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Conjuring future scenarios has long been a key means of 
helping people think about the implications of new tech-
nologies and how human choices and values played a role in 
shaping such technologies. I conceptualized and organized 
one such enterprise as Director of Research and Collabora- 
tion for the Emerge 2016 festival at Arizona State University 
(Fig. 1). The project, known as the Cheering Artificial Intel-
ligence Leader (CAIL), enlisted the public in writing cheers 
both in a web format and at a large-scale event where the 
scenario was more fully realized with a set and props.

Emerge is based on the premise that human engagement 
with scenarios will be easier for participants to imagine if the 
setting can actualize elements of the scenario. Research gener-
ated from the Emerge festivals has been conducted by Emerge 
cofounder Cynthia Selin [1,2], Sarah Davies [3] and Megan 
Halpern in considering questions as divergent as what people 
want from the future and how collaborations across different 
disciplines function. Early instantiations of Emerge involved 
a series of scenario workshops that explored researcher and 
participant findings before a public audience, following de-
liberative activities. More recently, Emerge has placed greater 
emphasis on attracting and engaging the public at each year’s 

culminating event. Emerge researchers strive to uphold these 
principles in expanding the reach and depth of inquiry in ex-
ploring public visions of anticipatory governance of emerging 
technologies and their social dimensions [4,5].

I conceived CAIL in this light. On its face, the project raised 
questions about the role of distributed AI systems in our ev-
eryday lives. In its initial stage, it consisted of a website where 
people submitted cheers and consented to have the cheers 
played at a public performance. The cheers took the form of 
short written pieces, ranging from traditional rhymed poems 
to more cerebral flash fiction reflections about the rights of 
robots. The term “cheer” was chosen to decrease the stakes 
for participation (as opposed to calling the project “creative 
writing” or “poetry”) and to increase participants’ sense that 
this was a type of writing they could engage in. Subsequently, 
CAIL took the form of both a live event and a literary pub-
lication titled Robot Spirit Engine (Fig. 2). At the live perfor-
mance, participants added additional cheers and played a 
video game in proximity to CAIL, which was embodied as a 
sculpture of new and old technologies (Fig. 3) that composed 
the “machine body” of CAIL. Players heard CAIL cheer, and 
they added new cheers to its database.

As a mode of material practice, CAIL helped create the 
conditions for making in the context of science and literature, 
exposing new methods and possibilities, and aiding in the 
investigation of the role of materialized scenarios in enabling 
participants to explore potential futures. As such, it aligned 
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Bringing together science and literature for purposes of casting these 
knowledge areas into relief is a well-established analytical practice. 
Rather less studied is the turn toward material practice as it has 
unfolded across science studies and the arts. However, this trend has 
the potential to open up new methods for thinking about science and 
literature and new forms of public engagement. This paper explores 
one possibility for creative writing in the form of sports cheers. It posits 
a materialized future scenario designed to encourage the public to 
consider potential futures and explore their individual ideas about a 
particular technological development (in this case artificial intelligence) 
in a fun and imaginative way.

Fig. 1.	 Emerge	Event,	29	April	2016,	Wells	Fargo	Arena,	Tempe,	AZ.	
(©	Hannah	Star	Rogers.	Photo:	Ariel	Shamas.)



	 Rogers,	Cheering Artifi cial Intelligence Leader	 59

with the Emerge ethos of materializing imagined futures in 
stimulating study of art-science project collaborations, par-
ticularly in participant interactions. Drawing from science 
and technology studies, visual culture, philosophy, art his-
tory and cultural studies, CAIL is a design fi ction prototype
and was one of more than a dozen events or “visitations” at 
Emerge. CAIL, like several other visitations, allowed partici-
pants to experience (see, hear, touch) what they had created 
or collaborated to create in order to make it more real and to 
focus their imaginations on potential futures.

Th e AI Cheerleader scenario involved a pre-event work-
shop element combined with a public-focused interaction at 
Emerge 2016. I developed CAIL in collaboration with Center 
for Science and Imagination editor and program manager 
Joey Eschrich and design strategist Nina Miller. From this 
scenario we craft ed a call for “Cheers of the Future,” which 
we launched as a website at www.robotspirit.wpengine.com 
and as a workshop by ASU Creative Writing MFA students 
led by Sally Ball. Aft er a discussion in this workshop about 

AI, the students were asked to create poems about potential 
futures, many of which were highly refl exive in considering 
the concept of “self ” in the context of machine intelligence. 
Writers, poets and the public were asked to write cheers that 
might be used by CAIL at the public event. Th e call for cheers 
consisted of a combination of questions and images meant 
to inspire and provoke responses from writers. Th e website 
listed the following questions:

• What kinds of cheers would artifi cial beings create?
• Since sports can be viewed and reviewed online, will 

artifi cial beings cheer for events long past?
• Will they sound anything like traditional sports 

cheers for football or basketball?
• Will human fans cheer for their favorite machine 

athletes or remain stubbornly loyal to athletes of their 
own species?

• Will CAIL cheer for mechanical or digital athletes 
or, in the case of video games and e-sports, for the 
programs running the simulation, trying to foil the 
human players?

Th ese questions were accompanied by six images (Fig. 4) 
to represent the future of sport; the images were meant to 
suggest the possibility of ekphrastic engagement. Th e Greek 
term ekphrasis categorizes verbal descriptions of an artwork, 
real or imagined but usually visual [6–8]. Th ough typically 
the exclusive practice of poets oriented toward visual artists, 
in CAIL this practice is turned outward to encourage creative 
writing (in the form of cheers). Participants compose their 
writing in response to their choice of picture by adding new 
narratives or contexts to the images. Th e images included a 
player poised for action with virtual reality equipment, an 
android at the starting gates preparing to run and a fi gure in 
a yoga pose silhouetted against the Milky Way. Th e prompt 
was carefully designed to specify that futures not suggested 
by the images or questions were also welcome. Th e call to 
the public was designed to suggest a scenario without limit-
ing the possibilities. For example, the call suggested that the 
AI might cheer for future robot players; simultaneously, it 
also suggested that the AI might fi nd the idea of cheering 
for past sports events sensible because, even in our current 
day, people save and replay games online, from basketball 
championships to memorable Minecraft  moments.

While these two ideas are not contradictory, they certainly 
embody diff erent aspects of future possibilities. Th is was cru-
cial in avoiding limiting participant input. In order to make 
clear the multiplicity sought in these cheers and to explain 
why this scenario was important, the call included this line: 
“We believe that cheers and chants can help us understand 
what sports will mean in the future, how it will feel to par-
ticipate in them and to be a spectator and fan for them, and 
what kinds of future societies will play host to them.”

Using cheers submitted by the public, CAIL was de-
signed to give form to the interests represented in the cheers 
(Figs 3 and 5). Th e contradictions arising from the scenarios 
 envisioned by cheer writers were central to considering pos-
sible futures with CAIL. Th e scenario creators felt that it was 

Fig. 2.	 Robot Spirit Engine: Cheers for the Future	(Four	Chambers	Press,	
2016).	(©	Hannah	Star	Rogers.	Photo:	Ariel	Shamas.)

Fig. 3.	 CAIL	installation.	(©	Hannah	Star	Rogers.	
Photo:	Ariel	Shamas.)
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important to design both the scenario itself and the process 
in a way that did not foreclose the multiplicity of future sense-
making of individual cheers. The project functioned as a way 
of encouraging people to think about the role of technologies 
in their lives and in potential futures, rather than as a way to 
identify trends in future prediction or to formulate an un-
derstanding of the public’s sense of the impacts of artificial 
intelligence in the future. No attempt was made to censor 
or select among the cheers for those that “matched” either 
a majority of the submissions or the original conceptions of 
the team. CAIL used the “Wizard of Oz” method [9], which 
harkens back to early human computers [10]. Participants 
were meant to imagine that the computer was performing 
the cheers on its own, but the set was designed to emphasize 
the point that a human controller was selecting the cheers in 
real time. The set design was a key tool through which this 
concept of collective imagination was achieved.

Accordingly, a sheer curtain veiled both the CAIL hard-
ware and the space in which cheers were written, in order to 
suggest that AI cheered of its own volition while at the same 

time helping spectators understand what was really occur-
ring. In order to create the most interesting and appropri-
ate mix of cheers, CAIL staff selected and mixed cheers for 
performance on an ongoing basis. Following the event and a 
publication consent process, a selection of cheers along with 
a description and images of CAIL and its prompts were pub-
lished by Four Chambers Press and distributed free of charge 
to the public. This output focused attention on details and 
patterns across the submitted cheers while allowing a fur-
ther opportunity for the public to consider the scenario. Such 
collaboration exemplified the Emerge method: Researchers 
from different fields develop a scenario outline involving a 
call for input by the public, followed by incubation and ma-
terialization by the group. The final element consisted of an 
interaction with the material outputs for the public at the 
Emerge event.

PRoCeSS ouTComeS

Participation in CAIL took place before the performance via 
the website as well as with the help of facilitators at the live 
Emerge event (Fig. 6). A final group of participants from 
the public were able to read the cheers in the Robot Spirit 
Engine publication. Creative writing as a generative exercise 
in the context of technical futures as a hands-on interaction 
with facilitators, particularly around narrative practices, has 
proven a fruitful tool of critical and reflexive analysis. Design 
studio practices that create images of potential designs have 
further augmented this tool [11]. The process used with CAIL 
was novel because it involved a material engagement as well 
as iterative cycles that engaged participants in shaping each 
step of the scenario.

CAIL AS CReATIve CALL

CAIL differs from many future-scenario-building activities: 
Instead of asking participants to engage with an imaginative 
exercise or game, people were asked to engage in a creative 
activity. In this way, CAIL brought together literature and 

Fig. 4.	 Prompt	Images	from	CAIL	website	and	Robot Spirit Engine	publication.	(Top	row,	L	to	R:	©	racheleedesign/Shutterstock;	©	ASU;	©	Rei	Imagine/Shutterstock.	
Bottom	row,	L	to	R:	©	Lumena/Shutterstock;	©	Riccardocova/Shutterstock;	©	Rommel	Canlas/Shutterstock.)

Fig. 5.	 The	CAIL	installation	included	public	console,	videogame	
interactivity	screen	and	CAIL	embodiment	with	speakers	for	voicing	cheers.		
(©	Hannah	Star	Rogers.	Photo:	Ariel	Shamas.)
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science for a publicly oriented purpose and did not require 
technical knowledge that might limit participation to people 
who self-identify as knowledgeable about the future, sports 
or technological matters. This endeavor aligns closely with 
work such as design fictions or speculative design [12], both 
of which have roots in science fiction [13], as well as the 
work of Future Design Studio, Futurescape City Tours [14]. 
CAIL also drew on strands from contemporary public art 
works [15] and artist-initiated design calls like the Land Art 
Generator Initiative [16]. The installation was designed to 
require a facilitator who is not directly engaged in judgment 
or narrative-building in order to free members of the public 
to express their own futures and to create spaces for partici-
pants to drive future iterations of the scenario.

One effect of the CAIL creative call was that it not only 
attracted answers from self-selected participants who had an 
interest in the future or sports but also from professional and 
emerging writers. These creatives added to the flavor of ma-
terials that the public engaged at Emerge, and this was par-
ticularly pronounced because the workshop that preceded 
the event was aimed at creative writing graduate students. 
Although this element was not intentional, the rich material 
produced by cheer-writers prior to the event likely encour-
aged Emerge attendees to engage in the performance.

CAIL AS CRITIque

While CAIL was designed as an instrument for engaging the 
public about a future scenario that, on its surface, is sport-
themed, the effect was to pose critical questions about the 
potential universality of AI in this context. The cheers CAIL 
performed raised questions about beliefs in and assent to 
distributed AI systems. The idea that such a system could 

replace human cheerleaders brings forward questions about 
what a cheerleader is, what cheering is and, indeed, what 
activities cannot be performed by a distributed AI system, 
not as a matter of taste or computing performance but as a 
matter of the fundamental meaning of the activity. The CAIL 
project is not, in the end, a way of forecasting or even imagin-
ing a sports-specific future. Instead, it is a means of broach-
ing questions about the values participants have regarding 
distributed AI systems as a part of the everyday life of the  
future.

From a digital perspective, scoreboard-led cheering is al-
ready common in professional sport. From an analog per-
spective, cheers have been shared across squads and fans 
since the inception of the sport of cheerleading in the 1960s 
and even before, in the form of pep clubs beginning in the 
1880s. If we associate cheers with military chants and work 
songs, the history extends much further. Sharing has been 
fundamental to cheering, and it is easy to think of current 
cheers that are made specific not by their content but by their 
timing of use. The question of what constitutes the “wrong” 
cheer for an occasion was of great interest to me in design-
ing CAIL’s performance. The cheer generator interactivity 
was accompanied by retro video game play as a means of 
suggesting the always-past nature of the futures we imagine, 
given that our sense of the future must always be based on 
past experiences.

CAIL’s instantiation as a physical object programmed with 
a first round of participant responses allowed a second layer 
of engagement with the public, who could interact with the 
installation directly. A process of planning, digesting and 
building preceded encounters with the Emerge visitations 
at the final event. The final publication of CAIL cheers made 
it possible to both experience the cheers after the event and 
document them in order to analyze patterns and recurring 
ideas. Asking the public about their concerns relating to dis-
tributed AI systems has the potential to elicit a response of 
ignorance (“I do not know enough about this technology to 
make a judgment on its effects on our society”).

However, a scenario-imagining activity focuses attention 
on a skill more people feel competent at (“I can write a cheer” 
or “I can understand a cheer in the context of gameplay”). 
This opens possibilities for conversations with the public 
about systems of which they may have little prior knowledge, 
moving discourse beyond the deficit model of science com-
munication [17]. It is, of course, not the technical dimensions 
of the computing system that are at stake for members of the 
public but rather the effects of the technology. It is here that 
scenario facilitators should place their emphasis in starting 
conversations about emerging technologies.

Fig. 6.	 CAIL	public	station	for	participant	cheers.	(©	Hannah	Star	Rogers.	
Photo:	Ariel	Shamas.)
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