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On March 1 and 2, 2018, a team of partners from across the world will join together at the Rhode Island 
School of Design (RISD) site in Rome and the MAXXI museum to question what the future looks like 
when imagined from places as diverse as Havana, Cuba; Addis Ababa, Ethiopia; Isfahan, Iran; 
Ahmedabad, India; Lima, Peru, and even Rome. The symposium and related exhibition Souvenirs from 
the Future represent a point of synthesis for a two-year long project—the Global Futures Lab (GFL). 
RISD Professor Paolo Cardini founded and developed the GFL while serving as the school’s Global 
Faculty Fellow in the RISD Global office. The project launched in 2016 in Isfahan, Iran, once the largest 
city in the world and today a UNESCO designated world heritage site. The ability to develop and realize 
the project—a series of workshops in different locations designed to imagine the future from diverse 
contexts—hinged upon the willingness of a set of partner schools and faculty who shared a curiosity 
about this topic. In each workshop, Professor Cardini collaborated with a faculty member and group of 
students for five days (and often for months after the actual workshop). Once students had worked in 
teams to define their speculative future scenarios, they collaborated with local artisans to create their 
“souvenirs.” These prototypes, which will be on view at 1/9 unosunove gallery in Rome starting on 
March 1, 2018, range from devices to enable meditation in a digital world to mechanisms to foster more 
direct and personal forms of communication within environments of scrutiny and surveillance to birds of 
prey that will organize a better form of daily life in urban environments. When you survey all of the 
projects it is clear that despite their varied geographic and cultural realities, the students are working 
through shared questions of privacy, spirituality, communication, freedom of speech, over-population, 
and many of the so-called “big” questions of our time. Indeed, through the objects, it is easy to see that 
they are in fact examining, questioning and debating the global now. 
 As noted, Professor Cardini fostered the GFL at RISD, which is a small, independent, private art 
and design school located in Providence, Rhode Island. While deeply engrained within the locale of 
Providence and Rhode Island, RISD is greatly impacted by globalization and the related 
“internationalization” of higher education in the US: 33% of our total student population require visas to 
study at RISD, 52% of graduate students do, and many others hold multiple passports and/or residencies. 
Similarly, increasing numbers of faculty were born outside of the US, while many others are engaged—
through their research, professional practices and teaching—in international collaborations and projects. 
Each year, RISD runs approximately 20 off-campus programs across the globe, we have 43 active 
partnerships with international schools, and we have a site in Rome established in 1960 and a semester-
long program in Seoul. In part because of these realities, RISD’s faculty, student and staff body is not 
simply contented to celebrate globalization and all it brings in terms of connectivity, mobility, and 
networked ways to practice as artists and designers, it is also committed to questioning globalization’s 
impact upon our disciplines, practices and ways of thinking about the world. As such, we share the 
sentiment of the anthropologist of globalization, Anna Tsing, who said in her 2008 essay “Global 
Situation”:  
 

The excitement of the internationalization of scholarship encourages many of us to throw 
ourselves into endorsements of globalization as multi-layered evolution drawing us into the 
future. Sometimes our critical distance seems less useful than our participation. And yet can we 
understand either our own involvement or the changing world without our critical skills?  

 
The primary goal of the School’s Global Faculty Fellowship is to support such inquiry-based 

approaches to globalization and art and design today. In the GFL, RISD Global and academic leaders saw 
the potential to collaborate with colleagues in particular sites that we do not typically engage: Cuba, 
Ethiopia, India, Iran, and Peru, and to engage in dialogues and debates around shared concerns. I was 
fortunate to observe two of the five workshops in action where it was clear to me that the GFL is asking 
broad questions that include: What does it take to work across borders, cultures, languages, and belief 



systems today? How can we simultaneously benefit from globalization while questioning its impact and 
validity? What are the ethics and implications of working in a networked, global manner and across such 
diverse socio-economic realities? And, what is at stake, for the future, if we don’t continue to partner 
across languages, contexts, cultures, borders, and belief systems? Through the interplay of these larger 
questions with the daily acts of collaboration among the faculty and students involved, the GFL project 
ultimately disrupts who typically gets to write the future in the field of design, from where and for whom? 
Indeed, for me, the power of this project and its approach to inquiry and canon formations lies less in 
theoretical frameworks than in the practice of bringing diverse people together to ask questions of the 
world and our times under the guise of unknown futures, and insisting to do so across a myriad of 
contexts. It is this type of engagement that RISD and its Global Faculty Fellowship program is committed 
to pursuing and supporting.  
 
 
 


