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This talk addresses humanitarian design, a global moral imaginary flourishing at the intersection 
of utopian and realist responses to disaster, endemic poverty and inequality at the level of basic 
infrastructure.  The approach has inspired an array of innovative band-aids for postcolonial 
suffering:  ingenious designs for little devices like water filters, low-cost incubators, and 
alternative toilets, objects that offer little prospect of systemic response but suggest an 
alternative scale of social vision.  Drawing inspiration from Steven Jackson’s call for “broken 
world thinking” in technology studies, my goal is to recognize the productive centrality of 
breakdown and repair, while also opening questions about the scale of the future in the absence 
of a clear material vision for progressive utopia.  Rather than assuming a unified or seamless 
apparatus for either health or security, we might then explore a more fragmented, 
heterogeneous world of dispersed threats and small fixes, moving across imaginative and 
material registers to reorient contests over the future.    
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