. We recorded them 
with two cameras, a top view with a Gopro, a side view 
with a video camera and sound with a Zoom. The sound 
turned out really bad, it had a lot of echo and thus needed 
a lot of editing work afterward. The side view was not 
successful since some of the guests were facing back to 
it. The top view, even of less quality, showed different 
interactions of participants and is amusing to watch.
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Top view of 
the guests and 
the food at the 
dinner.

<

Fermented Oat 
presented in a 
glass jar.

<

The tableware 
for the event, 
measuring plate 
and spon/knife to 
eat the ferments.

<
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For this first attempt, guests did not refer directly to 
the fiction, food and props that we created. They were 
aware of the topic of the dinner before coming but we 
revealed the food and the details of the scenario verbally 
at the beginning of the dinner which did not give them 
enough time to familiarize with it. Those debates were 
informative. The arguments each guests brought to the 
table came from their own field of expertise and had to be 
explained to the other guests. They sometimes reached 
common grounds regarding genetic modification, they 
conclude that the technology is not bad in itself but the 
motives for its use can be. The debates were also very 
creative. The proposed solution was not acclaimed by 
the guests and they started themselves to find more 
desirable alternatives to the solution we imagined. At 
several times guests positioned themselves in a “problem 
solver” situation and proposed alternatives to the food 
system we imagined and the current one.

When guests are invited to Deb[eat]e they are not in 
a situation where they defend their opinion, they are 
encouraged to challenge their opinion according to the 
proposed fiction. So that they can think about the near 
future or alternative reality context with free mind, free of 
today’s constraints, and collectively imagine alternatives.
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Tableware in use.

<

Fermented 
cucumber 
with chili and 
coriander seeds.

<
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Deb[eat]e, meal replacer are 
the next basic income.

For the second deb[eat]e I wanted to have a better control 
over the conversations and wanted to test this platform 
with non-experts. I invited 16 classmates and teachers, 
without any particular knowledge or interest in food, for 
breakfast.

I sketched a quick story where meal replacer would 
become a basic income only in food. Every participant 
would get a decent but boring nutrition and I would 
use music, sense, flavour and digital projections to 
spice up their meal. I served chia pudding in 1 and 2 
kilos plastic containers to show the triviality of this low 
cost speculative meal. Chia pudding does not have any 
particular taste except the one of the liquid it is mixed 
with, however, it feels like little gelatine balls. I placed 
different sprays containing edible perfume and droppers 
containing different flavours that guests were welcome to 
use to “personalise” their basic meal.

Projections on the table and the food would lead the 
conversations by giving questions, positions and a time 
limit. A digital voice read the fiction, then a projection 
would divide the table in two, half of the guests would 
advocate for meal replacer as basic income food and the 
other half against. After ten minutes another question 
would appear asking for everyone’s personal opinion 
on meal replacer. I recorded the dinner from a bird’s eye 
view with a video camera and its microphone, some of 
the guests were still facing back to the camera but I got 
good shots of the food.
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Chia pudding

<

Projections on 
the black table, 
plastic container 
and chia pudding.

<
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No one dared to speak at first. I had to take the position 
of a moderator and ask one by one about their opinion 
for or against the scenario. From stated  arguments on the 
fiction, debates arose. After listening to one’s perspective 
another was able to position himself against or for and 
add more debatable arguments on the table.

From this experiment I learned that a human moderator, 
able to improvised and lead, is necessary. It is also possible 
to hint at certain topics by sneaking open questions on 
the tableware, however, the projection was very useful 
for the moderator to time the event.
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Timer projected 
on the food and 
table.

<
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Deb[eat]e, what is food without 
oil?

For the third deb[eat]e Kjartan and I created a dinner 
in the context of an oil embargo. We sent in advance 
invitations to our guests containing a brief description 
of the topic, a fiction and the menu of the evening for 
everyone to get familiar with the subject beforehand. We 
invited 6 experts that we knew had an interest in local 
food production and/or food safety like Árni Bragason, 
ex-director of the Nordic Genetic Resource centre, known 
for his lectures and paper on Icelandic food safety but 
also Gísli Matthías Auðunsson, Icelandic culinary chef, 
known for his local cuisine. We opened two seats for 
anyone interested by the topic and advertised it on the 
Facebook event created for the occasion. The two seats 
were quickly taken.

For this dinner, we purposely chose a potential future 
context rather than a potential fiction. We thought 
that our guests would be more creative if we proposed 
them to explore a possible future context rather than 
a possible future food or product. We imagined a three 
course menu were we would challenge three agricultural 
territories of Iceland, in the case of an oil embargo; the 
city, the sea and the Highlands. We started with raw 
urban farmed mini vegetables pinched on plastic tubes, 
reminding of vertical farming systems and sprayed it with 
salad dressing and olive oil. The main course consisted 
of Icelandic barley and Dulce noodles with a seaweed 
and seashell broth served in half cut net buoy. If there 
is no more fuel, boats would not be able to sail very far 
from the land, buoys would become useless. However, 
the shore could become a cultivating ground for barley, 
seaweeds and seashells.  For the desserts we imagined 
using Icelandic Highlands to grow genetically modified 
tropical fruits. We mixed classic Icelandic recipes and 
ingredients with tropical ones such as mango filled kleina 
or liquorice crêpes served on a geological high-tea.
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Invitation sent by 
e-mail.

<

Top view of 
the guests and 
the food at the 
dinner.

<

Veggie tower for 
urban farming.

<
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We framed the dinner in a two hours’ period using 
projections on the table to let us know (the moderators) 
when to change course. The semi-private dinner was 
advertised on Facebook and transmitted live in a 360° 
video on the webpage of the event, for anyone that 
wanted to attend but could not because of the limited 
seats. We recorded the conversation with microphones 
placed above the heads of the guests, this time the sound 
was very good and just needed noise reduction. We had 
three cameras a Gopro for the top view that recorded 
interactions, food and the projections on the table. The 
360° camera was placed at the table at eye level,  in order 
to reproduce a guest perception for anyone who was 
watching the live feed. The last camera was a bird’s eye/
side view that took good shots of the food until a guest 
placed himself in front of it.
   
Our limited moderation of the discussions and the 
construction of the dinner worked well, we would address 
a new topic/territories every time we would change 
course. We also sneaked in questions and potential 
subjects to think about inside everyone’s napkin. The rest 
of the times guests were free to change subject. This semi-
free frame created more focused conversations than in the 
previous dinner. Several times the guests referred to the 
context and solutions we proposed, but also referred to 
the food, adding deeper level of information, that we just 
hinted at with the food. For example: one of our pastry 
contained liquorice which does not grow in Iceland but 
is, however, a local flavour. We then separated the word 
“local” between two notions: “geographical and cultural”. 
The food and the props used in the debates brought new 
ideas and arguments. At last we did the service ourselves, 
that created an awkward discussion as the moderators 
had to leave and come back without knowing what the 
guests had spoken about in the meantime.

Conversations were recorded, sound and image, later 
edited and posted on the new Facebook page under 
short videos formats. Those short videos are intended to 
provoke debate online and attract a potential audience 
on the website where they can wonder in the full 
conversations of the dinner.
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Noodles in Da-Sea 
served in a buoy.

<

Icelandic barley 
crepes.

Angelica 
spongecake.

<

<

Screenshots of 
the short videos 
posted on the 
facebook page.

<
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Deb[eat]e for the final 
exhibition

For the final exhibition I decided to present the 
menus imagined for the previous Deb[eat]e with the 
conversations they produced. Two screens facing the 
ceiling elevated by 25cm reminding of coffee tables show 
videos of the food and props used in the actual deb[eat] 
“bacteria to solve soil hunger” and “what is food without 
oil?”. On the screens/tables the food slide from left to 
right and right to left as it does when a waiter brings 
the food at the table (American service). Text appears 
describing the ingredients and cooking technique used. 
Two headphones are connected to each screen/tables, 
they allow two persons to listen to the same conversation 
and hopefully debate about it later.

For the final exhibition I also collaborated with Reykjavik 
Roaster, the cafe within Ásmundarsalur museum where the 
exhibition took place. I wanted to try another format of 
debate infiltrating existing facilities and reaching a larger 
audience. I put on offer a menu from an alternative food 
system where the human body is used as a food source. 
For the opening, the audience was able to purchase blood 
cocktails and taste Finger Food inspired by cultured meat 
technology. Instead of slaughtering animals for meat, 
cultured meat is produced by cultivating animal cells. If 
human cells are cultivated, thus creating cultured human 
meat, humans would become a source of food.

The human body also offers milk, blood, bacteria and 
yeast that can be used in cooking. Products of the human 
body were at the centre of each of the bites on offer in 
the cafe. We designed the bites so they remind the body 
part they belong to. It was an aesthetic practice common 
during the 17th century where chefs cooked animal body 
part separately and put a lot of effort in gathering them 
again in the shape of the animal before serving. This 
modern cannibalism is possible because of the scientific 
research and we took inspiration from anatomy drawings 
and shaped the food according to them. Skin Scoby is a 
layered bite, reminding the anatomy of the skin. The base 
is a sweat cracker with on top a mixed culture of bacteria 
and yeast (scoby) harvested from human skin. Breast 
cheese is a ricotta cheese made from breast milk, served 
on a salty cracker and shape in milk duct and lobules. 
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Videos and 
headphones set-
up at the final 
exhibition.<

<
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Finger Food is a meat appetizer purposely shaped as a 
finger and served with red wine sauce. At last the Bloody 
Aunt Rósa cocktail is a blend of bison grass vodka, coffee 
syrup and blood orange juice shacked on ice and served 
with a test tube containing raw blood.

Responses to this provocative looking food were many 
and various. The idea of eating another human being is 
naturally repulsive. Only a few tried the Finger Food that 
was literally shaped like a freshly cut finger. More dared to 
try the cocktail, it was sold out at the end of the night, but 
overall a lot of discussions and debates arose just at the 
sight of the food. I would say there was an equal number 
of people for and against this proposition. Some people 
were truly shocked and misunderstood the point of the 
project, they thought it was a design proposition rather 
than a speculation. Some told me they debated about 
the possibility among their group and tried to answer 
the questions slipped in the napkins hinting at ethical 
but juridical questions such as: Is self-cannibalism legal? 
A few engage a discussion with me, they were curious to 
know where the idea came from and if it was “real”.

I consider this attempt a success as it created debate and 
curiosity among the audience. The cocktail along with 
the bites was less formal than a three course menu, I had 
less control on how the food was served and the way it 
was staged, which is an important part of the project to 
transmit the fiction. Therefore, I would like to repeat the 
experience in a restaurant with a three course menu.
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Bloody Aunt Rósa 
cocketail with a 
blood test tube.

<

Finger Food

The tray of bites 
for two with the 
napkin.

Skin Scoby

<

<

<
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Conclusion

This project was an opportunity to infiltrate consumerist 
places, expanding the territory of speculative design. 
However, the products created for each dinner are 
not aimed at commercial production, they are only 
materialisation of debatable issues within our food system. 
It is always a possibility that a company takes ownership 
of speculative design project for commercial purposes. I 
do not consider this eventuality as a threat to this project. 
This project proposes to debate numerous plausible food 
systems inspired by what is happening currently in the 
scientific field. It might happen that one of the future 
proposed or one of the props created appears desirable 
to a company and enters production. It might actually 
be an opportunity to change the food system for more 
sustainability which is also the point of the project. On the 
other hand, I also trust the citizen-consumer, aware of the 
debate, to choose wisely when desioding to buy or not 
such product. As designer I hold responsibility for what I 
produce but I do not hold responsibility for commercial 
reinterpretations of my creations.

Deb[eat]e has the potential to be operated in restaurants, 
cafes, supermarket and other everyday life food related 
places. Deb[eat]e creeps in the audience everyday life by 
taking over temporarily a food place that the audience 
visit regularly. It is an intrusive form of speculative design, 
but the point is to get a potential audience interested in 
the matter of our food system and invite them to think 
out of the box.

This project could eventually be adapted for a TV format. 
Food shows are popular and debate shows around a dinner 
already exist, such as the Icelandic Kryddsíld. Kryddsíld is 
a TV show broadcasted once a year around Christmas on 
Stöð2. Icelandic politicians are invited to dine and discuss 
the political events from the past year. The food and 
related props are not connected to the conversation and 
have even been the subject of controversy for advertising 
placement. The TV format would bring a better control 
over the technical difficulties I have had. I could have a 
better control over sound and image documentation. 
However, the eating experience is dear to me and I would 
like a larger audience to have access to it. I think it would 
have a greater impact on the audience to be able to taste 
speculative food than to watch it on TV.
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Deb[eat]e is a platform that uses food to 
provoke debate on the future of food. It tells 

plausible stories through the design of the 
food and other related props. In that sense 
it belongs to speculative design, inviting its 
audience to reflect on a potential future in 

order to act in our present.
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The project is therefore open to collaborations with the 
possibility to merge with many fields. My intentions for 
the future of this project is to collaborate with a restaurant 
and propose a deb[eat]e that can be delivered in a food 
place.
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