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Abstract 
  

Today, ecology-oriented thinking is increasing in people’s minds. However, urbanisation, with its 

accompanying character of environmental depletion, impacts on society, ecology, and economy. It 

makes me think about where places in nature are situated in our everyday lives. What is nature in 

our lives? In our mind now, how do we think about nature? My project, How Plants Think is to 

address the question how city inhabitants can begin to recognise a new way of looking at plants, 

the human relationship to nature in everyday life in the urban domestic space. This thesis examines 

the design field in the context of sustainability on the environmental and societal aspects. Observing 

relationships between humans and plants makes a different design perspective from emotion and 

design to posthumanism and design that enables designers to engage with complex issues. The 

resulting project displays a space where people to rethink about human-plant relationships, as well 

as the meaning of we, humans and nature, are tangled. It is not so much about design does itself, it 

is about what it can show us about what it has not been done. 
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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Background, Problem description 
  

Today, ecology-oriented thinking is increasing in people’s minds. Talking about climate change 

and environmental sustainability has become widely recognised as high-ranking, emergent 

concerns. However, urbanisation, with its accompanying character of environmental depletion, 

impacts on society, ecology, and economy (UN, Population division 2014). Therefore, in my 

design project, I focus on the category of a decreasing a natural environment. People feel that 

they hardly find connections to nature in cities. It makes me think about where places in nature 

are situated (Haraway,1988) in our everyday lives. What is nature in our lives? In our mind 

now, how do we think about nature? 

  

Speaking about environmental issues and nature from a different perspective, Emma Marris, a 

writer who focuses on environmental science, argues nature disconnection feelings of people 

in cities. She showed that nature places are not distant from where people live, nature is 

anywhere where life thrives, multiple species together, and filled with life and growing. Under 

this definition of nature, she found over 50 plant species in an empty lot in the centre of a city 

in Philadelphia where she calls it nature (Marris,2011). In her view of nature took me to scale 

down from the massive topic of human and nature connections to human-plant relationships in 

an urban domestic setting. 

  

As a juxtaposition of differing values in the matter of human-plant relationship, take into 

consideration the following case originating in New Zealand. An article in the Guardian 

reported that a river in New Zealand is regarded as an entity the same legal status as a human 

being. The local Māori tribe of Whanganui has fought for its recognition as an ancestor for 140 

years. “We have fought to find an approximation in law so that all others can understand that 

from our perspective treating the river as a living entity is a correct way to approach it” 

(Guardian, 2017). The Whanganui tribe considers the river an ancestor, and they always have. 
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In the late 1990s, I had worked as a commercial space designer of companies’ special occasions 

in Japan. My team and I set up commercial showplaces to promote new products by mainly 

using living plants. At every new task, we made a new large landscape showplace from scratch. 

After a job was finished in one place, everything was rebuilt to the original, empty condition. 

Then our team went on to the next event. This routine was repeatedly done in a fast cycle. At 

one point in time, I saw plants as aesthetic figures to make places look natural and fresh for the 

brands’ image. Our only mission was to increase the sales and economic growth of the clients 

which were their strongest need. 20 years since then, my way of living and a point of view for 

plants have been changed a lot. My way of reflecting on this past practice of mine is that it was 

all economy-centric, human-centred design. Currently, as a student who is learning about 

changing societies through design at Linnaeus University in Sweden, I begin to reflect on the 

environmental and societal aspects of such a practice as both a space designer and a change 

agent. My design project examines what should future space designers and change agents ask 

themselves. 

  

How designers in general, sift to look at plants nowadays is like an entity that has the same 

needs as we do as the example of the river in New Zealand. That made me wonder how city 

inhabitants can begin to understand this kind of idea, the human relationship to plants in 

everyday life in the urban domestic space. Many practices about the relationships humans and 

plants are often documented by considering sustainability that is making clean air or aesthetic 

appeal in urban domestic settings. (Gray; 2017, Burchett, Torpy, Brennan, & Craig, 2010, 

Dannenberg, Frumkin, & Jackson, 2011; Kaplan, 1995) Along that way, there are people who 

have been talking about mindfulness, biophilia, and human-wellbeing. Rather, I consider a new 

way of looking at plants, rethinking the relationships between humans and nonhumans from 

emerging design practices within posthumanism.   

  

My design project, How Plants Think is a direct deliverable from the book titled, How Forests 

Think by a Montreal-based anthropologist, Eduardo Kohn. He might be thinking of forests as 

thinking objects but it also as a system. The book calling for breaking the framework of the 

world that consists of thought by human beings and imagining the world and seeing it, which 

“The first step toward understanding how forests think is to discard our received ideas about 

what it means to represent something” (Kohn, 2014, p8). Kohn said forests in his terms, I said 

plants in my terms and I am thinking with Kohn. 



 3 

1.2 Purpose and research question 

  

The purpose of this design project is to observe relationships between humans and plants in a 

bridged interaction. Humans observe plants and the plants observe human’s lives through the 

eyes of the humans. In doing so, both light up another way of living and being. Humans then 

attempt to rethink new possibilities of human-plant relationships and representing of each other. 

  

 

Research questions 
  

RQ1 What do plants mean to humans in an urban domestic setting? 

  

RQ2 How are the human-plant relationships affected by living together? 

  

RQ3 How can designers engage with the relationships between humans and plants in the context 

of sustainability? 

  

There is a field of design called emotionally durable design that has considered the same 

questions for product design. In that sense, I applied emotionally durable design together with 

posthumanism to my case of humans and plants. 
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2 Theoretical background 
  

2.1 Environmental focus in my design practice  

 
We, humans have been facing the environmental crisis for the last several decades, in large part 

because we humans increasingly have grown disconnected from biological life (Kohn, 2014). 

Eduardo Kohn conveys in his book, How Forest Think the magnificent thought of what the 

forest thinks in its life with the people of the Amazon in Ecuador, from the viewpoint of 

anthropology. Living with the Amazonian people the forest is also about living with all the 

other kinds of beings the people live with. Kohn seeks to show how you can learn more about 

humans by observing nonhumans (the forest) and the other way around. The book attempts to 

show the connections that we humans might have with nonhumans, different kinds of living 

selves, and that we humans are all connected to the living world, “…life and thought are one 

and the same: life thinks; thoughts are alive. This has implications for understanding who “we” 

are” (Kohn, 2014, p.16).   
 

Because of a reaction to the environmental crisis, many people from different fields such as 

natural sciences and modern literature are interested in the way of “forest thinking” as Kohn 

portrays.  The writer of The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable, Amitav 

Ghosh is one of the many. Ghosh declares that "climate crisis is also a crisis of culture, and thus 

of the imagination" (Ghosh, 2016, p12). "Nature" in modern literature is only playing the role 

of a landscape observed by humans. As a result, our cultural imagination is limited in that 

context. Therefore, we, humans cannot think about agencies and consciousness that nature has. 

(Ghosh, 2016) 

 

Both the books, “How Forest Think” and “The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the 

Unthinkable” share their approach to fundamental beliefs along with science and technology 

studies (nature-culture) which attempts to reconnect the social and natural worlds.  (Latour 

1993, 2005) The research subjects, the areas, and the methodologies are all different for these 

studies by Kohn, Ghosh, and Latour. However, there is one common thing, that is to focus on 

something unthinkable in the framework of modern awareness. It can be said that it is aimed to 

make “a better world” by challenging to think about unthinkable thoughts. (Yamaguchi,2017) 

Kohn starts challenging, “rethink human language and its relationship to those other forms of 
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representation we share with nonhuman beings” (Kohn 2014, p.15). Ghosh attempts joining 

"stories" with "fiction" as a key to awaken the human cultural imagination. He invokes that 

climate change calls for us to imagine that humans exist in different forms, in other words, 

rediscover “kinship with other beings” (Ghosh 2016).  

 

What kind of fictive storytelling is possible to exceed this modern imagination?  

“I am a cat. As yet I have no name.” (Natume 1905, p.25) is the beginning of one of the best-

known fiction stories in modern Japanese literature, “I Am a Cat” has been translated into many 

different languages and has been well-liked by all age groups for more than 100 years. The 

author brings us into this nonhuman view by using a first-person perspective. The cat uses an 

intelligent, ironic language with wit and humour to observe human nature and the weakness of 

the Japanese society, analyse his master’s thoughts and postures as a critic which; 

 

During my early days in the house, I was terribly unpopular... The fact that nobody, 

even to this day, has given me a name indicates quite clearly how very little they have 

thought about me...Living as I do with human beings, the more that I observe them, the 

more I am forced to conclude that they are selfish (Natume, 1905, p.26-27). 

 

Looking at us, humans and the societies from the animals', the plants' or the other living things' 

point of view is simple. However, this view would be still a powerful tool for changing the 

human relationship to the natural world. It makes it easy to introduce the complex concept of 

rethinking human-plant relationships to participants in my design project.  

 

Climate change, environmental issues and observations the weakness of societies is already 

handled by environmental and socially sustainability, however, in economic, social and 

environmental sectors, the term ‘sustainability’ has often been misused (Kennedy 2015) and 

the word has become so broad that it is functionally meaningless. (Washington 2015) In my 

design project, I follow the definition of ‘sustainability’ by Sterling that ‘sustainability’ calls 

for a fundamental change in the way people think, value and act. (Sterling, 2004) 
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2.2 Design approach; Emotional and design to Posthumanism and design 
 

What kind of approaches are there in design to think about unthinkable thoughts? There is a 

field of design called emotionally durable design that has determined the endurance of ‘value’ 

and ‘meaning’ in a giving object in the context of products (Chapman 2015) It is about seeing 

how the designers convey these ‘value’ and ‘meaning’ to the people by using emotion-empathy. 

The field of such design made me began to think about a way to improve the humans’ 

viewpoints of plants from just being aesthetic figures. The director of doctoral studies in the 

school of design at Carnegie Mellon University, Jonathan Chapman explained: “Objects are 

storytellers, and as users, we share unique personal histories with them – rich, complex and 

meaningful narratives, which form layers of significance, over time” (Chapman, 2015, p.113). 

Particularly plants in domestic settings are unique objects, the degree of the user’s care is 

recognised by plants. The plants give the users either a flourish or withered feedback. These 

interactive experiences would build the bond between users and plants, therefore, their 

relationships would be strong and be able to last long.  On the one hand, the idea of emotionally 

durable design might be creating a deeper, more environmental, economically sustainable bond 

between humans and their material things, on the other hand, it might emphasise humans as a 

discrete, individual subject as in human-centred design. Is this emotional durable design 

thinking enough to explore the connection between human and nature, the living world? How 

do we build empathy for every participant in a complex system? Designer, Haakon Faste argues, 

“We must transcend the limitations of human-centered design.” (Faste, 2016)  

 

In order to go beyond the limitations of human-centered design, posthumanism is a potential 

application in the field of design. The word posthumanism raises more confusion than the word 

of human-centered. However, there is a wide category of studies and discussions around 

posthumanism from merging design practices that emphasise the interrelations between human 

and nonhuman. (Forlano, 2017) Donna Haraway, one of the pioneers of advocating multiple 

ways of being that go beyond the human, tells us that “ if we appreciate the foolishness of 

human exceptionalism then we know that becoming is always becoming with, in a contact zone 

where the outcome, where who is in the world, is at stake.“ (Haraway,2008,p.244) It might be 

a better support for challenging the misunderstanding of the separation between humans and 

nature as Eduardo Kohn describes it: “I have especially been swayed by Donna Haraway’s 

conviction that there is something about our everyday engagements with other kinds of 
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creatures that can open new kinds of possibilities for relating and 

understanding”(Kohn,2014,p.7).  

 

Haraway narrates three specific boundaries that are violated: human and animal, animal and 

machine, and physical and non-physical. (Haraway, 2008) The interpretation of boundaries is 

expanding, for example it is applied to areas like waterways, air, land, plants, insects or spores” 

(Forlano, 2017). Along this line, a group of cultural anthropologists have created a new form 

of collaboration with matsutake mushrooms, they use their research on matsutake mushrooms 

to show the promise of collaborative experiments for human-nonhuman relations. The sense of 

smell is a way of bridging human-nonhuman relations in their study, “... ‘smell,’ bridges 

human–nonhuman differences. Smell signals multispecies connection from the mushroom’s 

point of view as well as from the human’s” (Matsutake Worlds Research Group, 2009). The 

study group showed not only human-nonhuman relations, but is also an ethnographical study 

about the people searching and dealing mushrooms, a global connection as a whole system. 

 

With these studies of emotional durable design and posthumanism in mind, my design project 

explores a way of bridging human-plants relationships with plants as collaborators to achieve 

an understanding of who “we” are.  It relates to Kohn claims that, “thinking with forests allows 

us to see how we think like forests in ways that reveal some of the sylvan properties of the 

living thought itself as well as how we experience these properties” (Kohn, 2014, p.99). In order 

to deliver a design result, an interactional space where people have the experience to rethink 

human-plant relationships in urban society, it would be important to notice that possibilities for 

our own experience is limited.  

 
Man is not whole as long as he is single [;] . . . he is essentially a possible member of society.    

Especially, one man’s experience is nothing, if it stands alone. If he sees what others cannot, we 

call it hallucination. It is not “my” experience, but “our” experience that has to be thought of; and 

this “us” has indefinite possibilities. (Peirce CP 5.402) 
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3 Method 
  
This section focuses on the detailed process of research and the design. My research involves 

three sets of interactions with participants. The data collection points during 4 weeks on a digital 

platform and a physical meeting organised in the following way:’ 

1.Primary research with a survey and an interview 

2.Observation experiment 1 with a cultural probe 

3.Observation experiment 2 with maintaining diaries.  

Due to time constraints, a target group is set up by over 18-year-old undergraduate students. 

The locality of the interactions takes place at Linnaeus University campus where lots of student 

apartments and recreational facilities can be found. Although the university is surrounded by a 

small forest area, the apartment dwellers were separated from land, soil, and trees. The research 

will be used in the design process to explore the possibilities of a new way of ideas for looking 

at plants, the human relationship with nature in everyday life in the urban domestic space. 

  
 
3.1 Primary research 
  
My research started by collecting data for connections to plants that the students have in such 

an urban domestic setting.  I carried out a survey and in-depth three individual interviews to 

gain insight into plants in the care of students in their apartments. The purpose of this data 

collection is to reach the answer for RQ1; What do plants mean to humans in an urban domestic 

setting? 

 

 

3.2 Observation Experiment 1; 10 Days with Your Little Mint 
  

After collecting data and insights of plants in the care of students, I created an observant 

experiment for the purpose to observe relationships between humans and plants and to see if a 

bridge for their communications can be found. It tended to get a grasp of the question, RQ2; 

How are the human-plant relationships affected by living together?  The experiment is titled, 

10 Days with Your Little Mint was formed by using a cultural probe method that the tools 
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provide gathering information about people and their activities to deeply research for one 

subject. Participants use the designed props for a certain period by following the manual. It 

provokes the participants to look and consider their environment in new ways. (Starkman & 

Chow 2017) After the certain period, the participants take follow up an interview. The method 

is also known as diary studies. (Gaffeny, 2006) I used this method in my experiment to the 

participants observe their plants carefully in their daily lives and find out if it would appear 

some kind of relationships between them. 10 unspecified mixed gender students in age twenties 

voluntary participated in the experiment. The observant experiment period was for 10 days at 

their apartments.  Observant objects as collaborators were stems of mint plants. (see Fig.1) Mint 

was chosen due to time-limited, high growth rate and high subsistence rate in time of the year. 

The preparation for the designed prop was bottles of mint that I purchased and cut into the short 

stems to set them into 10 centimeters high transparent recycling bottles. It tended to show the 

growth process of roots from scratch. The minimum size, one or two stems of mint represent 

plants.  The prepared experiment manual was able to confirm by the participants on a digital 

platform where the participants were comfortable to communicate with in the observant 

experiment period, 10 days. 

Fig.1: Observant objects as collaborators, mint plants 
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3.2.1 Cooperation contents for the participants 
  

The experiment, 10 Days with Your Little Mint had five tasks: 

1. Living with their little mint for 10 days at their apartments 

2. Changing the water daily, making sure the bottles are full of water 

3. Researching the best position for the mint in their apartments (A cool place, not hit the 

direct sunlight is suitable) 

4. Taking photos of the mint, tag your photos with #with_little_mint on the Instagram 

account I provided earlier 

5. Gathering at a workshop after the experiment period is over 

 

A follow-up interview is an important part of cultural probe method to gain the information 

about how the observation effects on the participants. It tended to get a grasp of the question, 

RQ2, RQ3. To do so, I hold a workshop at a physical place with all the participants after 10 

days of the experiment. I used to workshop a group session, which asked the participants to 

answer the question “Has anything in your daily life changed since you lived together with your 

mint?” with 4 different points of view that were action, emotion, question, and future view.  The 

participants wrote down their thoughts from the participant's perspective also from their mint’s 

perspective.  (see Fig. 2) 

Fig.2: Workshop, a group session 
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To help the participants to write down the answers from their mint’s perspective, I used an 

empathy map method which can represent a group of the observant object (Macanufo, Brown 

& Gray, 2010) (see Fig.3) It helped well to gain a deeper insight into the imaginary mint’s 

thought. 

 

 

 
Fig.3: Empathy map 

 
 
 

3.3 Experiment 2; Maintaining diaries   
  

The third interaction with a participant I organised was maintaining diaries over a longer period 

to explore more about an interaction between humans and plants. I provided an exchanging 

dairy with one participant for 4 weeks that was started the same day as experiment 1. The 

participant wrote a short diary about observing her mint from the human perspective with the 

photo image. I presented a diary of mint as humans' observation from my mint perspective also 
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with the photo image. The diary of my mint and photos were posted on the Instagram account, 

@how_plants_think. By giving both the participant and myself the opportunity to write down 

our thoughts. This experiment was to explore a way to express thinking about unthinkable 

thoughts, “forest thinking”, “kinship with other beings” and “becoming with”. My intention to 

use an Instagram account was to create an interactional space for all the collaborators who 

participated both the experiment, 1 and 2, Mint and I and you for connecting and inspiring each 

other. All the thoughts from all the collaborators supposed to gather at one interactional space.  

 

To write a diary from the mint plant’s perspective, I used a self-observation method by using 

photo documents of my life every single hour for a day. It informed me how my mint views my 

daily life at a glance. (see Fig. 4) With this image in mind, the diary of mint was written by 

patchworking of the sentences from the nameless cat’s observation from I Am a Cat book. (see 

Fig.5)  

 

 
 

Fig.4: Self-observation, a student life for a day 
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Fig.5: Diary of mint 

 

The art pieces of two well-known artists for realising their work by participation of their 

audience, Yoko Ono and Christian Boltanski influenced me to create an interactional space. 

Particularly, I was inspired by “Painting to hummer a nail” (Ono, 1961) and “Sombras” 

(Boltanski 2015) and will use their art for designing my final project based on the results of the 

experiments. 

 

4 Observations, analysis and outcomes 

4.1 Observations 
 
4.1.1 Questions-Answers 
 
The survey informs me that students like to have plants to bring a natural fresh atmosphere 

inside their apartments. They care for their plants mainly as interior figures. 89% of students of 

totally 66 responses have three plants on average. Although they like to appreciate the natural 

atmosphere in their daily lives by having plants, 100% of them have experiences of dying plants 

due to mistreatment. Then the dead plants were thrown away to trash bins. 

  

I hear the master of this place is 
a student. According to her, 
there is nothing harder than a 
student's life. She opens a 
book. When she has read a 
few pages, she becomes 
sleepy. She drools onto the 
book. This is the routine reli-
giously observed each evening.
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The individual interviews showed that plants are owned by students to benefit students’ health 

and well-being and to let them feel relaxed. However, when the plants start to be unhealthy or 

when it totally dies, the students also abandon the plants into trash due to lack of time and 

knowledge of care. It showed that students see plants like benefit givers. During the interview, 

two students realised that they have plants that they give some extra care, which were gifts from 

their close friends. One of the students has had that special plant for more than 10 years. The 

plant reminds her of the close friend, their good memories, and in the course of time, the plant 

became something more than a benefit giver for her.  This primary research gave me a good 

grasp of how the plants in terms of value, meaning and communication affect their owners. 

 

 

4.1.2 Experiment 1 
 

The first few days after the experiment 1 began, the photos of their mint from the 5 participants 

were like interior figures with other stylish objects. (see Fig.6) The interesting part was that the 

way of photographing of the mint by the participants gradually changed day by day. For 

example, one of the participants dressed a scarf on her mint’s bottle to protect it from cold when 

she herself felt cold in her room. Another participant illuminated her mint when it was dark 

outside. (see Fig.7) Those photos showed that the participants started showing empathy towards 

their mint plant. Additionally, during that period, all the participants had no hesitation to name 

their mint, as name tags could be seen in the photos that were uploaded. As the days passed, the 

numbers of close-ups of the bottom of the mint´ stems were often photographed. (see Fig.8) 

When the experiment approached the end, one photo of the view from the mint’s perspective 

appeared. (see Fig.9)Instead of the mint plant, the photo showed the student’s room. The whole 

photos in the experiment 1 from the participants showed the experiences of the growth process 

of the mint as well as the participant’s change process how they look at their mint. 
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Fig.6: Photos of their mint from the participants 

Fig.7: Showing empathy towards their mint 
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Fig. 8: Close-ups of the bottom of the mint´s stems 

 

                               

Fig.9: The view from the mint’s perspective 
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In the follow-up workshop, the participants stated that they not only attached a name tag on the 

bottle of the mint plant (as mentioned above), but also call the plant by their name. Furthermore, 

they commented on their changed actions due to living with their mint: “Made sure to open the 

blinds fully so the mint would get sunlight which I don’t do it for myself”, “I have been more 

afraid to kill my mint, since this, after all, was a task given to me”. The emotion of the 

participants related to their mint was “love” “happy”, and “responsible”. The noticeable 

improvement was that their feelings of relationships changed: “feeling like a parent for my 

mint, Mario”, “The mint, Lucifer was like a new pet for me, so he gave me joy.” “I believe that 

plants connect with its owner instantly and the mint made me realise whether I was calm, happy, 

sad…” I did not expect that the participants react much to the little stems of mint in such a short 

period, the result showed that relationships between the participants and their mint have been 

developed by the time together. 

 

The interesting part was that when the participants talked from mint’s perspective they talked 

more than from their own perspectives.  As one participant explained, “When I talk about 

myself, I unconsciously try to find words to tell a story how good I was at taking care of my 

mint. But, when I start the sentence ‘I am a mint, I saw...and I feel…’ I was naturally telling the 

true story of what happened there.”  The notes from their mint were “I am a mint, I saw my 

owner struggle with school and sleep”, “Confusion at first, got comfortable and time” “I am a 

mint, I got a lot of time to think about my life.”  These comments seemed like the realistic 

thoughts from the participants' selves.  

 

 

4.1.3 Experiment 2 
 

The sentences in the exchange diary of the participants and my own diary from the mint’s 

perspective gradually became shorter each day as the end of the experiment was approached. 

Instead of text, the photographs were used for showing what participants thought. One 

participant photographed the mint itself in the beginning, then made close-ups of the roots of 

mint, after a while, the image spread to the mint’s surrounding environment. (see Fig.10)  
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Fig.10: The views from the windows, the image spread to the mint’s surrounding 

environment. 

 

The photos showed that the mint (through my observation) and the participant often saw the 

sky and the light. The mint and I together with the other participant began to see the same 

environment. It can be said that we experienced similar scenarios and we synchronised our 

views with each other.  

 

 

4.2 Analysis 
 

The most important thing I noticed from my research is that the participants have affective 

relationships to their mint. Their mint has lifted up from the aesthetic interior figures to the 

buddies’ state for the participants. Because of the action of the task and the time of the sharing. 

Since the mint is the observer of every day of the routines in the environment, we, humans, can 

experience a synchronisation with the plants. 

 

The diary of mint I wrote, worked well as a trigger for the participants to get into the topic as 

well as activating their imagination. However, the Instagram account was less active than I 
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anticipated. The participants used other social media tools to send their photos directly to me 

instead of sharing with the others on Instagram. Because the participants had their own themes 

of using their accounts. The physical place for the workshop enabled a more vivid and also 

interactive communication with each other.  

 

Using the information gained from my research (Primary research, observation experiment 1, 

observation experiment 2).  I started building up the idea of design for engaging the human-

plant relationship. From the comment of the participant, after they returned the mint plant to 

me:  

“What if my mint is left here, the house will be more empty which is quite sad. She was small 

but significant.”  

I realised by this comment that only 10 cm of mint’s stems without roots or soil represented 

plants or nature as a whole. Their growth is not important. Without using a posthumanism 

aspects, I only see an instrumental object, for example, a tea bag holds tea. It’s designed as a 

holder for the tea. When I bring posthumanism into it, I can see that the object holds a piece of 

nature, it is a temporary holder to hold nature. Thereby the frame of what is designed is changed 

and brought to another level. The size or the material was not important to build 

communication, thus the growth is not important either.  

 

4.3 Outcomes 
 

4.3.1 Design process 
 

I started designing objects in my project to represent three important factors which are humans, 

plants and thoughts. I got the inspiration of my design from the photo that the participant 

documented in the exchange dairy. The shadow in her room that tend to show the sunlight she 

saw.  (see Fig.11) 
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        Fig.11: The shadow in the participant’s room 
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A paper figure represents plants, a light represents humans’ action, and shadows 

represent a reflection of the thoughts of both humans and plants to prototype how to 

build an interactional space with the audience. (see Fig.12) 

Fig. 12: Sketch the image of representations and paper figure prototypes 
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The consideration for building an interactional space is an approach to present the topic to the 

audiences. From the research, I choose three factors: Action, time and reading. The latter served 

as an introduction tool.  The participant of the experiment did their tasks (Action), the time they 

spent with their plants (time) and reading the fictional diaries affected the participants into 

looking or thinking about plants in a new way. All three factors together are the key to change 

the mindset of individuals in my project. 

 

As mentioned before in the paragraph about design methods, I was inspired by (Ono, 1961) and 

(Boltanski 2015). As a consequence, I first wrote a poem as an introduction to the audience, so 

they could grasp the concept of the space. (see Fig.13), then I created an action, tracing shadows 

that the audience can follow. (seeFig.14) 

 

 

 

 
Fig.13: A poem as an introduction 
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Fig.14: Prototype, tracing the shadows 

 

 

4.3.2 Design result 
 

My final design result is an installation titled “How Plants Think”, to make an interactional 

space for people, enabling them to rethink human-plant relationships in a public place. (see 

Fig.15) The set of installation materials are applicable to any indoor places. The “How Plants 

Think” project invites the audience to join the human-plant relationship by image drawing. The 

installation has three steps: (see Fig.16) 

 

1. Reading a poem.  

2. Placing the shadow image on a paperboard.  

3. Tracing the shadow.  
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Fig.15: Installation, “How Plants Think” 
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Fig.16: Installation, image drawing 
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The poem invites the audience into the topic. Creating the image of plants on the big paperboard 

by using the photo films and the wires in plants' shape could make the audience be involved in 

the imaginary scenario. The tracing action makes time to let the audience foster a way of 

rethinking human-plant relationships. The installation is opened for public, in order to 

cooperatively build on all the different thoughts, and thus form a whole “our experience” 

composed of several individuals, “my” experiencies.  

 

This installation was presented in an art museum in Växjö for three weeks. Many audiences 

involved the space and left their footsteps. (see Fig.17) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.17: The image was improved by 

the audiences 
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Through this presentation, I have got the large paper that was developed by the audience at the 

end. There was a pattern by tangled lines on it. It can be said that this pattern with the tangled 

lines is that something unthinkable, “How Plants Think.” (see Fig.18) 

 

 

 

 

Fig.18: The pattern 
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5 Discussion and conclusions 
 
This thesis examines the design field in the context of sustainability on the environmental and 

societal aspects. The world begins to think about the rights of nature, and treats nature like a 

living being with its own right. Our humans’ definition of nature is changing. My project How 

Plants Think explains - on a small scale - how one can observe human-plant relationships under 

different design perspectives from emotion and design to posthumanism. The observations 

enable designers to engage with complex issues more efficiently. Following the interpretation 

of all observations is stated, concerning the three research questions (R01, R02 and R03). 

 

Firstly, it may be concluded that plants in an urban domestic setting play to humans in Sweden 

today the role of an aesthetic figure, to make places look more natural and fresh for human well-

being(RQ1). It is recognised that we humans have not seen the plants as living thought, as same 

as we do.  Human-centric communication has not considered how to approach matters through 

human nature relationship.  

  

Secondly, it may be concluded that as everyday life continues to grow the human-plants 

relationships(RQ02). Humans and plants are emotionally connected by observing and doing 

tasks-action (caring, taking photos etc.). By spending time together, the relationships are 

developed.   

 

Third and finally, conclusions may be drawn from this research that enables designers to 

provide a way for rethinking human-plant relationships by following the concepts from 

posthumanism(RQ03). Fictive storytelling with the concept of posthumanism helps to open-up 

humans’ thoughts. Likewise, plants have been described as buddies as same as the river in New 

Zealand has been described in the introduction. It is not so much what plants can see, however, 

how we humans look at how plants think.  Images help more to engage our humans thought 

with plants.   

 

My contribution to future space design is the focus on environmental matters. My project and 

its insights will help other designers to research and change the way of thinking about human 

and nature. It is not so much about design itself, it is about what design can show us about what 

it has not been done before. 
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Future research is possible on an even broader scale, for example, using whole garden areas 

instead of just one single plant. 
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