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The design of our own lives is about how technology guides and changes us. The book brings
together converging trends in design theory and philosophy of technology concerning

the mutual adaptation of technologies and humans. The aim is to contribute to the under-
standing of the impact of technology on us, to consider how this knowledge can be applied
in design practice, as well as to discuss ethical questions about behavior guiding design.

The book begins by discussing the themes of user guiding and changing technology in
relation to design for usability. Next, the project is compared to the tradition of socially
engaged and utopian design. The central part sets out philosophical and ethical research on
the interrelations between humans and technology.

The work of the French philosopher Michel Foucault is of key importance to this study
and is used for elaborating a framework of ‘technical mediation and subjectivation’. In
this approach, technology is not set in opposition to human freedom and morality; rather
coping with the influences of technology is seen as part of becoming a moral subject.

The ethics of technology developed after Foucault focuses on care for the quality of our
interactions and fusions with technology. Hybridization is central to the approach: it is not
to be rejected, neither is it the greatest danger, but it does deserve the greatest care. We are
called upon to care for the design of our own lives.

The book contains a variety of examples. A case study about the RFID public transport
e-paying system in the Netherlands (OV chip card), for instance, serves to illustrate how
social and ethical aspects — from usability to privacy and security issues — can be assessed
from the perspective of product impact on users.
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Chapter 1
Product impact, usability and ethics

1 Introduction

Technology is everywhere. It is hard to imagine our lives without all the devices,
machines and systems that we encounter every day. At the same time it is hard
to imagine the exact role and importance of these technologies in our lives.
This study investigates the social and ethical significance of technical products.
How do technologies influence the way we live, change our self-perceptions,
modify the way we interact with others, affect or change our notions of privacy
and freedom? These questions are both questions of design methodology and of
theoretical, philosophical reflection on technology. The shared interest of both
fields is the problem of how technology and human beings are best adapted to
each other. This research intends to theorize the social and ethical significance
of design and to provide theories and tools for advancing the practice of social
engagement in design.

Social engagement in design is the domain where design and philosophy
of technology naturally come together. That is what the title of this study, The
design of our own lives, wishes to express. The phrase, The design of our own lives,
has multiple meanings. Firstly, it expresses that our existence is conditioned and
in that sense our lives have a structure, a design. Secondly, also in a literal sense
our lives are full of design, given all the products that we are surrounded by and
that support and shape our way of living. Thirdly, The design of our own lives
expresses that we ourselves give shape to our lives and in that sense we design
our own lives. This research covers all of these meanings. It is about product
design, the making of all those things that we have surrounded ourselves with. It
is also about the philosophy of technology, aiming to understand the structure of
our human existence as it is bound to technology. And it is about ethics, the ques-
tion of how to care for the design of our lives.

This research project brings together converging trends in design theory
and philosophy of technology concerning the mutual adaptation of technolo-
gies and human beings. In design research there is a trend of shifting the focus
from technology to the user and how users use and accommodate technologies.
In theoretical approaches to technology, in fields like philosophy, history and
anthropology, how technology has deeply marked and transformed our way of
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living and our very existence is often the focus of study. The goal of this research
is to contribute to the understanding of the impact of technology on people as
well as to consider how this knowledge can be applied in design practice.

This investigation was embedded in a larger project in which industrial
designers and design theorists worked together to develop methods for ‘design
for usability’. ! In that context, the question was if knowledge about the impact
of technology on humans could help to anticipate and avoid problems of
usability and technology acceptance, by designing products so that they delib-
erately guide and change user behavior. Both from the perspective of design
and from a philosophical perspective, the theme of behavior-influencing tech-
nology, however, raises pressing questions of a broader social and ethical nature.
Isit a task and a responsibility of designers to meddle in how people live and use
technical products? In what ways and to what degree is human existence formed
by and dependent on technology? Can it be morally approved to influence
humans by means of technology? If people’s behavior is influenced by tech-
nology, can they still be held morally responsible? If, as it seems, human exist-
ence is in fact profoundly interrelated with technology, what does this imply
for our understanding of morality? The simple project of integrating knowledge
about the impact of products on users in methods to improve usability is there-
fore wrapped in the larger philosophical question of how the relation between
human beings and technology can be understood and improved.

This inquiry develops in three steps. In this first chapter I start by mapping
the problem field. The leading questions are: what is meant by product impact
on user behavior and how could this be relevant to design practice for improving
usability? I will also discuss how this project approaches the theme of social
engagement in design and philosophical and ethical questions concerning the
relation between humans and technology. In the second step, in chapter two,

I further explore the aspect of social engagement in design by considering how
movements of utopian design and engineering deployed technology to improve
society. Ultimately, the theme of user guiding and changing design brings up
profound philosophical and ethical issues concerning freedom and the depend-
ency of humans on technology. This third step of my research is carried out from
chapter 3 onwards, where I will work towards a framework for ‘technical media-
tion and subjectivation’.

Starting from the mundane question of how to use philosophy for improving
usability, therefore, this study is primarily a contribution to the philosophy
of technology, and especially to the study of technical mediation — the ways
in which technology mediates human existence. To this research field my
research adds the focus on subjectivation, meaning how we become subjects,
how technologies change us, and our self-understanding. In the endeavor of
understanding and framing the effects of technology on us, research on technical
mediation has focused mainly on the side of technology. This was important as
a compensation for a bias in philosophy and the social sciences towards humans,

T See: www.designforusability.org
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their freedom and agency, and the consequent neglect of the significance of tech-
nologies. Technical mediation research focused on technology, to such degree
however that humans as users and designers of technology were lost from sight.
I wish to bring our own, human, interests back to the fore. This is not to say that
instead of focusing on technology, the philosophy of technology should focus on

humans again. To the question of “‘what technologies do’, I just want to add the
significance of that question for us: What are we going to do with such kinds of
knowledge? How should we integrate an awareness and knowledge of the effects
of technology on us in our ways of designing and using technologies?

Of central importance in this study is the work of the French philosopher
Michel Foucault (1926-1984). There is an important shift of perspective in
Foucault’s work. First Foucault stressed how people’s lives have become more
and more governed and fashioned by the growing network of institutions,
regulations, and technology. Later he complemented his earlier approach by
investigating how people govern and fashion themselves by actively coping with
the influences from this network. Foucault has thus developed notions of the
subject, freedom, and ethics which are highly relevant for ethics in contempo-
rary technological culture. I will refer to Foucault when combining the questions
of how technology mediates our existence with the question of subjectivation,
how we cope with the influences of technology and how this is relevant for
how we are subjects. At stake in this approach is not so much the issue of how to
retain human freedom by rejecting any technical constraints, but how to shape
and practice concrete forms of freedom by deliberate design of constraints. While
my research draws on Foucault’s work for the purpose of elaborating a frame-
work of ‘technical mediation and subjectivation’, this study also can be read as
a contribution to the scholarship of Foucault’s work. This research explores the
relations between Foucault’s later and earlier work and brings out its relevance
as a contribution to the philosophy and ethics of technology.

As an introduction to this study, in the remaining part of this chapter I will
provide an overview of the concepts of technical mediation, usability, and user
guiding and changing design by discussing the history of the telephone. After
this, I will discuss how usability can be understood in the context of technical

mediation and the social role of design.

2 How technology guides and changes
humans: The telephone

The history of the telephone is a nice case for showing
the influence of technology on culture and on individual
people’s behavior and lives. The telephone resulted

from experiments in the 1870’s to further develop the
telegraph. Instead of only Morse signals the telephone
was able to transmit human speech. At first the device
was meant for serious, business communication, the

function that the telegraph had been used for. However,
network exploiters were soon confronted with an
unexpected and undesired use of the telephone, namely
for chatting, social talk. This use option was never
considered by telephone developers, but was discovered,
invented by users in interaction with the device itself
(Lintsen & De Wit 2005). Similarly, during the past two
decades the introduction of the mobile phone has again
provoked new and often not foreseen ways of usage.
Seduced by the connectivity offered by mobile phones,
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people now appear to have a need for being continuously
accessible. And while people are making phone calls in
public spaces everywhere, there has arisen a need for
new rules and etiquette, which we see taking form only
gradually (cf. Serensen 2005).

The history of technology shows that new inven-
tions hardly ever deliver straightforward solutions
for existing human needs. Products often induce new
needs and provoke new use practices. Such effects of
technology on people’s behavior and preferences can be
understood with the help of the concept of ‘technical
mediation’ from the philosophy of technology (cf. Ver-
beek 2005). In common sense a technological product
is a means for achieving more effectively a certain goal.
From this perspective, technology would not change
our goals, but only help us to do more efficiently what
we always already wanted to do. However, historical,
sociological and philosophical studies of technology
show that technology changes human ways of living
more fundamentally. Technologies have an impact on us
that goes beyond providing us with ways of doing more
efficiently what we always already wanted to do. The
mobile phone is not simply the currently best available
technical solution for an eternal need for communi-
cation. Instead, technologies change our perspective,
arouse new needs and set new social norms. Technology
guides and changes users.

Telephone innovation continues to mediate our
behavior and way of being. Today, most mobile phones
are equipped with a camera and have Internet connec-
tivity. Some social effects of the smart phone have been
adequately remarked and used by the makers of a series
of TV commercials for a Dutch operator. In one commer-
cial, children are playing hide and seek. Then, just by
calling her up, a little boy has a friend come out of her
hiding spot with a buzzing phone and a look of dismay.
In another commercial a man is very enthusiastically
studying the menu on display outside of a restaurant,
but then turns away disappointed when his wife reads
to him the bad reviews she has quickly accessed on the
Internet. The ads conclude: ‘The possibilities of today
— in our own ways we all benefit’. These commercials
show again that the new modes of use are not necessar-
ily simply solving existing needs, but instead that new
products have effects that take us by surprise. These

CHAPTER 1 - PRODUCT IMPACT, USABILITY AND ETHICS

effects of technology, of not simply serving our purpos-
es but also changing our preferences and behaviors, are
examples of what the concept of ‘technical mediation’
intends to express.

Future innovations will again mediate in new ways
how we will use the phone and for what purposes. The
phone increasingly functions as an additional electronic
sense organ that allows us to record and share our expe-
riences on the Internet. The fascinating consequence is
that people do not only perceive what happens around
them, but they can progressively share in the experi-
ences of anybody else’s world. This has many implica-
tions concerning both usability and ethics.

A usability issue is that people can never use all the
features that are technically possible. Miniaturization,
the increasing number of functions and the recombina-
tion of what were previously different devices, leaves
many users confused. The challenge for designers is
therefore not only to aim for technical advancement
and perfection, but even more so to conceive of sensible,
realistic use scenarios for the products they design.
These scenarios can help to decide which features should
actually be integrated in a device, how the menus should
be arranged, how the buttons must be designed, and so
on. These are all design choices that can be understood
in terms of behavior guiding design: specific technical
features can guide or mislead users in using products,
and advance or frustrate the acceptance and accommo-
dation of technologies. The concept of technical media-
tion promises to be useful for conceiving use scenarios
and designing technology that, as far as possible, guides
users.

Also for exploring the broader ethical implications
of the development of the telephone the perspective
of technical mediation can be of help. For example,
the fact that mobile phones allow everybody to record
everything they see happening around them and
upload it onto the Internet, cannot but have enormous
implications for the ethical analysis of surveillance and
privacy. Most of what has been said and written about
limiting the application of CCTV (surveillance cameras)
isrendered obsolete as soon as individuals with cell
phones can easily record everything. When I brought
this up during a political debate on CCTV and privacy
legislation, everyone thought it was an important point.



It also appeared a confusing point, and therefore it was
decided to leave it aside and continue the discussion
about principles and laws for surveillance cameras.

This incident is revealing in that it shows how ethical
discussions often get circumvented in practice. Funda-
mental discussions may never reach a conclusion, while
they will simply fade out when the problems that they
refer to have disappeared or stabilized in practices of use.
Often such issues are settled by practical experimenta-
tion and not by reaching a shared conclusion by means
of a fundamental ethical discussion.

The example of the telephone shows that technology
is not simply a solution to existing human needs, but
that technology also creates and changes needs and
activities. People do not only pick up technical tools to
do what they always did, but this time more efficiently.
In the course of adopting new technologies people
start doing and wanting to do other things. People are
changed by technology.

The reconfiguration of behavioral routines and pref-
erences by technology is an important topic in research
on technology in such fields as philosophy, psychology
and history too. To date, design practice has made little
use of this knowledge, but there is a growing awareness
of the possible advantages of combining research fields.
The recombination of both perspectives is innovative
and offers promise for enhancing human-technology
interaction and usability, but proves at the same time
very challenging for ethics.

3 Usability in design theory

Usability is becoming an ever more important issue
in design theory. This research on product impact on
human behavior is meant to contribute knowledge
about behavior influencing effects of technology to
the improvement of methods of design for usability.
At the same time it is a research goal to investigate the
ethical implications of behavior steering design. The
two, usability and ethics, are however not unrelated.
The question shared by the concern for usability in
design and ethics is how humans and technology can
be adapted to each other in a good way. The difference
is that in design theory there is a tendency to arrive at

measurable concrete criteria for the convenient gearing
of humans and technology, whereas ethics is concerned
with general principles and values with respect to the
relation between technology and humans. I will briefly
discuss how usability is defined in design theory as a
complement to technical functionality of products and
how definitions differ from narrow to broad.

In answering the question what makes up the useful-
ness of technologies Grudin (1993) has made a helpful
distinction between utility and usability. Utility desig-
nates the technical functionality, whereas usability con-
siders the actual use of products which are technically
all right. For design practice the difference is helpful. In
certain stages in the design and manufacturing process
technical functioning is the centre of attention. Coining
the notion of usability helps to refocus attention on the
‘non-technical’ aspect of the usefulness of products.
What naturally happens in a design process is a chrono-
logical division: technical functioning first, corrections
and adaptations for usability later. Usability experts call
for as much integration as possible of usability concerns
in the overall design process. This is necessary, as many
engineers have a hard time addressing usability issues,
which they consider to be soft, contingent and uncon-
trollable.

At a fundamental level, however, the distinction
between the technical functioning and the usability
of a product is not evident. The hard and the soft side
of technology are both just as important. If a product
doesn’t find any practical use, it is of absolutely no
relevance that it is technically perfect. But of course, it
is equally clear that usability means nothing, if there
is no functioning product. Technical functioning and
usability need each other. It is impossible to decide
which comes first and which follows. The specialization
of engineers in purely technical skills can sometimes be
effective because of the practical demands in the design
process, but it is questionable in general. From a general
perspective of technology as tools for use by humans,
one could conclude by saying that designing a practice
of use, an activity, is the final objective of which
technology is an element.

3.1 Narrow and broad definitions of usability
Usability should be considered as an intricate element of
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a good, useful product. How is usability being defined?
Following the much referred-to ISO definition (Inter-
national Standardization Organization) usability means
‘the extent to which a product can be used by specified
users to achieve specified goals with effectiveness,
efficiency and satisfaction in a specified context of use’
(ISO 9241-11; cf. Van Kuijk 2010, 3; Jordan 1998, 5).
This definition narrows down the application scope of
usability by demanding a specification of users, goals
and context of use. This seems convenient for appli-
cation of the concept in a design context where it is
standard procedure to start by analyzing and specifying
the requirements for the product. Comparing the actual
use of the product to the specifications renders a degree
of achieved usability. But, is this engineering conceptu-
alization sufficient? Many usability problems are caused
by the fact that products are used in unexpected ways
or by people who do not belong to the intended target
group. This suggests a need for a broader definition of
usability.

The ISO definition contains three criteria for eval-
uating usability: ‘effectiveness’, ‘efficiency’ and ‘satis-
faction’. Effectiveness refers to the technical function-
ing. Efficiency designates the amount of effort a user
needs to accomplish a task. Satisfaction denotes a more
subjective experience of comfort accompanying the
use of a product (Jordan 1998, 5-6). If it is taken seri-
ously that usability and technical functioning together
define good technology, than usability is a basic func-
tion of the product. It hardly makes sense to say that
a product functions well, but scores low on usability.

If usability requirements are not fulfilled, a product
does not function properly. Therefore, effectiveness is
not enough to define usability, so what else is needed?
The ISO definition adds efficiency and satisfaction. In
particular the notion of ‘satisfaction’ allows for a broader
understanding of usability, with less specified goals and
practices of users. One could then say that a product
gives evidence of usability if it causes satisfaction while
used for any kind of purpose. It is clear however, that in
this case it becomes impossible to measure the effective-
ness in fulfilling a task, because there is no specified goal
anymore. The same counts for the provision of ‘pleasure’
as another candidate goal of defining good technology,
which was proposed by Green and Jordan (2001).
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Even if the narrow ISO definition, which promises
possible quantification of usability is referential in
design theory, there is also an awareness that usability
should be given a more broader meaning related to the
adoption of technology.

3.2  The diffusion and accommodation of
technology
The fact that product functions or use situations are
not stable may be at the margin of thinking about
usability in design theory, but it is an important concept
in historical and sociological research into the devel-
opment and diffusion of technology. Historian Wiebe
Bijker, for example, has promoted the notion of ‘social
construction of technology’, stressing that technologies
often only gradually get a more or less stable definition
and function under influence of different social groups
of users during a period of early adoption (cf. Bijker,
Hughes & Pinch 1987). Stewart and Williams (2005)
have coined the term ‘innofusion’, which also expresses
the idea that the phase of technology diffusion cannot
be seen apart from the phase of innovation. Lastly, by
addressing ‘dynamic use situations’ in relation to design
methodology, Mieke van der Bijl-Brouwer acknowl-
edges the difficulty of specifying use situations from a
designer’s perspective (cf. Bijl-Brouwer, van der & Van
der Voort 2008).

These discussions of usability, similar to the
discussed case of the telephone, support the idea that
the use situations that engineers need to specify in
order to decide on the best design solution, in reality
have a dynamic, changing character. It seems therefore
in accord with the process of technology adoption to
broaden the narrow ISO definition of usability. The
question of whether a product fits the user’s needs and
capabilities is related to the question of how a product
fits with the user’s way of living in society. Usability in
this sense is not just the rate of success of use following
the design specifications, but refers to the possibility
of accommodation of products by consumers into their
lives in meaningful ways.



4 Design for guiding and changing users

In order to apply knowledge about product impact on
user behavior in design, this knowledge needs to be
translated from the academic disciplines where it was
developed to practices of design. In this section I will
introduce some relevant approaches of behavior influ-
encing design and attempts at a translation to design
methodology. Next I will discuss the ethical objections
faced by deliberate application of user influencing
design.

The majority of studies into the user guiding and
changing effects of technology, such as the case of
the telephone, have been carried out by historians,
philosophers and anthropologists. For example,
Langdon Winner (1986) revealed how the overpasses to
Long Island were intentionally designed very low by the
city planner Robert Moses to keep away busses. In this
way the overpasses acted as a vehicle for Moses’ political
intention to keep away poor, black people. Winner
used this as an example to show that ‘artifacts have
politics’. Vilém Flusser also demonstrated that design
can constrain other people’s actions. Designing means
throwing ‘obstacles in other people’s way’ (Flusser
1999, 59). Bruno Latour saw such behavior constraints
by technical products as ‘delegated morality’. Latour
even suggested that a better understanding of the moral
significance of things would solve the problem of the
decline of morals in our post-modern culture. Behavior
mediating things are the ‘missing masses of morality’
(Latour 1992). Latour’s demand for greater awareness of
the way we are delegating action to technologies was
directed at sociologists, but seems equally relevant for
designers (and architects).

In the meantime, there have been several initiatives
to introduce the idea of behavior guiding effects of
technology into design methodology. One pioneer was
Donald Norman (1988), who introduced the concept
of ‘affordance’ (from ecological psychology) to analyze
what behaviors a product affords into usability studies.
Latour himself too has hinted at the application of
hisideas in the design of technology, a theme that
was taken up by philosopher Hans Achterhuis (1998)
who elaborated on Latour’s approach. Achterhuis
commented that if technologies ‘moralize’ us then

this should become an explicit design consideration.
Jaap Jelsma (2006) followed up on the work of Latour
and Achterhuis and conceived of a method for the re-
design of products that focused on the behavior guiding
‘scripts’ of products. These and comparable approaches
from different fields, have been collected together by
Peter-Paul Verbeek and Adriaan Slob in Technology
development and user behavior (2006). Two more recent
approaches that have both met much acclaim are the
concept of ‘persuasive technology’ by BJ Fogg (2003) and
of ‘nudge’ by Thaler and Sunstein (2008). Researchers
such as Dan Lockton (2010), Debra Lilley (2009), Nynke
Tromp and myself (Dorrestijn & Tromp 2010; Dorrestijn
2009; Tromp, Hekkert & Verbeek 2011) are also active in
this field of research.

The case of the telephone suggested that knowledge
of technical mediation is of help for improving usability.
Concerning usability in the narrow sense, technologies
can be made to guide users better towards the intended
ways of use. But beyond this, technical mediation
research can also help to understand and improve the
adaptation of technologies in society.

4.1  Moralizing technology
The application of user influencing design, however,
unavoidably also raises political and ethical concerns.
This can be illustrated by the call for ‘moralizing tech-
nology’ by Hans Achterhuis. In The legacy of utopia
(1998), Achterhuis suggests that for shared values
such as improving sustainability the ‘moralizing’ role
of technology should be taken seriously. ‘Moralizing
technology’ means designing technologies in such a way
that they guide people toward behavior that promotes
sustainability or assures safety, for example.?

As an example Achterhuis discusses the Amsterdam

2 Achterhuis speaks of the ‘moralisering van apparaten’, the ‘moral-
ization of devices’. I adopt the rendering into English by Peter-Paul
Verbeek: ‘moralizing technology’ (Verbeek 2011). It should how-
ever be noted that Verbeek’s notion of ‘moralizing technology’ has
aricher meaning than Achterhuis’ expression in Dutch. Verbeek’s
notion refers to the project of designing moral prescriptions into
design, but also to the idea that technologies can carry moral mes-
sages and Verbeek’s notion also denotes the philosophical project

of attributing moral significance to technology.
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metro system (Achterhuis 1998, 368). The metro system
was designed without gates at the entrance, and more
generally without any facilities for ticket control. This
was not a conscious intention in the design but reflected
the belief in the individual’s freedom and responsibility
in the 1960’s when the system was designed. Over time
it appeared that the open entrances encouraged fare-
dodging to the point that it was considered normal. For a
long time making an appeal to people’s moral responsi-
bility was considered the only right measure for solving
the problem. Achterhuis claims that it is important to
see how fare-dodging is rendered normal by the absence
of gates. Against this effect of technology it was unlikely
that an appeal to responsibility could solve the problem.
We should become aware of how technology moralizes
people, and therefore we should moralize our technolo-
gies instead of moralizing people exclusively.

The above-mentioned attempts to translate insights
about the transformative effects of technology into
applicable tools for designers remain exceptions.
Notions of product impact, stem largely from critical
studies of technology, ranging from claims that tech-
nology deprives humans of a truly human way of being,
to claims that it consolidates gender differences. The
deliberate application of user guiding and changing
design is far from straightforward, and faces important
ethical problems and objections. From a philosophical
and political point of view employing product impact
has been a contested subject. For example, when Achter-
huis suggested the moralization of technology, he was
accused of promoting a technocracy where there is no
place left for human freedom (Achterhuis 1998, 28).

4.2 The problem of human freedom

The idea of deliberately applying user guiding effects of
technology appears to be a delicate issue. The recently
proposed ideas by Thaler and Sunstein (2008) about
how technology influences choices people make and
how this could be used to ‘nudge’ people in the direction
of desirable behavior, are very similar to Achterhuis’
approach. Interestingly, Thaler and Sunstein are aware
of the delicacy of behavior steering and accompany their
proposal by a policy of good use. As a sort of principle
they propose ‘libertarian paternalism’. This concept
combines the acknowledgment that design that nudges
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is paternalistic, tells people how to behave, but at the
same time respects individual rights of freedom. Still,
important questions remain. Who decides which shared
values are so important that people may be nudged
alittle bit? And, even more pressing, how should the
difference between manipulation and freedom be under-
stood? What is a nudge that still leaves people free?

A fundamental ethical problem with product impact
on human behavior is therefore the interference with
human freedom. Moral philosophy has not tradition-
ally paid much attention to the technical conditions of
human existence, or at least not in a concrete way like
in the philosophy of technical mediation. In common
moral philosophy freedom is emphasized as a prerequi-
site for moral action. This renders constraining action
via technical products per definition undesirable.

A more positive philosophical account of technology can
be found in political, economical and legal analyses of
technology. The issue then centers on whether the ben-
efits and possible risks of technology are fairly distrib-
uted. In this approach technology is a concern for ethics
but only in a somewhat indirect way. The philosophy of
technical mediation and the proposals for applying user
guiding effects, however, link technology and humans
together in a more intricate way. Not only is the ques-
tion of whether technology is well used and not just

for the benefit of some at the cost of others who suffer
from disadvantage. In addition it becomes a question of
whether we humans are too dependant on technology,
determined by it, and deprived of freedom.

4.3 The problem of too much convenience

Above I discussed reasons for conceiving of usability

in the broad sense connected to technology accommo-
dation in society and adaptation between humans and
technology rather than only the narrowly specified
technical standards definition. There is also a more
ethical reason why the narrowing down of the notion of
usability to quantifiable terms is not desirable. If it were
possible that engineers specify and quantify precisely
how humans and technology are best geared to each
other, would that not imply a vision about the role of
technology in society where chance, improvisation,
playfulness are excluded? What would be the result if
our wishes and preferences could be exactly measured



and technology would perfectly fit our profiled needs?
Would that not be an impoverished way of addressing
the adaptation between technology and users, where
the active engagement with technologies would be
taken away?

Albert Borgmann’s ‘device paradigm’ may serve as an
example of a philosophical analysis in this direction. In
Borgmann’s view modern technologies are progressively
becoming easy and fast means to an end, and he refers
to these as ‘commodities’. The quality of structuring a
social practice, or of establishing a meaningful relation
between humans and nature is less evident in such
technologies than in previous decades. An old fashioned
fireplace structured human activities and social life,
whereas a modern heating system hides itself and as
such is just a device that provides warmth on demand,
as a commodity (Borgmann 1984, 4I). What is needed
for a meaningful employment of technologies in our
lives is active engagement with technologies, thinks
Borgmann, and such engagement may be eliminated
rather than enhanced if products always serve our needs
perfectly.

This also has relevance for the project of applying
user guiding design for improving usability. If one imagi-
nes a wide spread and successful application of behavior
guiding technology for usability, then the adaptation of
technologies for one’s own purposes would be rendered
unnecessary as well as impossible. This brings us back
to the ethical objections, already mentioned, against
the moralization of technology, where the issue was
that our ideas about freedom and consequently moral
responsibility are affected by behavior influencing tech-
nology. Borgmann’s analysis adds that even if this influ-
ence of technology is meant to serve us and to guide
us towards convenience and well-being, the question
remains of whether this is how we want to live our lives
and attach ourselves to technology.

5 Product impact, usability, and
socially engaged design

There may be a need for a narrowly specified defi-

nition of usability in the design process, but such a
definition would also obscure the social and political
dimension of design. Usability is related to the broader
phenomenon of the accommodation of technology in
society and to the question of what constitutes a good
relationship between humans and technology. This is

as much a question of design theory as of philosophy
and ethics. The combination with the theme of user
guiding and changing design brings out this broader
cultural dimension. On the one hand, it appears that the
application of knowledge of technical mediation faces
important political and ethical objections. On the other
hand, the concept of technical mediation also shows
how in the process of adaption of technology humans
always give a twist to what the designers intended as the
functions of their products.

If this investigation were to follow a narrow under-
standing of usability and product impact on user
behavior, my aim could be limited to the gathering of
knowledge in a kind of table: for realizing such and such
behavior, we need to apply such and such technology.
However, as has become clear in this introductory
chapter, neither the notion of usability, nor the notion
of product impact can be adequately understood in such
anarrow way. While the use of a narrow definition of
usability may have some merits in practices of design, it
also obscures the broader processes of technology adop-
tion that are equally important for the success or failure
of products. The application of user guiding design will
always raise broader questions of socially engaged design
and the philosophy of the relations between humans
and technology.

While the first conclusion is that exact and appli-
cable knowledge of technical mediation for improving
usability in a narrow sense is neither possible not
desirable, the discussion of this first chapter is leading
to another conclusion, namely of the importance and
unavoidability of the social and political dimension
of design. The terminology of usability in the narrow
definition, leaning on the language of the exact sciences,
obscures that the work of designers always interferes
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with the way people live their lives. A cultural-histor-
ical approach could explicate this relation between the
current emphasis on usability aspects in design and a
tradition of socially engaged design where the inter-
ference of designers with the lives of people is more
explicate and intended.

Indeed it is this direction that I wish to pursue
further in this project. Around the notion of socially
engaged design philosophy, ethics and design come
together. The project of combining knowledge of
technical mediation and design for usability is part of a
tradition of design that is engaged with the social cause.
Moreover, it appears that a program of applying user
guiding design raises pressing philosophical and ethical
questions. Design for usability and socially engaged
design can be considered in the context of a general phil-
osophical and ethical question of how technology and
humans should be adapted to each other.

6 Thesis outline

To make the next step in my inquiry, in the next
chapter I will investigate how the project of applying
product impact on user behavior for improving usabil-
ity compares to a tradition of socially engaged design,
sometimes with utopian aspirations. This tradition of
striving for social improvement by means of design will
also provide examples of earlier attempts to apply user
guiding and changing design. Even if not based in a well
articulated body of knowledge about technical media-
tion, the attempt to change society by means of design
implies that there must have been assumptions about
the power of technology to guide and change people.
Chapter 3 is the beginning of the third and central
step of my research where I will elaborate a philosoph-
ical framework for understanding the interrelations
between humans and technology and the relevance
for ethics. Chapter 3 discusses the relevance of Michel
Foucault’s work for the philosophy of technology, and
I will outline how technology figures in Foucault’s
work. Additionally, I will introduce Foucault’s work on
ethics. In comparing different ethical systems Foucault
studied the distinctive ways in which people consider
themselves as subject of ethical principles and how they
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fashion themselves in practice. For analyzing this theme
of ‘subjectivation’ Foucault uses a fourfold framework
that I will employ in four subsequent chapters in my
investigation of subjectivation and technology, as a con-
tribution to a contemporary ethics of technology.

In chapter 4 will be discussed theories and figures of
technical mediation which help our understanding of
our hybrid mode of existence, mediated by technology.
At the same time this understanding challenges most
ethical theories, because the hybrid self seems in
opposition with freedom as it is commonly assumed as
a condition of ethics. Chapter 5 concerns the question
of what kind of ethical principle could deal with the
notion of a technically mediated self. I will discuss the
modern moral theories of Bentham and Kant as well
as Foucault’s alternative of an aesthetics of existence.
Chapter 6 is about ethical practices of people coping
with technologies and thereby transforming their mode
of being. In chapter 7 the discussion will focus on the
kind of technically mediated mode of being that would
be considered desirable.

In the concluding chapter, chapter 8, I will elaborate
the results of the research on technical mediation and
subjectivation for ethics as the accompaniment of user
practices of accommodating technology and for the
elaboration of a product impact design tool.



Chapter 2
The legacy of utopian design:
History of social engagement in design

1 Introduction

In this chapter I will further explore the stakes of integrating user guiding and
changing design in design methodology by sketching the larger historical back-
ground of socially engaged design. The chapter provides an introduction to the
history of design, in such a way that the themes of technical mediation and
user-centered design are paramount from the beginning. The theme of social
engagement in design brings together philosophy and design. For philosophers
and social scientists the chapter will serve as a sketch of the field of design, in a
way that connects with their interests and concerns. For designers this will be an
alternative to histories of design where historical aesthetical styles serve as the
starting point.

Applying user-influencing effects in design implies that designers interfere
with what users do with products. It means that designers affect the well-being
of users and of society at large. Obviously it is good when designers care for
the effects of their designs and the well-being of users. Still, interference of
designers with what users do with products and how they live their lives also
sounds problematic to modern ears. Is it desirable that designers can mingle in
the personal lives of consumers? Should interfering with user behavior by design
be avoided at all times, or is it a responsibility of designers? Is ‘moralizing tech-
nology’ (see chapter 1) a desirable and promising expression of socially engaged
design, or is it a dangerous approach that threatens individual freedom and
disrespects politics and ethics? When the influence of products on consumers is
unavoidable, as the approach of technical mediation holds, should this aspect of
design then be left to the individual designer’s reasonability, or must it become a
political issue? Where is the border between service and support on the one hand
and paternalism or manipulation on the other hand?

To begin answering these questions, I will discuss to what degree the
attempt to guide and change user behavior and society by means of design is
new, and to what degree there are points of reference in the history and theory
of design. This chapter therefore provides a review of some examples of strong
social engagement in design and engineering. For this concise historical sketch
it is necessary to choose a focus point. I have chosen to review utopian design
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movements, because it is during these times that designers seem to have
been explicitly concerned with improving people’s way of living by means
of design. I will also explore the ‘legacy of utopian design’ (a deliberate refer-
ence to The legacy of utopia by Hans Achterhuis, 1998). In what ways are the
current approaches of design for usability, user guiding and changing design,
and moralizing technology continuations of earlier approaches of socially

engaged design?

1.1 Social engagement in design

The emergence of the design profession is closely related
to industrialization and the changing manufacturing
procedures (specialization and the division of labor).
From the beginning, however, theory and education

in design have also been informed by the social issues
due to industrialization (working and living conditions
of workers). In fact, theory and schools in industrial
design have often been explicitly marked by social and
political engagement. To make good, helpful products,
and thus to contribute to improving life has always
been an important inspiration and drive of engineers
and designers. Technical experts, and society at large,
have since the Scientific Revolution and the Enlighten-
ment believed that progress in science and technology
would inaugurate a new period in world history, solving
scarcity and bringing richness and well-being for
everybody. Engineers and designers believed that they,
with their scientific and technical expertise, could lead
society into this better future.

It is often said that the grand narratives have fallen
apart since the advent of postmodernism. In this devel-
opment, utopian beliefs and strivings have lost much
of their attraction, or even have become suspicious. The
postmodern breakdown of totalizing world pictures
was a reaction to a growing awareness that modern,
industrialized societies were full of rigid discipline and
social repression. The emergence of enormous envi-
ronmental problems brought a further shock to the
beliefin the wonders of technical progress. The end of
utopian thinking is to be welcomed in so far as it means
an end to paternalism and social repression. The equally
evident and often regretted downside of the departure
from utopia is that there is no longer a shared spirit that
guides and nourishes social engagement.

If there still exists an ethical and political dimen-

sion to design practice, then it seems that the aims

have been tempered very much. The ethical and polit-
ical stakes of making technology better adapted to
humans and society once meant the pursuit of a radical
transformation of society. Today the interference

of designers with users is limited to the concern for
usability. Is this concern for usability really all that is
left of social engagement in design? It seems so, if we
understand usability in the narrow sense of the measure
of successful use in specified circumstances. Design for
usability can however also be interpreted more broadly
as the care for the quality of our interactions and fusions
with technology. When we become better aware of the
scope of the unavoidable influences of technology on
our existence (technical mediation), user research and
user centered design should not be restricted to the
measure of the match between existing users and tech-
nology, but should include awareness and care for how
humans are changed by technology. Design is becoming
the design of our own lives.

1.2 History of design

Industrial design today has many faces. Currently fash-
ionable ‘Dutch Design’, famous around the world, is an
example of design of utilitarian product as applied art.
At the same time Industrial Design Engineering at the
technical universities in the Netherlands is also flour-
ishing. Whereas the artist designers exhibit in museums
around the world, only some of their products make it to
mass production for the consumer market. The indus-
trial design engineers, less visible but larger in number,
are mostly employed in industry. The field of design is
therefore broad, from publically famous avant-garde
design, displayed in museums, to the branch of engi-
neering and innovation dealing with styling, human-
product interaction and usability of consumer products.
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This has always been the case. The historical roots of
industrial design are multiple. 3

Industrial design came into being as a distinct
profession with the rise of industrial production in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. One root of the
new profession of the industrial designer can be traced
to the tradition in the decorative arts whereby courts
employed artists, for example. Another root goes back
to the craftspeople, who were responsible for both the
design and manufacture of products. The move towards
industrialization demanded a division of labor, which
resulted in some people becoming specialized in design.
From there, it can be argued that industrial design
further developed over the last century along two inter-
woven lines. On the one hand industrial design sought
to become a branch of engineering science, specializing
in product styling and human-product interaction. On
the other hand industrial design has been practiced and
taught as applied art, concerned with utilitarian prod-
ucts.

The history of design has often been approached
from the angle of art history, as a collection of emblem-
atic designs, representing successive historical styles.
The artistic avant-garde designs and designers occupy
most of the space in that account of design history. In
the following I would, however, like to do justice to
the different historical roots and branches of design by
shortly discussing both the traditions of design rooted
in engineering and in the applied arts. This approach
complies with the development in recent decennia to
study design from the angle of the study of modern
culture and the social history of technology (cf. Fallan
2010; Margolin 2002; De Rijk 1998). My research,
focusing on social engagement in design and concep-
tions of the social agency of technology itself, contrib-
utes to this historico-cultural approach to design.

3 This chapter focuses mainly on the history of design and engineer-

ing in the Netherlands and Europe. A comparison with develop-
ments elsewhere would show differences. For example, whereas
in (twentieth century) Europe utopian design was almost always
nourished by socialism, in the U.S.A. utopianism is also definitely
important in design, but on a very different ideological basis. See

for example the work of Buckminster Fuller (1969).

1.3  Technology and utopia/dystopia

AsIrefer to ‘utopian design’ in this chapter, I will
begin by discussing my use of this term. ‘Utopia’ is the
title of a book by Thomas More from 1516 about a new
society built on an Island. The book started a genre
that has produced many novels (from New Atlantis by
Francis Bacon to The possibility of an Island by Michel
Houellebecque) and later movies (Blade Runner, The
Matrix) (there is clearly an overlap with science fiction).
Thomas More coined the term ‘utopia’ himself. It was
his pseudo-Greek rendering of the Latin term that he
had used for an earlier draft, Nusquama, sounding like
not existing place or land (nusquam means nowhere, on
no occasion). More’s construction ‘utopia’, was meant
to refer to both ou-topos and eu-topos, so that utopia
designates ‘a land that doesn’t exist on any map (outopia),
and would be the best on the world (eutopia)’ (Paquot
2007, 6). For the purpose of relating utopia and design,
itis important to note that I focus on a conception of
utopian striving where actual realization by human
contrivance and technological means is central, instead
of mere dreaming of an impossible imaginary other
world.

Views differ about the question of whether utopia
concerns harmless dreaming or rather serious and also
dangerous experimentation. A utopia is often referred
to as an imaginary, ideal situation, worth striving for.
In the same way one says that it is necessary to have
ideals, many people say that it is necessary to cherish
the picture of utopia. This is also for example the
position held by the scholar of utopias Thierry Paquot
(2007). By contrast, Hans Achterhuis, in his study
on the legacy of utopia (1998) holds a much more
suspicious and critical position. Beyond motivating
people to improve societies, utopian thinking has also
led to some of the crudest regimes on earth. The belief
that a radically different world, purified from crime,
laziness, inequality, etcetera could be constructed has
made people engage in forcefully and cruelly purifying
societies: the totalitarian aberrations of Nazism and
communism.

My goal is not so much to decide if utopias should
ultimately be considered as quintessentially inspiring
and engaging or instead as dangerous. I do however
want to follow Achterhuis when he (more so than
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Paquot) distinguishes utopian thinking from the
tradition of harmless dreams of the land of Cockayne.
In the introduction to The Utopia Reader the editors
affirm this focus when they emphasize that modern
utopias are characterized by ‘human contrivance’. This
distinguishes utopias from ‘myths’, dreams of ‘Arcadias’
and ‘earthly paradises’, as well as from the temporal
transformation of society during ‘festivals’. Utopian
thinking thus designates in particular the tradition
that started with Thomas More which concerns not
dreams of ‘sensual gratification’, but is about a radically
different society, ‘humanly contrived’ and intended to
be realized (Claeys & Sargent 1999, 2-3). Moreover, it

is this activist utopian tradition that is very relevant
for the philosophy of design, because it is especially in
this tradition of utopian thinking that technology often
plays an important role.

Technology has an ambivalent role in utopian
thinking: a means of progress as well as a source of
danger and malaise. Is technology with its ambivalent
meaning a central element of utopian thinking or can
it be left out? Paquot distinguishes between political,
industrial and ecological utopias. The first type of utopia
focuses on revolutionizing political systems and social
relations, the second on employing industry to benefit
society and the third on reestablishing a harmonious
ecology. Comparable to Paquot’s political and industrial
utopias, Achterhuis distinguishes between social
utopias and technical utopias (Achterhuis 1998, 361).
Paquot somewhat downplays the relevance of industrial
utopias, because while much technical progress has
indeed been realized over recent centuries, the hoped
for societal improvements did not always materialize.
For Achterhuis, however, these disappointments,
downsides and dangers of realizing utopian plans are the
starting point of his research on utopias. He examines
where and how utopian thinking is related to political
strivings and social change and criticizes the dangerous
aspects of utopia.

From Achterhuis’ critical perspective the techni-
cal dimension of utopian projects is very relevant and
deserves the greatest attention. The consumer societies
of the West can to a large extent be seen as realizations
of the technical utopia. Along with the success of the
technical utopia, however, the downsides have also

become apparent. The realization of some of the hopes
associated with technical progress has also brought
along the nuclear bomb, bureaucratization, social
control and environmental problems. The striving for
utopia by means of technology has become suspicious.
Worse, it has led to a reversal, from hopes of utopia to
fear of dystopia. In the genre of utopian novels the twen-
tieth century has seen the rise of the counter-theme of
dystopia (Aldous Huxley’s Brave new world and George
Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four). For example Orwell’s
famous novel Nineteen Eighty-Four sketches a world
that is ruled by a technical system, ‘Big Brother’, which
inspects and controls everybody. 4

Following Achterhuis then, utopian thinking
involves a blueprint for the construction of a new
society, often involving a radical rupture with the old to
install the newly designed society in its pure form (Ach-
terhuis 1998, 14-15, 69, 77). The point of my research
is however not to demarcate exactly what is, and what
is not utopian thinking, nor if it is ultimately inspiring
or dangerous. I will employ the term “utopian design’
as a marker for identifying some pertinent examples
of technical design with the purpose of guiding people
and changing society. The main medium for expressing
utopian thought has been the novel, later joined by the
movie. But also in the realm of technical projects (in a
broad sense, from industrial design, architecture and
engineering to urbanism) there are examples of plans
and real experiments of employing technology for the
radical transformation of society.

In the following paragraphs I will discuss
movements of technological innovation aimed at
transforming society, sometimes radical in the sense
that one can speak of ‘utopian design’. I will first

4 The collapse of utopia into dystopia has removed much of the
shine of utopia. Unlike Paquot seems to wish, it is not possible to
save utopia from critique by ascribing the negative aspects to the
technical utopia and downplay its importance in favor of the social/
political utopias. Achterhuis points out that under the guise of the
social utopia, the crudest regimes have operated. Blinded by the
higher goals of a harmonious society cruel facts of concrete reality
were neglected, or justified. Compared to those aberrations, the
adventures of the industrial, or technical utopia are actually rather

peaceful.
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discuss utopian aspirations in the engineering tradition
(utopian social engineering) and secondly in the
tradition of industrial design as applied art (utopian
design movements).

2 Utopian social engineering

The term ‘social engineering’ is employed for denoting
construction and government of society by means of
technology and engineering knowledge, for example by
Karl Popper (1945). He famously distinguished between
‘utopian social engineering’ and ‘piecemeal social
engineering’, favoring the latter. Achterhuis, like Popper,
explores the totalitarian aspects of utopian thinking.
This section will serve to highlight some elements of
the “‘utopian’ aspirations in ‘social engineering’. How
and when did the transformation of society become an
engineering concern, how did it develop and what is

its relevance today? What can be the legacy of utopian
social engineering? I will start by discussing important
examples from the tradition of technology in utopia’s
and next I will discuss the diffusion of utopian thinking
about social engineering in actual technocratic govern-
ment.

2.1 Technical utopia’s: New Atlantis,
Benthamism, Saint-Simonism
The tradition of utopian social engineering can even be
traced as far back as Plato in ancient Greece, but Francis
Bacon’s New Atlantis from 1627 is the most archetypal
technical utopia of the modern time. Two more exam-
ples, that I will refer to, are the utopian plans and striv-
ings of Jeremy Bentham and Henri de Saint-Simon, both
active in the decades around the turn of the nineteenth
century.

Francis Bacon (1561-1626) was a famous English
philosopher, statesman and natural scientist. He was
an early advocate of the modern, empirical method
of scientific research, at the time of the Scientific
Revolution. His utopian novel New Atlantis tells about
the adventures of the crew members of a ship who
after a storm at sea find shelter on an island where a
very advanced society exists. The novel first tells at
great length how the shipwrecked visitors meet with

the islanders, a virtuous people with a pious Christian
faith. Ultimately they get the opportunity of hearing
everything about Salomon’s House, the state agency for
scientific and technical research and state government.
The technical inventions conceived in Salomon’s House
include: food conservation caves, industrial production
of foods and beverages, health conservation and life
prolongation centers, breeding of modified species, light
from new sources in all possible colors, distant seeing
devices, artificially produced materials, instruments
that produce artificial sound and music, etcetera (Bacon
1999). Readers of today are often impressed to see how
accurate many of Bacon’s forecasts have proven to be.
Our world has in many ways the appearance of being the
realization of the utopia of New Atlantis, as depicted by
Bacon (Lintsen 20054, 15). It seems as if Bacon’s plans
have actually played a guiding role in the construction
of the modern industrial world.

A second influential technical utopia, and one which
will play an important role throughout this study, is
Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon plan. English jurist,
philosopher and social reformer Bentham (174 8-1832)
began to write about the Panopticon in a series of letters
during a stay in Russia in the year 1787. A book edition
of these letters appeared in 1791. Later the texts were
republished together with extensive ‘postscripts’ in Ben-
tham’s collected works (Bentham 1843, IV). A concise
French edition of the Panopticon letters also appeared
for the first time in 1791 (Bentham 2002).5 This was a
translation in concise form of the English manuscript,
including some ideas from the postscripts, edited by
Etienne Dumont, a friend of Bentham. This French text
was prepared for the French National Assembly (that
was established after the French Revolution of 1789).

The Panopticon is a circular building which allows
for continuous inspection (the combination ‘pan-opti-
con’ means ‘all-seeing’). Bentham credits his brother
for having originally conceived the idea of a Panopticon
(Bentham 1843, IV, 40). The design consists of cells built
in a circle around a central watch tower, the outer ring
being made up of cells six floors high. With this config-
uration Bentham thought that in addition to the central

5 Cf.Bentham (1995) for a contemporary English edition of a

selection of these texts.
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Panopticon plan and prison built after Panopticon model on Isla de la Juventud, Cuba, 1926

watchtower there was a need for three lodges, each
intended to watch out over two floors of cells. The lodges
should be big enough for a guard and his family. On the
inside, directed towards the lodge, the cells would be
largely open; only a light iron grating was planned. The
central watchtower itself would be covered with a trans-
parent curtain ‘that allows the gaze of the inspector to
pierce into the cells, and that prevents him from being
seen’ (Bentham 2002, 12-13; cf. Bentham 1843, 1V, 44).

This ‘simple architectural invention’ (Bentham 1843,
1V, 39; cf. Bentham 2002, 11), would allow effective
surveillance and control of people in prisons, asylums,
schools and ultimately society at large. In a Panopticon
people have no possibility of doing wrong, and as
Bentham was convinced, they would even lose the wish
of doing wrong. ‘Benthamism’ refers to a rationalist
vision on ethics and government, based on the principle
of ‘utility’, and the Panopticon plan is an integral part of
it. If everything and everyone is always visible, people
will act in accordance with the rational principle of
maximizing happiness and preventing pain. Bentham’s
utopia is not cast in a novel but in letters and reports
including detailed technical drawings (his brother, an
architect provided help) directed at prison owners and
national governors. Although it is a matter of debate to
what degree Benthamism has become a reality, it is
certain that this way of thinking has been influential.
There are many examples of dome prisons. And the ideal
of ubiquitous inspection has spread in our societies in
the form of surveillance cameras, for example.

Definitely influenced by Bentham, and displaying a
similar activist attitude of reform, is the third utopian
thinker that I wish to address: Claude-Henri de
Rouvroy, Comte de Saint-Simon (1760-1825), mostly
referred to as Henri de Saint-Simon. He counts as the
emblematic pioneer of technocratic government. Born
into a Parisian aristocrat family, Saint-Simon became a
philanthropic socialist thinker and political publicist. He
proposed a reorganization of the state according to the
principles of industry. He believed very much in the
benefits of science and technology, properly employed,
and called for ‘industrialism’: industry delivering the
principle for the construction and government of
society at large. After his efforts to convince the leading
liberal political movement of his ideas about the
‘industrialization of politics’ failed, he radicalized his
ideas and strived for a ‘politicization of industry’ (Musso
2010, 127): engineers were to enter politics, and the state
should be transformed after the model of a factory to be
managed according to principles of efficiency and
economic profit (106). Saint-Simon proposed to reor-
ganize parliament by the instauration of three cham-
bers. A ‘Chamber of Inventions’ consisted of engineers
that would design public works, complemented with
chambers for control and execution (138).

Saint-Simon is widely recognized for his utopian
ideals and his work is an emblematic example of
utopian social engineering. The writings of Saint-Simon
influenced the great socialist theorists Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels as well as the French philosopher and

CHAPTER 2 - THE LEGACY OF UTOPIAN DESIGN: HISTORY OF SOCIAL ENGAGEMENT IN DESIGN



sociologist Auguste Comte. This makes Saint-Simon a
pioneer of sociology, the then new science of social rela-
tions and the arrangement of society. He asserted that
society should be reorganized following the principles of
technical design and production. The communist prin-
ciple of work according to capacity and reward according
to need, also stems from Saint-Simon. He had a large
following of Saint-Simoniens, who after his death tried
to ‘Saint-Simonize’ France (Paquot 2007, 41-42).

The musings about an industrial society not only
concerned production and economy but included
spiritual and religious life as well. Science was hailed
by Saint-Simon as a new religion, the successor of
traditional religion. This theme returns in the work of
Auguste Comte who saw the emergence of a scientific
phase in civilization after a mythical and a religious
phase as earlier stages. Later in his life, however, Saint-
Simon called for a ‘new christianism’, trying to asso-
ciate himself with traditional religion that he would
revolutionize from the inside. On the one hand this
shows that for Saint-Simon technocratic government
was connected to an ethics, and not just concerned
cold economic computation. Saint-Simon’s project was
indeed driven by very strong social and humane, philan-
thropic values (Musso 2010, 151). On the other hand, it
also shows again Saint-Simon’s radical, utopian aspira-
tions: after calling for radical state transformation he
embarked on a project of even revolutionizing religion.

2.2  Regimes of engineering and government
Now I want to discuss how the tradition of technical
utopia’s described above has since marked the relations
between engineering and government. In a study on
the history of French technocratic government Paul
Rabinow has traced elements of the ‘genealogy’, the
historical assemblage of the ‘technocratic’ French state
of the period after the Second World War, for example.
He also points out that unlike the many followers of
Saint-Simonism, other (French) ‘social engineers’ of the
nineteenth century were motivated by a more conserv-
ative, often traditional religious morality. For them
technology was a new means for realizing traditional
moral ends. In this way the genealogy of technocratic
government traces the different historical relations
between ‘forms and norms’ (Rabinow 1989, 11), the

forms produced by engineers and planners and the social
norms they reflect, edify and diffuse.

A similar ‘genealogy’ is carried out for the Dutch case
by Lintsen and Disco (2005). Characterizing technolo-
gy’s role in state government in the Netherlands, they
distinguish periods with different ‘regimes’, largely cor-
relating with Rabinow’s account of the French case. The
periods Lintsen and Disco (2005, 79) describe are:

- autocratic-military period (1800-1850)

« democratic-mechanic period (18 50-1920)

« technocratic-scientific period (1920-1970)

. interactive-integral period (1970-present)
Following this scheme I will shortly describe how from
the autocratic-military situation the ‘revolution of the
engineers’ (democratic-mechanic period) started the
tradition of social engineering in mainstream politics.
Then, in the course of the twentieth century techno-
cratic government took the form of technocratic-scien-
tific planning where utopian thinking played a major
role, before a crisis in this utopian technocratic style of
government opened the way for the interactive-integral
period.

2.3 The revolution of the engineers
When we think about the influence of technology on
society, we may today think of all kinds of consumer
products typically associated with the profession of
industrial design. But not so long ago, the centre of
gravity of shaping a ‘human built world’ lay in the
domains of industrial and residential planning and
building of the big infrastructural constructions, such as
the railways (Hughes 2004). Industrial machinery and
civil works brought about a demand for engineers. The
great civil works gave rise to the emergence of a corpus
of engineers and engineering schools that developed out
of Military Engineering. This development differs from
country to country. In France and in the Netherlands
engineering schools rose in the context of the con-
struction of these civil works, closely connected with
the centralization of the state and the emancipation of
engineering from the military. In the United Kingdom
engineering schools developed in an industrial context,
responding to the demand for expertise about industrial
manufacturing (Lintsen 2005b, 318-319).

In this domain of engineering we find much delibera-
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tion on the societal impact of technology and projects of
governing society by means of technical design. The con-
text of the emergence of the civil engineers was indus-
trialization. Engineers did recognize the social impact of
the process that they themselves played a role in. In the
Netherlands engineering education was first provided
by the Military Academy in Breda. From the 1860’s the
Polytechnic School in Delft developed into an exclusive-
ly civil, non military, engineering school, which later
became a ‘technical university’. This process meant the
emancipation of a new type of knowledge and a new
class of people, engineers, who attained a respectable
and influential position in society: the ‘revolution of the
engineers’ (Lintsen 2005b, 315).

When the education of engineers became detached
from the military, the newly emerging ‘civil’ engineers
almost immediately became heavily conscientious of a
social, political task. For example, in 1904 an association
for the advancement of ‘social-technical engineering’
was founded (325). Another typical phenomenon is that
engineers became involved in politics. Cornelis Lely and
Philip Willem van Sleyden are examples of engineer-
ministers who contributed to social legislation in the
Netherlands at the time when the ‘social question’, the
poor working and living conditions of the ‘working
class’, became a widely acknowledged political concern
(326-328).

2.4  Technocratic government: Rise and fall

The period of technocratic government saw the reali-
zation, be it in a milder form, of many of the ideas of
activist utopian thinkers like Bacon, Bentham or Saint-
Simon. Technocratic reason, constituted by the utopian
thinkers, but at their time not immediately successfully
implemented, now gained considerable influence in
actual government methods. In the Netherlands this
style of reasoning and governing is exemplified in the
person of Sicco Mansholt (cf. Westerman 2007). Mans-
holt was successively Dutch minister and European
commissioner of agriculture. He devoted himself to

the rationalization of food production, which for him
meant planned and mechanized production adapted to
the needs of the population. During the last winter of
the Second World War the Netherlands, especially in the
West, suffered from shortage and hunger. To ensure that

never again such scarcity would occur, was an important
motivation for Mansholt. The system he aimed for was
one of extreme technocratic control over production
and consumer needs. The principle means of govern-
ment intervention was price regulation: fixed minimum
prices and an extensive system of subsidies. Like French
technocratic reasoning (as characterized by Rabinow),
for Mansholt, technocratic reason in the mid-twentieth
century functioned on the basis of a belief in universal
human needs.

The modernization and mechanization of agricul-
ture was very successful, at least with respect to the
economic aspect of supply and distribution of food and
goods. From the 1960’s, the problem was no longer
shortage, but surplus: large stocks of milk and butter.

It then proved very difficult to adjust the system to the
new situation. In France, the government as well as

the farmers, for example, had long been opposed to the
regulatory system of subsidies, which curtailed personal
liberties and opportunities for entrepreneurship. But
gradually the French did accept European price regula-
tion and they soon became accustomed to and entangled
in a system of fixed minimum prices. Ever since French
farmers have been known for blocking highways with
tractors to protest against any plans for a decrease in the
subsidy system.

Mansholt, one of the prominent developers of the
technocratic system did eventually acknowledge that
the system had failed, or that its utility had ultimately
reversed into a crisis. It was however only in the 1980’s,
at an old age, that he admitted that the subsidy system
as a means for planned production tuned to the needs of
the population had collapsed into a system that caused
over-production and environmental problems (West-
erman 2007, 196). This change of mind is a fascinating
and moving episode in his biography. It was very hard
for him to see and to accept that his dedication to the
cause of overcoming scarcity and hunger was now out
of place, that scarcity had made place for exhaustion of
resources and environmental pollution. The utopian
spirit was collapsing into dystopian despair. That human
production would cause environmental problems was
something that some decades before nobody could have
imagined.
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2.5  From paternalism to participation
Technocratic-scientific rationality failed to effec-
tively govern the wealthy consumer society. Since the
1970’s, the challenge has been to integrate awareness
of changing conditions and multiple and plural needs
and preferences into technocratic government. This
is termed the ‘interactive-integral period’ by Lintsen
and Disco (2005). The building of the water dam in the
Oosterschelde is an exemplary case (see also Biesboer
2011). After a big flood in 1953 killed three thousand
people in the Netherlands, the Dutch government
embarked on the ‘Delta-plan’ to construct extensive
protective dikes and dams. The dams had severe societal
and environmental impacts. As a sign of new times,
from the 1960’s and 1970’s, the technocratic governors
of these water works were faced as never before with
a critical public. Engineers and governors working on
such projects as the Oosterschelde dam were branded as
authoritarian, narrow minded, polluters and landscape
annihilators (Lintsen and Disco 2005, 91). After years of
controversy, a new plan for the Oosterschelde dam was
made, an inventive movable dam that is only closed in
the case of heavy storms, but which otherwise respects
the environment and water milieu.

That technical experts could no longer decide
on their own what was best for society, but that the
concerns and interests of the public were finally taken
into consideration, marked a new phase in the style of
governance. Instead of simply assuming universal needs,
from then on actual needs, preferences and opinions
have come into focus and the subject of constant scien-
tific research. Consumers no longer shared the view that
technology is a miraculous means for relieving humans
from the burdens of scarcity, inconvenience and the
dangers of natural disasters. Individuals and interest
groups stood up against the expertise and paternalism
of technocratic government. They demanded acknowl-
edgement of negative side-effects, such as environ-
mental problems. And people claimed more space for
differentiation, contesting exclusion and repression of
specific groups by the one-dimensional style of tech-
nocratic government. This has led towards the inte-
gration in government methods of consultation and
participation of users, citizens. Technology Assessment
(TA), evaluative studies beforehand of possible negative

effects became a requirement imposed by law. A Dutch
example is the Milieu Effect Rapportage (assessment
of environmental effects), which is required by law for
every big civil construction work.

Also in design ideology and methodology user and
customer research has been integrated more and more,
for example with the growing importance of ergonomics
and trends such as participatory design. An observation
by historian of technology Edward Tenner illustrates
very well this change from paternalism to participation.
Considering the history of comfortable chairs, and more
generally the history of ergonomics, he remarks: “Today
we expect our mechanically adjustable chairs to support
the person; once it was the person who conformed to
the chair’ (Tenner 2003, 112). Today, when we think of
the best match between technology and humans, we
tend to think of adapting technology to the empirically
observed needs and wishes of users. Those needs may be
diverse and may change over time. What may count as
real or relevant is personal and situated, like opinions.
Until a few decades ago, the general conception was that
needs were uniform and evident and technology was a
miraculous means for satisfying those needs. The faster
technological progress would go, the better. That science
and technology were maybe dictating a certain image
of humans, was not seen as problematic. People would
accept that it was rational and therefore good to adapt to
what technology had to offer. Techno-scientific exper-
tise was allowed to be paternalistic, whereas the trend
is now definitely towards evermore user and citizen
participation.

3 Utopian design movements

In this section I turn from the engineering root of
present day industrial design engineering to the root of
applied art. The history of design (very much overlap-
ping with architecture) shows some good examples of
utopian design. The theme of utopian design is regularly
mentioned in histories of design (for example Biirdek
2005), and it is the central notion in Ideologie und Utopie
des Design by Gert Selle (1973). Selle provides an over-
view of design history explicitly from the perspective of
social critique, and of what he terms the ‘social agency’
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of design. Beginning with the Arts and Craft move-
ment in England in the nineteenth century, the relation
between design and social issues was a main concern,
asserts Selle. Dutch design historian JW Drukker (2004e)
affirms this view that social engagement was a main
driver of design theory from the emergence of the pro-
fession of designer in the context of industrialization.

The zenith of utopian design came later, with the rise
of modernism in the 1920’s and 1930’s. Selle singles out
the strong social program of modernist designers such as
Mohoy-Nagy, Mart Stam, and Le Corbusier. Similarly, in
The struggle for utopia (1997), Victor Margolin analyzes
that a utopian program in design was a typical charac-
teristic of modernist designers. Correspondingly, recent
socio-historical studies of technology and culture
also pay attention to modernist design as a showcase
for technology being used as a driver for social change
(Hughes 2004; Misa 2005).

Selle feared (in 1973) that the utopian design
tradition was perishing. He himself, however, was
strongly engaged in Marxist thought and utopian
design, and his book is clearly an attempt to revitalize
utopian design. Indeed Drukker observes that the period
in which Selle estimated that utopian design was in
crisis, was actually the time of the emergence of the
consumer society. In this period for the first time society
at large was to benefit from technical progress (2004a).

Drukker too, speaks of a ‘crisis in design’, but he
associates this crisis with the advent, around 1980,
of postmodern design. Postmodern design lacks the
emphasis on improving society as main driver, but does
this also mean that it has lost its utopian aspirations?
Not according to José Gamez and Susan Rogers (2008),
who claim that postmodern design does still bear the
promise of utopia. They call for a renewed ‘architecture
of change’. The postmodern utopian hopes and strivings
for a radically different society are however no longer
directed at a unified world picture, but instead concern
a society where individuals are totally free to pursue all
kinds of different lifestyles.

Following this outline I will discuss four periods of
utopian design. First I will discuss the Arts and Crafts
with William Morris. Next follows New Objectivism,
focusing on Le Corbusier. The third stage is the Gute
Form with the related social design theory of Gert Selle.

Last, I discuss Postmodernism and the relations it may
still entertain with the social program of striving for
utopia.

3.1 Arts and Crafts

The beginning of the development of industrial design
as a discipline is strongly connected to the Industrial
Revolution. As said, the emergence of the profession
was related to the division of labor. Concerns about labor
conditions in industrial production and the poor quality
of industrial products were at the base of design theory
and education. This critique is exemplified in the person
of Henry Cole, chief organizer of The Great Exhibition of
1851, who was a long time promoter of design education
in England. The concern for the quality of industrially
produced products was widely shared and this gave

rise to the Arts and Crafts movement, also beginning in
England halfway through the nineteenth century. The
movement is closely associated with the names of art
and architecture critic John Ruskin and the designer,
socialist and novelist William Morris (Drukker 2004e;
Selle 1973, 47). Both of them were worried about the
poor and dangerous working and living circumstances
of factory workers as well as about the poor quality of
industrial products.

To counter these problems the Arts and Crafts move-
ment was suspicious about industrial production and
called for a revaluation of handicrafts. It promoted good
quality products, in a style more rural than industrial.
Ruskin took inspiration from the gothic cathedral as an
historical example and called for a neo gothic aesthetics
(Ruskin 2003). The Arts and Crafts movement had a
huge influence for several decades well into the twen-
tieth century. Design theory and education in a way
developed from the social and aesthetic concerns as
articulated by the Arts and Craft movement. Designer
associations and movements throughout Europe around
the turn of the century were marked by the Arts and
Crafts’ appeal for high quality handy craft product
design. An example is the Deutscher Werkbund, a
German design association that from 1906 strived
for the collaboration of art and industry. Selle notes,
however, that despite these cries for social justice and
well produced products for all, in the Jugendstil (or Art
Nouveau) aesthetic style that flourished at the begin-
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William Morris” utopian novel and his own house in Arts and Crafts style

ning of the twentieth century the social engagement,
utopian aspirations, that marked the Arts and crafts
were largely disregarded (Selle 1973, 56-57). The design
theory and practice of the Art Nouveau was primarily
aesthetic and bourgeois instead of socialist.

But returning to the Arts and Crafts movement, this
movement’s relation to politics and design is exempli-
fied in the person of William Morris. He was actively
engaged in politics and a supporter of socialism. Morris
recognized that social improvement was connected with
the quality of design. Promoting improvement in design
was for him one element of his socialist politics.

The utopian aspect of the Arts and Crafts is exem-
plified in Morris’ utopian novel News from Nowhere,
from 1890. In contrast with the problems faced by the
working class of England of his time, Morris imagines
a utopia where the problems of labor have been solved.
People are liberated from the need to work against their
will; their deliberate contribution to the common good
suffices. The result is that people continuously ‘feel so
happy’. This, by the way, makes News from Nowhere one
of the most boring novels of the utopian genre in the
opinion of Achterhuis (1998, 210).

Gert Selle emphasizes the social engagement that
was part of the design theory of the Arts and Crafts. He
further notices that the reaction of the members of the
Arts and Crafts movement to industrialization consists
in arejection and call for a return to handicrafts. There-
fore Selle characterizes the Arts and Crafts as a ‘utopia of
restoration’ (Selle 1973, 48).

3.2  New Objectivity

The advent of modernism around the 1920’s and 1930’s
meant a break with the Art Nouveau'’s esteem of hand-
icraft and styling inspired by nature. Modernist move-
ments under the names of ‘New Objectivity’ and ‘Func-
tionalism’ have heavily marked theory and education in
design architecture and design, explicitly and strongly
emphasizing the association between social aims and
design. These are the heydays of utopian design.

Around 1920 there was a confluence of modern
art, technology and socialism. Avant-garde art move-
ments such as Constructivism and De Stijl have strong-
ly helped to define the functionalist architecture and
design theory. Victor Margolin describes in the The
struggle for utopia (2007) how artists such as Alexander
Rodchenko, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, and Theo van Does-
burg began to ascribe political relevance to their art.
With the purpose of serving their often strong socialist
political goals, many artists made the choice to exchange
pure art for the design of utilitarian objects.

The utopian aspect of the New Objectivity move-
ment is evident from the association of many archi-
tects and designers with the construction of the
Russian socialist state. Margolin singles out Alexander
Rodchenko, Moholy-Nagy and El Lissitzky. All three
of them were formed and influenced by Marxism, and
they dealt with the communist revolution in Russia in
different ways. Rodchenko and Lissitzky worked in the
service of the Russian communist state, ‘struggling for
utopia’, whereas Moholy-Nagy worked at the Bauhaus
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school in Germany and ended up after the second World
War in the USA struggling to convey his ideals of ‘design
for life’ in a business oriented environment.

Also many Western-European designers were
radically socialist. A central place where people and
ideas met was the famous Bauhaus. Selle admires
Hannes Meyer, the most political of its directors for
his radicalism (Selle 1973, 96-99). Dutch designer and
architect Mart Stam was also acquainted with this
circle of socialist designers (cf. Stam 1999). Together
with Hannes Meyer he moved to the USSR to work on
the planning of new cities. The developments in the
communist Soviet Union also inspired the urbanism of
Le Corbusier. One of his contributions to technology for
asocial cause is his utopian city project Ville Radieuse
(Radiant City) conceived in the 1920’s.Unlike the Arts
and Crafts movement, New Objectivity (and modernism
at large) embraced the technical possibilities of the
industrial age for realizing social goals. Technology and
industrial production are no longer a threat, as with
Morris and Ruskin, but promise new ways of achieving
aradically better society. The belief in technology is also
expressed in the dictum that technology should replace
style. The now famous minimalistic ‘style’, although
inspired by basic colors and forms, originated just as
much from the social ideal of low price mass produc-

Le Corbusier, La Ville Radieuse (concept) and Unité d’Habitation, Marseille

Metal tube chairs by Mart Stam, an older and a newer version

tion (even if in reality the modernist designs of that
time never were cheap). This is why houses were built
as blocks and chairs were constructed out of one-piece
cantilever tubes.

Le Corbusier asserts in 1923 in Vers une architecture
that new technological developments are fascinating
and promising in many aspects. However, the problem
was still that many people did not experience the
promising benefits of technology while they did suffer
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from the negative impacts of industrialization on their
working and living circumstances (Le Corbusier 2005,
227). For Le Corbusier technology is however also the
means for repairing societal unrest. Architecture can
and should be applied for the political cause of restoring
equilibrium in society. For Le Corbusier this is an urgent
matter, as becomes clear when he states that the choice
is either ‘architecture or revolution’.

It should be mentioned that not only socialist polit-
ical movements sought to advance themselves by means
of architecture and design. Albert Speer, architect of the
Nazi regime could equally be discussed as an architect
for societal transformation. And Le Corbusier, eager to
have his ideas and grandioso projects realized, worked
for the Vichy government in France during wartime and
accepted an invitation by Mussolini to lecture on archi-
tecture (cf. Benton 2009, 272-273).

In the views of Le Corbusier and other designers and
architects associated with New Objectivity, ‘the social’
can be influenced directly by means of architecture
and design. Society is a function of design. Therefore
Selle characterizes the utopian aspect of pre-World War
II modernism as ‘social-functionalist’ utopian design

(Selle 1973, 98-99).

3.3 Gute Form

A third design movement with utopian elements is
the later modernism of the Gute Form. This movement
is closely associated with the design school of Ulm,
Germany, (Hochschule fiir Gestaltung), that dictated

Braun shaver by Dieter Rams and Dutch coins by Bruno Ninaber van Eyben
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to a great extent what was to be called good form in the
1960’s and 1970’s (Drukker 2004e). The Ulm Hoch-
schule fiir Gestaltung is often regarded as a successor to
the Bauhaus, as it prolonged the search for a rigid func-
tionalistic design method anchored in a strong engage-
ment with the social cause.

The design of the Gute Form is in many ways a pro-
longation of the functionalist style of earlier modern-
ism: design that honestly shows the product’s function
and the materials used, without useless decoration.
World famous examples are the designs for Braun made
by Hans Gugelot and Dieter Rams. Another example
of functionalist design from the later modern period
and a showcase of a more detailed, scientific approach
to matching human needs and capacities is the series
of Dutch coins designed by Ninaber van Eyben. The
coins are designed in such a way that the shape, size and
graphics serve the easy distinction between the coins
with different values.

Gert Selle, whose work has been helpful in under-
standing the utopian aspects of earlier movements, is
a clear example of the social engagement in the Gute
Form. He tries to connect design theory with the critical
theory of philosophers such as Herbert Marcuse and
Jirgen Habermas. Technology is seen as an important
element of societal development. It can and should
help to liberate people, but can also dominate people
when it is not embedded in a political system with
democratic control. The difference compared to early
modernism is that the rather naive belief in obvious and
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universal needs, was replaced by an attempt for scien-
tific research into ‘real’ user needs. Later critical thinkers
like Ulrich Beck have introduced the notion of reflexive
modernization for this transition of a ‘paternalistic’
form of modernism into a reflexive form where there is
awareness of unintended consequences and the need of
constant evaluations and corrections (Beck et. al. 1994).

Drukker (2004c¢) points out that in the period of
Gute Form for the first time functionalistic design prin-
ciples where actually applied to mass produced products.
Enterprises such as IKEA succeeded in making useful
products at prices easily affordable for almost every-
body. Before, the ideals of the socially engaged design
movements had not been realized, as the results were
mostly expensive avant-garde designs. Selle, however,
criticized Gute Form for just this association with the
consumer society, like in the collaboration of Braun and
the Ulm design school. He feared that marketing and
product image were becoming predominant, whereas
attention to the ‘social agency’ of design was dimin-
ishing (Selle 1973, 108).

The utopian aspect of Gute Form appears in Gert
Selle’s work, when he asserts that consumerism threat-
ens to eliminate the ‘last rest of social utopianism in
design, once prevailing in all design’ (Selle 1973, 113).
To reverse this trend Selle calls for a ‘radical politicizing
of design theory’ (155). Selle’s project could be charac-

Carlton bookcase by Ettore Sottsas

terized as a ‘utopia of re—adaptation’, because the aim is a
re-adaptation of technology to the social cause.

3.4 Postmodernism
Writing some decades later than Selle, JW Drukker
shares with Selle the concern for the decrease of social
concerns in design. He estimates however that the
movement of Gute Form, which was already suspect for
Selle, rather exemplified the heydays of socially engaged
design, because for the first time functionalistic prin-
ciples actually resulted in products that were available
to the masses. The real ending of social engagement
in design came according to Drukker with the advent
of postmodernism around 1980. Postmodern design
brought the return of explicit decorative elements, a
revival of historical styles in the form of reference and
pastiche, and emphasis on often ironic or scandalous
symbolic messages (for example Carlton bookcase, see
picture). Products were made more to make a statement
than to function in everyday life (cf. Eggink 2009).
Drukker asserts that the postmodern criticism to
modernism was partly right. The modernistic worldview
was confronted with the student’s protests 01968 and
a series of technological disasters (Drukker 2004c). The
belief in technology and the universalistic and paternal-
istic pretentions became very much contested. Druk-
ker’s concern is, however, that design theory has not

Re-used drawers cabinet by Tejo Remy
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been able to articulate the social importance of design in
anew, appropriate way. Design education became cen-
tered around elitist, avant-garde artistic design again,
asin the case of the now world famous Dutch Design
(for example Tejo Remy’s Re-used drawer cabinet, see
picture).

Is it true that postmodern design is void of any
utopian motives? José Gimez and Susan Rogers share
many of the insights of Drukker, but think that it is still
possible to revive the utopian design tradition. They
call for an ‘architecture of change’. This is not some-
thing new, they rightly assert, but ‘it has fallen out of
favor’ (Gdmez and Rogers 2008, 19). The emancipatory
promise of liberation by rational progress of the modern
period has become discredited. The modern project’s
utopian musings have proven to be easily subject to the
whims of totalitarianism. However, Gimez and Rogers
recognize diversity as a new emancipatory theme that
has arisen in postmodern design and design critique:
‘Freed at last from the hegemony of modernity, society
would rise up to show its intrinsic diversity’ (20). This
entails a new ‘utopian goal’, namely of ‘equity, fruitful
diversity, and a critically engaged process of cultural
production’ (22).

The utopian aspirations of their project become
evident when Gamez and Rogers claim that this project
of an architecture of change, is in need of a ‘foundational
theory’ (23), and should entail a ‘complete reconstruc-
tion of the current system of education and practice’
(24). Today’s challenge would be ‘to reconsider the
power of utopian thinking as a way to form a unified
front’ (24), while avoiding the ‘naivety’ of early modern-
ism to think that architectural practices comprised the
necessary and sufficient mover of social change. Society
should not be seen as a totality, but instead the plurality
and diversity of society should be acknowledged. The
proliferation of a plurality of lifestyles, surprisingly and
paradoxically, appears to inspire a new shared vision and
hope of a new ‘united front’.

The call for an architecture of change is the intro-
duction to the book Expanding architecture: Design as
activism (Bell & Wakeford 2008). The book contains
alarge collection of socially engaged design projects.
The projects are rubricated in sections such as: ‘Social,
economic and environmental design’, ‘Participatory

design’, ‘Housing for the 98%: Mainstream good design
in affordable housing’, ‘Meshing with market forces’.
The propagated ‘activist design’ concerns no longer the
design of one technological system that constitutes a
new society, but differentiated technology that supports
humans in different cultures and situations for their
situated problems and concerns.

Thus, after all, postmodern metaphorical design and
its critique of a unified world picture still can be seen
as pursuing a social project, even of utopian grandeur.
To the degree that there exists a postmodern utopian
project it is characterized by the belief in the possibility
of technology that supports people in the pursuit of
their own ways of living. The postmodern design utopia
could be referred to as the ‘utopia of plurality’, for
the hope is that technology can support a diversity of
personal lifestyles.

4  The legacy of utopian design

Are there historical precedents of designing for guiding
and changing people? That was the question at the
beginning of this chapter. Movements of strong, utopian
social engagement in design seemed an obvious domain
of finding such examples. This indeed appeared true, as
the outlines of the histories of utopian social engineer-
ing and utopian design as two roots of today’s design
engineering attempt to demonstrate.

The emancipation of the engineering education and
profession from the military meant a sort of revolution
of the engineers. Engineering was attributed a strong
political and social task. Inspiration for the application
of engineering know-how for ‘social engineering’, the
construction and government of society, was provided
by utopian conceptions of the power of technology.
Examples of technical utopias are Bacon’s New Atlantis,
Benthamism (the society as a Panopticon) and Saint-
Simonism (the state managed as an industry). The
heydays of the actual realization (to extensive, but not
complete degree) of these utopian ideals of social engi-
neering are the technocratic governments of the middle
decades of the twentieth century. From the 1960’s and
1970’s onwards, discomfort with the paternalistic style
of such government and the appearance of negative
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effects of technology, caused a collapse of the status of
engineering’s role in governing society.

In the history of design as well as along the route of
the history of aesthetic styles there has been a devel-
opment of increasing and decreasing utopian belief
in technology. Whereas the emergence of design asa
profession was marked by the motive of restoration, the
return to handicraft (Arts and Crafts), the modernist
architects and designers embraced modern technology
(New Objectivity). Later in the twentieth century the
assumption of universalistic needs was replaced by a call
for adaptation to real human needs (Gute Form). Post-
modernism criticized and largely abandoned the techno-
cratic rule of people’s lives, and formulated the hope for
a technology that could empower individual people in
whatever individual lifestyle they choose to pursue.

It appears that the goals and expectations of social
engagement in design greatly differ, from design for
revolution to design for usability. Moreover, a relation
seems to exist between the scope of social tasks engi-
neers and designers have adopted, and their estimations
of the power of technology for social change.

4.1 Between revolution and usability

To connect today’s attention for usability to the history
of the strong, sometimes utopian, tradition of social
critique in engineering and design was a purpose of this
chapter. Throughout the chapter a worry was men-
tioned that we have seen a decline of the strong social
engagement present in the recent past of utopian design
movements. At first sight it may seem that usability has
few links with the discussed traditions of utopian design.
Still, a general theme has however remained constant
through time: a quest for a ‘good fit between technology
and humans’ and for a form of ‘technology that serves
humans’.

Within these themes the differences clearly are
huge. The utopian aspirations of the social engineers,
from Bacon to Saint-Simon and technocrats like Mans-
holt, and the modernist designers like Le Corbusier
and Stam advanced a ‘strong program’ of social reform.
Remember that Le Corbusier affirmed technical progress
as an alternative to social upheaval and ‘revolution’.
From this perspective designing for usability means that
serving humanity has been downgraded from improving

life conditions to pleasing consumers. By ‘surrendering’
to consumerism in capitalist society the concern for
social reform has been lost, feared Selle. The adaptation
to the consumer market can however also be evaluated
in a much more positive way. For, the consumer soci-
eties have realized historically unequaled welfare for
almost everybody in those societies, realizing much of
the socialist utopian ideals of affordable products for the
masses. Moreover, adaptation to consumers is also part
of a trend from social and political paternalism to partic-
ipation and progressive democratization.

Engineers started engineering ‘the social’ in the
nineteenth century by applying new technology to
social problems, partly caused by, or related to technol-
ogy itself (industrialization). This universalist techno-
cratic ideal originates from a utopian belief in technical
capacities, as in Saint-Simonism. The moral ground was
at first found in more or less traditional virtues, later
science and technology themselves dictated a universal-
ist conception of human life. Twentieth century techno-
cratic planning is characterized by a belief in universal
human needs. Le Corbusier emblematically expressed
this conception of universal needs: ‘All men have the
same organism, the same functions. All men have the
same needs’ (Le Corbusier 2005, 108).

In the course of the twentieth century the belief
that human needs are univocal has faded. The modernist
technocrat government became progressively experi-
enced as paternalistic and repressive, and deemed to be
the cause of environmental problems. Modernization
became suspect. Scientific and technical progress should
not be seen as simply developing along ‘the one best
way’ (cf. Ellul 1964), but instead the route should be
adjustable. Whereas some began to dream about a radical
turn away from technocratic modernization, the general
trend was towards a gradually growing awareness of the
ambiguities of modernization. Needs were no longer
seen as evident, univocal and simple, but instead they
had to be researched. Whereas some needs, like the need
for water and food, are evidently universal and rather
simple, a plurality of needs, preferences and lifestyles
has proliferated, after the very basic needs were largely
fulfilled.

Seen from the perspective of social engagement
in design, the development from a technocratic-sci-
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entific period (1920-1970) to an interactive-integral
period (1970-present) as described by Lintsen and

Disco (2005), marks a change that can be evaluated in
different ways. To describe the change in rationale and
practice of guiding and changing people by design, one
could also say that there was a development from ‘pater-
nalism’ to ‘participation’. On the one hand the utopian
spirit of revolution of engineers and designers was effec-
tively silenced by the rather dystopian contestations

of the public. On the other hand, societal concerns did
become methodically integrated in innovation practices,
from legal regulation around civil works by the govern-
ment to design methodologies taught in engineering
schools and the present day trends towards design for
usability and user research.

4.2 The need for a philosophy of technical
mediation
Social engagement in design may not be as outspoken as
it was in the earlier periods of utopian design discussed
here. But it hasn’t disappeared either, as is shown from
titles such as Do good: How designers can change the
world (Berman 2009), or Expanding architecture: Design
as activism (Bell & Wakeford 2008). Another example
is the series of symposiums on “What design can do’
held in Amsterdam in 2011 and 2012. However, in both
of these books, as well as in the symposiums, technical
mediation in the sense of guiding and changing people
by design does not play an important or precise role.
Berman for example makes an appeal to ‘not just do
good design, but to do good’. The focus here is on the
intention of designers. How products themselves guide
and change people is not explicitly addressed. These
initiatives could benefit from and become much more
powerful from integration with recent work on the
empirically oriented philosophy of technical mediation.
In the field of design it is design critic Victor Margo-
lin who offers a good starting point for fruitful collabo-
ration of design practitioners and design philosophers.
He states that the focus of design should be broadened
from ‘products’ to ‘the way we organize possibilities for
human action’ (Margolin 2002, 228). The complemen-
tary task is to show how society and designers can cope
with product impact. Margolin estimates: ‘A greater
awareness of how products contribute to personal expe-

rience will help everyone act more consciously and deci-
sively within the product milieu as we seek to improve
the quality of our lives’ (55). Instead of ignoring the
impact of the product milieu or trying to overcome it,
the challenge is to employ it for the purpose of improv-
ing life quality.

Margolin’s aim is to broaden the objective of design
from products to ‘action organizing product milieus’.
This is exactly the kind of concern which the philosophy
of technical mediation can help to address because it
investigates how products play a role in the organization
of action. Latour’s concepts of ‘script’ and ‘delegation’
(Latour 1992) and the recently proposed terminology of
the ‘nudge’ by Thaler & Sunstein (2008), are definitely
important contributions to understanding the action
organizing role of technology.

However, such a project of a renewal of socially
engaged design, where the user guiding and changing
effects of design are employed for the better integration
of technology in our lives, brings up all the political
and philosophical issues that surround Achterhuis’
call for the ‘moralization of technology’. For, if tech-
nology guides and changes people, who is responsible
and accountable for this social and political dimension
of design? Moreover, is it even possible to engage in
research and application of user guiding and changing
effects of design, without concluding that ultimately
human action is nothing but the plaything of the tech-
nical environment?

Attention for the user guiding and changing effects
of technology in the history of design has been very
much connected to utopian plans of societal trans-
formation. However, this utopian tradition has also
appeared to be dangerous, and has become contested.
Technical progress has proven not to be the self-evident
highway to utopia it was believed to be. As a result of
the dystopian counter-movement, and the new hope
of technology that does not constrain, but supports any
lifestyle people wish to pursue, in recent initiatives the
user guiding and changing effects of technology have
become rejected and neglected.

The question is now, if another, moderate under-
standing and application of the social power of technol-
ogy would be possible. Instead of ignoring or rejecting
the impact of technology, the challenge is to employ it
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moderately and wisely for the purpose of improving the
quality of life. Utopian aspirations of radical social trans-
formation by means of technology assume great trans-
formative power of technology. To avoid the utopian
programs and dystopian fears, it would be necessary to
employ and further develop a more precise and nuanced
understanding of technical mediation.

4.3 The legacy of utopian design: The design

of our own lives
If utopian design has had disappointing results overall,
or at least has many dangerous sides, what does this
mean for the project of trying to understand and apply
user influencing design? Is the application of user
influencing effects of technology simply not as effective
as was hoped, or is it even suspect and dangerous? Must
research on technical mediation be feared and aban-
doned, or rather advanced and improved for a better,
moderate application? And, if the evaluation is neither
totally negative nor positive, but rather ambivalent,
what is then an adequate conception of the social agency
of technology and the application of it? What can be the
legacy of utopian design?

There are challenging possibilities of continuing
the tradition of socially engaged design with moder-
ated, non-utopian goals, but equipped with evermore
precise tools for understanding and applying the social
agency of technology. What is needed now is a more
complete philosophical account of how our human
ways of being are mediated by technology. How is our
existence marked by technology and how do we trans-
form our lives by integrating new technologies into our
lives? Guiding and changing people by design should not
only be associated with utopian plans of revolutionary
societal transformation. Instead, the impact of tech-
nology should be analyzed from the general perspective
of the interaction between users and technology. In the
following chapters of my research, on technical media-
tion and subjectivation, I will undertake just that chal-
lenge of understanding the role of technical mediation
in the formation and transformation of our existence.

A moderate social program for design would instead
of aiming for revolution focus on the quality of the
integration of mundane technologies in people’s lives.
A post-utopian social engagement would concern the

tuning of technology and humans, that is, usability in
the broad sense of convenient and meaningful accom-
modation of technology in people’s way of living. In
anarrow understanding usability means the measure
of fit between technology and users under specified
circumstances. Usability does not so much concern
ethical and political questions. However, seen in the
broader historico-cultural perspective revolution and
usability do not have to be seen as two extremes, the
first associated with utopian design, the second with

a conception of design that is free of a political task,
largely independent of social engagement in design. In
a post-utopian perspective usability is the appropriate
concept for thinking about the fusion and interaction
with technology. If combined with a more detailed
understanding of the social impacts of those fusions and
interactions with technology, design for usability still is
the design of society and the design of our own lives.
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Chapter 3
Technical mediation and subjectivation:
Philosophy of technology after Foucault

1 Introduction

In which ways and to what degree are human beings dependent of and influ-
enced by technology? How should this influence be evaluated ethically? The
next chapters are concerned with this third stage of my research and explore the
philosophical dimension of user guiding and changing design.

In the opening chapter the project of employing user guiding and changing
design for improving usability and product acceptance was introduced. The
focus was on the question of what knowledge is available and how it could be
integrated in design methodology (first stage). However, not only questions of
knowledge and effectiveness are relevant to the project. User influencing design
brings up questions about the role of design in society. In the second chapter
the historico—cultural dimension of this project was explored (second stage).
The changing roles and task of designers in society were addressed by discussing
design for usability and product impa