
Lesson 3: Conveying The Truth Through Self-Portraits 

 
What is an artist’s responsibility to truth?  

What is the role of truth and facts in poetry, nonfiction, and fiction? 

Section 1: Look over your work from the previous lesson. 

• What was your favorite of the self-portraits you found? 
• What did you like about it, and what can you learn from it? 
• What made the self-portraits you looked at compelling? 
• What techniques might you be able to adopt? 

Section 2: Truth and Facts in Memoir 

Decide whether you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree with the following 
statement. 

• Memoir should be scrupulously factual. 

Section 3: Truth and Facts in Poetry and Nonfiction 

Read the poem “Tell all the truth but tell it slant” by Emily Dickinson and the article “Just the Facts” 
by Danny Heitman. 

• Annotate each text as you read. 
• Discuss how these two pieces influence your ideas about “truth” and “fact” in writing. 

 

 

 

 



Tell all the truth but tell it slant 

EMILY DICKINSON 

1. Tell all the truth but tell it slant — 

2. Success in Circuit lies 

3. Too bright for our infirm Delight 

4. The Truth’s superb surprise 

5. As Lightning to the Children eased 

6. With explanation kind 

7. The Truth must dazzle gradually 

8. Or every man be blind — 

  



Just the Facts by Danny Heitman 
 

Many people seem to regard a nonfiction writer’s obligation to stick to the facts as a roadblock to 

creativity. Perhaps that’s why so many artists attempt nonfiction projects, then end up embellishing 

their narratives with invented elements.  

 

This is nothing new. Herman Melville gained fame in 1846 for “Typee,” his memoir of castaway life in 

the South Seas, but scrutiny revealed that his tale was highly fictionalized. More recently, the journalist 

Bill Steigerwald discovered that scenes in “Travels With Charley: In Search of America,” John Steinbeck’s 

1962 travelogue, were largely invented, too. Each year, or so it seems, a new scandal erupts involving a 

story marketed as nonfiction when the narrative is, in truth, partly, or even mostly, made up.  

 

The trouble with this notion of narrative is that it regards facts as obstacles to overcome rather than 

opportunities for insight. As a nonfiction writer for some 30 years now, I’ve come to see that factual 

accuracy is as important to my stories as meter or rhyme might be to a classical poet. Granted, the facts 

of a narrative do impose a limit on a writer’s field of action. But it’s this tension between form and 

expression, like the sublime shaping of lines  

required by the rules of the sonnet, that gives good nonfiction its real beauty.  

 

“In fiction, believability may have nothing to do with reality or even plausibility,” the author Tracy Kidder 

wrote several years ago. “In nonfiction, it has everything to do with those things. I think that the 

nonfiction writer’s fundamental job is to make what is true believable.”  

When it adheres strictly to the facts, the best nonfiction has creativity at its heart. And writing it 

provides ample opportunities for improvisation and, sometimes, surprise. John McPhee, the godfather 

of the genre, explains: “Nonfiction writers go out not knowing what to expect. In a way you’re like a 

cook foraging for materials, and in many ways, like a cook, you’re only as good as your materials. You go 

out looking for characters to sketch, arresting places to describe, dialogue to capture—the way you 

would gather berries.”  

 

In my own writing, I’ve found that during the act of foraging for facts, I have actually uncovered an even 

better story than the one I had first envisioned.  

I arrived to interview a mosquito expert about his  

globe-trotting research, but instead I discovered a firsthand account of the aching poverty of children 

he’d encountered in the world’s backwaters. On another assignment, I planned to write a perfunctory 

profile of a librarian who was retiring from his post. But in the course of the interview, his unexpected 

musings on the single mother who had raised him led me to write a more personally revealing story 

than the by-the-numbers career retrospective I had anticipated.  

The need for factual truth in a nonfiction narrative is seldom convenient, as I was deeply reminded a few 

years ago while writing about a pivotal season in the life of the bird artist John James Audubon. My 

outline called for a chapter in which I would accompany a group of modern-day bird-watchers through a 

part of Louisiana where Audubon had looked for specimens nearly two centuries before. While driving 

to meet my field guides, I daydreamed a perfect picture of how the chapter would unfold. I envisioned a 

tale of bright epiphanies, with a delegation of cheerful naturalists routinely pointing upward at lively 



birds that dripped with the same crimson and indigo splendor of Audubon’s paintings.  

 

But the morning quickly took a more prosaic turn.  

The sky was overcast, which meant that many of the birds appeared in the trees only in silhouette, like 

the blank outlines of enemy planes. And there were long stretches of bird-watching when not much 

happened.  

 

This is the point, I suppose, when a disciple of the Melville or Steinbeck school of nonfiction might have 

simply made stuff up, using fancy to brighten his narrative canvas. But the truth of what I’d found on my 

scouting expedition, though far different from what I had imagined, eventually broadened my sense of 

the story’s possibilities rather than narrowing it. Here, after all, was another dimension to Audubon’s 

reality — that he, too, must have confronted his share of boredom and bad luck in the pursuit of his art.  

 

In fact, I later found journal entries from 1821 where Audubon described a fruitless outing not unlike my 

own. He complained of spending hours in pursuit of a wood ibis, but returning from the woods “fatigued 

and much disappointed.”  

 

This is what can happen to both the writer and the reader when they enter into a nonfiction story. The 

facts, rather than dimming the story, are the central source of revelation. But this sense of joint 

discovery, like all successful collaborations, must be grounded in trust, a shared assumption that what is 

labeled fact is just that.  

Danny Heitman, “Just the Facts.“ Originally published in The New York Times, May 7, 2012. Reprinted by 

permission of the author. 

 

 

  



Section 4: Truth and Facts in Fiction 
 
“The Man I Killed” is a vignette from Tim O’Brien’s collection The Things They Carried. It portrays, in 
great detail, O’Brien’s first experience killing an enemy soldier and the emotions that surround this 
event. 
 
A later vignette from the same collection, however, makes it clear that the story was entirely made 
up. O’Brien first admits that he only saw the man killed—and then tells his readers that is made up 
too; not only did he never kill anyone, but he never could make himself look at the faces of those 
who had been killed. He is writing from a guilt that has no concrete cause and thus, nothing factual 
he can affix his obsession to. 

O’Brien argues that sometimes “story-truth”—a “truth” that deviates from the facts—is truer than 
“happening-truth.” As you read, think about both whether you agree with him and what “story-truths” 
he is working to convey through this vignette. 

• Complete a Dialectical Journal entry, noting essential truths O’Brien told in this story, even if 
the story wasn’t factual. 

• Then, consider why O’Brien made up such a story and what overall truth he was trying to 
convey. Write two or three sentences explaining your opinion. Include evidence from the story 
to support your opinion. 

  





 

“The Man I Killed” from The Things They Carried 

His jaw was in his throat, his upper lip and teeth were gone, his one eye was shut, his other eye was a 

star-shaped hole, his eyebrows were thin and arched like a woman’s, his nose was undamaged, there 

was a slight tear at the lobe of one ear, his clean black hair was swept upward into a cowlick at the rear 

of the skull, his forehead was lightly freckled, his fingernails were clean, the skin at his left cheek was 

peeled back in three ragged strips, his right cheek was smooth and hairless, there was a butterfly on his 

chin, his neck was open to the spinal cord and the blood there was thick and shiny and it was this wound 

that had killed him. He lay face-up in the center of the trail, a slim, dead, almost dainty young man. He 

had bony legs, a narrow waist, long shapely fingers. His chest was sunken and poorly muscled—a 

scholar, maybe. His wrists were the wrists of a child. He wore a black shirt, black pajama pants, a gray 

ammunition belt, a gold ring on the third finger of his right hand. His rubber sandals had been blown off. 

One lay beside him, the other a few meters up the trail. He had been born, maybe, in 1946 in the village 

of My Khe near the central coastline of Quang Ngai Province, where his parents farmed, and where his 

family had lived for several centuries, and where, during the time of the French, his father and two 

uncles and many neighbors had joined in the struggle for independence. He was not a Communist. He 

was a citizen and a soldier. In the village of My Khe, as in all of Quang Ngai, patriotic resistance had the 

force of tradition, which was partly the force of legend, and from his earliest boyhood the man I killed 

would have listened to stories about the heroic Trung sisters and Tran Hung Dao’s famous rout of the 

Mongols and Le Loi’s final victory against the Chinese at Tot Dong. He would have been taught that to 

defend the land was a man’s highest duty and highest privilege. He had accepted this. It was never open 

to question. Secretly, though, it also frightened him. He was not a fighter. His health was poor, his body 

small and frail. He liked books. He wanted someday to be a teacher of mathematics. At night, lying on 

his mat, he could not picture himself doing the brave things his father had done, or his uncles, or the 

heroes of the stories. He hoped in his heart that he would never be tested. He hoped the Americans 

would go away. Soon, he hoped. He kept hoping and hoping, always, even when he was asleep.  

 

“Oh, man, you fuckin’ trashed the fucker,” Azar  

said. “You scrambled his sorry self, look at that, you did, you laid him out like Shredded fuckin’ Wheat.”  

“Go away,” Kiowa said.  

 

“I’m just saying the truth. Like oatmeal.”  

 

“Go,” Kiowa said.  

 

“Okay, then, I take it back,” Azar said. He started to move away, then stopped and said, “Rice Krispies, 

you know? On the dead test, this particular individual gets A-plus.”  

 

Smiling at this, he shrugged and walked up the trail toward the village behind the trees.  

 

Kiowa kneeled down.  

 

“Just forget that crud,” he said. He opened up his canteen and held it out for a while and then sighed 

and pulled it away. “No sweat, man. What else could you do?”  



 

Later, Kiowa said, “I’m serious. Nothing anybody could do. Come on, stop staring.”  

 

The trail junction was shaded by a row of trees and tall  

brush. The slim young man lay with his legs in the  

shade. His jaw was in his throat. His one eye was shut and the other was a star-shaped hole.  

 

Kiowa glanced at the body.  

 

“All right, let me ask a question,” he said. “You want to trade places with him? Turn it all upside down—

you want that? I mean, be honest.”  

 

The star-shaped hole was red and yellow. The yellow part seemed to be getting wider, spreading out at 

the center of the star. The upper lip and gum and teeth were gone. The man’s head was cocked at a 

wrong angle, as if loose at the neck, and the neck was wet with blood.  

 

“Think it over,” Kiowa said.  

 

Then later he said, “Tim, it’s a war. The guy wasn’t Heidi—he had a weapon, right? It’s a tough thing, for 

sure, but you got to cut out that staring.”  

 

Then he said, “Maybe you better lie down a minute.”  

 

Then after a long empty time he said, “Take it slow.  

Just go wherever the spirit takes you.” The butterfly was making its way along the young man’s 

forehead, which was spotted with small dark freckles. The nose was undamaged. The skin on the right 

cheek was smooth and fine-grained and hairless. Frail-looking, delicately boned, the young man would 

not have wanted to be a soldier and in his heart would have feared performing badly in battle. Even as a 

boy growing up in the village of My Khe, he had often worried about this. He imagined covering his head 

and lying in a deep hole and closing his eyes and not moving until the war was over. He had no stomach 

for violence. He loved mathematics. His eyebrows were thin and arched like a woman’s, and at school 

the boys sometimes teased him about how pretty he was, the arched eyebrows and long shapely 

fingers, and on the playground they mimicked a woman’s walk and made fun of his smooth skin and his 

love for mathematics. The young man could not make himself fight them. He often wanted to, but he 

was afraid, and this increased his shame. If he could not fight little boys, he thought, how could he ever 

become a soldier and fight the Americans with their airplanes and helicopters and bombs? It did not 

seem possible. In the presence of his father and uncles, he pretended to look forward to doing his 

patriotic duty,  

which was also a privilege, but at night he prayed  

with his mother that the war might end soon. Beyond anything else, he was afraid of disgracing himself, 

and therefore his family and village. But all he could do, he thought, was wait and pray and try not to 

grow up too fast.  

“Listen to me,” Kiowa said. “You feel terrible, I know that.”  

 



Then he said, “Okay, maybe I don’t know.”  

 

Along the trail there were small blue flowers shaped like bells. The young man’s head was wrenched 

sideways, not quite facing the flowers, and even in the shade a single blade of sunlight sparkled against 

the buckle of his ammunition belt. The left cheek was peeled back in three ragged strips. The wounds at 

his neck had not yet clotted, which made him seem animate even in death, the blood still spreading out 

across his shirt.  

 

Kiowa shook his head.  

 

There was some silence before he said, “Stop staring.”  

 

The young man’s fingernails were clean. There was a slight tear at the lobe of one ear, a sprinkling of 

blood on the forearm. He wore a gold ring on the third finger of his right hand. His chest was sunken and 

poorly muscled—a scholar, maybe. His life was now a constellation of possibilities. So, yes, maybe a 

scholar. And for years, despite his family’s poverty, the man I killed would have been determined to 

continue his education in mathematics. The means for this were arranged, perhaps, through the village 

liberation cadres, and in 1964 the young man began attending classes at the university in Saigon, where 

he avoided politics and paid attention to the problems of calculus. He devoted himself to his studies. He 

spent his nights alone, wrote romantic poems in his journal, took pleasure in the grace and beauty of 

differential equations. The war, he knew, would finally take him, but for the time being he would not let 

himself think about it. He had stopped praying; instead, now, he waited. And as he waited, in his final 

year at the university, he fell in love with a classmate, a girl of seventeen, who one day told him that his 

wrists were like the wrists of a child, so small and delicate, and who admired his narrow waist and the 

cowlick that rose up like a bird’s tail at the back of his head.  

 

She liked his quiet manner; she laughed at his freckles  

and bony legs. One evening, perhaps, they exchanged gold rings.  

 

Now one eye was a star.  

 

“You okay?” Kiowa said.  

 

The corpse lay almost entirely in shade. There were gnats at the mouth, little flecks of pollen drifting 

above the nose. The butterfly was gone. The bleeding had stopped except for the neck wounds.  

 

Kiowa picked up the rubber sandals, clapping off the dirt, then bent down to search the body. He found 

a pouch of rice, a comb, a fingernail clipper, a few soiled piasters, a snapshot of a young woman 

standing in front of a parked motorcycle. Kiowa placed these  

items in his rucksack along with the gray  

ammunition belt and rubber sandals.  

Then he squatted down.  

 

“I’ll tell you the straight truth,” he said. “The guy was dead the second he stepped on the trail. 



Understand me? We all had him zeroed. A good kill—weapon,  

ammunition, everything.” Tiny beads of sweat glistened  

at Kiowa’s forehead. His eyes moved from the sky to the dead man’s body to the knuckles of his own 

hands. “So listen, you best pull your shit together. Can’t just sit here all day.”  

 

Later he said, “Understand?”  

 

Then he said, “Five minutes, Tim. Five more minutes and we’re moving out.”  

 

The one eye did a funny twinkling trick, red to yellow. His head was wrenched sideways, as if loose at 

the neck, and the dead young man seemed to be staring at some distant object beyond the bell-shaped 

flowers along the trail. The blood at the neck had gone to a deep purplish black. Clean fingernails, clean 

hair—he had been a soldier for only a  

single day. After his years at the university, the man I killed returned with his new wife to the village of 

My Khe, where he enlisted as a common rifleman with the 48th Vietcong Battalion. He knew he would 

die quickly. He knew he would see a flash of light. He knew he would fall dead and wake up in the stories 

of his village and people.  

 

Kiowa covered the body with a poncho.  

“Hey, you’re looking better,” he said. “No doubt about it. All you needed was time—some mental R&R.”  

 

Then he said, “Man, I’m sorry.”  

 

Then later he said, “Why not talk about it?”  

 

Then he said, “Come on, man, talk.”  

 

He was a slim, dead, almost dainty young man of about twenty. He lay with one leg bent beneath him, 

his jaw in his throat, his face neither expressive nor inexpressive. One eye was shut. The other was a 

star-shaped hole.  

 

“Talk,” Kiowa said. 

 

“The Things They Carried” and “Man I Killed” from THE THINGS THEY CARRIED by Tim O’Brien. 

Copyright © 1990 by Tim O’Brien. Reprinted by permission of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing 

Company. All rights reserved. 

  



Section 5: Truth and Facts in Your Self-Poortrait 

Record your thoughts: 

• What responsibility to truth and facts will you have in your self-portrait? 

Section 6: Journal Entry 1 

Complete a journal entry. Journal entries could be either written or video journal. 

• What essential truth do you want to be sure to convey in your self-portrait? Explain what you 
want your audience to know about you and begin to consider ways (factual and artistic) that 
you could portray this truth. 

Section 7: through Others Eyes 

We all have a perception of ourselves that is based on our memories, ideas, and experiences. Some 
of us are much more likely to remember negative rather than positive moments: times of 
embarrassment, failure, or disappointment. Sometimes we remember how successes felt, but we 
don’t stop to think about what got us there. 

Over the next few days you will compile a list of memories that show you at your best—at times 
when you succeeded, contributed to a goal, helped someone, and so on. However, these memories 
won’t be your own—they will be the memories of people who are close to you. Then, you will 
analyze these memories to discover what key qualities in your character have helped you shine in 
these moments. You’ll be able reflect on these qualities as you think about what traits to highlight in 
your self-portrait. 

• Begin to work on the Through Others’ Eyes activity. Ask as many friends, family members, 
teammates, coaches, teachers, and so forth, as you can to provide anecdotes about you: 
anecdotes that show you at your best, most true self. Try to interview at least four people, 
ideally from different parts of your life. An example of a letter you could ask interviewees to 
complete is provided. 

• You will need to conduct several interviews to complete this activity, so it’s best to get started 
soon. All of your completed interviews will be used for Lesson 6. 

  



Through Others’ Eyes: Form Letter 

  

Dear _________________________, 

 

For a self-portrait project I am completing in school, I have been asked to obtain feedback about my 

strengths from people who know me well. I thought that because you know me so well through 

_____________________________________________, you would be a good person to provide this kind 

of feedback. 

Please think carefully about a moment when you saw me being what you believe to be my “true best 

self”: the self that reflects at least one positive quality you believe I possess. Then, please tell the story 

of this moment in the space below. 

Thank you so much for taking the time to help me with this assignment! 

 

Sincerely, 

 

_____________________________________ 

 

  



•  

Section 8: Journal Entry 2 

Complete a journal entry. Journal entries could be either written or video journal. 

• What “self” do you portray through your social media presence? Is this self your “true” self? Is it 
factual, or does it deviate from facts in order to portray a deeper truth (or fiction!)? Is this self 
the self you want to show the world? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Lesson 4: Changes Portrayed in Fiction 

 
What kinds of changes—internal and external—are in literary self-portraits? Students will explore the 
types of changes portrayed in fiction. 

Think back over the literature you have read in high school. What books or stories contain parts that 
could be considered examples of self-portrait in a moment of change? 

Think about what techniques writers used to create successful self-portraits. Did they use vivid 
descriptions? Foreshadowing? Multiple narrators? Flashback? What else? 

Complete a Quick Write. 

• Brainstorm as many titles as you can. You can include works of fiction. 
• Which writers do you think were most effective at creating interesting and vivid self-portraits? 
• What literary techniques did these writers use to fully engage their readers? Give specific 

examples from the texts you remember to support your thinking. 

Section 2: Moments of Change in Literary Self-Portraits 

Read and analyze “The Three Sisters” by Sandra Cinseros. As you read, not the moments of 
change the narrator goes through, which of the five lenses from Lesson 1 reflect these moments of 
change, and which techniques the writer uses to portray these moments of change. 

• Then, record your finding in the Literary Self-Portraits Organizer. 
  



“The Three Sisters” from The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros 

They came with the wind that blows in August, thin as a spider web and barely noticed. Three who did 

not seem to be related to anything but the moon. One with laughter like tin and one with eyes of a cat 

and one with hands like porcelain. The aunts, the three sisters, las comadres, they said.  

 

The baby died. Lucy and Rachel’s sister. One night a dog cried, and the next day a yellow bird flew in 

through an open window. Before the week was over, the baby’s fever was worse. Then Jesus came and 

took the baby with him far away. That’s what their mother said.  

 

Then the visitors came … in and out of the little house. It was hard to keep the floors clean. Anybody 

who had ever wondered what color the walls were came and came to look at that little thumb of a 

human in a box like candy.  

 

I had never seen the dead before, not for real, not in somebody’s living room for people to kiss and bless 

themselves and light a candle for. Not in a house. It seemed strange.  

 

They must’ve known, the sisters. They had the power and  

could sense what was what. They said, Come here, and gave me a stick of gum. They smelled like 

Kleenex or the inside of a satin handbag, and then I didn’t feel afraid.  

 

What’s your name, the cat-eyed one asked.  

 

Esperanza, I said.  

 

Esperanza, the old blue-veined one repeated in a high thin voice. Esperanza … a good good name.  

 

My knees hurt, the one with the funny laugh complained.  

 

Tomorrow it will rain.  

 

Yes, tomorrow, they said.  

 

How do you know? I asked.  

 

We know.  

 

Look at her hands, cat-eyed said.  

 

And they turned them over and over as if they were looking for something.  

She’s special.  

 

Yes, she’ll go very far.  

 



Yes, yes, hmmm.  

 

Make a wish.  

 

A wish?  

 

Yes, make a wish. What do you want?  

 

Anything? I said.  

 

Well, why not?  

 

I closed my eyes.  

 

Did you wish already?  

 

Yes, I said.  

 

Well, that’s all there is to it. It’ll come true. How do you know? I asked.  

We know, we know.  

 

Esperanza. The one with marble hands called me aside.  

 

Esperanza. She held my face with her blue-veined hands and looked at me. A long silence. When you 

leave you must remember always to come back, she said.  

 

What?  

 

When you leave you must remember to come back for the others. A circle, understand? You will always 

be Esperanza. You will always be Mango Street. You can’t erase what you know. You can’t forget who 

you are.  

 

Then I didn’t know what to say. It was as if she could read my mind, as if she knew what I had wished 

for, and I felt ashamed for having made such a selfish wish.  

 

You must remember to come back. For the ones who cannot leave as easily as you. You will remember? 

She asked as if she was telling me. Yes, yes, I said a little confused.  

Good, she said rubbing my hands. Good. That’s all. You can go.  

 

I got up to join Lucy and Rachel who were already outside waiting by the door, wondering what 

I was doing talking to three old ladies who smelled like cinnamon. I didn’t understand everything 

they had told me. I turned around. They smiled and waved in their smoky way.  

 



Then I didn’t see them. Not once, or twice, or ever again.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"From THE HOUSE ON MANGO STREET. Copyright © 1984 by Sandra Cisneros. Published 

by Vintage Books, a division of Random House, Inc., and in hardcover by Alfred A. Knopf in 

1994. By permission of Susan Bergholz Literary Services, New York, NY and Lamy, NM. All 

rights reserved." 
 

 

  





    

    

    

    

    

    

  



Section 3: Literary Techniques 

• What literary techniques are useful for portraying external (circumstantial) and internal 
(personal) changes? What literary techniques are useful for portraying concrete changes? 
Abstract changes? 

• What kinds of changes do you find most interesting to read about? 

Section 4: Literary Techniques for Your Self-Portrait 

Consider the literary techniques you explored for portraying moments of change and complete a 
Quick Write. 

• Which writer discussed today do you think has the most to teach you as you prepare to create 
your own self-portrait? Explain. 

Section 5: Journal Entry 3 

Complete a journal entry. Journal entries maybe written or video journals. 

• What are some external and internal changes that have occurred in your life over the past few 
years? What are some concrete and abstract changes that have occurred? 

• Which changes feel the most significant to you, and why? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



TED Talk – Transcript of “Why We Need to Imagine Different Futures” by Anab Jain 

I visit the future for a living. Not just one future, but many possible futures, bringing back evidences from 

those futures for you to experience today. Like an archaeologist of the future. Over the years, my many 

journeys have brought back things like a new species of synthetically engineered bees; a book named, 

"Pets as Protein;" a machine that makes you rich by trading your genetic data; a lamp powered by 

sugar; a computer for growing food.  

OK, so I don't actually travel to different futures -- yet. But my husband Jon and I spend a lot of time 

thinking and creating visions of different futures in our studio. We are constantly looking out for weak 

signals, those murmurs of future potential. Then we trace those threads of potential out into the future, 

asking: What might it feel like to live in this future? What might we see, hear and even breathe? Then we 

run experiments, build prototypes, make objects, bringing aspects of these futures to life, making them 

concrete and tangible so you can really feel the impact of those future possibilities here and now. But this 

work is not about predictions. It's about creating tools -- tools that can help connect our present and our 

future selves so we become active participants in creating a future we want -- a future that works for all.  

So how do we go about doing this? For a recent project called Drone Aviary, we were interested in 

exploring what it would mean to live with drones in our cities. Drones that have the power to see things 

we can't, to go places we can't, and to do so with increasing autonomy. But to understand the 

technology, getting our hands dirty was crucial. So we built several different drones in our studio. We 

gave them names, functions and then flew them -- but not without difficulty. Things came loose, GPS 

signals glitched and drones crashed. But it was through such experimentation that we could construct a 

very concrete and very experiential slice of one possible future.  

So now, let's go to that future. Let's imagine we are living in a city with drones like this one. We call it 

“The Night Watchman.” It patrols the streets, often spotted in the evenings and at night. Initially, many 

of us were annoyed by its low, dull hum. But then, like everything else, we got used to it. Now, what if 

you could see the world through its eyes? See how it constantly logs every resident of our 

neighborhood; logging the kids who play football in the no-ballgame area and marking them as 

statutory nuisances.  

And then see how it disperses this other group, who are teenagers, with the threat of an autonomously 

issued injunction. And then there's this giant floating disc called “Madison.” Its glaring presence is so 

overpowering, I can't help but stare at it. But if feels like each time I look at it, it knows a little more 

about me -- like it keeps flashing all these “BRIANAIR” adverts at me, as if it knows about the holiday I'm 

planning. I'm not sure if I find this mildly entertaining or just entirely invasive.  

Back to the present. In creating this future, we learned a lot. Not just about how these machines 

work, but what it would feel like to live alongside them. Whilst drones like Madison and Night 

Watchman, in these particular forms, are not real yet, most elements of a drone future are in fact very 

real today. For instance, facial recognition systems are everywhere -- in our phones, even in our 

thermostats and in cameras around our cities -- keeping a record of everything we do, whether it's an 

advertisement we glanced at or a protest we attended. These things are here, and we often don't 

understand how they work, and what their consequences could be. And we see this all around us. This 

difficulty in even imagining how the consequences of our actions today will affect our future.  



Last year, where I live in the UK, there was a referendum where the people could vote for the UK to leave 

the EU or stay in the EU, popularly known as "Brexit." And soon after the results came out, a word began 

to surface called "Bregret" -- describing people who chose to vote for Brexit as a protest, but without 

thinking through its potential consequences. And this disconnect is evident in some of the simplest 

things. Say you go out for a quick drink. Then you decide you wouldn't mind a few more. You know you'll 

wake up in the morning feeling awful, but you justify it by saying, "The other me in the future will deal 

with that." But as we find out in the morning, that future "you" is you.  

When I was growing up in India in the late '70s and early '80s, there was a feeling that the future both 

needed to and could actually be planned. I remember my parents had to plan for some of the simplest 

things. When they wanted a telephone in our house, they needed to order it and then wait -- wait for 

nearly five years before it got installed in our house.  

And then if they wanted to call my grandparents who lived in another city, they needed to book 

something called a "trunk call," and then wait again, for hours or even days. And then abruptly, the 

phone would ring at two in the morning, and all of us would jump out of our beds and gather round the 

phone, shrieking into it, discussing general well-being at two in the morning.  

Today it can feel like things are happening too fast -- so fast, that it can become really difficult for us to 

form an understanding of our place in history. It creates an overwhelming sense of uncertainty and 

anxiety, and so, we let the future just happen to us. We don't connect with that future "us." We treat our 

future selves as a stranger, and the future as a foreign land. It's not a foreign land; it's unfolding right in 

front of us, continually being shaped by our actions today. We are that future, and so I believe fighting 

for a future we want is more urgent and necessary than ever before.  

We have learned in our work that one of the most powerful means of effecting change is when people 

can directly, tangibly and emotionally experience some of the future consequences of their actions 

today. Earlier this year, the government of the United Arab Emirates invited us to help them shape their 

country's energy strategy all the way up to 2050. Based on the government's econometric data, we 

created this large city model, and visualized many possible futures on it. As I was excitably taking a group 

of government officials and members of energy companies through one sustainable future on our 

model, one of the participants told me, "I cannot imagine that in the future people will stop driving 

cars and start using public transport." And then he said, "There's no way I can tell my own son to stop 

driving his car."  

But we were prepared for this reaction. Working with scientists in a chemistry lab in my home city in 

India, we had created approximate samples of what the air would be like in 2030 if our behavior stays 

the same. And so, I walked the group over to this object that emits vapor from those air samples. Just 

one whiff of the noxious polluted air from 2030 brought home the point that no amount of data can. This 

is not the future you would want your children to inherit. The next day, the government made a big 

announcement. They would be investing billions of dollars in renewables. We don't know what part our 

future experiences played in this decision, but we know that they've changed their energy policy to 

mitigate such a scenario.  

While something like air from the future is very effective and tangible, the trajectory from our present to 

a future consequence is not always so linear. Even when a technology is developed with utopian 

ideals, the moment it leaves the laboratory and enters the world, it is subject to forces outside of the 



creators' control. For one particular project, we investigated medical genomics: the technology of 

gathering and using people's genetic data to create personalized medicine. We were asking: What are 

some of the unintended consequences of linking our genetics to health care? To explore this question 

further, we created a fictional lawsuit, and brought it to life through 31 pieces of carefully crafted 

evidence. So we built an illegal genetic clinic, a DIY carbon dioxide incubator, and even bought frozen 

mice on eBay.  

So now let's go to that future where this lawsuit is unfolding, and meet the defendant, Arnold 

Mann. Arnold is being prosecuted by this global giant biotech company called Dynamic 

Genetics, because they have evidence that Arnold has illegally inserted the company's patented genetic 

material into his body. How on earth did Arnold manage to do that? Well, it all started when Arnold was 

asked to submit a saliva sample in this spit kit to the NHI -- the UK's National Health Insurance 

service. When Arnold received his health insurance bill, he was shocked and scared to see that his 

premiums had gone through the roof, beyond anything he or his family could ever afford.  

The state's algorithm had scanned his genetic data and found the risk of a chronic health condition 

lurking in his DNA. And so Arnold had to start paying toward the potential costs of that future disease -

- potential future disease from today. In that moment of fear and panic, Arnold slipped through the 

city into the dark shadows of this illegal clinic for treatment -- a treatment that would modify his DNA so 

that the state's algorithm would no longer see him as a risk, and his insurance premiums would become 

affordable again. But Arnold was caught. And the legal proceedings in the case Dynamic Genetics v. 

Mann began.  

In bringing such a future to life, what was important to us was that people could actually touch, see and 

feel its potential, because such an immediate and close encounter provokes people to ask the right 

questions, questions like: What are the implications of living in a world where I'm judged on my 

genetics? Or: Who might claim ownership to my genetic data, and what might they do with it? If this 

feels even slightly out-there or farfetched, today there's a little-known bill being passed through the 

American congress known as HR 1313, Preserving Employee Wellness Programs Act. This bill proposes to 

amend the Genetic Information Nondiscrimination Act, popularly known as GINA, and would allow 

employers to ask about family medical history and genetic data to all employees for the first time. Those 

who refuse would face large penalties.  

In the work I've shown so far, whether it was drones or genetic crimes, these stories describe troubling 

futures with the intention of helping us avoid those futures. But what about what we can't avoid? Today, 

especially with climate change, it looks like we are heading for trouble. And so what we want to do now 

is to prepare for that future by developing tools and attitudes that can help us find hope -- hope that can 

inspire action.  

Currently, we are running an experiment in our studio. It's a work in progress. Based on climate data 

projections, we are exploring a future where the Western world has moved from abundance to 

scarcity. We imagine living in a future city with repeated flooding, periods with almost no food in 

supermarkets, economic instabilities, broken supply chains. What can we do to not just survive, but 

prosper in such a world? What food can we eat?  

To really step inside these questions, we are building this room in a flat in London from 2050. It's like a 

little time capsule that we reclaimed from the future. We stripped it down to the bare 



minimum. Everything we lovingly put in our homes, like flat-panel TVs, internet-connected fridges, and 

artisanal furnishings all had to go. And in its place, we're building food computers from abandoned, 

salvaged, and repurposed materials, turning today's waste into tomorrow's dinner. For instance, we've 

just finished building our first fully automated fogponics machine. It uses the technique of fogponics -- so 

just fog as a nutrient, not even water or soil -- to grow things quickly. At the moment, we have 

successfully grown tomatoes. But we'll need more food than what we can grow in this small room. So 

what else could we forage from the city? Insects? Pigeons? Foxes?  

Earlier, we brought back air from the future. This time we are bringing an entire room from the future, a 

room full of hope, tools, and tactics to create positive action in hostile conditions. Spending time in this 

room, a room that could be our own future home, makes the consequences of climate change and food 

insecurity much more immediate and tangible.  

What we're learning through such experiments and our practice and the people we engage with is that 

creating concrete experiences can bridge the disconnect between today and tomorrow. By putting 

ourselves into different possible futures, by becoming open and willing to embrace the uncertainty and 

discomfort that such an act can bring, we have the opportunity to imagine new possibilities. We can find 

optimistic futures; we can find paths forward; we can move beyond hope into action. It means we have 

the chance to change direction, a chance to have our voices heard, a chance to write ourselves into a 

future we want. Other worlds are possible.  

Thank you.  

DISCUSSION PROMPT:  

After reading Anab Jain’s TED Talk, what do you think about the possibilities of our future? 

 

Describe what the world looks like to you in the year 2050. Take extrapolations of where you are in life 

now, and what that means for yourself and the world around you. 

 

**Mr. Wallace will be in contact to discuss your thoughts! 

 


