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Abstract 

New technologies have impacts on our personal lives, but we see these impacts best when the 

products suddenly fail and we have to depend on ourselves again. In this paper the example of 

route navigation and GPS is used to create a critical locative narrative that is not based on the 

location, but on the personal experience of the user. Users learn from these experiences and 

remember them as narratives, which in turn they use in future decisions about which paths to 

take in their life. Life in this paper is viewed as a narrative through an immense database. 
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1. Introduction 

 
‘We seem to have no other way of describing “lived time” save in the form of a 
narrative.’1 
From ‘Life as Narrative’ by Jerome Bruner 

 
When we tell stories, we describe our lives in the form of a narrative. Simply because when 

we would tell our life’s stories completely, we would need another life to tell it. Vannevar 

Bush’s idea for the Memex is a way to save our associative trails so we ourselves, or others 

can trace back our thoughts.2 But recalling a thought literally step by step, would still take up 

just as much time as the original.  

Life therefore is the database from which we draw our narratives and perhaps we can 

say that narrative always had its source in the database of life? When stories are told ‘the 

numbers of possible paths through the story space seem limitless.’3 For Australian 

Aboriginals territory is also not just ‘not a plot of land enclosed within borders but an 

interlocking network of paths or “ways through”.’4 Just like space, life has numerous ways 

through it. But what parts of our life’s narrative do we use and what part is lost? Are future 

decisions based on the narrative of our previous experiences? In the end, according to Bruner, 

‘we become the autobiographical narratives by which we “tell about” our lives.’5 In future 

decisions we use our narratives of the past, so we learn from narratives. 

Our lives are narratives, patched together by all sorts of experiences. Among those 

narratives are also our experiences with electronic products which are taking up an ever 

growing part of our lives. From those narratives we learn, but we can also learn from 

narratives constructed by an author other than ourselves. Especially when those narratives are 

constructed in a way that we can reflect on our own way of thinking. If a narrative can guide 

our physical body, but not our mind. I believe this a the great –and perhaps unprivileged– 

strength of locative narratives; narratives created with the use of locative media. These 

narratives can guide the physical body, while still letting the mind make decisions. Unlike 

                                                      
1 Bruner, Jerome. Life as Narrative. Social Research Vol. 54, No. 1. 1987. Downloaded December 3rd 2006 
from http://www.plataforma.uchile.cl/fb/cursos_area/cognit/unidad2/tema2/doc/bruner_2004_lifeasnarrative.pdf. 
p. 692. 
2 Bush, Vannevar. As We May Think. 1945. From: Wardrip-Fruin, Noah, Nick Montfort. The New Media Reader. 
Massachusets: MIT Press, 2003. p. 37-47.  
3 Anderson, Steve. ‘Select and Combine: The Rise of Database Narratives.’ RES Magazine, vol. 7 no.1 
(January/February 2004). Downloaded December 6th 2006 from 
http://iml.usc.edu/downloads/showcase_articles/anderson_article3.pdf 
4 O’Rourke, Karen. ‘A Map Larger Than Territory’. TCM Locative Reader. 
http://www.locative.net/tcmreader/index.php?intro;russell. Visited December 3rd 2006. 
5 Bruner. Life as Narrative: 694. 
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narratives in virtual reality, where the decisions of the mind do not have a direct effect on the 

physical body6, narratives constructed with the use of locative media (or arguably augmented 

reality) do make us experience those consequences for the physical body. 

 

Locative narratives are a great way to learn about history but -and that is what I will talk 

about in this essay- through critical narratives there is a way to reflect on the everyday lives of 

the individual; and not the lives of the past but of the future. And also our social use of 

products, which I already mentioned earlier. 

Industrial designer Anthony Dunne tells us in his book Hertzian Tales: ‘[not working 

objects] challenge how we think about extentions to our “selves” in ways that do not simply 

magnify but, rather, transform our perception and consciousness of our relation to our 

enviroment.’7 So our experiences with products can make us reflect on our lives, and as an 

effect from that we learn from the narratives that the product created. This is not far off from 

Bruner’s remark that we become our own autobiographical narratives, but now the product is 

the one that starts this narrative. Dunne also says that ‘[b]ehavior is a narrative experience 

arising from the interaction between our desire to act through products and the social and 

behavioral limitations imposed on us through the conceptual models they impose.’8 And also 

important is that Dunne looks at ‘the user as a protagonist and co-producer of narrative 

experience rather than a passive consumer of a product’s meaning.’9 He calls this the 

psychosocial narrative. 

What I will present in this essay is a theoretical example of para-functionality, also 

term mentioned by Dunne and derived from Jean Baudrillard’s remarks about dys- or para-

functional objects. Dunne describes para-functionality as ‘a form of design where function is 

used to encourage reflection on how electronic products condition behavior.’10 In my example 

the electronic product is the route navigation system and the growing use of it in the social 

sphere. Instead of a product design, like the many examples Dunne mentions in Hertzian 

Tales, I construct a critical narrative to let users of route navigation systems reflect on their 

use of the product and specifically on their reliance on route navigation systems in guiding 

them through the physical space. Because the objective computer must be right, right? 
                                                      
6 There are of course indirect effects to the physical body such as malnutrition or lack of sleep which actually 
can result in death. One recent example of a death by playing MMORPGs can be found here: 
http://www.1up.com/do/newsStory?cId=3145432. Visited January 7th 2007.  
7 Dunne, Anthony. Hertzian Tales: Electronic Products, Aesthetic Experience, and Critical Design. 
Massachusets: MIT Press, 2005. p.67 
8 Ibid., 69. 
9 Ibid., 69. 
10 Ibid., 43. 
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In constructing this locative narrative, I will look at previous examples of locative 

narratives and the role of the historical narrative and location, but there will be a new focus on 

the abilities of narrative and locative media. Mainly to show that events which could happen 

are also able to help us to become aware of a product.  

In closing this introduction I want to state the main goal of this essay. Which is to 

reflect on product narratives gone wrong by using locative narrative as a reflexive and critical 

tool, and that we are able to construct a narrative that creates user awareness, and perhaps in 

turn also designer awareness. And we don’t just have to look at ourselves in a mirror because 

through the use of locative media we can experience what might happen and take this with us 

in our life’s narrative and learn from it. We can construct the narrative before it catches us off 

guard in an ungoverned situation. 

 

 

2. Psychosocial Narratives in Locative Media 

In her essay entitled The Six Elements and the Causal Relations Among Them, Brenda Laurel 

shows us the ‘fundamental similarities’ between drama and human-computer activity.11 She 

does this by using Aristotle’s ideas about drama and ‘that a finished play is an organic whole. 

[Aristotle] used the term organic to evoke an analogy with living things.’12 And if we are to 

design beautiful human-computer activities we must present the user a perfect whole.  

This focus on the organic, the living and the beautiful is what makes Laurel’s 

arguments humanistic, as Nick Montfort points out in the introduction to Laurel’s texts in The 

New Media Reader: ‘[T]he computer can be studied from a rigorous humanistic perspective, 

using well-defined models established for other forms of art.’13 

The analogy of the organic is important for my thesis, because I will try to argue that 

through a narrative –drama– we can create an experience that will influence the user’s life 

narrative and therefore his future actions, because his physical body actually experiences the 

narrative and the mind makes its own conclusions. When released in the social sphere the 

electronic product creates a narrative that becomes part of the user’s life narrative. The user in 

the center from which the designer can learn. 

                                                      
11 As a footnote I’d like to add that Brenda Laurel saw the evolution of enactment going toward the virtual with 
the use of sensory immersion. In fact there actually appeared a second route which was about the physical. To 
use the words of Lev Manovich in The Poetics of Augmented Space: ‘The 1990s were about the virtual’ and ‘[i]t 
is quite possible that the 2000s will turn out to be about the physical.’ 
12 Laurel, Brenda. The Six Elements and the Causal Relations Among Them. 1991. From: Wardrip-Fruin, Noah, 
Nick Montfort. The New Media Reader. Massachusets: MIT Press, 2003. p. 564. 
13 Wardrip-Fruin, Noah, Nick Montfort. The New Media Reader. Massachusets: MIT Press, 2003. p. 563. 
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In order to get to that perfect circle, the organic whole, we first need to reflect on what 

narratives a product can create. We have to look at the imperfect circles. Because to know 

what a beautiful electronic product is, we must first be critical of it. We need to construct 

narratives that misuse it. First there has to be a narrative that must not work, or fail, then it can 

be built up from scratch again. Dunne mentions the power of ‘fictitious narrative over 

working prototypes.’14 After this failure the author, or the designer, can reflect on what points 

his product fails and how the user can be helped. Psychosocial narratives of what might 

happen, and thus show us the alternative paths and routes, can help us understand and see the 

many consequences of electronic product use. These narratives can later be recreated as a 

fictional narrative to create user awareness. Dunne says: 

 
[D]esign could also develop new attitudes to electronic technology. To do this, 
designers could become more like authors, drawing from the narrative space of 
electronic object misuse and disabuse to create alternative contexts of use and need.15 

 

2.1. Two Examples 

Although Dunne gives a lot of examples of products that do not work on purpose, I am 

looking for examples of life narratives, or stories, in which a product fails. We can use these 

narratives to construct narratives in order to create user and also designer awareness. 

 

Currently I am also doing research for my Master’s degree thesis which is about route 

navigation. I found numerous stories of route navigation systems that created unexpected 

narratives for their users. And so far everyone I’ve talked to about the thesis subject and had 

experience with route navigation, could tell similar stories. Two of those stories exemplify a 

narrative created by the route navigation system that went wrong, but both the stories are 

constructed in quite the same way. 

In the first case Mrs. Holmes from The Netherlands instructed her TomTom route 

navigation system to computize the shortest route from her hometown to a certain destination. 

First she was sent up a dead end street and had to manouver back to the main road. Some time 

after this incident the route navigation system sent Mrs. Holmes on an unpaved, muddy, forest 

road. The whole time she had been following the instructions of the system and didn’t turn it 

off. While on the forest road the route navigation map suddenly dissapears, only leaving the 

GPS marker in place. She was lost and stranded in the forest and besides that the 

                                                      
14 Dunne. Hertzian Tales: 50. 
15 Ibid., 75. 
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circumstances were not good: It was snowing and therefore the road became very muddy. 

This caused her car to get stuck in the mud, and there was literally no way back. In this 

moment Mrs. Holmes could only use what her surroundings could provide her, and that is 

what she did. She went to search for help and found a farm nearby. Fortunately the farmer 

was willing to help her out. When she told the story to the farmer, it turned out that she hadn’t 

been the first. In the past week three people already sought help from the farmer. He offered 

her his services, but at a cost: 50 euro.16 

At the location near the forest road there appeared a whole new phenomenon for the 

inhabitants, a new route and even a new –although maybe a bit shady– business arose. New 

meaning was brought to the location due to the users of the route navigation systems. 

 

The second case is an almost identical story of the impact of drivers on their surroundings 

when using the route navigation systems, but in a different country. It concerns the English 

village of Crackpot, a village in Swaledale, Yorkshire.  

The landscape of Crackpot, according to a BBC report, is ‘the perfect place for all 

creatures great and small, but it is not so good for cars.’ Route navigation users are lead over 

one of the most dangerous roads in Yorkshire. A mountainpath with lots of stones that is 

totally unsuitable for the average car. In this example local farmer Steven Porter rescues the 

stuck drivers.17 An interesting thought might be that the hight of the mountain stands for the 

level of immersion for the driver, who is guided by the route navigation system. According to 

the BBC reporter it is a frightening experience, while he shows us the steep slope just beside 

the track. 

David Broughton of the English Royal Institute of Navigation gives an advice for the 

driver: ‘Think twice’.18 If it only was that easy. Because at what point (both in space and 

time) do we start to think twice? When we are immersed in an experience, taking a step back 

and detach from what you are doing might prove very difficult. And sometimes already 

impossible.  

 

We can substract two simularities out of these two critical narratives. Namely that these are 

examples of (1) product failure of the in car-navigation or misinterpretation of the information 

                                                      
16 ‘TomTom ziet ze vliegen’. Radar. TROS. October 10th 2006. Available from 
http://www.trosradar.nl/?url=PHP/news/19/2703. Visited January 10th 2007. 
17 ‘Drivers on Edge over “Sat Nav” Route’. News 24. BBC. April 5th 2006. Available from 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/media/avdb/news_web/video/9012da68003e4f0/nb/09012da68003e751_16x9_nb.asx. 
Visited January 10th 2007. 
18 Ibid. 
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by user, and (2) when the user is stranded he has to depend on the surroundings and situation 

at hand on the location. Help comes from factors besides the route navigation system. Factors 

that have already been there on that location (the farmer, but one can also think of a mobile 

phone which was already carried by the user). 

What these two conclusiosn show is that users have to depend on their surroundings 

and, more importantly, their creative mind to help them out of the misery. They are broken 

down and helpless and there is no way back. In this state solutions are created to make the full 

circle, the organic whole, possible. These are the experiences that show us the margins of the 

product. In these margins there is room for reflection and awareness. But the most important 

conclusion is that the users and the narrative they create by using the product, brings new 

meaning to the location. 

To reflect on locative media and their use in the social sphere, we need these kinds of 

narratives. Narratives of failure where the media is suddenly washed away and that what is at 

hand becomes important. These are examples of the psychosocial narrative of Anthony 

Dunne, in which the user becomes the protagonist and co-producer of the narrative experience 

and is no longer the passive consumer of a product’s meaning.19 Because these specific 

narratives reflect on locative media, they are critical locative narratives. But how can we 

author a narrative like this? A narrative which can be replayed and from which we can learn? 

One that creates perhaps not a mirror, but a looking glass through which we can actually step 

and relive an experience20, and not just look at ourselves while nothing happens to our body. 

Perhaps we can call it a Memex with the ability to relive a physical experience, with real 

bodily and therefore also emotional consequences.  

 

 

3. Setting Story Borders: From Location to Narrative 

To answer these questions I will look at previous examples of (locative) narratives and 

examine methods that are used to create a state of physical immersion (with perhaps a point of 

no return), but also a state in which the mind can learn lessons, construct solutions and be 

creative. How to structure a locative narrative when there is a seemingly unlimited freedom?  

 

                                                      
19 Dunne. Hertzian Tales: 69. 
20 Mitchell, William J. ‘How To Do Things With Pictures’. 
http://www.stanford.edu/class/history34q/readings/Mitchell/MitchellHow.html. Visited November 20th 2006. 
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First we have to set borders in which the story can take place. Jeremy Hight gives us a 

definition of what he calls “narrative archeology”, which is ‘a reading of the physical place as 

one moves through the world with story elements and sections at specific locations.’21 Based 

on this definition we could say that we have to choose the location and attach a narrative to it 

accordingly.  

Hight elaborates on the importance of place and the selection of the author. The author 

can select ‘what type(s) of information [will be] on the place and its properties, shifts and 

past, of research and layers in time. Why choose certain details from specific years in the 

place of others?’22 So once an author has chosen a certain location he can attach any possible 

meaning to it, even fictional. According to Hight ‘[t]here is a connotative and denotative city 

and connotative and denotative of any physical space from farmland, desert and mountain 

range etc.’23 Stephen King mentioned in his autobiography that writing is like telepathy24; if 

the writer wants you to see a small room with a table and a red cloth, you actually see it in 

your mind’s eye. This has now become a matter of choosing the location. As Hight says:  

 
Now it is of the place itself, of its many tones and “faces” in time and the context of 
the work itself and its thrust that is laid upon individual storefronts, bridge sections, 
corners at stoplights facing where a building once had been and has since been lost in 
time.25 

 

We can limit the story from two different perspectives. We can first choose and limit the 

location, do research and construct the narrative based on the place at hand. But it is also 

possible the other way round. First we research and construct the narrative and choose a place 

accordingly. Place and location becomes a tool in the hands of the author, and it can enhance 

or recreate certain already existing narratives in various places. As Hight says: ‘This can be a 

writers strategy, as once was that of fictive detail.’ 26 

What I argue is that locative narratives do not have to be stuck to a location, they can 

also be constructed from a (psychosocial) narrative which is based on the experiences of a 

product user. One narrative can be applied to numerous locations like the examples of route 

navigation and user experience mentioned above. Historical locative narratives often are 

                                                      
21 Hight, Jeremy. ‘Views From Above: Locative Narrative and the Landscape’. Leonardo Electronic Almanac 
vol. 14 issue 08. http://www.leoalmanac.org/journal/Vol_14/lea_v14_n07-08/jhight.asp. Visited December 2nd 
2006. p.2 
22 Hight, Jeremy. ‘Narrative Archeology’. http://www.xcp.bfn.org/hight.html. Visited December 2nd 2006. 
23 Ibid. 
24 King, Stephen. Over Leven en Schrijven. Amsterdam: Luiting-Sijthoff. 2000. p.105-106.  
25 Hight. ‘Narrative Archeology’. 
26 Ibid. 
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bound by place, but there are so many more possibilities to tell stories with the use of locative 

media. 

The critical locative narratives of route navigation mentioned above are clearly not 

bound by location, since both examples tell almost exactly the same story but in a different 

space. So we need narratives that can adapt to multiple locations in order for the narrative not 

to be bound by location, and therefore be freed of location but still taking place in the 

physical, augmented space. But how to translate a single experience to different locations? 

How to overlay the same user experience onto another location? 

 

According to Ruston and Stein who talk about the mobile narrative ‘Tracking Agama’ 

additional information given –the AgamaNotes– offer ways of overlaying fictional thoughts 

on buildings: ‘The AgamaNotes offer insight into the character’s state of mind, consideration 

of particular landmarks, imaginative use of the landmarks as settings for further fictions and 

subtly suggest to the participant alternative ways of looking at the location.’27 Although in the 

case of Tracking Agama the landmarks are used to connect personal memories to (and not 

vice versa), the main narrative idea could be applied to various other locations. 

Internationally renowned interactive media collective Blast Theory28 do exactly this. 

They  bring their locative narrative to different locations, adapting the narrative to the 

situation at hand. Their ‘Uncle Roy All Around You’ could be ‘read’ at various locations 

around England such as London, Manchester and West Bromwich.29 In this case narrative is 

no longer tied to location, but to the personal experience.  

 

To reflect on the use of products and user experiences –the psychosocial narrative– we 

therefore can use locative narrative as a way of reflection and the creation of awareness. What 

is left to do is the limiting of the narrative, instead of setting location borders and therefore 

narrative replaces an emphasis on location. Location can serve narrative, instead of narrative 

serving location. 

Locative narrative is about the physical, but should not be bound by location in order 

for it to be experienced. Our life’s narrative is also not bound by location, it is about 

                                                      
27 Ruston, Scott, Jen Stein. ‘Narrative and Mobile Media (Draft)’. http://web.mit.edu/comm-
forum/mit4/papers/Ruston%20Stein.pdf. Visited December 2nd. p.6. This paper was presented at MiT4: Work of 
Stories. Although it is meant to be a draft version, there was a very good description of Tracking Agama and 
interesting views on mobile narratives that made me decide to use it. 
28 For an overview of their work visit http://www.blasttheory.co.uk. 
29 Blast Theory. ‘Uncle Roy All Around You’. http://www.blasttheory.co.uk/bt/work_uncleroy.html. Visited 
November 20th. 
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narratives patched together by our interaction with the world and ourselves. Jerome Bruner 

for example points out in his empirical study that ‘for [the four narrators], its central axis is 

"home," which is placed in sharp contrast to what they all refer to as "the real world."30 

Central meaning is assigned to the location of the home and therefore the location becomes 

important, as Bruner notes: ‘Consider the psychic geography. For each of our narrators, 

"home" is a place that is inside, private, forgiving, intimate, predictably safe.31 

There can be an even greater focus on the user and his personal experience than in the 

historical locative narratives which focusses more on the location and the shared experience 

about a place. This creates the personal life narrative and in the case of electronic products the 

awareness in using it. 

By saying this I am not claiming that historical locative narratives, or narratives built 

around a location do not have a personal experience or route through them. Not at all! We 

might call this a difference in genre, just like the difference between the historical movie and 

the thriller. They both require a different approach to writing: For the first research and 

location is very important, for the second there is more of a focus on the fictive detail and the 

writer strategy to create suspense and choose a location accordingly. While the latter can 

immerse us more in a personal mindstate, the first immerses us more in a location of the past. 

 

 

4. A Theoretical Proposal for a Critical Locative Narrative 

 
If computer interaction is considered as dramatic—a heightened, extra-daily 
experience which follows the shape of the experience of Attic drama—can it also be 
ordinary and everyday, fitting smoothly into our life?32 

 

Another part of the introduction to Brenda Laurel’s texts by Nick Montfort in the New Media 

Reader shows the link between the ordinary and the extraordinary in computer interaction. 

Can the heightened experience of route navigation fit into our everyday lives?  

Route navigation systems present us exactly the tension between the extra-daily and 

the smooth experience. If all goes well we arrive at our destination and we have a smooth 

ride, but if it fails we experience something dramatic and rough.  

Laurel uses Aristotles’ model to analyze software and highlight ‘undesirable features 

of interaction.’33 As we saw in the examples of route navigation, these undesirable features 
                                                      
30 Bruner. Life as Narrative: 13. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Wardrip-Fruin and Montfort. The New Media Reader: 563. 
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are laid bare by the psychosocial narrative, or perhaps drama, they produce. The experience is 

not an organic whole or something beautiful, but it is ugly and jagged. But this ugly 

experience is exactly what shows us the extra-daily experience. This is exactly the experience 

we can learn from, recycle and use in our lives. Like Anthony Dunne said about the non-

working objects, we can also construct non-working, critical narratives to challenge how we 

think about the route navigation systems ‘in ways that do not simply magnify but, rather, 

transform our perception and consciousness of our relation to our enviroment.’34 And 

therefore if we construct an ‘ugly’ narrative that highlights those undesirable features, we can 

perhaps create a better awareness and a completely new experience for the user. 

 

My proposal is based on the lyrics to a song by The Cure, which is about searching for a girl 

in a forest. This is an excerpt from the lyrics:  

 
‘Suddenly I stop. But I know it's too late. I'm lost in a forest. All alone. The girl was 
never there. It's always the same. I'm running towards nothing. Again and again and 
again.’35 

 
The poetic lyrics tell us about the search and how the protagonist –which you are yourself– is 

lured deeper into the forest to find the girl. He can hear her voice, calling her name. When the 

protagonist comes close, the girl is not there, or appears to have vanished. You are lost in the 

forest, all by yourself. 

The idea is to construct a locative narrative that cannot be applied to just a single 

location. It will be a narrative that can be applied to almost any forest-like surrounding. For 

my example I will use a local forest enviroment that is near my house: Het Schaffelaarse Bos, 

which also contains a large mansion and some 17th century statues. The framework I will 

present is applicable to almost every forest closeby. Because the narrative has to be converted 

to any other region in the world, I will present various objects that can be used on every 

location. These objects are for example zones that trigger suggested content that can be placed 

over the map of a forest. The experience is divided into two parts. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                      
33 Ibid. 
34 Dunne. Hertzian Tales: 67. 
35 The Cure. ‘A Forest.’ Seventeen Seconds. Fiction Records, 1980. To illustrate some of my remarks it might be 
useful to read the full lyrics, which are: Come closer and see. See into the trees. Find the girl. While you can. 
Come closer and see. See into the dark. Just follow your eyes. Just follow your eyes. I hear her voice. Calling my 
name. The sound is deep. In the dark. I hear her voice. And start to run. Into the trees. Suddenly I stop. But I 
know it's too late. I'm lost in a forest. All alone. The girl was never there. It's always the same. I'm running 
towards nothing. Again and again and again. 
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For the first part, when the protagonist starts in the open at the edge of the forest, he will have 

a PDA with GPS and a headphone. The protagonist will be guided to a spot somehwere in the 

forest with the use of a route navigation system. He will be told in advance that the lost girl 

can be found at that locationand that she is in need of help. This first part is a smooth 

experience; the route navigation system leads the protagonist through the forest to a specific 

location. What is important is that it has to be an unfamiliar place, or a place from which the 

route is difficult to find back to the starting point. The protagonist is supposed to be lost, so he 

will have to be guided to a ‘difficult’ place. 

The second part begins when the protagonist comes to the zone where he expects to 

find the girl. This is the place where the route navigation system actually guides him. But he 

will not find anything, but instead the map on his PDA goes black and he will be lost in the 

forest. Now the protagonist will have to depend on his surroundings. The PDA and GPS will 

now function as the exact opposite of a route navigator. When the protagonist enters some 

zones, which are created with the use of a program such as the mbEditor by Mobile Bristol36, 

the screen will only highlight messages such as ARE YOU SURE? and randomly GO HERE! 

Or soundscapes will start that will give the protagonist a feeling of danger. When coming 

closer to some of the statues, a dialogue will start about the position of the protagonist, and 

some help can be offered. Again, the purpose of this narrative is that it is not bound by 

location because it can be applied to any forest enviroment on earth.  

This is what the protagonist does in a nutshell. It is the outline of the story in which 

the user of the electronic product can freely move about and experience the feeling of being 

guided and then being lost.  

The learning experience lies in the interaction with the surroundings. If we go back to 

the examples of route navigation, we see the creative mind of the user starting to work at the 

point when the initial expectation is not met –the user does not get to the desired destination– 

and the experience that is given presents a way of being creative. This is a story of failure that 

requires inventive action and use of the situation and surroundings available to the (ex-)user at 

that particular moment. These are the stories that are remembered, retold, and are taken into 

the life narrative to be recycled for evaluation in the future. 

 

The contradiction in this proposal, and also in route navigation and the use of various other 

expert systems, is that in the part of the guiding, when the system appears to be in control, it is 

                                                      
36 The non-commercial version of the program is free to download at http://www.mobilebristol.co.uk. Visited 
December 20th 2006.  
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actually the user who really is still in control of his actions and his life’s narrative. To a 

certain level the user can decide to switch the computer off without any consequences. But at 

a certain point the user leaves behind what he knows and is guided by the system. This is 

different for every user because it depends on personal knowledge of the subject in which you 

are guided; in my example it is topographical knowledge but it can also be mathematical 

knowledge in the construction of a building. At this point we are already lost and we don’t 

even know it, yet.  

When we look at the locative narrative we can see that as soon as the user/protagonist 

is lost in the forest and the route navigation system fails he is really lost. There is no guidance 

from the system anymore and the protagonist has to create his own narrative instead of 

following the narrative created by the route navigation system. We let ourselves be guided 

and for a while we maintain control. When we suddenly discover that the route navigation 

system fails, we are shocked. We learn. 

Below is a set of objects and content that can be used to create this locative narrative. I 

have applied these objects to my example of Het Schaffelaarse Bos, but these objects can be 

stripped from the location and applied to any other. Although not the largests of forests, the 

duration of getting back to the starting location –and to a way of getting home again– can take 

up about half an hour. 

 

4.1. Phase 1: Guiding the Protagonist 

The only thing the protagonist knows at the start is that a girl is lost in the forest. The 

equipment he receives is a PDA with GPS receiver, a memory card with the content, and 

headphones for the audio. 

To guide the protagonist I have created a route that doesn’t use just the main routes of 

Het Schaffelaarse Bos which are shown clearly on the map, but also smaller roads. The route 

has to desorientate the protagonist and in the end must have the ability to make him wonder 

where he is actually going. After the protagonist reaches the final location, the screen of the 

PDA turns black and the map disappears. Image 1 shows the route and map for my specific 

proposal. The starting point is at the bottom. 
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Image 1 (left). Phase 1: The route to the destination where the route navigation ‘fails’, the 
route starts at the bottom. 
Image 2 (right). Phase 2: The map with GPS overlayed zones in which events are triggered. 
 

4.2. Phase 2: The Objects 

After the first phase the program on the GPS has to change to a new overlay. Since I am not a 

programmer I don’t have a solution for this yet, but I can give the theoretical explanation. 

Most important is that the protagonist doesn’t see a map anymore, at most only his GPS 

pointer on a black background. The second map overlay contains various objects that get 

triggered when the protagonist enter a certain zone. Image 2 shows the map and the 

explanation of the objects. Below is the explanation of the various zones in the image. 

 

Zone Screen Sound 

1 Black. As if the PDA shut 

down. 

The voice of the girl, talking various sentences, 

talking to you specifically. Saying that she is lost in 

the forest, and that you are now too. She asks the 

protagonist to find her. 

2 Messages such as WHAT ARE 

YOU GOING TO DO? 

Dark and moody soundscapes combined with 

heartbeats. For example parts The Cure’s ‘A Forest’. 

The voice of the girl can be heard vaguely. 
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3 Messages such as ARE YOU 

SURE? and GO HERE! to 

make the protagonist doubt his 

decisions. 

Short soundbytes of warning alarms. And the voice of 

the girl telling you to go into various (wrong) 

directions. 

4 These are various objects on the 

location. I have used statues 

located in the forest, but also 

mystic looking trees can be 

used. These are the objects that 

have been on the specific 

location for a very long time. 

And part of the surroundings 

that the protagonist suddenly 

has to depend on. 

Voices that are giving hints about where to go. The 

protagonist can depend on the surroundings when his 

extensions, in this case route navigation, fails. 

5 Flickering with a warning 

message that the protagonist 

has to go back. These are 

placed at points that the 

protagonist is actually going in 

the right direction. 

Alarms, bells and whistles. The voice of the girl 

telling you to go the other way, but the voice 

transforms into a deep rumbling demon-like voice. 

6 The map can be seen vaguely 

again as the protagonist finds 

his way back to the start and his 

way home.  

Uplifting music or soundscapes. 

7 An image of the girl you were 

looking for in the forest. 

Soundbyte of the girl thanking you for trying to help 

her. 

 

These various zones can be applied to any other location, you might even cut this loose from a 

forest and choose another location. What I present is a framework, a basic narrative, that can 

applied to any location but doesn’t lose anything of its original message. 

Below are some images of Het Schaffelaarse Bos to show the connection between the 

zones and the screens and sounds coming from the PDA. These are images are not unique, 

you might even find them near your own home, regardless of where you live.  
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4.3. Images of the Physical Surroundings 

 

Image 3. When entering Zone 1 the protagonist sees a mystical place and suddenly his PDA 
screen turns black and he notices that his route navigation fails. He hears the voice of the girl 
he was looking for telling him to go back and that danger looms. 
 

Image 4. As the protagonist tries to go back he hears dark moody music when entering Zone 2 
and on his PDA screen flashes a message in capital letters: WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO 
DO? 
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Images 5 and 6. When reaching Zone 3, which is situated for example near crossings, the 
PDA screen randomly displays messages of GO HERE! and ARE YOU SURE? When the 
messages appear on the screen alarmbells suddenly ring.  
 

Images 6 and 7. As the protagonist is still lost and trying to search for clues he is likely to pass 
Zone 4. At these zones there are objects that are part of the surroundings and have always 
been there. These objects start talking to the protagonist and give him correct directions. 
When using this narrative in a different location these objects do not have to be statues or 
anything shaped by humans. Mystical looking trees for example can also fulfill this function. 
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Image 8. When the protagonist comes to a Zone 5, it means that he is going in the right 
direction. This is when the equipment he trusted in the first place will turn on him. Loud 
alarmnoises and flickering screens will tell the protagonist to go another way. The voice of 
the girl is also mixed in the noise and her voice is turning dark, as if possesed. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Image 9. In Zone 6 the protagonist will see the 
map slowly coming back on his PDA screen 
and hear uplifting music or soundscapes on the 
headphones. In Zone 7, back at the start of the 
girl is shown in the screen and tells the 
protagonist how she got lost. The story behind 
her disappearance is one that has to be worked 
out in more detail with the use of a script that 
also contains the written lines of the various 
objects. 
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5. Conclusion 

Life can be seen as a database narrative and through the use of products users lend a piece of 

their personal life’s narratives to the designer of a specific product. But user awareness of the 

social impact of the product on his life occurs when the product fails and the user suddenly 

has to depend on the surroundings that have always been at a certain location, and most of all 

he has to depend on himself instead of the expert systems and extensions he has been using.  

To create this awareness for the users of route navigation systems I have created a 

locative narrative that focusses not on the specific qualities of a location, but on the awareness 

and the psychological impact on the user of locative media. In this I didn’t want to create, as 

Brenda Laurel says, a beautiful experience where the user is fully immersed, but a transition 

from beautiful to ugly. The locative narrative shows us the story of a product that fails. 

User awareness has been the main goal of this critical theoretical proposal. The 

awareness of what we are working with in the digital age is sometimes blurred. New products 

are put out on the markets and because of the novelty of the technology, psychosocial 

narratives show us the ugly sides of a product; the failings. Especially when users are given 

the power, through the interface of the product designer, to interact with a very sophisticated 

network like that of the GPS.  

When US President Bill Clinton in May 2000 ordered to stop the international 

degradation of the Global Positioning System he wanted to “encourage acceptance and 

integration of GPS into peaceful civil, commercial and scientific applications worldwide; and 

to encourage private sector investment in and use of U.S. GPS technologies and services.”37 

In these times the user is learning how to work with the network and creating awareness for 

himself when using it in everyday life.  New technologies make for new life narratives and 

new ways for us to use the lessons learned while using the products in our lives. 

                                                      
37 White House Office of Press Secretary. ‘Statement by the President regadering the United States’ decision to 
stop degrading Global Positioning System system accuracy’. May 1st 2000.   
http://clinton3.nara.gov/WH/EOP/OSTP/html/0053_2.html. Visited January 11th 2007. 
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