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INTRODUCTION

In this article, I introduce an innovative ethnographic and theatrical method for anthropological re-
search that can be useful for futures-anthropologists, anthropologists interested in arts-based research,
and anthropologists working with very sensitive topics.

In this method, which I call the “Future-in-the-Now method,” a theatrical piece arises from co-
creation between the ethnographer and research participants, who then also experience the completed
performance together with invitees they select themselves: colleagues, friends, or family. Importantly,
this performance, and the interaction between attendees that arises during the event, forms the locus
of the ethnographic research method. Attendees' reactions to witnessing the piece yield deep, layered
ethnographic data that feeds back into the research.

The Future-in-the-Now method consists of four steps, which will be later elaborated with a concrete
example of my own research project around ethical AT in healthcare, and the theater performance that
became the centerpiece of it. The four steps are:

1. Preliminary fieldwork. Anthropological research (observations and interviews) offers data that form
the basis of step 2.

2. Co-creation. The co-creation of the script and theatrical piece, where the researcher closely collaborates
with interlocutors to decide on text and content.

3. Fieldwork during the performance(s). The “eventness” of the theatrical performance, where the anthropolo-
gist's role is to observe and interview the attendees, an audience consisting of the involved interlocu-
tors, and, importantly, their colleagues, family members, or friends,

4. Analyses and Publication. The data of the event feed back into the research; analyses and potentially pub-
lications are crafted on the basis of the fieldwork during the event.

The Future-in-the-Now method adds potential value to our ethnographic practice in three main
ways.

Firstly, it enables more anthropologists to reach a broad audience with greater impact; the method
has this advantage in common with existing methods of ethno-theater and other forms of arts-based re-
search. Finley (2003) contends that arts-based research is able to contribute to making research practices
and outcomes more accessible to non-academics because it is grounded on a participatory paradigm that
values reciprocity and exchanges between researchers and participants during the conduct and repre-
sentation of research (Finley, 2003). Alternative/non-textual ways to present research, such as theater,
could also attract wider audiences, including audiences operating outside of academic circles (Barone
& Eisner, 2012). For example, as elaborated below, ethnodrama and ethnotheater have been employed
by anthropologists (as well as by researchers from other fields of inquiry, ranging from tourism to
nursing) as methodological approaches due to their power to convey meanings to both academic and
non-academic audiences (Barone & Eiser, 2012).

Secondly, and more innovatively, the Future-in-the-Now method draws our attention to what seems
to me a currently underutilized, valuable opportunity for ethnographic research, where deep, layered
data about sensitive topics is collected during the performance of the piece. The proposed method
contrasts with other theatrical methods that mainly treat the performance as a research output—I men-
tion several of such studies in the literature discussion. The Future-in-the-Now method also differs
from methods like ethnotheater, where audience feedback is sometimes collected during and after the
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performance but with another aim: to establish validation for the production, to offer a platform for
reflection, and to build trusting relationships between researchers and co-creators of the piece.

The Future-in-the-Now method values these aims as well, but complements these with another aim
of data collection, where the performance is considered the pinnacle of the research design and the pri-
mary site of fieldwork. More specifically, the theater event is utilized to observe and overhear responses
that, in my experience, are not easy to note for researchers during regular periods of fieldwork, nor

during co-creation sessions with interlocutors.

For instance, in the research project that I will introduce below, the theater piece triggered public
expressions of anger, concern, and relief; it also triggered attendees to verbally and publicly justify or ex-
plain the practices that were staged during the play to the people sitting close to them. Indeed, this raises
ethical questions about the consent of attendees—I discuss those in the discussion part of the paper.

This new layer of collected data during the event, then, not only enriches and expands the existing
pool of insights gained from preliminary fieldwork, but generates completely new findings and path-
ways of analyses. After the show, researchers feed their analyses with deeper and often surprising (as
will become clear in the provided example) understandings of what, before the play, remained invisible,
even during intensive fieldwork, in-depth interviews, and seemingly intimate interactions between re-
searchers and interlocutors.

Hence, the proposed theatrical method centers on audience responses and builds the analyses upon
these, emphasizing the continuous interplay between the audience's reactions and the ethnographic
analysis, ultimately leading to a more nuanced understanding of the researched themes.

Third, as the Future-in-the-Now method plays out a collectively imagined scenario, paradoxically, it
allows for a safe place to reflect on sensitive topics that already, partially or wholly, exist in the present. As
will become clear in this article, a Future-in-the-Now performance is partly about the future, but much
more so, it is about the now.

The method is therefore highly suitable for the growing field of futures-anthropology, an increasing
group of anthropologists exploring future narratives that can provide present, often actionable alterna-
tives to the high-tech, capitalist, and often fear-inducing future scenarios that dominate in many soci-
eties. Guided by the idea that no one is an expert when it comes to the future, futures-anthropologists
typically work collaboratively with interlocutors to develop these alternative scenarios. However, as
different futures-anthropologists have written, the field currently lacks effective methods to achieve
this goal (Pink & Salazar, 2017; Van Voorst, 2025).

However, not only futures-anthropologists will benefit from this approach; I believe that other an-
thropologists dealing with sensitive topics can also find much value in it. By blending art and research
and incorporating a multilayered process of data collection, and through its construction of an imagined
scenario, this method enables researchers to develop a deeper understanding of challenging subjects,
particularly topics that may be hard or dangerous to discuss for interlocutors.

Specifically, the method I am introducing here aligns well with the growing quest among anthropol-
ogists for a more creative and innovative ethnographic approach. To give an impression of this quest:
When the Creative Anthropology Network was established at the EASA conference in Barcelona in
August 2024, the interest was so great that seats in the large venue were completely filled; many an-
thropologists wanted to enter but could not as there were no more tickets and seats left. Their first
online gathering in November 2024 focused completely on exploring the theatrical form for anthropol-
ogists and ethnographers, as many researchers had indicated that they were seeking inspiration in that
direction.

One of the main reasons for the increasing interest in art-based research is that it allows for the
co-construction and (re)presentation of meanings that art can unveil and that otherwise would not be
expressible through texts or words. An important aspect of arts-based research concerns its propensity
to “create insight into states of affairs” (Barone & Eisner, 2012, p. 3), namely, to raise additional ques-
tions, rather than produce final claims/absolute answers about social phenomena. In this respect, writes
Mura (2020), arts-based research is revolutionary as it questions the fundamental tenets of Western
positivist thought, the canons of science and their related assumptions concerning certainty and control,
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which have become too familiar and taken for granted by the scientific community. On the contrary,
arts-based research contemplates and promotes uncertainty with the intent to encourage researchers
and audience to conceive new and different perspectives (Mura, 2020).

This article aims to contribute to that quest and demonstrates that the theatrical method introduced
here not only adds value in reaching a broad audience with greater impact, but also—most impor-
tantly—as a novel opportunity for ethnographic research, where crucial data is collected during the
screening of the play and allows for a deepening of the understanding of the research.

The method here introduced complements and builds upon different traditions and inspirational
cases where anthropologists and other ethnographers have used theater. I turn to these now, after
which I contrast these theatrical methods with the Future-in-the-Now method. Next, I offer a practical
example of how it has been utilized in a research project around ethical Artificial Intelligence (AI) in
healthcare, and how it could be useful for other scholars and in other projects. Parts from the script
are provided to give the reader an impression of what attendees saw on stage, which is helpful for our
understanding of their—often emotional—responses. The discussion part discusses the practical and
ethical challenges that may arise with the proposed method.

LITERATURE
Conceptual approaches of theater in anthropology

Anthropologists have long been intrigued by theater as a form of social action, reflecting rituals and
illuminating societal processes (Fabian, 1999: 28). Interdisciplinary work between anthropology and
theater flourished in the late 1970s and early 1980s through Victor Turner and Richard Schechner,
who explored performing ethnographies. Turnet's application of theatrical concepts in his study of
Ndembu rituals introduced ideas like liminality and reversal and expanded the notion of “social drama”
to encompass significant historical events. Similarly, Clifford Geertz applied a theatrical lens to cultural
aspects, emphasizing performance's connection to religion and politics in his analysis of Balinese cock-
fighting (Geertz, 1972).

Schechner (1985) drew inspiration from anthropological models of ritual to develop a deeper un-
derstanding of performance. He argued that researchers should examine the preparation and rehearsal
processes shaped by social dynamics. This focus continued with Gay McAuley (1998), who advocated
for a detailed ethnographic study of theater rehearsals, emphasizing directors' methods and social in-
teractions among participants. McAuley was the Director of the Centre for Performance Studies in
the University of Sydney and can be considered a pioneer in making the documentation of (formerly
considered deeply private) rehearsal processes more common in theater studies. This trend was further
influenced by a postmodern shift in focus from the final art piece to the production process itself.
However, he found that this approach also highlights challenges in observation and presentation, es-
pecially regarding selection and objectivity. He writes that “[m]aking a sound recording of a rehearsal
indicates an assumption about the importance of the verbal in the process; sitting in the room noting
the blocking as it develops reveals assumptions about the function of space as a performance signifier;
and so on” (McAuley, 1998: 76). He suggests that using an ethnographic model, for example through
making a differentiation between the observer and the “native ethnographer” can help address these
difficulties faced by those who study theater performances.

Eugenio Barba's concept of “Theater Anthropology” has been used to explore how cultural contexts
shape performance, suggesting that actors from different backgrounds enact the same play uniquely.
Barba highlighted universal theatrical elements like rhythm and interaction, bridging culture and per-
formance. This aligns with Erving Goffman's metaphor of performance in social interactions, where
individuals manage their self-presentation based on context, similar to actors on stage (Goffman, 1949).
Goffman's insights have influenced several anthropological papers, including those by Desportes
et al. (2019), further connecting performance theory to social analysis.
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Theater in anthropology as a tool for advocacy and social action

Dramatic productions have been employed by anthropologists and ethnographers as effective methods
for representing complex human experiences and emotions that are often challenging to convey through
traditional written texts; a theatrical performance can often do more justice to the rich experiences of
interlocutors as observed in the field by the ethnographer than an academic text can. It provides insights
into states of affairs, write Barone and Eisner (2012, p. 3), and I would add that it provides sensed, felt,
embodied insights. As such, theater methods, including the one I introduce in this paper, are in step
with current directions in sensory ethnography, which attend as much to what is perceived, embodied,
and performed as to what is explicitly articulated.

For instance, Kontos and Naglie (2007) transformed ethnographic data on personhood in Alzheimer's
disease into a performance, which preceded focus group discussions with health practitioners. They
found that embodied performances captured the non-verbal gestures and subtle expressions of per-
sonhood, stating that dramatization helps to “recover the textures, sounds, gestures, and movements
of the lived world” lost in written documentation (p. 802). Other notable examples include Brinkmann
etal's (2019) theatrical explorations of grief, O'Connell and Lynch's (2020) ethnodrama focused on deaf
communities, Schneider et al.'s (2014) production addressing dementia, Sinding et al's (2002) ethnothe-
atrical piece on women with breast cancer, and Vanover and Saldafia's (2005) work with new teachers,
all showcasing the potential of performance to express nuanced emotional experiences. Mazzetti (2019)
found that even simply writing an ethnography as a theater script can facilitate a richer and more con-
textualized version of the “truth” when researching sensitive topics; it can allow the researcher to draw
attention to the ambiguities and conflicting perspectives found during fieldwork, whilst also protecting
the privacy of interlocutors. Elsewhere, I have written a similar argument for writing anthropological
ethnographies in the form of non-fiction literature (— 2025).

Denzin, however, contends that “[a] good performance text must be more than informative and
cathartic—it must be political, moving people to action, reflection, or both” (Denzin, 2003, p. xi).
Indeed, multiple aanthropologists before me have used theater as a tool for advocacy and social change
by raising awareness of specific social issues or injustices. As aforementioned in the introduction, such
ethnographic theater, used as activist or participatory research method, can reach broader audiences and
stimulate dialogue or action around pressing societal concerns.

For example, Boroch and Korzeniowska-Bihun (2021) organized playwriting workshops in Ukraine
as part of their ethnographic research. The anthropologists undertook these activities with youth af-
fected by the war. Their aim was to make use of what they call the “therapeutic potential” of theater,
which included themes around political prejudices, social stereotypes, and children's traumatic war
experiences.

Augusto Boal is likely the researcher most famous for his activistic, theatrical methods. Boal, a
Brazilian theater practitioner and activist, is known especially for his contributions to forum theater
and the “theater of the oppressed.” His work emphasizes participation and interaction, encouraging
audiences to engage in the process of making theater, allowing them to share their own experiences and
narratives while working towards social change. His methodologies have influenced how theater is used
in ethnographic research, bridging the gap between art and activism (see Jackson & Boal, 2000, see also
for example, Frontino, 2015).

Calzadilla and Marcus (2020) were interested in theater as part of their research method precisely
because it also forces the researcher to critically reflect on their own position (my Italics). They blended
ethnographic research with theatrical design, insisting on cocreation as a means to “dismantle anthro-
pological authority” (2020: 17), to create a richer engagement with the communities in which they
worked. They made anthropology's methodology and content complementary to the creative process,
to the subjectivity of the artist, in this way liberating them, according to the authors, “from the burden
of ‘othering’ and ethnocentrism, allowing difference to coexist.” Their theatrical installation therefore
represents multiple layers of democratic collaboration: between theater makers and anthropologists,
between anthropologists and interlocutors, and between theatrical forms and empirical material.
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The aim to blur the lines between makers and viewers is shared by other anthropologists and activists
working with theater, too. For example, ethnodrama and ethnotheater are methodological approaches
that utilize ethnography to co-construct and re-present realities, differing from traditional methods by
transforming ethnographic work into drama scripts (ethnodrama) and theatrical productions (ethno-
theater). Saldafia (2005) distinguishes these methodologies, defining ethnotheater as utilizing theatrical
craft to create live performances based on research participants' expetiences and/or the researchet's
interpretations (p. 1), while ethnodrama consists of dramatized narratives from interviews and other
sources (p. 2), as in the work of Mazzetti (2019). Ethnodramas may draw from a variety of sources,
including interview transcripts and autoethnographic works, with adaptations for theatrical purposes
(Saldafa, 2008).

Presenting data in a theatrical form might enable the researcher to blur the boundaries between the
“artistic” and “scientific” in a creative way that immerses the reader in the complexities and dilemmas
of difficult and contested issues (Saldana, 2005). Mienczakowski (2009) describes anthropological the-
ater as a process in which several social actors, including researchers, participants, and audience, play
an active role in validating the production and petformance of meanings/ bodies. For instance, ethno-
theatrical research participants and researchers work together to co-produce the empirical material and
select what and how will be performed. By doing so, writes Mura (2020), local communities have the
possibility to gain a more in-depth understanding of the nature and implications of the ethnographic
work conducted. From this perspective, ethnotheater supports and strengthens the existing ethical
procedutes (e.g., provision of an information sheet and/or consent form) in informing participants of
their role in the research process.

In this respect, ethnodrama and ethnotheater are democratic and emancipatory ways of producing
research—an idea which deeply inspires my own work and inspired the Future-in-the-Now methodol-
ogy. Theatrical performances and co-created theatrical productions must be seen as “a critical site of
power, and politics” (Denzin, 2003, p. 192) and pedagogical and performative acts that contest, repro-
duce, and resist identities (Butler, 1990; Schechner, 1985).

The examples and literature discussion presented above demonstrate that theater methods offer sev-
eral advantages within anthropology. Theater conveys insights that are difficult to articulate in tradi-
tional (academic) text forms. Additionally, theater appeals to a broad audience and can contribute to
social action on urgent societal issues. It serves as a creative way to discuss complex topics and can be
considered democratic, especially when participants are actively involved in the design process, blurring
the lines between creator and audience, researcher and participants.

The Future-in-the-Now method that I introduce in this paper shares these advantages and aligns
with the previously mentioned theatrical approaches within anthropology. However, according to Paulo
Mura (2020), ethnographic theater has one other significant and potential advantage on which I want to
focus in the final subsection of this literature discussion, as I have become convinced that this aspect
is still underutilized in existing theatrical methodological approaches in anthropology. The proposed
method, instead, centralizes this potential advantage to anthropological research: the unexpected and
uncontrollable dynamics that arise during the “eventness.”

How theater raises questions through its “eventness”

Mura (2020) argues that good arts-based research allows to “raise additional questions rather than pro-
vide final claims or absolute answers about social phenomena.” In my interpretation of Mura's notion,
this means that after watching a theater performance, audience members might end up with new ques-
tions, rather than with clear answers. That is, after all, what good art does: it moves “something” within
us, it opens a space, it changes in a way, without us having to understand how.

I have come to realize that, in co-creative theatrical methods, this characteristic of destabilizing,
or opening, is felt not just by the audience but also by the researcher involved. In co-creative theat-
rical methods, the researcher no longer manages and controls the research design alone; instead, the
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research unfolds within the dynamics among all involved actors, as Mienczakowski (2009) also notes.
Theater scripts and bodily presentations on stage are not at all under the control of the researcher.
Rather, a collaborative process emerges in which multiple social actors—including researchers, actors
and other participants, and the audience—actively engage in the creation and validation of meaning
and representation.

Although they do not specifically discuss theater, Pols and D'Hoop provide a relevant concrete ex-
ample of such interactive process from their research around a musical performance. As they concluded

in a 2022 article in this journal, the “eventness” of a performance engenders unpredictable interactions
between performers and attendees. Their study examined how musicians and their audience interacted
during a live online performance amid the COVID-19 lockdowns. They argue that each performance
possesses a unique quality, wherein performers respond to their audience and vice versa; together, they
co-create a distinctive experience.

In theatrical performances, too, something unique occurs each time between the actors and the
audience. Fach venue is different, each audience brings a new atmosphere, the technical staff may mess
up a lightning que and actors may forget lines or inadvertently distract a colleague, all of which can
influence the performance. Moreover, both the involvement of interlocutors in the play, as well as their
presence as audience, adds another layer of complexity. And it is this uncontrollable dynamic that forms
the center of the Future-in-the-Now Method.

The literature discussion presented above made clear that theatrical methods used by anthro-
pologists frequently involve research participants in creating and providing feedback on the script
and its performance, emphasizing collaborative communication. Such interactions underline the
significance of live research performances in engaging researchers, participants, and audiences, with
feedback shaped by the unique context of each event. However, to my best knowledge, the interac-
tions observed during performances do not usually appear to lead to radical changes in the research.
Instead, they seem to mark the conclusion of the main research phase, during which interlocutors
(often co-creators) can provide their input on their collaborative experience and the performance,
right after the applause.

In at least one occasion, researchers have found creative ways to extend the feedback round,
such as in an inspiring example by Schneider et al. (2014). Theatrical representations—alongside
the audience's experiences and reactions—ate video recorded and included in conventional written
texts through hyperlinks. By clicking on the hyperlink, readers are able to access an online platform
containing the video. This leads to a written report discussing the audience's feelings and experi-
ences during and after the theatrical performance, which could then be produced and included in
another traditional article as a text to encourage discussions based on the audience's experiences
of the theater. Here, research participants are involved not only during the process of co-creation
of ethnographic empirical material (participants and researchers work together to co-produce the
empirical material and select what and how will be performed), but also at the stage of its represen-
tation and evaluation.

While I appreciate the fact that such co-creation potentially supports and strengthens the existing
ethical procedures in our field (e.g., provision of an information sheet and/or consent form) in inform-
ing participants of their role in the research process—a topic to which I will return in discussing the
ethical dilemmas I encountered in developing and testing the Futures-in-the-Now Method, I find it
regrettable that not more is done with attendees' responses, as I have experienced firsthand that they
can yield valuable insights for the research. It was in the audience, sat in a darkened theater, where some
interlocutors expressed themselves much more open, concerned, and honest than in any of our earlier
formal ethnographic encounters.

I would thus argue that, to truly acknowledge that theatrical methods enable us to “raise additional
questions” (Mura, 2020), we could center in our research the data collected during a performance, as ex-
emplified by the Future-in-the-Now methodology. The following case example shows that this expands
our understanding of how knowledge is produced, and by whom.
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FUTURE-IN-THE-NOW METHODOLOGY: A CASE EXAMPLE

The Future-in-the-Now Method was developed during a 5-year research project focused on the future
of healthcare. A team consisting of the Principal Investigator (Roanne van Voorst), PhD candidates
and postdoctoral researchers conducted fieldwork in seven hospitals, where doctors and nurses work
alongside algorithms and Artificial Intelligence (AI). The aim was to understand the ethical dilemmas
professional caretakers (clinicians and nurses) currently encounter in their digitizing workspace, and
how they navigate these challenges. It seemed, however, that many of these dilemmas were related to
future imaginations about Al: for example, we learned during interviews that a newly introduced algo-
rithmic system had not caused any problem yet, but interlocutors indicated they feared it might, in the
nearby future.

To better understand the future imaginations of our interlocutors, the team posed questions during
in-depth interviews about likely and desired futures. I furthermore organized roundtables and futurity-
workshops for 50 interlocutors, asking them to envision future scenarios they could realistically see
materializing within the next five to 10years.

Based on the in-depth interviews, observations in hospitals throughout their workdays and sev-
eral nightshifts and the workshop outcomes, I co-created a theaterscript together with an artistic
foundation called Company New Heroes. This organization was specifically selected for their repu-
tation for producing socially relevant works, including one that had previously addressed the health-
care sector—hence, they were already somewhat familiar with the field. Drafts of the script were
presented to the interlocutors, and it received their approval after some amendments were made,
mostly technical ones.

The piece was performed by professional actors. After a rehearsal in which interlocutors were invited
to provide feedback and suggestions for improving, the piece played in a hospital, on health conferences,
at fairs and in two theaters. These performances became the main fieldwork locations for the project,
next to the hospitals in which the first stage of fieldwork had taken place.

Each performance was attended by at least three researchers, who made themselves known before-
hand and sat, spread, amidst the audience, equipped with notebooks to take notes on what they ob-
served and heard. The focus was on the responses from attendees: each time, 10 interlocutors with
whom we were familiar, and a handful of their invitees—people with whom they worked or lived:
family members, colleagues and friends.

To provide readers a sense of the play, I will soon present short excerpts from the script along with
relevant audience reactions as noted in our fieldwork observations. It is helpful to have a general sense
of the play's design and premise. Readers should imagine a large, initially empty stage, onto which a
woman—a young doctor named Margo—enters. A bright spotlight is trained on her; she is wearing
high heels, tailored work trousers, and a blouse, with her hair neatly tied into a bun. Her businesslike
appearance is soon explained: she is the subject of a lawsuit that has been filed against her. She speaks
directly to the audience as she prepares her defense. This is significant, as the audience consists of
medical practitioners, who could soon find themselves in a similar position—held responsible for a
fatal medical error, and at risk of losing their job and sense of purpose. They—the audience—are still
allowed to work; she no longer is. She stands alone, literally. They are there physically, with her to listen
to what she has to say; but in the end, once the courtcase begins, it's just Margo, and her lawyer.

Margo comes across as both strong and committed—she wants the audience to understand her side
of the case—Dbut also nervous and uncertain, as she allows herself to be corrected several times by her
lawyer. The lawyer is not physically present on stage, but appears instead on a large screen behind her,
supporting her online. As Margo paces across the stage, gesticulating with her hands and frequently
glancing back at the screen when the lawyer interrupts her, the staging—physically alone yet virtually
accompanied—evokes a sense of isolation despite technological assistance. This theme becomes in-
creasingly important as the play unfolds.

Through Margo's monologue, the audience learns that the story is set in 2035. On the digital screen
behind her, we see the video projection of her suited lawyer, who is helping her prepare her case remotely.
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Margo admits to having made a mistake in her work—or, more accurately, she corrects her lawyer: it was

the Al that made an error, which she failed to notice.

In her defense, she argues that it was nearly impossible for her to identify the mistake: after all, she
had been trained as a medical specialist and not as a code developer or algorithmic expert. Additionally,
her workday is often so busy and overwhelming that she hardly has time for reflection on, or double-
checking of technology outcomes. Besides, she adds, with the introduction of new technology, which is
intended to make work more time-efficient, the expectation from hospital management has also been
that doctors should work faster and take on more patients. These three issues described in the play were
frequently mentioned by our interlocutors to the research team: clinicians and nurses feared to having
to face such challenges in the coming years.

THEATER AS FIELDWORK

There are approximately 50 people in the audience, and they are engaged in lively conversation until
the actress, Margo, takes the stage, the lights focused on her. She pauses, looks around the room, and
begins to speak:
“Do you remember the storm of 287
When it blew so hard for four days
that you really conldn't go outside
and when you absolutely had to go out
you had to walk sideways or you'd fall
clinging to everything you conld hold onto
that your ears hurt from the howling wind
as you watched with dread the downponrs
washing away entire road surfaces
and all you could think about was finding shelter.
I thought then,
what if this doesn't pass?
What if it always storms like this,
and every simple errand,
every 1rip to the store
would become a little hell
that you had fo brace yourself for?
What if delivery workers all quit,
and we turned our homes into little bunkers
making every outdoor activity impossible?
What would daily life look like
if it always stormed,
like during the storm of 20282
I got my answer
four years later.
On Jannary 3, 2032,
I received an email from the disciplinary board,
and my life began to storm.
When I occasionally step outside these days,
like now,
I brace myself
and cling to everything
1o avoid being blown away.
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”The atmosphere in the auditorium is charged at this moment, one of the researchers notes in her
fieldwork diary. “When the actress later says that this could happen to any of us, the doctors and nurses
in the audience whom I recognize, nod vigorously. One nurse (a woman named B. in the notes) whispers
to the person next to her, ‘this is my biggest fear that this will happen to one of us.”

Margo continues:

“Good afternoon everyone, nzy name is Margo Verboeven,

an internist at the Medical Center.

This is Michael Bloos — my lawyer who is listening in this afternoon

and will assist me where necessary.”

Michael, the lawyer, wants to say something, but there is a small glitch on the screen, his words are lost, reminiscent of
a stuttering Zoom connection.

Margo: “... if the technology, at least, cooperates.”

Michael: “Good afternoon.”

Margo: “Yes, it seems to be working.

Michael will also be able to answer any questions you may bhave

about the mass claim 1 am preparing together with him

and hopefully some of you will want to become co-claimants.

I'm glad to see you all here,

and I'm grateful that I can speak today.

”In my fieldwork notes, I wrote at this point: “Everyone is listening intently; it is very quiet in the
auditorium. I notice that I have leaned forward, as if I want to be closer to the stage; and when I look
around, I see that many others have done the same. When the joke with Michael occurs, we all laugh, I
think, excessively hard at the small glitch in the screen and the recognizability of the technological hic-
cup, as if we use the laughter to shrudder of an awkward feeling. But maybe I am projecting. I definitely
feel nervous, but perhaps that is because I am so involved in the piecer”

Undoubtedly, but I certainly was not the only one: all other notes made during this part of the play,
by six different researchers and during different performances of the piece in different locations, speak
of a “nervous atmosphere” or “nervousness” and “nervous laughter” in the audience.

This atmosphere shifts when Margo begins to recount what has actually happened.

“On Friday, April 4, 2030, I examined an image

of a man suffering from abdominal pain, weight loss, and prolonged fatigue.

His general practitioner had referred him to me

and after the intake interview

— during which I marked checkboxes on my screen

and made choices from drop-down menus -

I requested imaging and a photo was taken,

which nzy computer, the Gleamer, analyzed for me.

This is what I had to verify,

because that has become the main part of nry work in recent years

— verifying the computer.

The Al indicated that nothing suspicious was found,

0 1 looked, but didn't see anything,

and that's why 1 am guilty.”

Now, various individuals in the audience respond with excitement or emotion. The ethnographers
present in the audience describe it as follows:

“People around me sighed, or shook their heads with concerned or sad looks on their
phases. The man next to me (a dermatologist called G. in our notes) nodded at me in a
seemingly significant way, but I was not sure what he meant with that look until he later
whispered to me: this is precisely the problem, even in our hospital, this is already starting
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to happen, but mistakes are not always noted. And everyone knows that we don't always

know what the machine does, but no one dares to say it.”

“Next to me, M.'s wife (M. is one of our interlocutors, a nurse) murmurs that she is glad
this isn't the case at M's workplace yet, and M. shakes his head and says: ‘this is already
happening, hun. If I'm very honest, it's really been going on for a while, it's just waiting
for our first lawsuit’. She looks at him in what I cannot describe differently as shock, and
honestly I feel the same and I want to know more.”

“When Margo claims she is guilty, the reaction from the audience is intense. A murmur
rises throughout the room. In the front row, right behind me, someone begins to shake
their head in disagreement, but the person next to him admonishes him by saying that
ultimately, the doctor must remain responsible; it can never be the computer. The head-
shaking man has nothing more to reply since Margo continues her performance, but a
little later, as she explains how busy her days have become due to technology, he suddenly
whispers loudly, “Yeah, so how do you envision handling that responsibility? How can you
check everything when we're damn overworked because everything is supposedly being
automated, and we also have to constantly take Al training to keep up? People around the
couple begin nodding in agreement. “Exactly that,” says someone, and another adds, “We
don't say this loudly enough. And then another: ‘well, try saying that loud and you will be
the oldfashioned one, where others want to keep up with fancy tech’. A small applause
arises around him and I wonder what did we miss in our interviews, as no one seemed
THIS conflicted or concerned there???”

Margo says, fast and in a loud voice:

“It can be done fast, so it must be done fast.

It can be done faster, so now we have to work faster.
In 2024, I began specializing

in the department where I became a doctor in 2029,
and over the past ten years, I have seen

how for almost every problem we encountered -
whether it was aging, a new budget cut,

or a sudden epidemic -

the same solution was repeatedly found:

Al
artificial intelligence.

More AL

Outsonrce more tasks

1o even more algorithms.

Program more,

use m10re compurers,

that just kept getting faster and faster,

leaving us on the floor with no choice

but to keep running, panting and gasping, ever faster bebind it.
And not only has there been more Al

the role of Al has also radically changed over the past fen years.
My screen on the iPad made a career,

and in barely ten years, it was promoted

[from a third pair of eyes for simple diagnoses

10 a second pair of eyes for more complex cases,

until it ultimately became the one that made the diagnoses itself,
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which I then had to verify.

So it was no longer the radiologist who made the diagnoses

that 1 would then check against my AL

No, the Al pointed ont the risks,

and 1 had to verify that.

I had to check the computer -

e,

the computer.

The computer, of which it has been said for 20 years how superhumanty intelligent it is,

that it can do everything we cannot,

that it is always more precise than our weak human flesh,

that it never suffers from human issues that merely distract -

Jatigue, menstrual cycles, feelings -

no, the Al is objective and precise,

and if it isn't, we just do an update

and tweak it with the firm belief that it will one day, truly,

be perfect.

And thus, it has become my job

to verify the judgments of this super-computer

with my buman brain,

my weak flesh,

my distracting feelings.

As if I would say to a chess computer — I'm not sure about that move.

As if my caleulator wonld divide 9368 by 16,

and then 1 wonld have to verify that with long division to check if the decimal point is in the right place.”

Tens of people in the audience start cheering clapping at this point—and again this is not a coinci-
dence, but happens in all performances, consistently. This time, behind me an invited attendee (not an
interlocutor) says in a rather loud voice that “this is nonsense, developments in Al do not go this fast,
all that doctors now work with is explainable, simple AI”” Next to him sits our interlocutor A., a former
clinician turned AI developer working in healthcare, and he shakes his head, looking from this man to
me and back, as if to wants to say: I did not lie when I shared what I shared, this script is accurate, is
where we are fast-nearing. Then another interlocutor (a senior nurse called S. in our notes) looks at the
protesting man and says loudly: “But I am the head of nursing in a hospital department, and I can tell
you: this is exactly what I feel, when I work with the AI that we have bought some months ago. I don't
get it, I just work with it. Margo is not the only one with this problem, but people like you just don't see
what we are dealing with.”

ETHNOGRAPHIC FINDINGS AND ANALYSES

By watching the performance, something emerged between the actor and the audience. The actress
made eye contact with individuals in the audience; people nodded at her when they felt she was right,
shook their heads when they empathized with her: this wasn't fair—what could the actress have done
differently?

I believe that what unfolds in the above exchange between Margo and the audience is more than an
isolated disagreement or a matter of individual adaptation to new technologies. Rather, it exposes the
lived (and thus, for medics in the audience recognizable) realities of healthcare professionals navigating
their work life in what Elizabeth Povinelli (2011) has called “economies of abandonment,” with aban-
donment referring to the absence of (state) care and the intensification of social vulnerability during late
liberalism. With the ongoing hollowing out of Western healthcare systems, the promise of automation
often translates into increased workload, for example by the individual responsibility for medics to take
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on yet more “digital literacy” courses (Van Voorst, 2024), and by the fact that human “weak flesh” is
tasked with monitoring and validating the decisions of seemingly infallible algorithms. The repeated
cheers and anxious murmurs in the audience do not simply reflect personal opinions, but articulate a
collective sense of being overburdened by the relentless demands of upskilling, bureaucratic verifica-
tion, and accountability under techno-rationalist regimes. The very structure of the scene—in which

human “weak flesh” is tasked with monitoring and validating the decisions of seemingly infallible algo-
rithms—mirrors the shifting labor conditions in healthcare (Muchlebach, 2011; Fassin, 2015): Margo
sighs, deeply, takes out a cigarette, lights it, explains that, sure, she knows it is bad for one, and no doctor
should be so stupid to smoke, but she cannot resists, as it is only during a smoking-break, she gets some
rest in her overfull workdays. Indeed, the new infrastrucures of digital medicine exhaust the doctors
they claim to support (Neckel & Wagner, 2017).

The play was both familiar and unfamiliar to the interlocutors. As aforementioned, the script was
developed based on their quotes and the observations ethnographers had made of their daily work, but
once they saw their own statements performed in a theatrical setting, it still seemingly surprised them.
The surprise did not lie in the words themselves, as they occasionally came verbatim from the inter-
views, although they were now surrounded by more poetic reflections thanks to the playwright. I would
argue that the surprise resided in the intense feelings the performance evoked. Now that interlocutors
saw played out so realistically what they fear or suspect could happen to them, they fe/# in their bodies
what they had already rationally understood. One of the respondents expressed this literally: “I under-
stood already that this was all very problematic, potentially. But now I feel it in my gut!”

The strongest emotional responses appeared to arise in contexts where the play was performed for
an audience of medical professionals—for example, at a conference for nurses. In much more mixed
audiences, where, in addition to our interlocutors and their invited guests, there were also non-medical
professionals and other “regular” visitors who came spontaneously, our notes and impressions suggest
that emotional responses were less pronounced—at least publicly, in ways we could “measure” and ob-
serve. My explanation for this centers on the confidentiality and shared experience of the professionally
homogenous groups: when the audience consisted of peers, there was an implicit understanding that
everyone recognized what was being said on stage from their own professional context—the concern
was assumed to be collective. This is understandably different in a room with many non-medics present;
medical professionals in such settings may have felt the need to explain or defend themselves, some-
thing that could be avoided by remaining silent and simply watching. Nevertheless, as mentioned earlier,
emotional responses were still observed in these mixed settings, albeit somewhat less frequently or less
outspoken.

This shift from rational understanding to embodied knowledge can only occur in the moment of the
event. I agree with Pols and D'Hoop that what gives live performances their significance is “the event-
ness of the performance”—the unpredictable, risky interactions that unfold between performer and
audience in real time (2022). However, in the case of the theater play presented in this paper, something
unique transpired among the audience members — an interaction that Pols and D'Hoop did not address
in their exploration of music events. As audience members watched and listened to the actress, many felt
compelled to express their emotions or thoughts aloud, or to react physically to the comments of those
nearby. For instance, when an invited attendee suggested that things weren't yet serious, professional
caretakers responded with exclamations that it indeed was serious, highlighting similar issues already
occurring in their department. This perspective was mostly new to us. During in-depth interviews
and informal conversations conducted during our fieldwork in hospitals, interlocutors often dismissed
questions about ethical issues surrounding AT in the present. When asked if AT made mistakes, they
would typically reply that there might be minor errors, but nothing that couldn't be easily monitored and
corrected by human doctors—so there was nothing to worry about. However, they would often add a
caveat: What if, in the future, algorithmic systems became too complex to understand, making mistakes
untraceable? What if 1 day they were too tired or too busy to effectively evaluate an Al outcome? While
probing whether anything like this had already occurred, intetlocutors maintained that it hadn't. Yet,
upon overhearing their discussions about current problems and experiences, we realized otherwise.
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When the actress claimed she was guilty of a patient's death for failing to understand or supervise the
Al as required, doctors whispered to each other that this was their biggest fear as well—not for mistakes
that might happen in the future, but for those that may have already occurred without the caretakers
being fully aware of how the algorithmic system operates. In other words, the play we witnessed was
not just about our interlocutors' future concerns but about their own hidden experiences and worties—
memories they felt ashamed of, and a palpable sense of lack of oversight and expertise.

These new layers of information, ethnographic data, we had not been able to gather from the first
part of our fieldwork. It became clear that our interlocutors were more deeply concerned, expressed
verbally and physically through emotions, than we had been able to pick up during interviews and
fieldwork. They had not dared to present their concerns about present practices as already happening
in their work spaces, as this would invoke various ethical and responsibility issues. The theater perfor-
mance, however, served as a safe or indirect way to amplify what was already occurring, making their
real fears easier to discuss with other audience members. And also, observable for us, as ethnographers.
After each performance, Q&A's and discussions also took place, not just to offer a place for emotional
reflection, but also to collectively consider what had just happened. Without exception, interlocutors
would share that they were relieved to talk about this now, with so many colleagues around them (from
diverse hospitals) with the same experiences, now out in the open.

On the basis of these findings, we adjusted our data, our analyses, and organized follow-up inter-
views with interlocutors. I wrote several papers addressing the present experiences and concerns of
my interlocutors, several of them in medical journals to help break open the taboo on discussing these
highly sensitive matters. In other words, the performance was by no means the endpoint of the research;
rather, it generated new questions and opened up further avenues for analysis. This was true not only
for us as researchers, but also for some of the interlocutors. Several exchanged contact information after
the performance so they could continue the conversation. Others kept in touch via email, sharing rel-
evant news about Al with one another (and with me, as I was copied on these exchanges). Some began
responding to each other's LinkedIn messages after connecting online. It is still too eatly to say whether
these relationships will lead to collective action, but it is fair to say that their shared emotional experi-
ence fostered new, or stronger, professional relationships, and a sense of solidarity.

CONCLUDING REMARK: FUTURE DIRECTIONS OF THE
FUTURE-IN-THE-NOW METHOD

A growing number of ethnographers are seeking creative methods to enrich the field and liberate them-
selves from more traditional, and less democratic forms of publication. The Future-in-the-Now method
T'introduced in this paper represents one such innovative approach. Not only does it serve as a creative
and therewith accessible expression of ethnographic findings, but it also offers a new arena for ethno-
graphic data collection.

In the Future-in-the-Now method, theater is both grounded in ethnographic findings and subse-
quently forms the field for new ethnographic exploration. The method complements and builds upon
methods like ethno-theater and auto-ethnography. While the proposed method is inspired by these ear-
lier explorations, it differentiates because of its treatment of audience reactions as rich, deepening data
that raise new research questions and lead to fresh findings.

The future-in-the-now method thus centers the “eventness” of a performance, and the main atten-
tion of the researchers goes to the unpredictable interactions among attendees. Importantly, unlike the
musical performances examined by D'Hoop and Pols, the Future-in-the-Now Method does not only
consider the interactions between the performer and the audience as data. Instead, the focus lies on the
dynamics within the audience, which in this method consists of the research participants and their wider
circle.

Their physical and verbal reactions are treated as “data from the field,” providing deeper insights
into their concerns and future imaginations. Observing and hearing how the audience spoke about,
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cheered for, disagreed with, or defended the actot's statements towards the people sitting next to them
in the theater hall provided valuable information about their deeper concerns and ongoing conflicts in
the professional contexts in which my interlocutors are active. This allowed for collective reflection; it
also stimulated action such as writing critical research papers and a more open discussion among peers.

There are four reasons why the Future-in-the-now method offers a promising novel avenue for eth-
nographic research. Firstly, it enriches the way in which we can shate our findings, as other hybrid art/
research forms do too; it does not confine us to traditional formats of publications, which allows us to
reach a wider audience. As such, the method contributes to the quest of an increasing number of (cre-
ative) anthropologists, wanting to innovate and reimagine ethnography through creative practices—a
movement represented by the recent establishment of the Creative Anthropology Network in 2024.

Moreover, through art, we are able to touch another type of knowledge, not just the rational but
also the emotional—the bodily knowing, or “getting something,” as one of my intetlocutors so aptly
expressed when he said that he knew it before, but now he felt it in his gut. Through the Future-in-the-
Now method, both interlocutors and ethnographers get to understand better what it would feel like,
when something that we imagine to happen actually becomes experiential.

Third, the Future-in-the-now method reveals deeper ethnographic insights about the way in which
our interlocutors perceive the topic under study, because during what D'hoop and Pols called the
“eventness of the event” (2022: 2), they interact with the performance, the performer, and with other
attendants. This makes it of particular interest for studying subjects that are sensitive, as was the case
with the example presented in this paper, around ethical dilemmas in AT which involve liabilities.

Fourth, because the Future-in-the-Now method demands a co-creation between researcher, pro-
ducetr/actor and interlocutors, it helps us to “dismantle anthropological authority” (Calzadilla &
Marcus, 2020: 17), hence creating a more rich and equal engagement with the communities in which we
work. Anthropology's methodology and content become “complementary to the creative process [and
to] the subjectivity of the artist” (Calzadilla & Marcus, 2020: 17) as well as to the knowledge and ideas
of our interlocutors. Such interaction therefore creates multiple layers of collaboration (between theater
makers, interlocutors and anthropologists, and between theatrical forms and empirical material) as well
as multiple layers of ethnographic investigation.

Several disadvantages are associated with this method. First, it is time-consuming. In my case, for ex-
ample, a significant amount of time was spent finding a suitable theater company and securing funding
for the creative production. Although the writer and actor worked at cost, they still needed to be com-
pensated. My project demonstrates that obtaining grants for an artistic endeavor within anthropology
can be challenging, but certainly not impossible—especially when funders recognize that performance
is a vital component of the methodology.

Furthermore, the Futures-in-the-Now method requires substantial organization, from finding ven-
ues willing to host performances—ideally free of charge—to inviting participants. I acknowledge that
I sometimes felt quite exhausted during this process; ultimately, I can only blame myself for choosing
to organize multiple performances. I could have opted for a single event in a larger venue with a bigger
group of ethnographers to take notes. However, I believe that the multiple performances added depth
and validity to my research data, making the effort worthwhile. Ultimately, it is up to each ethnographer
to determine how much depth they consider meaningful and necessary for their research.

Third, the ethical issues inherent in this method require careful consideration and planning. Some
ethical questions can be addressed through standard practices: interlocutors and co-creators must pro-
vide either verbal and recorded or written consent for participating in workshops, interviews, and eth-
nographic research. Moreover, researchers must actively seek consent from interlocutors and attendees
to take notes during performances. I achieved this by emailing interlocutors beforehand. Next, at the
start of the play we announced that there would be researchers in the audience who would make notes of
what people said or did; that we would not make photos to protect people's privacy; that we would make
ourselves known as researchers afterwards so that our questions could not be confused with small talk
of another audience member, but should be considered formal interviews for which we would ask verbal
consent. We also asked people to let us know whether they preferred to be left out of the research—they
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could come up to any of the team members and we would make sure not to keep anything about them in
our notes. As this method is newly developed, its ethical processes are also under development. I made
it a point to be present at the performances, and either I or another researcher always spoke with all
10 attending interlocutors afterward to understand how they felt about witnessing their own imagined
truths portrayed on stage—after all, the audience's role can be quite vulnerable, especially with friends
and acquaintances in attendance.

However, longer-term ethical considerations can also arise in a theatrical production. In this case,
the play is now being increasingly hired by hospitals or at healthcare conferences to initiate discussions
among healthcare personnel. I see this as an important opportunity for utilizing my research, but it also
poses the challenge of ensuring that the original interlocutors are no longer present during the perfor-
mances. If they suddenly wish to withdraw their consent, it would be difficult to alter the play, which
is already established. How can I ensure that my interlocutors continue to support this collaboration?
There are no easy answers to that question, but it is essential for researchers to maintain contact with
their interlocutors or at least remain accessible for any criticism or concerns.

Moreover, in developing and presenting this theater piece, I became increasingly aware of the deep
ethical and political dilemmas involved in staging the experiences and emotions of my intetlocutors.
The performance activated complex forms of relational labor: for some, seeing “themselves” on stage
required a process of public self-reinvention or even defense, which can be both empowering and de-
manding. While I was able to debrief with many participants after performances, I could not accom-
pany them home or to work the next day, nor could I fully know how they continued to process, speak
about, or feel about the play outside the theater. Although I maintain friendly contact with a number of
interlocutors, it would be unfeasible to do so with everyone on a regular basis; but the play staged again
and again. This raises—again—significant questions about the scope and limits of this method: while
the proposed theater method can be a powerful tool for exploring sensitive topics—as it was in this
case—I am drawn to believe it should not be easily used for subjects that are traumatizing or could put
participants at serious risk, whether directly through participation or indirectly through the emotional
and social labor they undertake in relation to what is staged. This has to do with the fact that the method
makes it attractive to stage a theater play more than once, which means that it continues without all
interlocutors being there in the audience or with them getting exhausted by the emotions at play.

It is also important to recognize that the benefits of the play were not limited to the participants. The
piece allowed me to share my research with a broader audience, and may even contribute to my profes-
sional “impact” as a scholar. This brings additional responsibility, and I do not have definitive answers.
I continually ask myself critical questions: for how long should this play continue to be performed?
What if it is booked by an organization with no connection to the medical field, viewing it primarily as
(educational) entertainment, where the original interlocutors are unlikely to benefit? One obvious rule

is that I cannot personally financially profit from the play:
that produced it—Dbut responsibility goes beyond financial arrangements. With each booking I try to
consider who stands to benefit, and if I am the sole beneficiary, I do not believe it is sufficient justifi-
cation to stage the play. After all, it is the emotions and experiences of my interlocutors that are being
illuminated. At the same time, a certain power imbalance remains: ultimately, I make these decisions. I
must also note, however, that most interlocutors expressed the hope that the play would continue to be
performed widely.

These complexities highlight that “data” in this context is never neutral, but always entangled with
affect, labor, and questions of ownership and enduring impact. Researchers who take up this method
must also take it as their ongoing responsibility to critically engage with these tensions and to fore-
ground them as integral to the method.

And, as all ethnographers know, consent is not merely a matter of signing a form once; it is a contin-

any payment went to the creative company

uous, dynamic, and fundamentally human process between researcher and interlocutor. In that sense,
the Futures-in-the-Now method is no different.

As actress Margo states in the theater piece, highlighting the distinction between artificial intelli-
gence, other “smart” technologies, and humans:
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It is still just an ordinary machine
that bas now almost literally chopped up all written language into meaningless word fragments
and can then construct a pattern that people can recognize as langnage

But it is precisely humans who continnously see meaning — in the comma before the “x’ in the message you receive from
the person you are in love with,

in a chance encounter,

in the inflection of a voice,

in life itself; we see meaning.

And you don't need to have studied the philosophy of language to realize that the meaning of words

is created by context

and that you can never fully input that context into any digital form.
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