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“How do you want to be remembered by people liv-
ing in 22007 What will you leave for them?” These are
some of the questions MIT Media Lab professor Hiroshi
Ishii poses to young researchers. They demonstrate the
desire to create a vision for the future. “Originality is
everything,” “No one can hammer in a stake that sticks
out too far,” and “Hunger and humiliation make people
stronger”... Both inside and outside the lab, Prof. Ishii
has many words of encouragement for students and
creators alike. In keeping with his words, Prof. Ishii re-
lentlessly pursues a vision for the future.
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Music Bottles is a representative tangible user interface design. You can hear music playing when you open the lid of a bottle. Typical glass bottles are devised as interfaces with
the digital world.

© NTT InterCommunication Center (ICC)
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SandScape is another representative tangible user interface design. A computer reads the three-dimensional forms created in the sand in the sandbox and projects the analyzed
contours, drainage direction/speed and wind direction on that very surface in real time.

Photo by Brian Smith
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A new user interface based on G-Speak, a spatial gesture interface environment under development with Media Lab Startup, Oblong Industries, and Tangible Media Group that
was introduced in AXIS vol.140. Various gestural interactions performed while wearing a data glove are used to manipulate digital information embedded in the various surfaces
of an architectural space.

Photo by Donna Coveney
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Iceberg models showing the relationship between the Graphical User Interface (GUI), Tangible User Interface (TUI), and Radical Atoms. The completely submerged iceberg is today’s
GUI; the iceberg with its peak breaking the surface is TUI; and the iceberg that is almost entirely above the surface is Radical Atoms. Radical Atoms has a bold vision for the future: it
attempts to transform atoms—which today are difficult to manipulate—into a material whose properties and forms can be changed dynamically, and use it as a dynamically chang-
ing medium for the expression and manipulation of digital information.
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We were impressed by a statement you made the other day in a
certain TV interview. While checking the news on your Amazon
Kindle DX (wireless reader) you said we must feel the pain of in-
dustry with our entire being.

Even though it's been a while since the failure of the world
economy, the companies that are our sponsors and collabora-
tors are still experiencing difficulties. | think it's necessary for
us to feel firsthand the pain of those who support us even in
this difficult economic situation.

Mind sharing is of the utmost importance in the collabo-
ration between Media Lab and its sponsor companies. We
have to share the same passion and values, predict the large
tsunami that we can't quite see yet on the horizon and prepare
a surfboard to ride it. We have to share a sense of urgency and
create a higher level strategy. We must visualize a diversity of
futures through prototyping and select the best scenario for
the future by discussing the matter with all concerned.

Although it's been a while since the necessity of a 21st century
type design or approach to making things has been advocated,
might not a “vision-driven design” become necessary from here
on as you suggest?

The mainstream is still a design that analyzes and responds to
user needs in the belief that's where profit lies. However, un-

less there is a vision for the future precisely when the world is
undergoing such drastic, earth-moving changes, nothing truly
new will ever come to be. | believe what we need now is a de-
sign driven by vision, not technology or user needs. After all,
technology becomes stale within a year, and applications dis-
appear in ten. A strong vision, however, will live on after we are
gone and continue to generate light. The word vision can prob-
ably be substituted by “high level concept or strategy” or “guid-
ing principle.” The dilemma facing today’s makers and design-
ers is how to increase profit by inspiring buyers to discard still
usable products and buy the newest model. If they were really
thinking green they wouldn't make such products in the first
place. To stretch the point a little, it comes down to whether or
not the company should continue to exist. We might be called
naive, but we are seriously and thoroughly debating this issue.
The engine that drives this is a new set of values, that is, a vi-
sion that's derived from the ecological perspective.

Are you saying that a vision will arise if you give thought not just
to today but also to a future after you're dead?

That's exactly right. It won't work with an ethical view that
says you should try hard only until the next quarter or until
you retire with no thought given to what happens after you're
gone. Considering our responsibility to the people of the fu-
ture who will be living on this earth after we're dead, | give
serious daily thought to what we are leaving them with.

That's why | want young people to be hungry. | might be
getting a little spiritual here, but people have to be hungry.
You have to have the kind of intellectual hunger that inspires
you to seize the moment and never pass up an opportunity.
You have to force yourself to do that.

You also say that education shouldn’t be average and that we
should built creative individuals.

A lot of people creating outstanding visions will result in ten-
sion in a good sense, as well as discussion and dialog. Our
choices will multiply as a result. That's why I'm always saying
we have to create a climate that encourages students to be
outstanding and take pride in being so. | believe it's important
to have a competitive climate. A competition over originality
means carving out a field that no one has entered before or
enduring isolation in order to carve out a path that does not
yet exist. There are no stop watches or rules there either, no
audience and no judges; just jet black darkness with a shining
star in the distance, a star that is your vision.

The word minority sometimes comes up in your essays and inter-
views.

A minority is the foundation of originality. It's all over when
you become major (laughs). Basically, we don't do mainstream
research at Media Lab. It's a rule that when what we are doing
becomes mainstream we turn our backs on it and move into
the next field. Innovation comes from the edges or fringe. Our
Tangible Bits was cutting edge ten years ago, but the words and
concepts are beginning to be used by too many people today.
Although I'm very happy about this, that's why we have to move
on to the next thing. We have to create a Post-Tangible Bits.

Tell us a little about this Post-Tangible Bits.
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Radical Atoms would be the title of a vision that would be a
candidate for Post-Tangible Bits. What gave me the most trou-
ble when doing Tangible Bits was the asynchrony between
the physical and digital states. In a tangible interface for ex-
ample, when you put a cup on a table, the table, that is, the
computer, recognizes the cup. In other words, the computer
has a model of the cup in it. When you take the cup away
somewhere else, however, the table cannot detect the cup.
Nevertheless, the information environment is not aware that
the cup is not there and continues to calculate believing it is.
Even if dynamic computation progresses behind the scenes, a
cup made of atoms will never dance. It will always be a cup. |
was concerned about that inconsistency.

If you can write a program for it you can get the pixels to
sing and dance on the screen. In other words, the program-
mer is a god. Pixels can do anything. | want to build that kind
of relationship among atoms. | would like to see memory, cal-
culation, and communication functions in each component,
even in higher-order modules on the molecular level, so that
they can deform and be restructured in response to digital
signals. If we could have a material whose physical properties,
such as color, hardness, softness, and form could be changed in
real time, then design too would change radically, and today’s
concept of affordance would come crashing down. Premised
on such a material composed of these hypothetical digital at-
oms, I've begun research that envisions interaction design in
the year 2200. At present most people do not understand the
concept and we are not even at the stage where we can dis-
cuss things theoretically. | think many people think it's a crazy
delusion. That's why we're doing it.

That's truly a vision-driven initiative.

It's crazy vision-driven (laughs). There are no needs and the
technology has not been realized. With Tangible Bits we made
many persuasive prototypes in over ten years and proved the
validity of our vision, but with digital atoms we are moving
into a domain where our ideas can't be implemented with this
century’s technology, and that excites me. In that sense it may
be an artistic domain. It's difficult to think of design that's not
pragmatic, isn't it. Usefulness, beauty, and stimulating the
desire to buy end up taking precedence. What we want to do,
however, is pursue a more essential vision for the future. (In-
terview and text by Katsutoshi Ishibashi, Editor in Chief)
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Hiroshi Ishii was born in Tokyo in 1956 and raised in Sapporo. Under the
influenced of his father who was a computer programmer for Hokkaido
Shimbun, Ishii acquired an interest in computers at a young age. After
receiving an M.E. in computer engineering from Hokkaido University in

1980, he joined Nippon Telegraph and Telephone Public Corporation (now
NTT). After working at NTT Human Interface Laboratories he became a

professor at MIT's Media Lab in 1995. Ishii received global acclaim for his
research into tangible user interfaces. He was given tenure at MIT in 2001

and became Co-director of the institution in 2009.
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