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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 continu-
ously accessible. And while people are making phone
calls in public spaces everywhere, there has arise 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 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, as well as being 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 Kuijck 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 than 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 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, vander & 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.

CHAPTER 1 - PRODUCT IMPACT, USABILITY AND ETHICS

21



22

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).

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

a little 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, 2008). 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

AsTIrefer 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
isits relevance today? What can be the legacy of
utopian social engineering? I will start by discussing an
important example from the tradition of technology in
utopia’s and next I will discuss the diffusion of utopian
thinking about social engineering in actual technocratic
government.

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). 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).5

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
configuration Bentham thought that in addition to the

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

central watchtower there was a need for three lodges,
each intended to watch out over two floors of cells. The
lodges should 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
plans are not cast into a novel about a future society, but
are presented 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 Benth-
amism 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 reorganize parliament by the instauration of
three chambers. A ‘Chamber of Inventions’ consisted of
engineers that would design public works, comple-
mented 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
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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 with
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 (1850-1920)

« 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
recourses 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 1954 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 as 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 is was rational and therefore good to
adapt to what technology had to offer. Techno-scien-
tific expertise 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
im 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-
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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-

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 of 1968 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

Carlton bookcase by Ettore Sottsas

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.

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



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 impact on behavior in the context of socially
engaged design. Ultimately these themes of user guiding design for the purpose
of improving usability and society bring up pertinent ethical and philosophical
questions and it is these that frame the third stage of the discussion.

The perspective of user guiding and changing design offers promising possi-
bilities for improving usability and the adaptation of design for society. The
historico-cultural review of socially engaged design discussed earlier views of
how design was thought to have a social and political task. The best examples of
applying behavior influencing design can be found in traditions of utopian engi-
neering and design. Achterhuis’ proposal for ‘moralizing technology’ (Achterhuis
1998) was intended as a moderate follow up of design that takes into account the
social and political effects of technology. Severe ethical issues however surround
this perspective. Does moralizing technology not eliminate personal freedom
and moral responsibility and accountability? Who will be in power to control the
user steering effects of technology, and is it not a possibility that such a project
of moralizing technology could lead straight to totalitarian technocratic rule?
Moreover, is it even possible to control the effects of technology on people politi-
cally, or are humans becoming the playthings of technology itself?

The paternalistic and technocratic aspects of changing society by design have
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become suspect. The recurrent theme is that technology accumulates into a
system that takes command over humans. The old hope of employing science
and technology for radically improving human life has reversed into a fear that
technology encapsulates humans and that we now face the challenge to liberate
ourselves from technology. Achterhuis speaks about a ‘syndrome of utopia/
dystopia’ (309) that haunts thinking about creating a new world by means of
technical invention. Following recent research on the technical mediation of
human beings, Achterhuis affirms that technical mediation of human exist-
ence is fundamental. To become ‘free’, to be no longer in a fundamental way
dependent on technology, is impossible. The challenge is to integrate an account
for the fundamental importance of technology into our political considerations
and interventions, while avoiding the utopia/dystopia syndrome.

For this reconciliation of politics and technology, Achterhuis suggests a
conception of the transformative power of technology which is ‘minimalistic’
instead of ‘maximalistic’ (293, 299). From a maximalistic perspective the effects
of technology are understood in the maximum repressive way: technology accu-
mulated into a big, dystopian system opposed to humans. The fear of dystopia
easily leads to an outright rejection of the application of any form of influencing
technology. A minimalistic conception would acknowledge the transformative
effects of technology, but consider them as one element, always important but
not all-determining, of the broader context of human affairs and government.

The work of Michel Foucault on the history of ethics provides starting points
for further elaboration of an ethics of technical mediation. In Foucault’s work
there was a remarkable shift of perspective from the study of ‘disciplinary
power’ to an interest in ethics as ‘care of the self’. For most of his career Foucault
declared that the freedom so important in modern philosophy since the Enlight-
enment, is an illusion. The assumed ‘autonomous subject’ is in fact a ‘docile
body’ produced by the disciplinary practices characteristic of modern society.
Modernization is accompanied by subjection of people to ever more procedures
and detailed surveillance. All in all, modern society looks like a big ‘Panopticon’
(Bentham’s circular dome prison). Foucault’s work on disciplinary power reads
like a dramatic revelation of the impotence of ethics.

In his later work, however, Foucault approaches individuals no longer as
mere ‘victims of power’, instead he focuses on how people themselves cope with
external influences on them. As part of an extensive research into the history
of sexual ethics, Foucault studied ancient Greek and Latin texts about the ‘care
of the self’. He discovered that ancient ethics was exactly about the efforts and
exercises that everyone should carry out to make oneself a virtuous person, to
pursue a successful life, to stylize one’s own existence. Foucault’s perspective
thus changed from a critique of disciplinary power subjecting people towards
practical arts of living whereby people have governed and fashioned themselves.

Exactly this tension in Foucault’s work is relevant for the problems
surrounding ethics and behavior influencing technology. The care of the self as
an approach in ethics can offer an alternative perspective for the ethical anal-
ysis of the social effects of technology. Instead of guarding the frontier between
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technology that still does and technology that does not respect human freedom,
ethics takes on research into the specific forms of interaction and fusion that
technologies allow. Such an analysis combines an exploration of the effects of
technical mediation with research into the users’ activities of accommodating
these effects in their lives, and of transforming their existence.

The structure of the chapter is as follows. First I will provide a short presenta-
tion of Michel Foucault and his work. Then I will explore Foucault’s work consid-
ering technology or directly relevant for the philosophy of technology, mainly
his book Discipline and punish. Next, I will position Foucault’s approach to tech-
nology among other philosophers in the field of the philosophy of technology.

I will discuss how Foucault can be compared to ‘critical theory’ and Heidegger,
but is ultimately best associated with the ‘technical mediation’ approach (Latour,
Ihde, Verbeek). Lastly I will discuss Foucault’s later work on ethics. This results
in discussing his fourfold scheme of subjectivation that I introduce and propose
as a framework for the elaboration in the coming chapters of a philosophy of

‘technical mediation and subjectivation’.

2 Michel Foucault

As the work of French philosopher and historian Michel
Foucault occupies a central role in my research, I will
provide a short biographical introduction and overview
of his oeuvre (cf. Eribon 1991; Macey 1993, Macey 2005).
Foucault was born in Poitiers in 1926 and he died in
Paris in 1984. Foucault was educated at the famous Ecole
Normale Supérieure in Paris. He became a lecturer in
Paris and later in Lille. Between 1955 and 1960 Foucault
left France to work as a cultural attaché, successively in
Sweden, Poland and Germany. Back in France in 1961 he
defended his doctoral research on the history of madness
and on Kant’s anthropology, which he had also worked
on during his foreign stay. He had posts as a lecturer
in the French city of Clermond-Ferrand and another
foreign stay followed in 1968 in Tunis. In 1970 Foucault
became elected professor in the ‘history of systems of
thought’ at the prestigious Collége de France in Paris
where he gave public lectures that attracted big (interna-
tional) audiences. Foucault became a much-demanded
lecturer around the world. The last years of his life he
spent much time in the United States, especially in San
Francisco, teaching at the University of Berkeley.
Foucault was a critical philosopher, and a public
figure, known in France as well as elsewhere for his
social engagement and activism. His research focused

on the history of madness, of crime and punishment
and of sexuality. His research themes and his engage-
ment with the causes of repressed social groups and
emancipatory movements were surely related to, but

by no means exclusively determined by his own experi-
ences as a homosexual (cf. Eribon 1994; Halperin 1995).
Whereas in his early career Foucault tried to dissociate
his personal life from his work as a philosopher, in the
later years of his career his personal concerns were more
openly connected to his work. He enjoyed the new liber-
ties in such cities as San Francisco. His untimely death in
1984 at age 57 was due to AIDS.

As a philosopher Foucault was not searching for
eternally valid, metaphysical answers to the question of
what human beings and society are, but he investigated
how conceptions of humans about their own existence
develop in relation to specific historical and cultural con-
texts. In a beautiful personal portrait Paul Veyne (2010),
described how his friend and colleague Foucault could be
characterized as a contemporary ‘Skeptic’. Indeed Fou-
cault was critical and suspicious of the proclamation of
general truths and ideologies. The purpose of this skepti-
cism was to create space for societal change by showing
that what seems necessary is often arbitrary. Foucault’s
activism was not in conflict with his skepticism about
‘the truth’, but was based in his belief that ‘effort’ and
‘commitment’ are required to give historical develop-
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ments a turn for the better. Maybe this makes Foucault
even more a contemporary ‘Cynic’, as he provoked
established truths in such an activist way.

Foucault’s career is characterized by changing per-
spectives. Looking back, he spoke himself about three
periods, which he described as: ‘knowledge’, ‘power’
and ‘subject’ (roughly the 1960’s, 1970’s and 1980’s). In
addition, in the beginning of his career (1950’s) Foucault
published about psychology and psychopathology. 6

In each of these periods (especially the three main
periods) he has had much success and attracted a follow-
ing, although, the readers have rarely followed Fou-
cault in his successive turns. Many have their favorite
Foucault at the expense of the other ‘Foucaults’. In his
homeland France the reception long remained focused
on his early work on the history of the (human) scienc-
es, while in the United States Foucault became a star—
philosopher with his work on power. During the past
fifteen years Foucault’s late work on the subject is grad-
ually being discovered and becoming more influential.
Foucault’s late work has been an important inspiration
for the current trend of attributing more importance to
the practice of ethics, the practical arts of living.7 The
changes in reception of the work of Foucault are closely
linked with new editions of writings that were less
well-known during his lifetime. In 1994 the collected
interviews and short texts (Dits et écrits) were published
(cf. Foucault 2001, 2nd ed.). From 1997 on the lectures
at the Collége de France are being published. These new
texts shed new light on his already multifaceted oeuvre.

The later focus on ethics and the subject troubled
many readers of Foucault, because this ‘return of the
subject’ seemed at first sight a regression to notions
Foucault had vehemently criticized earlier. I think how-

6 The following are some of Foucault’s major works. In the early
period Foucault published Maladie mentale et personalité (1954)
(translated as Mental illness and psychology, 1987).

The passage to the ‘knowledge’ period is marked by Foucault’s
doctoral thesis, Folie et déraison. Histoire de la folie a I'dge classique
(1961) (History of madness, 2006). Then followed Les mots et les
choses (1966) (The order of things, 1970) which is an absolute classic
of twentieth century philosophy, and L'archéologie du savoir (1969)
(The archaeology of knowledge, 1972).

In the period on power Foucault published another classic, Surveil-

ever that by taking into account the shift in Foucault’s
later work from knowledge and power to ethics, Fou-
cault’s work is becoming all the more relevant for actual
problems and discussions. One contemporary problem
field where Foucault’s approach is highly relevant is the
influence of technology on our existence and on how
we live our lives. I find his perspectives and insights
very inspiring and helpful for elaborating a philosophy
of technical mediation and subjectivation. However, for
this project it has been necessary to revisit Foucault’s
work through the lens of the philosophy of technology,
while at the same time combining his work on power
with his later work on the subject.

My reading and interpretation of Foucault’s work
is thus distinct in two respects. Firstly, Foucault is
read through the lens of the philosophy of technology.
Secondly, his earlier work is reassessed from the perspec-
tive of his later work. In this way I will recombine ideas
of Foucault in a way that he has not done to any great
degree: I will show how the ‘power of technology’8 can
be recombined with the ‘aesthetics of existence’ from
his later work. The result is a new understanding of the
human subject in relation to the influence of technology.
The approach emphasizes how users of technology expe-
rience and operate transformations of their mode of exist-
ence by engaging with new technologies. This view on
‘subjectivation through technology use’ offers on the one
hand an alternative to the opposition between a technical
and a genuine human sphere that figures in most ethical
evaluations of technology (critical theory, Heidegger). On
the other hand, while it has proven difficult to recombine
research on ‘technical mediation’ and ‘hybridization’
(Latour) with ethics, this is precisely where ‘subjectiva-
tion and technical mediation’ offers a new perspective.

ler et punir (1975) (Discipline and punish, 1977), and La volonté de
savoir (1976) (The history of sexuality: Vol. 1. An introduction, 1978).
The period on ethics is marked by L'usage des plaisirs (1984a) (The
use of pleasure, 1992) and Le soucti de soi (1984b) (The care of the self,
1990)

7 Some literature on this theme (that I wish to acknowledge for my
study): Davidson (1994) Schmid (1998; 2000), Nehamas (1998),
Kunneman (1998), Dohmen (2002), O’Leary (2002).

8 With a nicely coined expression (in the context of Foucault’s work)

borrowed from Peter-Paul Verbeek (2011, 67).
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3 Foucault and technology

In this section I explore the role of technology in
Foucault’s work. I will start with a short discussion of
other scholarly research on Foucault and Foucault’s use
of the term technology. Then I will proceed towards
areview of relevant evocations of technology in
Foucault’s work.

3.1 Foucault’s technology: Words and things
The question as to whether or not Foucault was a philos-
opher of technology was explicitly asked on at least two
occasions, namely by Jim Gerry (2003) and Edouard
Delruelle (2003). Both authors conclude that Foucault’s
work is indeed very relevant for scholars in the field of
the philosophy of technology. Surprisingly, they both
largely neglect Foucault’s analysis of concrete technolo-
gies, an analysis which I consider to be of central impor-
tance. The reason for this oversight appears to lie in
their search for the term ‘technology’ in Foucault’s work
rather than looking for references to concrete technical
objects. When Foucault speaks of ‘technology’, he does
not mean concrete tools or machines but instead he
uses the term in a broader sense, also denoting skills and
methods or rationalities that govern people’s practices.
Thus in Discipline and punish Foucault writes about
‘disciplinary technologies’ as methods of exercising
disciplinary power. Similarly, the theme of ‘technologies
of the self” in his late work refers to practices by which
people try to structure and stylize their way of living.
Studies which do recognize Foucault’s analysis of
concrete technologies have often remained fragmentary,
not fully acknowledging the relevance of technology
within Foucault’s rich oeuvre as a whole. For example,
when Ian Hacking or Don Ihde refer to Foucault and
technology, they restrict themselves mostly to the 1966
book Les mots et les choses (The order of things, Foucault
1970), from Foucault’s work focusing on knowledge. This
early work of Foucault is used to support the argument
that technology is not applied science, but instead,
that technology often precedes science, since technical
instruments are required for the production of knowl-
edge (IThde 1991). Instruments are often neglected but
are essential material, concrete conditions of science.
Whereas the philosophy of science often was directed

at determining the transcendental, a priori conditions
of true, scientific knowledge, technical instruments are
part of the ‘historical a priori’ of knowledge (Hacking
2002, 20-23). These analyses are restricted to the role
of technology in the adventures of science, and are not
so much concerned with the user guiding and changing
effects of technology in daily life.

Most scholars of technology who make use of
Foucault’s work refer to his work on power, especially
Surveiller et punir from 1975 (Discipline and punish,
Foucault 1977). Foucault’s analysis of the link between
technology and power in Jeremy Bentham’s circular
prison design, the Panopticon, has been widely noticed.
Philosopher of technology Andrew Feenberg (2002), for
example, has employed this analysis for better inte-
grating technology into critical theory of the Frankfurt
School tradition (see also further on: ‘The struggle
between spheres’). From the inspiration of Foucault’s
analysis of power and the Panopticon has grown a disci-
pline of its own: Surveillance Studies. ‘The Panopticon
and beyond’ is for example the subtitle of a book by
David Lyon (2006), one of the most prominent scholars
in the field (cf. Dubbeld 2004). Especially formative in
the development of my approach has been Hans Achter-
huis’ attentiveness to the analysis of concrete technolo-
gies in Foucault’s work (Achterhuis 1998) in the context
of his call for an ‘empirical turn’ in the philosophy of
technology (cf. Achterhuis 2002). Achterhuis attempted
to find a way out of the tendency towards a dystopian
interpretation of Foucault’s account of the Panopticon.
He called for a conception of the transformative power
of technology which is ‘minimalistic’ instead of ‘maxi-
malistic’ (Achterhuis 1998, 293; 299): still important but
not all determining.

Foucault’s later work dealt with a genealogy of the
subject. As he then took sexual ethics in Antiquity as the
domain for historical research, it is not surprising that
there are fewer references by philosophers of tech-
nology to Foucault’s late work. At the same time, the
confrontation of Foucault’s later work about the subject,
freedom and ethics with his work on the seemingly
all pervasive power of the Panopticon is a fascinating
starting point for the research on the possibility of a
minimalistic account of the power of technology. This
route was pioneered by Hub Zwart. In his essays on
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Foucault’s ethics and the ‘discontent with technocracy’
(Zwart 1995) he explored Foucault’s later work, and
concluded that Foucault had rediscovered and maybe
saved the subject and ethics. A remaining question, not
definitively solved in the work of Zwart was however
to what degree this subject is a subject saved against
intruding technology, or a subject sustaining among and
within technology.?

Because in his later work Foucault employs technol-
ogies of the self as a key concept, the confusion about
the meaning of the term especially lurk there. Still, the
two meanings that can be confused in this expression
also point towards the most fruitful way of elaborating
a philosophy of technology after Foucault, namely by
recombining Foucault’s earlier and later work. Such
an account should acknowledge the importance of
concrete technical objects, but frame them in relation
to techniques in the sense of practices that constitute
the subject. Very relevant is one of the rare explicit
discussions of technology by Foucault himself during an
interview with Paul Rabinow on architecture. On this
occasion Foucault explained his conception of the term
technology '°:

‘(...) what interests me more is to focus on what the

Greeks called the tekhné, that is to say a practical

rationality governed by a conscious goal. (...) The

disadvantage of this word tekhné, I realize, is its
relation to the word “technology”, which has a very
specific meaning. A very narrow meaning is given

to “technology”: one thinks of hard technology, the

technology of wood, of fire, of electricity. Whereas

government is also a function of technology: the
government of individuals, the government of souls,
the government of the self by the self, the govern-
ment of families, the government of children and so

9  Some other studies on technology referring to the late work of Fou-

cault that I am aware of are: Munro (1999), Rabinow (1999), Warni-
er (2001), Willcocks (2006), Rose (2006), Stiegler (2008), Puech
(2008), Revel (2009), Brenninkmeijer (2010), Verbeek (2011).

1o Acknowledgement to Grégoire Chamayou, for discussing this
theme with me on the occasion of his (unpublished) lecture,
‘Foucault, philosophe de la technique’, Séminaire Philosophie et

sciences humaines CNRS-EHESS-ENS, Paris, January 2006.

on. I believe that if one placed the history of archi-

tecture back in this general history of tekhne, in

this wide sense of the word, one would have a more

interesting guiding concept than by the opposition

between the exact sciences and the inexact ones’

(Foucault 2002a. 364).
In the bulk of Foucault’s work the focus is on govern-
ment, and technology is touched upon in that context.
In the cited excerpt, however, Foucault begins with
‘hard technologies’ and then explains the relation to
‘government’. In doing so he defines an approach for a
philosophy of technology: the study of hard technol-
ogies in relation to technology in the sense of govern-
ment. The notable relevance of Foucault’s work to the
philosophy of technology is exactly this approach of
revealing the role of (hard) technology for governing and
fashioning the subject.™

This formula clearly resembles our theme of user
guiding and changing technology. Foucault is not
only interested in the effects that technologies bear in
themselves and impose upon humans. The influences of
technology are being linked to the theme of government
in a general way: of governing and being governed, by
others and by things. And importantly, Foucault also
mentions the government of oneself (the self by the
self) as part of this theme. This is where Foucault’s
rediscovery of the subject has its place. The subject
is not seen as opposed to external influences, but as
an experience of oneself which is produced, or that
emerges within relations to others and to things. The
existence of the subject is always related by Foucault to
‘subjectivation’. It does not exist outside any historical
and concrete situation, but has a history and is always
developing.

The precise understanding of the relations between

I ‘Governing’is a recurrent term in Foucault’s work from his 1978
lecture on ‘Governmentality’ onwards (Foucault 2002b). The term
‘fashioning’ occurs in Discipline and Punish when Foucault speaks
of the human body as ‘a formless clay’ that is transformed — in the
military — into a soldier: a ‘body’, therefore, ‘that is manipulated,
shaped, trained (...)’ (Foucault 1997, pp. 135-136). In French it reads:
‘corps qu’on manipule, qu'on fagonne, qu’on dresse’ (Foucault 1975,
138). Ian Hacking used the term in this sense in his lectures at the

College de France from 2001 and 2005: ‘Fagonner les gens’.
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the human subject and technology will be explored
in further detail later on, when I discuss Foucault
among other philosophers of technology. I will now
first discuss the role of concrete technical objects in
Foucault’s work.

3.2 The technical details of disciplinary power

I will now turn to an analysis of the role technology
plays in the way people are governed and fashioned in
Discipline and punish (1977), the book in which Foucault
dealt most explicitly with technology. In order to bring
out the relevance of Foucault’s work for analyzing
technology, I will focus on his use of historical facts and
details — especially the role of concrete technologies.
The importance of historical and empirical details was
emphasized by Foucault:

‘A meticulous observation of detail, and at the same

time a political awareness of these small things, for

the control and the use of men, emerge through the
classical age bearing with them a whole set of tech-
niques, a whole corpus of methods and knowledge,
descriptions, plans and data. And from such trifles, no

doubt, the man of modern humanism was born’ (141).
In the following I will discuss Foucault’s history of the
prison and of disciplinary institutions in general, and
I will explicate the ‘technical details’ that support his
philosophical claims about how the subject (the man of
modern humanistic philosophy) has been governed and
fashioned.

In Discipline and punish, with subtitle The birth of
the prison Foucault analyses the emergence of the prison
and of imprisonment as the general method of punish-
ment in the early nineteenth century. The occurrence of
prisons was according to Foucault the imperfect result
of the efforts by Enlightenment philosophers and their
discourse against the cruelties of torture. Moreover,
the diffusion of the prison is being compared to devel-
opments of other institutions characteristic of modern
society: schools, the military, the clinic and the factory.
What is typical of these institutions of modernity is that
progressively detailed procedures were imposed upon
every individual.

Foucault brings to the fore that there was at the
time a lively debate about punishment, about the
inhumanity of torture and ideas for reform. There was
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a search going on for new models for understanding
society, government and power. Torture had functioned
in the context of a monarchical system of law. Now one
attempted to replace this by a law system based on the
idea of a social contract. In the reformed social order,
the function of punishment should be to indicate that
crime disturbs the social contract. And, at the same time,
through punishment individuals who had broken the
law would have the opportunity to become rehabilitated
as legal subjects. Whereas the Enlightenment philoso-
phers advocated liberation, progress, rationalisation and
humanitarian reform, Foucault reveals how at the same
time a new form of power, ‘disciplinary power’, was the
unforeseen result. While liberation was the ideal, in
fact individuals were only subjugated to constraints of a
different kind.

‘While jurists or philosophers were seeking in the

pact a primal model for the constitution or recon-

struction of the social body, the soldiers and with
them the technicians of discipline were elaborating
procedures for the individual and collective coercion

of bodies’ (169).

To better understand the nuances of Foucault’s critique
of the Panopticon and Bentham’s ideas, it is important
to see how Foucault makes a difference between the
register of ‘ideas’ and of ‘operativity’ 2.

Foucault affirms that there are two separate regis-
ters for understanding man: the one anatomical and
metaphysical, the other technical and political. These
registers can also be referred to as the level of ideas and
the level of operational practice. According to Foucault
it is necessary to pay more attention to the practical
government of individuals in modern institutions, such
as clinics, school, barracks and factories. That is to say,
aresearch approach that proceeds in the dimension of
operativity. The result is an account that contrasts with
some of the central concepts of modern philosophy:

‘Historians of ideas usually attribute the dream of a

perfect society to the philosophers and jurists of the

eighteenth century; but there was also a military
dream of society; its fundamental reference was not
to the state of nature, but to the meticulously subor-

2 This term from the philosophy of technology of Gilbert Hottois

(1984) fits well to designate Foucault’s approach.
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dinated cogs of a machine, not to the primal social

contract, but to permanent coercions, not to funda-

mental rights, but to indefinitely progressive forms
of training, not to the general will, but to automatic

docility’ (169).

The fragment shows how Foucault confronts the
modern philosophy of the Enlightenment with ‘the mil-
itary dream’ in order to make clear the contrast between
the operational and ideological perspectives. Foucault’s
critique of the Enlightenment consists of showing that
liberation was preached on the level of ideas, but that on
the ground level, the level of operativity, people were
subjects of new regimes of power, this time of the disci-
plinary regimes in the modern society and its progres-
sively intensive organization and institutionalization.
The free, legal subject of modern philosophical theory

is thus contrasted with the docile individual in practice
that is being produced by disciplinary power.

‘(...) out of a formless clay, an inapt body, the machine

required can be constructed; posture is gradually

corrected; a calculated constraint runs slowly through
each part of the body, mastering it, making it pliable,
ready at all times, turning silently into the automa-

tisms of habit (...)" (135).

Discipline functions by monitoring, surveillance and
by imposing order, prescribed procedures. Modern
scientific medical and psychological knowledge with
its divisions and ranks, is not neutral, but always at the
same time implies a project of correction and improve-
ment. Foucault thus speaks of ‘disciplinary power’ and
of ‘normalization’.

As Foucault emphasizes, disciplinary power must be
understood as a formative, productive form of power.
Foucault is interested in the workings, the operations of
power and in the effects on the way of being of humans
and things. As Foucault explicitly asserts himself, this
distinguishes his analysis of power from other common
understandings of power.

‘We must cease once and for all to describe the

effects of power in negative terms: it “excludes”, it

“represses”, it “censors”, it “abstracts”, it “masks”,

it “conceals”. In fact, power produces; it produces

reality, it produces domains of objects and rituals of

truth. The individual and the knowledge that may be

gained of him belong to this production’ (194).

The walls and procedures of the modern, disciplinary
institutions are not only the boundaries that human
freedom may collide with, but they are formative of
the human subject in the first place. Foucault’s critique
of power is not directed at overcoming power, but it
attempts to access the operational dimension of power
to show by what practices the reality of humans (and
things) is fashioned and transformed.

3.3 The Panopticon: Technical determination of
power relations
Having unfolded his understanding of productive, disci-
plinary power, Foucault states: ‘Bentham’s Panopticon
is the architectural figure of this composition’ (200).
Because of the efficiency and rationality of the func-
tioning of the Panopticon for surveillance and correc-
tion, it serves Foucault as the ultimate example of the
disciplinary system in general.
‘Panopticism is the general principle of a new
“political anatomy” whose object and end are not
the relations of sovereignty but the relations of
discipline. (...) These disciplines which the classical
age had elaborated in specific, relatively enclosed
places — barracks, schools, workshops — and whose
total implementation had been imagined only at the
limited and temporary scale of a plague-stricken
town, Bentham dreamt of transforming into a
network of mechanisms that would be everywhere
and always alert, running through society without
interruption in space or in time’ (208).
It is in the discussion of the Panopticon that Foucault
most evidently comes to speak about technology. The
Panopticon is the most famous example of a technical
object analyzed by Foucault. Foucault was attracted to
it because it represented such an emblematic example
of how modern institutions exercise power over people.
Technology in the sense of a material object is not Fou-
cault’s main focus. Still, Foucault does himself explicitly
single out the material aspect of the Panopticon and he
makes explicit the figure of technical mediation that he
sees at work. Even when Foucault approached the Pano-
pticon from the broader perspective of the government
of people, the remarkable architectural and material
features pushed themselves to the fore. The following
fragment is particularly illustrative:
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‘Power has its principle not so much in a person as in
a certain concerted distribution of bodies, surfaces,
lights, gazes; in an arrangement whose internal
mechanisms produce the relation in which individ-
uals are caught up’ (202).
In the context of modern, disciplinary society, power
does not mean having the authority to govern others.
The effect of governing and influencing people has now
become integrated into the material and procedural
lay out of disciplinary institutions. This is particularly
evident in the Panopticon, in which the configuration
ensures that someone in the central tower can see
everyone in the surrounding cells without being seen.
Technical mediation here takes the form of strong
compulsion, albeit not by direct mechanical force, but
via an inescapable play of power relations. Once the
panoptic configuration is installed, the specific power
effect takes effect. This figure of technical mediation
that appears here can be phrased as the technical determi-
nation of power relations.

3.4 Pencils and rifles: Training of technically
mediated routines
The determination figure related to the Panopticon is
appealing for reasons of clarity and strength. Interest-
ingly, Foucault does not use the Panopticon to discover
the structure of disciplinary power. The Panopticon only
serves as the summit of his claims about disciplinary
power. After fifty pages of historical description and
analysis of discipline in the military, schools, factories,
and hospitals, Foucault concludes by doubting that it
may be ‘somewhat excessive to derive such power from
the petty machinations of discipline’ (194). The Panop-
ticon is introduced only then so as to remove any doubts
about the importance and scope of the claims about
disciplinary power. Prior to the turn to Bentham’s Pan-
opticon, the section on discipline is concerned with the
structure of discipline in institutions. These pages are
equally important for the philosophy of technology as
the pages on the Panopticon, because Foucault develops
another figure of technical mediation. The research is
focused mainly on documents from the archives con-
taining directives and instructions. One example of such
an instruction concerns the training of writing at school:
‘(...) the part of the left arm from the elbow must

be placed on the table. The right arm must be at a
distance from the body of about three fingers and
about three fingers from the table, on which it must
rest lightly. The teacher will place the pupils in the
posture that they should maintain when writing, and
will correct it either by sign or otherwise, when they
change this position’ (152).

Another example concerns directives for shooting from

the military:

‘Bring the weapon forward. In three stages. Raise

the rifle with the right hand, bringing it closer to

the body so as to hold it perpendicular with the right

knee, the end of the barrel at eye level, grasping it by

striking it with the right hand, the arm held close to
the body at waist height. At the second stage, bring

the rifle in front of you with the left hand (...)’ (153).
It is not the case in these examples that once the techni-
cal object is introduced, a certain effect of power is nec-
essarily imposed. However, this is not to say that these
practices and the technologies used do not have any
impact on the subject. Foucault emphasizes the training
of routines which are involved in the assembling of the
human body and technologies:

‘This is an example of what might be called the

instrumental coding of the body. It consists of a

breakdown of the total gesture into two parallel

series: that of the parts of the body to be used (...) and

that of the parts of the object’ (153).

As practically all gestures of the body depend on some
sort of association with technologies, these fusions or
hybridizations of humans and technology structure our
mode of existence.

Furthermore, what is specific to Foucault’s analysis
is that it becomes clear that these fusions between
humans and technology are not just given, but have to
be forged by training. The revelation of the aspect of
training (drilling in the military context), facilitates
awareness of the transformative mediations of such
mundane technologies, the use of which seems very
natural and not morally significant. The mediation effect
in these examples does not have the form of an ines-
capable coercion, but takes the form of a structuring of
routines. By drawing attention to the degree of training
necessary for these routines to function, Foucault
makes clear that the pencil and rifle are not just used,
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but become integrated into the user’s mode of existence.
This is a second figure of technical mediation which

can be described as the training of technically mediated
routines.

4 Foucault among philosophers of
technology

Now I have discussed in some detail how Foucault
addressed technology as part of his research on discipli-
nary power, I will position Foucault among other philos-
ophers of technology. How does Foucault’s understand-
ing and evaluation of the relation between the human
being and technology compare to other approaches in
the philosophy of technology? First, I will address simi-
larities and differences between Foucault’s approach and
aline of thought that tries to maintain a human sphere
free of intrusion from technology (critical theory). Next
I will compare Foucault and Heidegger to find that a fun-
damental hybridization of technology and humans does
not constitute the kind of greatest danger for Foucault as
it does for Heidegger. Finally, I will show how Foucault’s
work on technology can be used to formulate a philoso-
phy of ‘technical mediation’, in line with contemporary
thinkers such as Bruno Latour and Don Ihde.

4.1  Struggle between spheres: Critical theory

In Discipline and punish Foucault confronts the ideal of
modernization as liberation from irrational beliefs and
power structures with a historical analysis that reveals
instead the rise of a disciplinary society made up of disci-
plined individuals (Foucault 1977, 218). This thesis of
the spread of disciplinary power clearly resembles other
critiques of society and technology from the 1960’s

and 1970’s.'3 Many of those critiques arose, in one way
or another, from neo-Marxist thought and they often
evoke metaphors of struggle and radical transforma-
tion. Typically, a genuine human sphere is seen as being

13 For example Andrew Feenberg, for the purpose of his ‘critical
theory of technology’, compares Foucault’s disciplinary power with
Marcuse’s thesis of ‘one dimensional man’. He considers Foucault’s
historical approach a ‘useful corrective’ to Marcuse’s insights that

remain ‘very general’ (Feenberg 2002, 67)

threatened by a sphere in which power, consumerism
and technology are prevalent. A ‘struggle between
spheres’ can be found in the classic works of Marcuse
(1964), and Habermas (1970), and also in more recent
works (explicitly acknowledging Foucault) by Poster
(1984), Feenberg (2002), Negri and Hardt (2000), and
Stiegler (2008).14

Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary power does
demonstrate some resemblance to such a two spheres
approach. His concept of ‘discipline’ as a quasi-autono-
mous system of power is similar to a rushing sphere of
technology. What sets Foucault apart is that his moral
stance towards the rise of discipline remains ambiguous.
He neither explicitly rejected the rush of discipline, nor
did he formulate a program for stopping it. This moral
ambiguity confused and annoyed many readers.*s In his
following book, the first part of his History of Sexuality
(which appeared in 1976) Foucault stated, ‘where there
is power, there is resistance’ (Foucault 1990, 95). This
immediately became a popular reference for showing
that Foucault did have some kind of critical political
project.

However, in one of his last texts (from 1984), ‘What
is Enlightenment?’ it becomes clear that Foucault’s
position is not (or at least is no longer) in accordance
with the conception of a struggle between spheres.

He distances himself from ‘projects that claim to be
global or radical’, instead expressing his preference for
‘specific transformations’ like those he had witnessed
taking place in the 1960’s and 1970’s, for example in the
relation between the sexes (Foucault 20004, 316). He
also offers a reformulated account of the danger:

‘And we have been able to see what forms of power

relation were conveyed by various technologies (...).

What is at stake, then, is this: How can the growth

of capabilities [capacités] be disconnected from the

4 Other critiques of technology, for example the call for a ‘red line’
as a limit to technical development by Fukuyama (2002), as well as
the work of Ellul (1964) and Jonas (1984) employ a similar strict dis-
tinction between a human and technical sphere, however without
sharing the neo-Marxist background. Remarkable about Stiegler is
that he does extensively refer to Foucault’s later work; however in
the end he remains much closer to a Marxist scheme than Foucault

does.
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intensification of power relations?’ (Foucault 200043,
317).
The danger of ‘discipline’ as a quasi autonomous system
has been replaced by critical attention to ‘disciplinary
tendencies’. The tone is clearly more optimistic than
in Discipline and punish. This is not, however, due to a
simple reversal of winning chances on the front line of
the struggle between spheres. Instead, Foucault makes
explicit that power relations are inescapable; however,
this does not mean that humans are merely victims of
power. I will further elaborate this point by comparing
Foucault with Heidegger.

4.2  Ontological deception: Heidegger

Martin Heidegger’s philosophy of technology offers

the most substantial example of an analysis where the
relation between humans and technology tends to be
fixed at a fundamental, ontological level. In The question
concerning technology (1977) Heidegger asserts that our
world is not only full of technical objects; but moreover
on a deeper level our way of perceiving and interpreting
the world has been reduced to framing everything in
technical terms. The contemporary understanding of
Being, termed Enframing, makes the world appearas a
stock of resources at the command of man.

Heidegger’s position is beyond the model of a
struggle between spheres, because there is no place fora
human sphere which is not yet affected by the technol-
ogy. In a similar way, Foucault affirms in Discipline and
punish that the human subject is fundamentally marked
by disciplinary power.

‘The man described for us, whom we are invited to

free, is already in himself the effect of a subjection

much more profound than himself. (...) The soul is the

effect and instrument of a political anatomy; the soul

is the prison of the body’ (Foucault 1977, 30).®
Moreover, in “What is Enlightenment?’, following

15 Among them most notably: Jiirgen Habermas, Charles Taylor and
Nancy Fraser; see O’Leary (2002, 160).

16 While Plato has Socrates argue in the Phaedo for the existence of
a ‘soul’ to be liberated from imprisonment by the ‘body’, Foucault
suggests that the soul is only constructed in the imprisonment.
The soul is produced by discipline on the body, and then also serves

discipline by monitoring the body.

his position against radical transformations, Foucault
formulates a doubt that sounds like Heidegger’s ‘gloomy
view”:
‘(.. ) if we limit ourselves to this type of always partial
and local inquiry or test, do we not run the risk of
letting ourselves be determined by more general
structures of which we may well not be conscious,
and over which we may have no control?’ (Foucault
20004, 316).
Ultimately however, Foucault’s evaluation following
this insight differs from Heidegger’s. While affirming
the deep, ontological connection that Heidegger draws
between humans and technology, Foucault nonetheless
rejects the gloomy conclusion and asserts that humans
have to accept the impossibility of a sovereign position.
In a note in his working papers, written when he was
working on his final books, Foucault explicitly sets out
the difference between himself and Heidegger.
‘For Heidegger, it was on the basis of Western tekhné
that knowledge of the object sealed the forgetting
of Being. Let’s turn the question around and ask
ourselves on the basis of what tekhnai was the
Western subject formed and were the games of truth
and error, freedom and constraint, which characterize
this subject, opened up’ (cited in Gros 2005, 523).%
Foucault emphasizes another time that technology is
undeniably part of the human mode of existence. In
‘What is Enlightenment?’ Foucault asserts that, for him,
the discovery of the historical conditions of the subject
is a problem that characterizes the stakes of modern
philosophy. What he calls the ‘attitude of modernity’
is the will to address the history of how the human
subject has been governed and fashioned. Foucault then
unfolds an approach to philosophy that he terms ‘critical
ontology of ourselves’, which he conceives as being:
‘an attitude (...) in which the critique of what we are
is at one and the same time the historical analysis of
the limits imposed on us and an experiment with the
possibility of going beyond them’ (Foucault 200043,
319).
Thus Foucault advocates philosophical research follow-
ing a double-sided formula: on the one hand promoting

17 Cf. Foucault 1999, 161, n.4. (from the 1980 ‘Howinson Lectures’,

Berkeley).
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historical investigations into the ways in which modes
of existence have been conditioned so far, and on the
other hand, suggesting practical and experimental activ-
ities aimed at changing one’s mode of existence.

4.3 Hybrid relations: Philosophy of technical
mediation
Foucault’s critical ontology of the self distinguishes
itselfin its attentiveness to the emergence and constitu-
tion of new modes of human existence. This corresponds
with the approach of ‘technical mediation’ in recent
philosophy of technology. Reacting to the abstract and
gloomy views of Ellul and Heidegger, scholars such
as Don Thde and Bruno Latour have promoted a more
empirically orientated philosophy of technology. Their
work is interdisciplinary, incorporating empirical and
historical research, and is associated as much with the
field of Science and Technology Studies as with Philos-
ophy. Building on the work of Thde and Latour, Peter-
Paul Verbeek (2005) has outlined a practice oriented
philosophy of technology with ‘technical mediation’ as
its main theme. He endorses research into ‘what things
do’: the role of concrete technologies as mediators of
human experience and action.

A basic notion in the mediation approach is that
human existence is always influenced by technology.
There is no original, and certainly not a clear-cut distinc-
tion between humans and technology. Instead, what
is of interest are the different kinds of human-tech-
nology relations (Thde 1990). Humans are always hybrids
of supposedly human and technical aspects (Latour
1993). A problematic point of this account of humans
as hybrids is that it undermines the ethical stakes that
inspired much of the philosophy of technology. Or, as
Langdon Winner complained, research on technology in
the style of Science and Technology Studies had become
‘depoliticized’ (Winner 1993).

Paraphrasing the form of Winner’s conclusions, the
following could be said with respect to ethics in relation
to technical mediation. While the approach of critical
theory was directed towards confining the sphere of
technology in order to protect a core human sphere, this
attempt now appears infeasible, as the presupposition of
clear boundaries and limits is deemed illusory. Next, in
an approach like Heidegger’s, hybridization was at least

still recognized as the greatest danger, but mediation
theory just emphasizes the inevitability of it. In conclu-
sion, it seems that a more detailed account of technical
mediations and the hybrid form of human existence
comes at the cost of losing any solid ground for ethical
claims.

Bruno Latour’s position is very interesting in this
respect, as he has endeavored to bridge the gap between
his descriptive analysis of technical mediation and
ethics. Latour asserts that technologies often guide or
constrain human action. Car drivers’ slowing down for
a speed bump does not occur as a result of their willing-
ness to obey the law but is the result of the intervention
of a technical object. According to Latour’s analysis the
action was ‘delegated’ from humans to technology. This
does not mean the end of ethics, he thinks. Instead, he
claims that those (from the human sciences) who see
a decline of morality (under postmodern conditions)
would find the ‘missing masses of morality’ by recog-
nizing that action is often delegated from humans to
artifacts (Latour 1992).

Usually, human agency and freedom are seen as
necessary preconditions for ethics. Only free subjects
can respond to the call of a moral principle or law.
Latour’s approach does not frame ethics in this way;
indeed his approach implies quite the opposite. Latour
suggests that morality can also operate through the
user guiding effects of technology. Considered from the
common framework that fundamentally distinguishes
deliberate, moral action from coerced behavior, it would
seem that Latour does not discover the ‘missing masses
of morality’, but rather reveals the ‘missing masses
of disciplinary power’. Foucault had criticized the
understanding of the autonomous subject by revealing
the history of disciplinary power in governing and
fashioning human beings. Latour’s research extends
Foucault’s historical method with a method to reveal
how the mundane technologies of today govern and
fashion humans.™®

18 Asimilar case is made by Soren Riis (2008) for Heidegger and
Latour. In his exploration of the similarities between the two, he
affirms that Latour does not depart from Heidegger, but instead,
that Latour’s actor-networks can be interpreted very much in line

with Heidegger’s Enframing.
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Thus far an understanding of the subject and of
freedom and agency in relation to technical mediation
is lacking. As long as this understanding is lacking,
every instance of the influence of technology on human
action can only appear as an infringement of freedom
and thereby a negation of ethics. Foucault’s turn
from the analysis of power to ethics helps to address
this problem. While Foucault’s earlier work is rightly
seen as a dramatic attack on the autonomous subject
as it is presupposed in modern ethics, his later work
is concerned with developing an alternative ethical
framework wherein ‘the subject’ is not suppressed by
revealing external conditions that guide and change
it. Foucault begins to understand ethics as the active
engagement of people with governing and fashioning
their own way of being in relation to conditioning
circumstances. An extension of that framework to the
problem of technical mediation opens up a new perspec-
tive for ethics in relation to technical mediation.

4.4  Figures of technical mediation
Although the similarities between Foucault’s analysis
of modern society and the analysis of critical theory
or Heidegger have been often observed, I claim that a
more important and lasting contribution centers on the
relation between Foucault’s work and the mediation
approach in the philosophy of technology. Foucault’s
work complements the work of other researchers with
original examples and an analysis of the transforma-
tive power of technology. His particular contribution,
explored here, is visible in the distinction between
two different ‘figures of mediation’, two ‘exemplary
effects’ of how technology can guide and change people
(using terminology that will be further explicated in
the next chapter). The first, elaborated in the context
of Bentham’s utopian project of the Panopticon, can be
characterized as the determination of power relations.
Looking closely at Foucault’s analysis of concrete,
existing disciplinary institutions leads to the discovery
of a second mediation figure, where the impact is less
coercive and imposed by training of technically mediated
gestures.

In the aforementioned interview on architecture
Foucault stresses that the determination figure of
technical mediation should not be seen as the ultimate

one. In the discussion, he refers to a study on the social
effects of the emergence of the chimney in houses:

‘It is certain, and of capital importance that this

technique [the chimney] was a formative influence

on new human relations, but it is impossible to think
that it would have been developed and adapted had
there not been in the play and strategy of human
relations something which tended in that direction.

What is interesting is always interconnection, not

the primacy of this over that, which has never any

meaning’ (Foucault 2002a, 362).

As discussed before, Foucault’s analysis of disciplinary
power and the Panopticon does show similarities with
the figure of a struggle between spheres that can still

be triumphed (critical theory) or appears to be lost
(Heidegger). However, here Foucault clearly advances an
understanding of the importance of technology in line
with the approach of technical mediation: affirming that
interconnections are important, and not the primacy of
either a technological or a human sphere.

In Discipline and punish Iidentified two figures of
technical mediation that are explicitly entertained by
Foucault. These are only the principle figures; a more
detailed account would show more variations. For exam-
ple, using the approach of analyzing technical medi-
ation figures, it is possible to follow in Discipline and
punish the references and sources that enabled Foucault
to learn to acknowledge the importance of technolo-
gy. Foucault (1977, 141) refers to Phillipe Ariés (1960)
who analyzed the relation between the emergence of
childhood as a distinctive period in the human lifespan
and the emergence of houses with separate bedrooms
for adults and children. What Foucault could have taken
from this is that social and technical change accompany
each other. Foucault also acknowledges Georges Canguil-
hem (1966) (Foucault 1977, 184), who affirms that nor-
malization processes as found in technology development
also effectuate normalization of social relations. Finally,
Bentham’s Panopticon allowed Foucault to elaborate
on the notion that the influence of technology can be all
pervasive and determining (Cf. Foucault 1980).

In my interpretation then, Foucault does not offer
one ultimate theory about technology. Instead, I take
it as a suggestion that after the acknowledgement of
hybridization the appropriate continuation of research
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encompasses the exploration of the multiple figures of
technical mediation.

However, I think that the relevance of Foucault’s
work to a philosophy of technical mediation goes
further. His contribution is twofold, following the
double-sided approach of his critical ontology of the
self. First, as shown here, his historical analysis of
disciplinary power addresses the role of technical
mediation in how the subject is governed and fash-
ioned, the historical conditions of the subject. Second,
Foucault’s call to complement historical analysis with
experimentation on the transformation of ourselves,
points towards an ethics of technical mediation. In this
broadened framework the analysis of how technologies
govern and fashion humans becomes integrated into a
broader philosophy of subjectivation. The influences of
technology no longer appear by definition as a negation
of human agency and freedom, but technical mediations
become a concern and what is at stake are the human
practices of governing and fashioning oneself and
others. With this Foucault’s ethical perspective brings
something new which has so far been largely absent
from the approach of mediation theory.

5 Technical mediation and
subjectivation

With the double-sided formula of a critical ontology
of the self, Foucault promoted historical research into
the conditions of the subject and a reflection on and
experimentation with new forms of existence. Until
Discipline and punish, Foucault’s work was concerned
with how the subject had been governed and fashioned.
The second part, of governing and fashioning one’s
own existence, was largely absent. Moreover, if it was
present, it was treated in a biased way, as the formation
of modes of existence was presented as resulting exclu-
sively from disciplinary power. Only in his later work
did Foucault begin to take into consideration people’s
own concerns about the conditions of their existence.
Research into ancient arts of existence provided
inspiration to Foucault with respect to how to give
expression to this theme and to develop it in relation
to moral philosophy. In this section I will introduce

Foucault’s turn to ethics and the theme of subjectiva-
tion. I will then, in the coming chapters apply Foucault’s
framework of subjectivation to the domain of tech-
nology, in order to work towards a philosophy and ethics
of technical mediation, or what I will call the study of
‘technical mediation and subjectivation’.

5.1 Ethics as subjectivation

Foucault unfolded his ‘turn to ethics’ in the second and
third part of L’histoire de sexualité, published in 1984:
L'usage des plaisirs (1984a) and Le souct de soi (1984Db)
(The use of pleasure, 1992; and The care of the self, 1990).
Foucault’s work on a series of books on the history of
sexuality spanned decades. The first part from 1976,
The will to knowledge, provides a programmatic outline
of the project, very much in line with the approach
followed in Discipline and punish. However, the project
took a very different direction. In the books from 1984,
after years of redirecting his research, the focus is no
longer on modernity but on ancient Greece and Rome.
And rather than studying the mechanisms of power
that subjugate people, Foucault focuses on how people
govern and fashion themselves.

Foucault explains the changed perspective himself
in the ‘Introduction’ to The use of pleasure. Together with
the aforementioned essay ‘What is Enlightenment?’
this ‘Introduction’ is a key text of the later Foucault.
Foucault gives an account of his turn to the subject,
after his research had earlier turned towards a focus on
knowledge, and then to power.

‘It appeared that I now had to undertake a third shift,

in order to analyze what is termed ‘the subject.’ It

seemed appropriate to look for the forms and modal-
ities of the relation to self by which the individual
constitutes and recognizes himself qua subject’

(Foucault 1992, 6).

Although the resulting books are still about the history
of sexuality, these works have much wider philosophical
relevance. Foucault’s study is also an attempt to describe
a genealogy of the subject in the history of ethics,
aiming at the same time to contribute to the renewal of
contemporary ethics.

Foucault’s earlier research into power seemed incom-
patible with ethics. Indeed, it was from beginning to end
a vehement critique of that basic assumption in modern
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philosophy which is the notion of the free, autono-
mous subject. In Antiquity, Foucault found, ethics was
less focused on the law, but rather concerned with the
‘arts of existence’ (10). This ethics did not employ the
figure of a free subject called to respond to the duty of
moral law. Morality can be assessed by the question of
the moral codes and their foundation, but also by the
question why and how people actually orientate them-
selves towards a code. For, as Foucault remarks: ‘the
interdiction is one thing, the moral problematization

is another’ (10). By problematization, Foucault means
human thinking, not in the sense of true theories, but in
the sense of people’s concerns and questions about their
existence, and the way of living to pursue.

While the codes were less important in ancient
ethics, there was more emphasis on the practical skills
and exercises of governing and fashioning oneself.

This practical knowledge was concerned with how one
achieves mastery over one’s own course of action and
way of living. In this framework, the subject does not
function as a necessary presupposition, but is itself the
issue at stake.

‘(...) all moral action involves a relationship with

the reality in which it is carried out, and a relation-

ship with the self. The latter is not simply “self-

awareness” but self-formation as an “ethical subject”

(..) (28).

Thus, Foucault discovered a conception of ethics where
the central concern is with the ‘constitution of the
subject’, the emergence or formation of a self with
self-reflexive experience and the competence of self-
conduct. Foucault uses the term subjectivation, denoting
the process of ‘becoming a subject’.

In this perspective, Foucault is interested in practices
as much as in theories, and therefore his study focuses
on practical texts, books in which something can be
traced of how people actually lived their lives.

‘These texts thus served as functional devices that

would enable individuals to question their own

conduct, to watch over and give shape to it, and to

shape themselves as ethical subjects’ (13).

The framework which Foucault elaborates in the ‘Intro-
duction’ is strongly convergent with the approach of

a ‘critical ontology of ourselves’ advanced in ‘What is
Enlightenment?’. ‘Problematization’ now becomes the

term for tracing and criticizing one’s own historical and
empirical conditions of existence. The efforts of people
to adapt and stylize their own mode of existence are
now approached from the notion of ‘practices’ or ‘tech-
nologies of the self’.

Besides this general conceptual convergence, there
are also differences. In “‘What is Enlightenment?’
Foucault was intervening in the debate about progress
and rationality in modernity, whereas The use of pleasure
and The care of the self are dealing with sexual ethics
in Antiquity. For this reason, obviously, references to
(modern) technology are absent. Still, the History of
Sexuality, and especially the philosophical and method-
ical contextualization of the project in the ‘Introduc-
tion’, have much to contribute to the analysis of moder-
nity and technology. This is because The use of pleasure
and The care of the self contain a much more profound
elaboration of what Foucault meant by transforming
one’s mode of existence and the relation to the history
of moral philosophy.

This extension of moral theory, from reflection on
free subjects responding to law (‘code-based ethics’),
to the formation of specific instances of subjectivity,
makes it possible to link Foucault’s work on power to
ethics. In retrospect, subjectivation can also be seen
as the main theme in Foucault’s earlier work. In fact,
Foucault showed that disciplinary practices shape
the kind of subject that modern philosophy takes for
granted. (Similarly, Foucault’s work on knowledge was
implicitly concerned with the kinds of subjects that are
evoked when people define themselves and others as
subjects through everyday and scientific discourse.) This
earlier research is now being reconsidered and comple-
mented by research into how people engage in shaping
their own mode of being. As noted before, Foucault
expressed this himself with the double-sided formula of
a critical ontology of the self (exploring historical condi-
tions and experimenting with changing the conditions).
This formula can therefore be seen as an attempt to
integrate the discovery of the ancient ethics of subjec-
tivation with a contemporary critical philosophical
approach. The experimental approach to transforming
one’s own conditioned mode of existence converges
with Foucault’s call for a new ‘aesthetics of existence’.

CHAPTER 3 - TECHNICAL MEDIATION AND SUBJECTIVATION: PHILOSOPHY OF TECHNOLOGY AFTER FOUCAULT 57



58

5.2  Four dimensions of subjectivation

Foucault asserts that subjectivation is fundamental to
moral action, but its mode is historically and culturally
variable. His genealogy of ethics reveals how, during
the course of history different understandings of the
subject and different experiences of being a subject
have prevailed. In structuring this genealogy, Foucault
distinguished four dimensions of subjectivation and
investigated how different ethical systems differ along
these dimensions (see Foucault 1992, 25-32; and 2000Db,
262-269). The scheme of subjectivation comprises
ethical substance, subjection mode, ethical elaboration,
and telos.

With the ethical substance, Foucault designates the
part of the self where people’s concern and efforts of
improvement are directed, the substance that is being
fashioned. Foucault’s genealogical research addresses
how different ethical systems operate with different
conceptions of the self. In the case of sexual ethics, the
point for the Greeks was to make appropriate use of the
range of possible acts of pleasure, thereby fashioning
one’s moral character in confrontation with the opinion
of others. Later, in Christianity, the self was identified
with intentions that had to remain free of inappro-
priate desires, or seductions by an evil power. The will
is also at the center of Kantian ethics. In ancient sexual
ethics acts of pleasure and their social consequences
functioned as the ethical substance, while in Christian
and modern ethics this shifted to the will which must
be adjusted to God’s will or to universal reason. Ancient
ethics functioned without this notion of a will, just
focusing on actual acts and their consequences for a
person’s virtuous, respectable moral character.

The second aspect which Foucault discerns as part
of the structure of subjectivation is the subjectivation
mode. It denotes the way in which people feel forced,
invited, or encouraged to engage in ethics. For centu-
ries, the main motive for ethical engagement was the
acknowledgement of a duty, stemming from divine or
rational moral laws. In Antiquity, Foucault finds, the
motivation for moral behavior rather had an aesthetical
character, a will to style. With respect to sexual ethics,
the ancients hardly acknowledged absolute codes, but
felt that they had to make proper, moderate use of acts
of pleasure, because their behavior would establish a

style of living and their publically visible character. The
modern configuration of the subject as free will called
to obey absolute law is confronted here with the ancient
alternative of a moral character to be configured from
multiple possible behaviors where the motive to do so is
to attain style.

Moral laws or aesthetic choices of style may define a
mode of existence, but effort and exercise are required
to adjust one’s way of being to this form. Foucault calls
this ethical elaboration. This aspect of ethics has been
neglected in theories of ethics which focus on com-
pelling codes, but was at the forefront of the ancient
aesthetics of existence. In his historical research
Foucault singled out the importance of what he called
practices or technologies of the self (technology here in
the meaning of method or exercise). Examples of tech-
nologies of the self in ancient ethics are: meditation,
diet, and consultation with a mentor. In the modern,
institutionalized society, ethical practices have become
separated from ethics. The care of the self has become
progressively replaced by procedures that individuals are
expected to follow and accept because they are rational
and scientific.

The last aspect of the subjectivation scheme is the
telos. In any configuration of ethics, subjectivation
proceeds in the light of a goal. This is especially clear in
Christianity, where the hope for an afterlife serves as
a telos for ethics. Kant, who attempted to make ethics
independent of religious belief, left the telos merely
implicit as he emphasized duty regardless of any reward.
Foucault’s view is that the telos of (sexual) ethics in
antiquity was self-mastery, as opposed to being slave
to one’s passions. The point was not to be independent
of external powers, but to achieve the attitude and
skills to actively cope with those influences, so that one
conducted oneself. This capacity is what Foucault came
to understand as freedom: not a state of independence,
but a ‘practice’ of conducting oneself by actively coping
with external powers. The ethics of Antiquity thus had
a telos inside this world and inside the lives of people, a
vision about what kind of subject one wanted to be.

All moral actions imply the constitution of oneself as
ethical subject. This process can be described by the four
dimensions of subjectivation. To wrap up the meaning of
subjectivation and the fourfold scheme, Foucault writes:

CHAPTER 3 * TECHNICAL MEDIATION AND SUBJECTIVATION: PHILOSOPHY OF TECHNOLOGY AFTER FOUCAULT



‘self-formation as an “ethical subject” [is] a process

in which the individual delimits that part of himself

that will form the object of his moral practice [ethical

substance], defines his position relative to the precept

he will follow [mode of subjection], and decides on a

certain mode of being that will serve as his moral goal

[telos]. And this requires him to act upon himself,

to monitor, test, improve, and transform himself

[ethical elaboration]’ (Foucault 1992, 28).
As Deleuze (1988, 112) first noticed, Foucault’s scheme
retrieves the Aristotelian fourfold of material, formal,
efficient and teleological causation. The exact impor-
tance for Foucault of his reference to Aristotle is unclear.
Foucault has, to my knowledge, nowhere explained how
and why he conceived of this ‘Aristotelian’ framework.
Foucault just introduces the four terms and explains
what they designate for him. He employs the scheme for
his genealogy of ethics, for structuring the description
of the different experiences people have had through-
out history of the meaning and practice of ethics, self-
conduct, self-improvement, moral laws etcetera. The
content of the historical developments Foucault articu-
lated with help of the scheme were fascinating enough,
so that apparently nobody has asked the question
why he used that framework and not any other. It
can however be concluded that Foucault employed
the scheme to give full and general importance to the
perspective of subjectivation. In an earlier account of
his changing research approach, Foucault distinguished
between the ‘mode of objectivation’ and the ‘mode of
subjectivation’ as two aspects involved in the phenom-
enon of thinking, the formation of knowledge (Fou-
cault 20014, II, 14571). This formulation entertains the
same duality as the double-sided formula of a critical
ontology of ourselves. The advanced fourfold scheme
of subjectivation can be seen as an attempt to further
overcome the duality between subject and object.

5.3  Subjectivation and technical mediation
Foucault’s scheme of subjectivation can be employed for
tracing and articulating shifting ethical experiences of
today. Foucault himself suggests — particularly in inter-
views — that a contemporary renewal in ethics could

be inspired by the ancient aesthetics of existence. Two
prominent commentators of the late work of Foucault

have indeed reconstructed Foucault’s own ethics as art
of existence by using his scheme of subjectivation. Paul
Rabinow used it in this way in his introduction to the
Ethics volume of an anthology, Essential works (Rabinow
2000, xxvIiI and onwards). And Timothy O’Leary used
it for structuring his book The Art of Ethics (2002). Both
works have been very important in the scholarship of
Foucault’s later work on ethics.

In the following chapters, I will also follow up on
Foucault’s suggestions and use the four dimensions
of subjectivation for analyzing contemporary ethical
problems, namely of the relation between humans and
technology. I will reconsider the influence of technology
on humans from the perspective of subjectivation. How
have humans perceived the influences of technology
and accommodated them in elaborating themselves as
hybrid beings, attached in many ways to technologies?
I will thus recombine the analysis of figures of technical
mediation in a broader approach, that is, an ethics of
technical mediation.

This employment of Foucault’s fourfold scheme
of subjectivation allows for an intriguing comparison
with Heidegger. For, in Heidegger’s essay The question
concerning technology (1977), the same causality scheme
structures the argument. Foucault’s ethics, as combined
with technology in this chapter, and Heidegger’s
approach to technology thus share the reference to the
Aristotelian modes of causation. For Heidegger, engaging
with technology implies reducing the multiplicity of
causation to efficient cause alone, which, he thinks,
means the ‘forgetting of Being’. Foucault’s late work
implicitly is an extensive reply to Heidegger. Foucault
made this explicit only in passing remarks such asI
quoted before (from Gros, 2005), about turning Heide-
gger’s question around and considering techné implied
in any form of subject. Foucault claims that by turning
one’s attention to how the subject engages in the causa-
tion of itself (subjectivation), the various dimensions
of causation can still be found. This means that tech-
nology is indeed always involved in the constitution of
the subject like Heidegger feared, but at the same time
it means that technology is not as one-dimensional as
Heidegger asserted. In Foucault’s thought there is less
the sentiment of an original, authentic awareness now
lost, and more of an estimation that improvement is
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possible simultaneously with further modernization
and technical development.

In the following I will indeed investigate how the
multiple dimensions of subjectivation are relevant for
understanding how human existence is being mediated
by technology and how coping with these influences
isrelevant for ‘becoming subject’. The four dimensions
of subjectivation provide the occasion for four essays,
addressing different aspects of the issue of technology
and subjectivation. First, the ethical substance aspect
allows me to investigate into theories of how humans
and technologies are merged, hybrid beings. Chapter 4
about the hybrid self discusses theories and figures of
technical mediation from history and philosophy of
technology and associated fields. Second, the aspect of
the mode of subjection is the occasion to discuss moral
philosophical theories, especially concerning the use
and status of rational principles (chapter 5). Third, the
dimension of the ethical elaboration gives opportunity
to turn to the practice of ethics and towards anthro-
pological research of humans coping with influencing
technologies (chapter 6). Fourth and last, the aspect
of teleology forms the starting point for a chapter on
what are the goals of the care for our hybrid existence.
Chapter 7 discusses what can still be the meaning of
freedom when it cannot be independence of technology.

6 Conclusion

Foucault’s work is relevant for thinking about tech-
nology because he considered the role of technology in
the way in which the human subject is fashioned and
governed. At first sight, his work on power seems the
most relevant. In his later work on subjectivation and
ethics, technology is absent. However, by recombining
Foucault’s work on power with his work on subjectiva-
tion, his work contributes to solving pertinent problems
in current approaches to the ethics of technology. This

19 See also the earlier quotation from Foucault about the sealing of
Being by techné in Gros (2005). See Revel (2009) for a comparison
between Heidegger and Foucault with a very similar conclusion,
although she does not use the Aristotelian causations as basis of her

analysis.

recombination results in my approach of ‘technical
mediation and subjectivation’.

In order to do this, Foucault’s earlier work must be
reassessed from the perspective of his later work. The
focus is no longer exclusively on disciplinary power
that produces the human subject. Instead, the focus is
on how people are themselves involved in becoming
subjects. Foucault advocates philosophical research
that is a critical ontology of ourselves: simultaneously
investigations into the historical conditions of ourselves
as subjects, and practical experiments of transforming
one’s existence. The work on power, including the role
of technologies, appears to have dealt only with the first
half. In Discipline and punish, I identified two principal
figures of technical mediation: the determination of
power relations and the training of mediated gestures.
Next, I showed how the analysis of figures of technical
mediation can be extended and complemented by
research into how people govern and fashion themselves
through their engagements with technologies.

The result is a framework in which research on the
influences of technology do not necessarily appear
opposed to the human subject and ethics. Instead the
formation of the subject can be studied as a process in
which humans explore the influences of technology on
themselves, cope with those influences and achieve a
certain degree and style of mastery over themselves as
hybrid beings. In order to further elaborate this, I pro-
posed to employ the four-dimensional scheme that
Foucault used to study subjectivation. The next four
chapters develop the approach of ‘technical mediation
and subjectivation’ by separately treating the four
dimensions of subjectivation: ethical substance, mode
of subjection, ethical elaboration, telos. In the approach
hybridization is not opposed to ethics, but is explicitly
addressed as a theme that deserves the greatest care in
the sense of an ethics as care of the self.
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Chapter 4
Our hybrid selves: Figures of technical
mediation (Ethical substance)

1 Introduction

In this and the coming chapters I treat the four different dimensions of sub-
jectivation. In this chapter I will start by discussing the ethical substance. In
Foucault’s framework of subjectivation ethical substance designates the ‘sub-
stance’, or the ‘material’ of the self at which people’s concerns and efforts of
ethical improvement and self-fashioning are directed. In the context of an ethics
of technology the ethical substance concerns the question of how we think
our existence is dependent on and transformed by technology. We sense that
technologies are part of us and transform us, and we worry if these influences
of technologies on us are desirable or undesirable. With regard to the ethics of
technology, the substance of our self that concerns us ethically is our existence
as it is interwoven with technologies, our technically mediated way of being. The
ethical substance thus can be termed the hybrid self. The question in this chapter
of reflection about the ethical substance and technology is how people experi-
ence and conceptualize the influence of technology on them. How do we explore
the mediating effects of technology on us?

This theme of how our mode of being is related to technology is obviously
a central question in the philosophy of technology. An important question is
however if this merger between humans and technology must be welcomed
and exploited, as in the case of behavior guiding and changing design, or should
be avoided as much as possible. In positioning Foucault among philosophers of
technology I discussed already some different strands of thinking about the rela-
tion between technology and humans: a struggle between a human and a tech-
nical sphere, deception of genuine human existence by technology, and hybrid
relations. In this chapter I want to extend this philosophical research about the
relation between technology and humans. In accordance with the last chapter,
my point of departure will be that technology should not be seen as an external
entity, fundamentally different and separated from humans. Instead humans
and technology should be seen as mixed and mutually dependent. The question
is not if we should acknowledge a profound merger of ourselves with technology
but how we can best understand ourselves as hybrid beings and how we can cope
with the influences of technology. The challenge is to consider the guiding and
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changing effects of technology more explicitly as part of practices of fashioning
and governing ourselves (of subjectivation).

In the field of the philosophy of technology the approach of ‘technical medi-
ation’ (Verbeek 2005), where the merger of humans and technology figures
as a central notion, offers a valid starting point for exploring our hybrid selves.
My purpose is not to define one approach that could be called an ultimate,
explanatory theory of technical mediation. The emphasis is not on providing an
ontology that accounts for and explains our mode of hybrid being. Rather, moti-
vated by the research purpose of contributing to the design and ethics of user
guiding and changing technology, I intend to collect some of the most relevant
explorations of our hybrid self from different research approaches. This chapter,
therefore, provides a survey of research concerning technical mediation from
fields as diverse as philosophy, history, media theory, anthropology and behav-
loral sciences.

Further extending the approach I followed in the chapter about Foucault and
technology I will focus on different figures of technical mediation. A figure of
technical mediation is an answer to the question: what do technologies do to us?
In order to categorize different effects of technology on us, an additional ques-
tion that can be asked is: if technologies influence us, how do the effects of tech-
nology reach us, where do technologies make contact with us? Following these
questions, my work of combining and comparing different approaches will result
in a repertoire of figures of technical mediation organized in a model of interaction
modes. The resulting model and repertoire of effects are intended to be useful as a
tool for exploring the mediation effects of technology. In the last chapter of this
study the model that I develop here will be revisited as part of a design tool.

The outline of the chapter is as follows. First I will further define and discuss
my approach in relation to other approaches to technical mediation. Next, I
introduce and explain the modes of interaction model. Finally, the most exten-
sive part of the chapter consists of an overview of theories and exemplary figures
of technical mediation, in sections following from the model (above-the-head,
before-the-eye, to-the-hand, and behind-the-back).

2 Theories and figures of technical
mediation

theories of technical mediation, or at least have discov-
ered and analyzed examples of effects of mediation. In
this section I will start by introducing the philosophy of

In this section I will discuss my approach to the theme
of technical mediation. An overview and synthesis of
some significant theoretical approaches of technical
mediation can be found in What things do by Peter-Paul
Verbeek (2005). The overall theme of Verbeek’s work
could be described as the elaboration of a philosophy of
technical mediation. However, other approaches (such as
the classical philosophy of technology and approaches
from other scientific disciplines) have also resulted in
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technical mediation (after Verbeek) before I explain my
approach of a repertoire and the model that I will use for
reviewing exemplary figures of technical mediation.

2.1 Towards a philosophy of technical mediation
In What things do Peter-Paul Verbeek employs the
concept of technical mediation for denoting that human
existence is always intertwined with technology. Our
being in the world, our perceptions and our actions,



are always to a smaller or larger degree constituted and
transformed by technologies. Verbeek elaborates a ‘post-
phenomenological vocabulary’ that describes the phe-
nomenon of technical mediation along two dimensions.
The one dimension is termed ‘hermeneutic’ and is about
‘how the world appears to humans’, or our ‘perception of
the world’. The other dimension is termed ‘existential’
and is about ‘how humans appear in the world’, or ‘our
action in the world’ (Verbeek 2005, 196).2°

Verbeek’s practice oriented philosophy of technical
mediation was framed as an alternative to the rather
hostile critiques of technology by scholars such as Karl
Jaspers (1931), Martin Heidegger (1977), and Jacques
Ellul (1964). These proponents of what has been called
the ‘classical philosophy of technology’ (Achterhu-
is 2001) aimed to reach beyond the adventures with
concrete technologies to reveal a more profound essence
of technology. The result was the discovery that tech-
nology, as a whole, in general, had a profound and very
threatening impact on human culture. Verbeek, like
other contemporary philosophers of technology (e.g.
Feenberg 2002; Ihde 1990; Achterhuis 2001), appreci-
ates that the classical philosophers of technology have
recognized technology as a pertinent topic of philosoph-
ical study, but he doesn’t want to follow their almost
univocal rejection of (modern) technology.

In order to achieve a more nuanced perspective on
technology Verbeek criticizes the aim of revealing the
essence of technology. Verbeek terms this approach
transcendentalist or backward-looking. In such a back-
ward-looking approach, Verbeek claims, phenomena
and events are investigated by revealing the conditions
of possibility behind the diversity of phenomena of
the sensible world. As a result, according to Verbeek,
too often new technological phenomena are identified
with the conditions already revealed. A new technology
and its effects on humans then appears too easily as yet
another confirmation of the theory about the essence of
technology. This approach is blind towards effects that
differ from the assumed essence of technology and often

20 This scheme draws on Ihde and Latour for the overall approach, and
is elaborated on in the existential dimension with Latour’s work
on ‘delegation’ and in the hermeneutic dimension with Albert

Borgman’s notion of ‘engaging technologies’.

(asin the cases of Jaspers and Heidegger) the resultisa
biased (univocal and too exclusively negative) view of
concrete technologies.

By contrast, a forward-looking approach aims to
describe phenomena at face value, without in first
instance, looking for a confirmation of existing theo-
ry. Verbeek adopts Don Ihde’s postphenomenological
method and also finds inspiration in the anthropological
approach of Bruno Latour. After Thde, Verbeek aims at
the revitalization of the phenomenological dictum, for-
mulated by Edmund Husserl, of going back to the things
themselves. In the case of a contemporary philosophy of
technology this means, as before, a ‘bracketing’ of theo-
ry in order to study anew the structure of the perception
of reality. As by coincidence, Husserl’s dictum already
expressed a special focus on things, technologies. As
Thde’s work emphasizes, this is not altogether coinci-
dence, however. Everywhere and always technologies
mediate our relation to the world. Therefore, practice
oriented research into our relation to the world cannot
ignore the importance of technical things.

The postphenomenological perspective makes it
possible to see how technologies and humans exist
together and acquire their characteristics from mutual
interdependency. This methodological shift enhances
sensibility for effects of technology that add new
themes to the known repertoire of existing theories.
Verbeek’s forward-looking philosophy of technical
mediation is not hostile to technology, but interested
in the effects of technology that have shaped and keep
transforming human existence, for better or worse.

2.2  Repertoire of figures of technical mediation
Verbeek frames the mediation approach in opposition
to dominant approaches in the history of philosoph-
ical thinking about technology that he rejected for
being backward-looking. Still, it is also possible to
employ today’s concept of technical mediation for
reassessing the history of research into technology. It
is not necessary to reject negative, abstract accounts
of technology because they are methodically not in
line with the contemporary insights about mediation.
Instead, through the mediation lens of today, we can
investigate and appreciate the effects of technology
on humans which were discovered and articulated by
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earlier research approaches. The question then becomes
what figures of technical mediation or which exemplary
technical mediation effects have been discovered or
acknowledged by scholars of technology from whatever
tradition.

I do not set the mediation approach and earlier
approaches in opposition as if they were different posi-
tions concerning technology, and where only one can
be true. I will treat essentialist and negative theories of
technology at face value as one possible account of how
technology mediates human existence: an approach that
at times has been the dominant view.

Thus collecting and articulating figures of technical
mediation is surely not at odds with the approaches of
Verbeek, Latour or Ihde. The approach appreciates and
follows up on how Latour discerns different meanings
of technical mediation (Latour 1999: 178-190), or how
Thde (1990: 31-41) reviews exemplary conceptualiza-
tions (such as Heidegger’s hammer or Merleau-Ponty’s
feather). Indeed, favoring explorations of examples
over building a theory could be seen as responding to
Verbeek’s call for a forward looking instead of a back-
ward looking approach.

2.3 Modes of interaction

For presenting my review of exemplary mediation

effects I will use a simple model. The model reflects my

approach of investigating ‘what technologies do to us’:

how people (be it users, designers or scientific scholars)

have explored and conceived the influence of tech-

nology on their existence. The model takes its structure

from the following notion: If our existence is mediated

by technology, then one can ask the question what is the

effect, but also: How does the effect reach the human?

What is the contact point? Where does the effect

affect the humans? This question, in whatever version,

provides an ordering principle. When a body is drawn,

the following quadrants can be distinguished which

stand for four modes of interaction:

« Above-the-head (abstract): Generalizing claims
about technology and humans.

+ Before-the-eye: (cognitive): Cues to the mind that
can change decision making.

« To-the-hand (physical): Changing gestures through
bodily contact.
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above-the-head before-the-eye

behind-the-back to-the-hand

« Behind-the-back (environment): Influences on
humans without direct contact.
A general inspiration for drawing this model comes from
the remarkable works of Vilém Flusser, especially his
posthumous book on ‘Becoming human’, Vom Subjekt
zum Projekt: Menschwerdung (1994). Flusser recon-
structs through historical anthropological findings,
etymological traces, and admirable philosophical imag-
ination how humans first became humans by learning
to use their hands and feet (vorderhand), and in a later
stage by casting an eye (Augenblick), this later mode
eventually covering up the awareness of the earlier way
of being. Flusser’s Menschwerdung evidently refers to
the phenomenological analysis of ‘being in the world’.
Because it adds the evolutionary aspect to it, ‘becoming’
human instead of ‘being’ human, it is a perfect starting
point for studying subjectivation (also meaning
becoming human), through different modes of interac-
tion with our milieu.

This categorization also reflects different notions
from Don Ihde’s phenomenology of human-technology
relations, and thereby the whole phenomenological
history that Ihde synthesizes (IThde 1990, 72). To-the-
hand reflects Ihde’s ‘embodiment relation’ with tech-
nology (and Merleau-Ponty’s ‘embodiment’ as well as
Heidegger’s ‘readiness-to-hand’). The term before-the-
eye is indebted to McLuhan’s notion of ‘an eye for an



ear’ which is his abbreviation of his analysis of tactile-
acoustic space and visual space (cf. McLuhan 2003, 115).
It equally reflects Ihde’s ‘alterity’ and ‘hermeneutic’
relations and Heidegger’s analysis of ‘presence-at-hand’.
The behind-the-back category resembles Ihde’s ‘back-
ground relation’, and refers to McLuhan’s notion of
mediation by our technical environments. The ‘above-
the-head’ quadrant brings the non-empirical, gener-
alizing philosophical conceptions of how technology
influences us within the scope of the model of interac-
tion modes.

3 Above-the-head

The review of figures of technical mediation starts with
alook at the above-the-head quadrant where mainly
philosophical theories of technology can be found.
Typical of many classic philosophical investigations
into technology, such as Martin Heidegger’s famous
essay The question concerning technology (1977), is that
the essence of technology is sought beyond particular,
concrete technologies. Philosophy of technology of this
kind is about technology in general and the influence
on humanity in general. In such an abstract philosoph-
ical approach there is no demonstrable contact point
between technology and humans. The effects occur
above-the-head. Technical mediation is here considered
on an abstract level, beyond concrete reality.

As noted earlier, contemporary practice oriented
philosophy of technology focuses on the three concrete
quadrants and stresses the need for integration of histor-
ical and anthropological research. Still, the theoretical
philosophical approach remains important too. To begin,
philosophy of technology deserves credit for having first
discovered and revealed the importance of technology’s
transformative effects on humans. Moreover, figures
of technical mediation in the above-the-head quad-
rant remain relevant for understanding and criticizing
today’s visions about technology that inform attitudes
towards technology (of designers, policy makers, and
users as well).

It is clear that is not possible to apply abstract figures
of mediation in design, because there is no direct point
of contact, no concrete interaction. Still, ‘abstract’

conceptions of how technology mediates human exist-
ence do have relevance in our every day concrete reality.

The first reason for this is that ideas inform human
action and thereby reality. Conceptions of the relation
between humans and technology on a transcendental
level, beyond what can be empirically observed, reflect
people’s general vision on technology and their ethical
position. These conceptions of the power of technology
do inform the attitudes of designers, of policy makers,
and of users as well. In this way, abstract ideas, not
directly derived from actual empirical observations,
do have influence on the course of human action and
have an impact on concrete reality. The realization of
ideas, or values, is what is being actively strived after
in the modern western understanding of morality. The
self-conscious capacity of envisioning ideas and acting
in order to manipulate things in the world according to
those ideas, is called the ‘will’, or ‘practical reason’. Ideas
with claims about reality which are not factually true,
or not yet, are common and essential in the domain of
ethics. The point is that abstract ideas serve as orienta-
tion for concrete human action.

Secondly, abstract ideas can also have an impact
on concrete reality when people are less, or not at all
aware of the effect. One instance of such an effect is for
example what is known as the ‘self fulfilling prophesy’
(Merton 1995), and has also been nicely termed ‘looping
effect’ (Hacking 1999). The terms and concepts that
people use in the endeavor to describe the world, also
have the effect of contributing to the construction of
the world following that description. The revelation of
this effect of discourse has been an important method of
critical philosophical analysis in the twentieth century,
and Michel Foucault was one of the pioneers. The proce-
dure is to reveal how discourses which are not overtly
normative but make a claim to scientific neutrality do
in a largely unnoticed way produce as much as describe
reality. The formation and use of concepts for describing
the world are entangled with human action that is
transforming and constructing the world, as Foucault
affirmed in his work from the 1960’s and 1970’s which
eventually culminated in his affirmation of the old
dictum by Hobbes’ that ‘knowledge is power’. After
putting this method mainly to work for debunking
the neutrality of scientific discourses, in his later work
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Foucault analyzes that statements are mixtures of a
claim about a factual state of affairs and a task that still
requires commitment and effort to become true.

While it is true that above-the-head figures of
technical mediation can be criticized for the lack of
contact with concrete practices, they remain important
for understanding and for debunking the visions about
technology that are underlying people’s sentiments,
engagements and actions. Those generalized claims
about the relations between humans and technology,
structuring discourse and thinking, often tend to the
extremes of altogether positive or negative evaluations.
Hans Achterhuis (1998) termed this the “‘utopia/dystopia
syndrome’, and this is a helpful concept for analyzing
controversies about new technologies. Today’s discus-
sions about privacy in relation to ICT’s, for example,
very often get bogged down in an opposition between
the irreconcilable utopian/dystopian positions. The
tendency of thinking in utopian/dystopian extremes
is, in Verbeek’s terms, a characteristic of backward
thinking. Forward thinking, including empirical
research of concrete technologies and appreciating the
surprising effects they render, is an important step for
resolving the apparent trap of the extreme positions.
This means adding the more concrete influences to
the repertoire of mediation effects. Still, the general
philosophical figures of mediation are valuable both for
understanding and possibly for debunking the views
about technology that nourish people’s sentiments
and evaluations and which heavily mark debates about
technology.

Three main figures of technical mediation can be
discerned which together constitute a very concise
summary of the history of the philosophy of tech-
nology: utopian and dystopian conceptions of tech-
nology and the ambivalent conception of unavoidable
and ambivalent hybridity. (There are certainly links to
the history of utopian design of chapter 2 which I will
explicate in the last chapter). Although all three views of
technology are present at any time, striving for domi-
nance, each of these positions prevailed at a certain
historical period. ‘Early philosophy of technology’
tended towards a utopian conception of technology, in
‘classical philosophy of technology’ a dystopian concep-
tion about technology prevailed, while in contemporary
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practice oriented philosophy of technology an ambiva-
lent conception of hybridity is becoming dominant.

3.1 Utopian technology: Miraculous technology
for human completion
From the Enlightenment until well into the twentieth
century the dominant conception of technology in
general was very positive, sometimes ‘utopian’, as we
have seen in the discussion of utopian design in chapter
2. Technology was seen as a panacea, ready and waiting
to be discovered and developed by humanity. Scientific
reason and technical progress would bring humanity to
anext stage, progressively overcoming the precarious
state of human existence, thus moving towards perfec-
tion and completion. Scarcity and unequal distribution
of technology were the only hindrances to the full
benefit of the wonders of technology.

The role of technology as a necessary mediator of
human progress was first systematically developed by
Ernst Kapp. He was the first to explicitly use the phrase
‘philosophy of technology’, in his book Grundlinien einer
Philosophie der Technik from 1877 (Kapp 1877; 2007).
Kapp was interested in understanding what technology
is and how it develops. For this he employed a dialec-
tical scheme, in the tradition of Hegel. He asserted,
firstly, that all technologies are projections of human
organs. Whether or not human inventors are aware of
it, all technologies, Kapp thinks, are exteriorizations of
functions of the human body. The hammer extends the
fist; the wheel is an extension of the human walking
movement; the telegraph is a projection of the nervous
system, etcetera. The projection of human organs into
external tools is the first movement of a dialectical
process. To this Kapp adds, that in a return movement,
humans start understanding themselves in terms of the
technologies they have produced. The skeleton became
to be seen as a mechanism; the heart was defined as a
pump; and nowadays the brain is compared to a com-
puter. Humans only gain self-understanding after they
have reproduced themselves in technological exten-
sions, through technical activity. The predominant
figure of technical mediation that can be revealed from
this analysis is that technology is a necessary means for
the completion or perfection of man: ‘technology for
human completion’.



Early philosophy of technology discovered how tech-
nology mediates human existence, following the fairly
broad and abstract figure that the existence of ‘humans’
is interwoven with the development of ‘technology’.
Although the analysis concerned the relation of tech-
nology to humans, it rather focused on what technology
is and how it evolves than on the ethical implications.
Reflecting on Kapp’s insights, the French philoso-
pher Georges Canguilhem, remarked that this view
of technology implies that it is a matter of course that
‘machine’ and ‘organism’ will proceed to merge, thereby
mutually contributing to the completion or perfection
of both. Only as an epilogue Canguilhem remarks that
the question whether this development is ethically
desirable would be ‘still a totally different question’
(Canguilhem 1965, 127).

More so than Kapp, Karl Marx did consider polit-
ical and ethical questions in relation to technology.
However, for Marx too, technology itself is not the
problem, but the fact that not everybody benefits from
it. Marx analyzed that industrialization caused self-
alienation for working class people who had to make
products that they themselves could not benefit from. It
appears that the understanding of technical mediation
and the ethical concern about technology mirror each
other. In early philosophy of technology the main figure
of technical mediation is that technology is a (miracu-
lous) means to human perfection. The accompanying
ethical concern is that scarcity and uneven distribution
of technology need to be overcome, to remove those
obstacles to the miracles of technology.

The utopianism of Saint-Simon (1760-1825),
as discussed in the second chapter, can serve as an
example. This French engineer and pioneering socialist
theorist admired the wonders of technology and
thought that engineering reason should be applied in
the domain of politics as well. He therefore proposed a
political reform, introducing a Chamber of Inventions
where an elite of engineers designed projects to move
society into the industrial and scientific phase (Musso
2010, 138; Rabinow 1995, 28). Whereas for many engi-
neers in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the
technocratic approach to social problems was motivated
by traditional and religious virtues, Saint-Simon hailed
science itself as a new religion.

The belief in universal human needs which can
be scientifically, rationally determined, and which
can serve as a secular, modern base for morals became
dominant in twentieth century technocratic planning
(Rabinow 1995). Le Corbusier’s utopian visions of
urbanisation from around 1925 are an example of this
vision. He believed that technical progress demanded
that ancient cities were demolished and replaced by
modern, technically advanced cities.

A contemporary example of technical utopianism
is the movement of ‘transhumanists’, who believe
that the next step in human evolution is to enhance
the human being to become a cyborg, a kind of post-
human being (Bostrom 2009; cf. Lecourt 2003; Fuller
2011). For transhumanists, in a very literal sense, the
merger of humans and technology is the natural way to
completion of the hitherto poor form of human exist-
ence. Verbeek (2011b) asserts that transhumanists only
have an instrumental understanding of technology,
neglecting mediation effects. I think however, that the
point is not that acknowledgment of the importance of
mediation is missing. A comparison with the utopian
vision of technology, typical of the early philosophy of
technology, shows how transhumanists do acknowl-
edge a profound interdependency between humans and
technology. Remarkable is rather their strong belief in
the miracles of technology and the absence of a sensi-
bility for the ambivalences of the transformation of
human existence by technology. Transhumanists follow
up on the utopian tradition, where technology in itself
is always good and the obvious way to completion of
the human being, and where the biggest problem is
inequality in the availability of technology.

3.2  Dystopian technology: Accumulating
technology takes command
In the course of the twentieth century belief in the
miracles of technology was undermined by the shocking
experiences of the advent of the atomic bomb, envi-
ronmental problems, and bureaucracy getting out of
hand. The shocking discovery was that technological
progress came at a price. Technology that just enhances
and liberates people does not exist; instead people get
dependent of technology and technical developments
are not entirely controllable. The overall conception
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of technology reversed from utopian to dystopian. The
‘dystopian’ exemplary mediation effect is that all tech-
nology is accumulating into a system that dominates
humanity. The ethical problem now concerned tech-
nology itself, the dangerous values embedded in it,

and not just the scarcity and unequal distribution of an
otherwise miraculous means. The corresponding ethical
challenge became to put limits on the rushing technical
developments, or to re-humanize technology.

Whereas in the period of early philosophy of tech-
nology the reflection on technology was only a marginal
topic in philosophy, halfway through the twentieth
century many major philosophers devoted attention to
reflection on technology: the era of the ‘classical philos-
ophy of technology’ (Achterhuis 2001; Verbeek 2005).
Characteristic of these classical reflections on tech-
nology is a collapse from an optimistic, utopian view
about technology into a very pessimistic, dystopian
evaluation of technology. In the last chapter, when I
positioned Foucault among philosophers of technology I
already had come across the classical philosophy of tech-
nology. In critical theory the relation between humans
and technology could be represented by the metaphor of
a struggle between spheres. And Heidegger’s philosophy
of technology was characterized by the metaphor of an
ontological deception of human existence. The recur-
ring theme in classical philosophy of technology is that
‘technology is accumulating into a system that takes
command’. This phrase refers to ‘Mechanization takes
command’ which is the title of a famous history of archi-
tecture and design by Siegfried Giedeon (194.8). Compa-
rable themes are addressed by Jacques Ellul (1964) who
analyzed that technology was becoming ‘autonomous’
at the cost of human autonomy and by Lewis Mumford
(1970) who estimated that humans are absorbed as parts
of a ‘megamachine’.

The change of conception of technical mediation is
accompanied by a corresponding change in the ethical
concerns about technology. This can be illustrated by
reactions to Kapp’s analysis of technology as organ
projection. I described how Canguilhem estimated
that following Kapp’s perspective a progressive merger
between humans and technology is only natural, and
that an ethical questioning of technology had not
yet started. However, a later commentator of Kapp,
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Benoit Timmermans, does think that there is an ethical
message to be derived from Kapp’s work, namely that
‘everything has to be done to prevent technological
projection (...) to become alienation, mechanical
dependency, resistless subjection to what we have
produced, but what has become irretrievable foreign to
us’ (Timmermans 2003, 105). I think that Timmermans
does not actually represent Kapp’s thought here, but
he does express the more recent ethical concern that
emerged in the era of the classical philosophy of tech-
nology. In early philosophy of technology the ethical
concern only referenced technology indirectly, namely
from the economical perspective of scarcity and distri-
bution. In itself the accumulation of technology was
welcomed. This changed with the reversal towards a
dystopian view of technology. Technology, or modern
technology, accumulated beyond a certain point into

a big system, does itself contain dangerous values that
threaten human values.

Michel Foucault’s analysis of Jeremy Bentham’s
Panopticon plan, discussed in previous chapters, is an
emblematic illustration of the reversal from utopian to
dystopian visions on technology. Bentham had claimed
that his idea (the circular design of the Panopticon that
allows for ubiquitous surveillance) was a great invention
that can be used wherever a number of people have to
be inspected. He excitedly deliberated on the idea of
ubiquitous surveillance as a general model for society:
everybody inspecting everybody else. Foucault was
equally excited as Bentham about the idea, but for him,
as for other critical thinkers, Bentham’s utopian image
of a panoptic society rather represented a dystopian
nightmare. The image is similar to the famous theme of
‘Big Brother is watching you’ from the well known novel
Nineteen Eighty-Four by George Orwell. Foucault’s anal-
ysis brings to the fore that the institution, procedures
and technologies of the modern time do not simply
liberate people, but do instead constrain and discipline
people. Modernization is accompanied by subjection
of people to ever more procedures and detailed surveil-
lance.

In some cases, as in Heidegger’s or Ellul’s, the
command of technology seems almost unconquerable
and a saving of the human sphere seems hardly possible.
The only way out Heidegger (1977) imagines is an



attitude of ‘resignation’, that would make possible the
‘clearing’ of another mode of thinking, following which
people would again let appear the world to them instead
of conceiving the world only in technical terms as a
stock of resources to be exploited. He also famously said
that ‘only a god can save us’, expressing a similar mood,
that a saving power has to come from outside (Heide-
gger 1981). Most classical philosophers of technology

do however still seek a way out. The typical form of the
ethical care of classical philosophy of technology is ‘to
put limits to the rush of technology’, or to ‘re-humanize
technology’ so that humanity is again served instead of
commanded by technology. An example is the thesis by
Jirgen Habermas that the ‘lifeworld’ must be protected
against ‘colonization’ by the ‘system’ (Habermas 1984).
The lifeworld is the sphere where human communica-
tion is the structuring principle. In the sphere of the
‘system’ money exchange, procedures, and technology
have replaced human communication.

A contemporary example of putting limits on
technology is the answer to the transhumanist move-
ment by the ‘bio—catastrophists’ (so called by Lecourt
2003) or ‘bio-conservatists’ (so called by Verbeek 2010).
What the utopian transhumanists see as the natural
course towards becoming better humans/cyborgs is for
bioconservatists an ultimate threat to human dignity.
An unambiguous example of a call for limits is Francis
Fukuyama’s demand for a ‘red line’ to defend human
dignity against human enhancement technologies that
he considers affections of human dignity (Fukuyama
2002, 207). Habermas too has called for limits to the
application of human enhancement. To define the limit,
Habermas asserts that the autonomy of individuals
must always be respected. Prenatal therapies (aimed at
enhancement, beyond healing disorders) do not allow
for deliberation, choice and consent by the patient and
are on that ground not ethically legitimate technologies
(Habermas 2003, 13; cf. Verbeek 2011b, 21). The problem
with defining limits is however the assumption that
there is a border between technological interventions
that do affect the kernel of what is human and others
that still respect the core of human existence.

3.3 Ambivalent hybridity: We are hybrids
for better or worse

Since the 1970’s and 1980’s the philosophy of tech-
nology has taken an ‘empirical turn’ (Achterhuis 2001;
Verbeek 2005). Philosophy of technology has become
more practice oriented, integrating empirical studies
of concrete cases from neighboring disciplines such as
history, sociology and anthropology (also resulting in
an interdisciplinary field of Science and Technology
Studies). In contemporary ‘practice oriented’ philos-
ophy of technology the idea has come to prevail that
humanity has long been knitted together with technol-
ogies: hand-axe, clothing, housing, cars, smartphones.
There is no genuine form of the human being that
precedes the influence of technology, but humans have
in fact always been ‘hybrids’ (Latour 1993), or ‘cyborgs’
(Haraway 1985). As Bernard Stiegler emphasized, the
origin of human existence is linked directly with the
history of technologies. He calls this the ‘originary
technicity’ of human existence (Stiegler 1998). The
understanding of the mediation of our existence by
technology in today’s practice oriented philosophy of
technology is that “we are hybrids, for better or worse’.

An example of the ambivalent mediation figure
concerns what could be called ‘ironic technology’ (cf.
Thde 2008). While the classical philosophers of tech-
nology were concerned with defending genuine forms
of human existence against any serious interference
with technology, detailed historical research showed
that, ironically, even the elaboration of such claims were
themselves dependant on technical mediations. For
example, Don Ihde (2010) studied the technologies that
Heidegger used for writing his technophobic analysis
of technology. Whereas Heidegger romanticized hand
writing, he did still allow his manuscripts to be typed
out and printed into books. The greatest Irony, Ihde
thinks, is that Heidegger later in his life sold his manu-
scripts for good money, thereby in one gesture harming
all of his own claims about authenticity. The romantic
conception of a way of still remaining independent
of technology can only be sustained thanks to a self-
deceiving account of one’s own use of technologies.

Whereas Heidegger’s views about a life without
(modern) technology are so romanticized that they
may today look almost purposefully deceptive, in other
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cases the irony is that it is indeed very hard to see how
profound the influences of technology are. Friedrich
Kittler’s analysis of the technically mediated origin of
Foucault’s research method is an example. In his early
work Foucault developed what he called an archeologi-
cal method. Like an archeologist digs into the ground to
reveal the remainders of successive historical periods in
different layers, the philosophical archeologist scru-
tinizes ‘discursive formations’ of different periods in
history (Foucault 1972). In this way Foucault analyzed
that all knowledge of a certain age is interconnected, but
there is no linear accumulation of knowledge. Foucault
investigated the historical conditions of the knowledge
that is held to be true at a certain historical period. This
type of historico-philosophical approach constituted

an important research step in the discovery or wider
acknowledgement of the mediated form of human
existence. Still Kittler could show that even to Foucault,
as a pioneering scholar of mediation, a deeper layer of
mediation remained altogether concealed. Kittler asserts
that Foucault’s research and discovery itself also was
dependent on specific historical conditions, namely of
the library. The nicely ordered rows of books in a library
have allowed and induced the theoretical approach of
comparing the knowledge systems of different epochs,
a fact which Foucault did not acknowledge. Kittler finds
that every theory has its technical a priori (Kittler 1986,
28); theories like discourse analysis have been deter-
mined by the technical a priori of the media in which
they are expressed (180).

3.4 Interlude: Does hybridity mean the end of
ethics?

In relation to utopian and dystopian technology I could
identify the ethical concern that mirrored the concep-
tion of technical mediation. There is not such a clear
answer to the question what is the ethical concern
mirroring ambivalent hybridity. The empirical turn in
the study of technology (towards the three quadrants
of concrete human-technology interactions) confuses
moral philosophy. Does the conception of hybridity
mean the end of ethics? Or can ethics follow the
empirical turn? This interlude especially addresses these
questions.

The conception of ‘ourselves as hybrids for better
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or worse’ is a generalizing claim about the interde-
pendencies between humans and technologies and

as such it belongs in the above-the-head quadrant

of my model. At the same time this mediation figure
marks the passage from generalized ideas about medi-
ation to figures of technical mediation which refer to
concrete cases. The general claim that mediation cannot
be escaped and has an ambivalent value, encourages
delving deeper and addressing the different figures and
details of concrete influences of technology. Whereas
the figures of utopian and dystopian technology can

be criticized for neglecting the nuances and surprising
effects of concrete cases (as Verbeek has done), the
general claim of ambivalent hybridity contains and
incites research in the quadrants of concrete human
technology interactions.

The overall point here is that there is no end to
mediation, no way of overcoming it, or of stepping out
of it. Contemporary empirically orientated philosophy
of technology stresses that human action and existence
are always technically mediated. The influence of tech-
nology on people is understood in terms of progressive
hybridization. In a way the philosophy of technology
hasreturned to the perspective of Canguilhem, who
in line with Kapp asserted that an extensive merger of
humans and technology is only natural. The important
difference is however that technology itself does not
provide the direction for improvement of human exist-
ence. The ethical problem that Canguilhem deliberately
postponed came to dominate the debate for decennia
after him and took the form of an attempt to avert
hybridization and push back technology (or resulted in
resignation as with Heidegger). Today, leading scholars
of technical mediation, including Ihde, Kittler and
Latour, seem to celebrate the discovery of endless media-
tion. So, what is today’s ethical concern that corresponds
to this conception of endless mediation of ambivalent
meaning?

The ironic attitude celebrates endless mediation and
at the same time suggests an equally endless striving
for ‘awareness’ as the corresponding ethical challenge.
Such a call for more awareness of the mediating effects
of technology seems to be the over all message from
the work of McLuhan (1964). Complete awareness will
never be achievable, however. The early utopian philos-



ophy of technology naively believed to be able to see
through the history and future of hybrid human-tech-
nology co-evolution. In contrast, classical philosophy of
technology feared that human experience cannot keep
up with technical developments: an experience that
Glnther Anders (1980) analyzed as the ‘outdatedness of
human beings’. In Remediation, Bolter & Grusin (1999),
articulate a contemporary vision: in inventing and
using new devices an unattainable ideal of ‘immediacy’
is always at work, but at the same time the opposite
occurs, a celebration of the media, the technologies
themselves (what they call ‘hypermediation’).

A further step is to strive not only for awareness of
hybridization, but also to start caring actively for the
quality of the interactions and fusions with technology.
This is a step beyond the ironic attitude; it implies taking
a more activist, involved stance. It still remains impos-
sible to attain complete mastery of mediation. That
was the assumption expressed in the figure of utopian
technology in the early philosophy of technology. The
challenge of classical philosophy of technology was, to
the contrary, to defend a genuine human sphere against
threats of intrusion and determination by technology.
This is however impossible when humans are considered
to be hybrids from the beginning. We cannot possibly
exist without technology. Many people may have a
nostalgic longing for the material culture and technol-
ogies from their childhood or the time of their parents
and grandparents. But that is still very different from
becoming independent, liberated from the influence of
technology. To safeguard humanity from the dangers of
technology cannot mean that humans remain free from
being influenced by technology. That would mean to
deny the history of humanity and to give up the possi-
bility of human existence altogether.

The difference between the attitudes of ironic aware-
ness and of care is that the ironic attitude finds that
getting involved always comes at the cost of awareness,
whereas the attitude of care rather values involve-
ment over disengaged awareness. The ethical challenge
responding to the conception of ourselves as hybrid
beings must be to start practicing care for the fusions
and interactions with technology. ‘Tronic distancing’
turns into ‘involved play’ which is in turn an artful
activity that requires practice.

4 Before-the-eye

The before-the-eye quadrant denotes interaction
where technology makes contact to the human decision
making faculty. The more common design term of
cognitive interaction may also be used (with reference
to cognitive and physical ergonomics). In this quadrant,
products can influence behavior by giving signs
(arrows, texts, light signals, beeps) which are input in
the decision making process of users. The quadrant is
named after the eye, because for our cognition the eye is
typically the dominant sense for communicating with
the world. (Hearing, touch or even smell can do this too,
but typically these senses function rather by tuning
subconsciously with the world.) The point is that in the
before the eye category cognition and conscious decision
making play a role in the determination of action.
When we think about how we use technologies,
before-the-eye is the standard mode of interaction. We
think that we use technologies deliberately: choosing,
making and employing tools that serve us to reach
already existing purposes more effectively. In designing
products that guide users, adding signs for guidance,
signs that interfere in our action deliberations, may be
what first comes to mind. However, before-the-eye
influences are here considered as only the beginning of
an array of influences in all four quadrants. Still, guiding
users by design by giving information to their cognition
can indeed be very effective. The model distinguishes
three variations of influence in this category: suggestion,
persuasion and expression of lifestyle and self.

4.1 Guidance

One type of technical mediation is technology that
‘guides’ the user towards a certain way of using, of
behaving. A well known concept that helps to under-
standing impacts on behavior through guidance to our
cognition is ‘affordance’. In The psychology of every day
things, Donald Norman (1988), pioneering scholar in
cognitive ergonomics, took the notion of affordance
from the work of Gibson’s ‘environmental psychology’,
and elaborated it in the context of design. In the applied
sense of Norman, affordances are buttons, grips, dis-
plays, meters, ribs, etcetera — all physical features which
are cognitively associated with possible use actions.
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Many examples by Norman concern doors and
switches. For example, Norman tells about somebody
who got caught between the two rows of doors in a
European post office. He thought that the doors had
been locked, while actually he only had pushed on the
wrong side of the door because the handle conveyed
the wrong signal. In another example, Norman notes
on how people stumble into the train when just as they
want to open the door, it opens automatically. Again,
according to Norman, an affordance in the sense of a
guiding cue towards successful use was missing. Norman
was, however, very pleased at the time with the perfor-
mance of the door handles of the cars. Such a handle was
and is often a hole in the door that fits your hand. The
unlocking and opening of the door then proceeds in one
motion that is accurately suggested by the design of the
grip.

Another equally witty as helpful example from
Norman concerns the operation handles in an airplane.
As there are three identical sticks, the placement was
the only cue for remembering their different functions.
The crew of an airliner themselves improved this poor
design by replacing the sticks with beer tap handles and
their knobs indicating three different brands of beer.
This improvised innovation means a great improvement
from the perspective of usability. As one can imagine,
it is much easier to remember which function belongs
with which beer brand than with which of the three
identical handles in a row.

4.2  Persuasion

Besides acting as guides towards appropriate use,
products can also ‘persuade’ people to change their
behavior. This effect is typically denoted by B.J. Fogg by
the concept of ‘persuasive technology’ (Fogg 2003; cf.
Tromp, Hekkert & Verbeek 2011). The term of persua-
sion as taken from rhetoric, is meant to express that just
like with discursive arguments, technologies also can
persuade people to change their behavior and attitudes.
One example is the speedometer on the side of the road
that displays the speed of approaching cars. This road
sign does not just provide neutral feedback about the
speed, but it tries to convince drivers to change their
behavior, namely to keep to the speed limit. Central in
the approach of Fogg is the ‘captivation of attention’.

CHAPTER 4 - OUR HYBRID SELVES: FIGURES OF TECHNICAL MEDIATION

Together with the element of persuasion, this makes
this an exemplary mediation effect that belongs in the
quadrant of cognitive interaction.

Another example of a concept that falls mainly in
the category of cognitive mode of interaction is ‘nudge’,
advanced in the recent and very successful book with
that title by Richard Thaler and Cass Sunstein (2008).
Despite the fact that ‘nudge’ literally means little push
and is thus reminiscent of physical interaction, the
examples provided in the book concern the role of tech-
nologies in ‘pre-structuring choices’ for actions. One
such example is the display of foods in a school cafeteria.
Thaler and Sunstein suggest that the way in which
foods are displayed does affect the students’ choices. Are
healthy foods placed centrally in the display or is it fast
food? When this is being acknowledged, it must become
a design consideration, Thaler and Sunstein affirm, espe-
cially when it concerns commonly shared values such as
health.

The effect of choice architecture is underestimated
or neglected. People often show behavior in practice
that differs from the values they hold. Actual behavior is
to a large degree regulated by what Thaler and Sunstein
call the automatic system of our cognition, instead of
by the reflexive system with which we can consciously
deliberate about our actions. If the automatic system
makes us follow pre-structured choices in the material
environment, then it would be wise to deliberately
design those ‘nudges’. In this way design becomes pater-
nalistic, telling users how to act. Aware of the fact that
this could lead to manipulation and domination, Thaler
and Sunstein define good nudges as choice advisors that
however should never be coercive. This policy or ethics
of nudge application they term ‘libertarian paternalism’.

4.3  Expression of lifestyle and self

Products can contribute to fashioning users by repre-
senting or expressing lifestyle and self. This exemplary
mediation effect can best be categorized in the cognitive
interaction quadrant. Daniel Miller’s approach of
Material Culture Studies, offers the best example of self-
representation as technical mediation. Miller claims,
that by using technology people express themselves.
They do not just represent what was already there, for
in the act and interaction with technology they also



create themselves. He asserts that ‘objects make us,
in the very same process that we make them’ (Miller
2010, 60). Following up on Hegel’s and Marx’ dialectical
philosophy, he uses the rather abstract concepts of ‘self-
alienation’ and ‘objectification’. His theoretical explana-
tion of the influence of technology on humans would
fit better in the category of above-the-head. His case
studies, however, are much more concrete. (Miller terms
himself an extremist for combining the quite abstract
theoretical frameworks with very concrete examples).
Appropriating products for expressing and creating a
certain lifestyle is one form of technical mediation in
the quadrant of cognitive interaction (before-the-eye).
One of the examples by Miller is a case study on
the way cars had become means for self-expression
in Trinidad. In the 1980’s car upholstery firms and
tuning services dominated the Trinidad commercial
business listings. Trinidadians were often known and
referred to by their cars. Cars were not just vehicles
for transportation of people, but also ‘vehicles for
transporting values’ (Miller 2010, 104). This effect
has been widely acknowledged in marketing as well.
Recently, an advertisement slogan for cars (Renault
Twingo) stated: ‘customize the car to your own style’.
Renzo Rosso, owner of Diesel jeans, said: “We don’t
sell a product, we sell a style of life. I think we have
created a movement... The Diesel concept is everything.
It’s the way to live, it’s the way to wear, it’s the way
to do something’.?* Also in the postmodernist era
design theory, after the functionalism of ‘less is more’
(Ludwig Mies van der Rohe) was parodied as ‘less
isa bore’ (Robert Venturi), the effect of products as
conveyors of an image, a lifestyle, seemed to become the
predominant meaning of technology.>?

2t www.a-life.nl/pdf/case_Diesel.pdf

22 Peter-Paul Verbeek and Petran Kockelkoren (Verbeek & Kockelko-
ren 1998) claim that this ‘symbolic’ approach to design neglects
the ‘materiality’ of things. This approach would only consider what
things ‘signify’ and thereby neglect their materiality and ‘What
things do’. However, instead of assuming that only the material
and not the symbolic approach accounts for mediation it is also
possible to see self-representation (lifestyle expression by means
of identifying oneself with certain products) as one of many figures

of technical mediation.

5 To-the-hand

After having discussed the above-the-head and before-
the-eye quadrants I now turn to mediation figures in
the to-the-hand quadrant. The most direct influences of
technologies on humans are those with physical behav-
ior steering effects. The behavior guiding effect occurs
to-the-hand, where the hand represents the body, its
gestures and affects. Typically these cut short the deci-
sion making process. Influences by physical interaction
are obvious and widely applied in the form of technical
obstructions such as fences, locks, etcetera. ‘Designing is
throwing obstacles in other people’s way’, affirms Vilém
Flusser (1999, 59). The application is widespread and
uncontroversial where there is a broad consensus about
the need for behavior correction as in the case of safety.
In less obvious cases designers and policy makers would
naturally go for influencing user decisions and not their
bodily gestures. The interference in gestures seems to be
perceived as being more intrusive. This is however not
necessarily the case from the perspective of a philoso-
phy of technical mediation. The dimensions of gesturing
and affection are gaining attention and are promising
fields of study. Exemplary effects in the category to-
the-hand vary from physical ‘coercion’ to ‘technically
mediated gestural routines’ and ‘subliminal affects’.

5.3 Coercion
A concept that helps for exploring effects of more or less
coercive physical influences, is delegation as elaborated
by Latour (1992). Many everyday products enforce a
certain behaviour on humans. Technologies carry scripts
with them, which tell users what to do rather like a
movie script helps actors. When products guide humans,
Latour thinks this implies the delegation of morality
from people to products. Clearly, when action is being
delegated from humans to things, decision-making is
overruled, or short-cut by physical interference. The
exemplary mediation effect is that technology may
direct people by harder or softer forms of physical
coercion (cf. Tromp, Hekkert & Verbeek 2011).

Latour wittily discusses speed bumps making car
drivers slow down, door grooms ensuring that doors
are being closed. Another of Latour’s examples is the
well-known hotel key with a big, heavy key fob. Hotel
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owners like the guests in the hotel to leave the keys back
at the hotel desk when they are making their touristic
trips. The guests may find this less practical and difficult
to remember, so many of them would often — inten-
tionally or not — forget about the instruction and keep
the keys in their pockets. A small invention chan ges
this: the heavy weight attached to hotel keys. The result
is that hardly any guests will want to keep this kind

of key with them. And it is almost impossible for the
guests to accidentally leave keys in their pocket.

Technical mediation in general links together
designer-product-user. Especially with this coercive
figure of mediation it is relevant on which of the two
linkages one puts emphasis. The focus can be on the
figure of products forcing users, like most of Latour’s
examples, or on the figure of how ‘people govern other
people by means of behavior-steering technology’
(designers or policy makers directing users, the popula-
tion). A good example of the figure of people directing
people by means of technology is Langdon Winner’s
analysis of the overpasses on Long Island. Winner found
that they were intentionally designed very low by
the New York city planner Robert Moses to keep away
busses. In this way the overpasses were a vehicle for
Moses’ political intentions of keeping away poor, black
people. Winner used this as an example to show that
‘artifacts have politics’ (Winner 1986).

Winner’s example has been criticized on the grounds
that Moses’ intentions didn’t succeed, because buses
still drive on Long Island. This makes clear exactly the
difference between the two variations of this mediation
effect: ‘technology coercing people’ and ‘people governing
other people (by means of technology)’. In many cases
both figures do apply. In the case of ‘the politics of
artifacts’, and also in relation to the concept of ‘nudge’,
many philosophers and social scientists tend to find the
question of ‘who may govern who’ the most important.
This implies however a return to questions of traditional
philosophy and social science where the importance
of technology itself in mediating human existence and
social relations is being neglected or underestimated.
The distinctive contribution of the approach of technical
mediation is to point out the important role of tech-
nology itself in the relations between people and things
and other people.
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5.2  Mediated gestures

Products can coerce physical gestures, but they can also
structure gestural routines in more subtle ways. Prod-
ucts such as pencils or bikes are used without much
thought. And if one does think about it, they are rather
experienced as comfortably integrated and empowering,
rather than as constraining. Still, these technologies

do constrain, or structure human activities. Historical
studies into discipline (Foucault 1977), discussed before
in chapter 3, concerning learning to write at school for
example, bring to the fore that many everyday skills
depend on training that is afterwards mostly forgotten.
Through training, technologies become embodied, as

if they were members of our own. At the same time,

the technologies fashion and mark the user’s gestural
routines that develop. Body technique (the skilled use
of one’s own bodily members) and technology (artificial
quasi-members) mutually influence each other (Tenner
2003). This is a very important figure of technical medi-
ation in my research. It was discussed in the last chapter
as the forgotten complement to the figure of total
panoptic control in Foucault’s work. In chapter 6 it will
also play an important role for today’s practice of ethics
of technology.

In a study about zori, Japanese sandals, Tenner (2003,
5I-74) points out that footwear does not simply make
walking easier, but that the specific type of footwear can
transform people’s walking gait and even their phys-
ical foot shape. It can be hard to imagine for western
shoe-walkers that in other regions people easily walk
long distances barefoot. Much practice and habituation
is necessary to change from shoe walking to bare foot
walking, or the other way around. Moreover, the kind
of footwear also marks the style of walking. Japanese
people are often recognizable for striking the tip of their
feet over the floor. Tenner affirms that this walking
technique can be associated with the tradition of
walking on zori: children having to wear zori at school
seems at least partly responsible for the formation and
transmission of this particular walking technique.

Gestural routines of use develop in interaction with
the products we use. This is an important addition to
the influence from scripts. While in the examples of
products with a script, users experience a feeling of
physical coercion, this is less the case with technically



mediated use gestures. The influence of technology on
users occurs during an exercising process in which the
technology is being ‘embodied’, and gestural routines are
being learned. An example can be drawn from Foucault.
Whereas the Panopticon imposes certain power rela-
tions, Foucault analyses other disciplining practices,
such as learning to write (Foucault 1977, 152). Through
training, people acquire skillful routines in which the
human body and technologies function as one assem-
bled unity. Revealing how much training effort, drill, is
necessary, reveals that what may feel natural and truly
our self, is actually an assemblage, a hybrid self.

The training process revealed by Foucault shows
that, although often forgotten, every day technolo-
gies do influence humans. Still, it is important to note
that users in the case of mediated gestures do not have
the sense that technology is taking over their agency
most of the time. Instead they may have the experi-
ence of acquiring new action possibilities. Contrary to
Foucault’s analysis of discipline as constraining people,
William McNeill has for example investigated in Keeping
together in time (1995) the history of drill and dance as a
necessary driver of the process of civilization. For under-
standing human freedom and agency in relation to the
guiding and changing effects of technology the figure of
mediated gesture is particularly important. (I will return
to this in chapter 6 and 7.)

5.3  Subliminal affect

Subliminal affect denotes behavior steering effects of
technology (such as attraction or dislike) by smells,
noise or by images that work at a subconscious level. A
related concept is ‘emotional design’ by which Donald
Norman indicates the ‘visceral’ dimension of interaction
with products (Norman 2004). Likewise ‘seduction’

as a type of influence of technology that is ‘weak’ and
‘hidden’ (Tromp, Hekkert & Verbeek 2011) resembles
subliminal affect. Even if there is no physical contact,
this effect is still best categorized in the to the-hand-
quadrant. There is a resemblance to interaction before-
the-eye in the sense that cues are conveyed. Unlike
interaction in the before-the-eye quadrant conscious
cognition is however not involved. Instead, affection
occurs by subliminal tuning to the triggers from the
environment. There is also resemblance with indirect

behind-the-back influences, because direct interaction
is hardly perceived. However, in the case of subliminal
affect people are actually being ‘touched’ and directed by
technology through direct contact with their senses (as
opposed to the case of environmental effects). Only the
awareness of this direct contact is largely absent.

An example of subliminal affect is the attraction
or aversion that products evoke on a visceral level.
Forms, color, texture, smell or sound do attract or
avert. In supermarkets effects of subliminal affect are
exploited by baking in the shop. The pleasant smell of
freshly baked bread and cakes is pleasing to the senses
on a subconscious level. Products can also be overtly
seductive, attempting to arouse emotions of liking in
(prospective) users. Playing on humor and sensuality
are two effective ways of arousing attraction. Ample
examples can be found in advertizing. However, when
the sensual shape and color of a bottle of perfume
is accentuated in an advertisement by depicting a
sensual lady, it is just as much an example of symbolic
expression of lifestyle. Still, such additions make
something visible that is otherwise at work on a more
subconscious level.

The clearest possible example of behavior steering
design by way of subliminal affect is the Mosquito. 23
This is a device that emits a tone of so high a frequency
that it can only be heard by young people (until age 25
typically). While hardly able to describe exactly what
the tone is like, young interviewees all agree that it is
very irritating, and makes them want to go away. The
company claims that their product has been described
as the most effective tool in the fight against anti-social
behavior.

23 See: www.compoundsecurity.co.uk/security-information/mos-
quito-devices. Acknowledgement to Tjebbe van Eemeren for this

example.
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6 Behind-the-back

The category of environmental influences concerns
exemplary technical mediation effects that do not
contact users directly, either their body or their mind,
but the effect reaches people, as it were, behind their
back. It concerns indirect effects from the material,
technical environment. In this case technology does
not influence the decisions or bodily gestures, by direct
contact, but has an implicit influence by determining
environmental conditions. Changing and designing the
environmental setting is only possible to some degree,
but an exploration of the effects of technology behind-
the-back does help to grasp trends that may converge
or conflict. And it may help to see how the meaning
that people give to concepts like privacy and freedom
isrelated to how the technical environment configures
their self-awareness.

6.1 Technical determinism of human history
Zooming out to look back in history makes ever more
irrelevant the intentions and efforts of people. Instead
the environmental factors, including material and
technical conditions appear as determinants of human
action and the course of history. An example of the
mediation figure of technical determination of human
history is the analysis by Jared Diamond (1997) of the
difference in developmental speed of the civilizations
in Eurasia and America. Eurasia is stretched in the
east-west direction while America is stretched along a
north-south axis. This difference has had huge impli-
cations for the possibilities of contact and exchange
between people. People living on the same degree of
latitude share the same climate and therefore way of
living, housing, crops they can grow, and animals they
can domesticate. This is why in Eurasia it has been easier
for people and civilizations at large to move over the
continent (to the east or the west) than it has been for
peoples in America (having to conquer climate differ-
ences in going south or north). In pre-historic and
pre-modern times Eurasia allowed for easier moving
of peoples and therefore intercultural exchange and
learning than America.

William McNeil’s account of world history also deals
with the technical determination of human history,
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for example the case of the spread of Islam in his essay
on the implications of transportation means (McNeill
1987). Normally the study of the transmission of reli-
gions and the competition between them looks at the
persuasiveness of the belief content. Instead, McNeill
points to the relation between the environmental
conditions and transportation means for the spread of
Islam and competition with other religions. The land-
scape and vegetation characteristics of the Middle East
long favored the use of camel caravan transport over the
employment of wheels (wagons and roads) as well as
over transport by water. The success of caravan transport
depended also on an institutional system of caravan-
serais (night shelter and forage), protection (police

and law). As it happened, an expanded caravanserai
system was constituted by Islamic rulers. The spread of
the caravan transport system and conversion to Islam
appear to largely coincide. The example shows that the
history of humanity with respect to the competition
between religions is in this case determined by environ-
mental, material and technical conditions rather than by
conscious deliberation about belief contents.

Historical accounts that lay bare technical deter-
minism on the scale of world history may fascinate or
discomfort, but they seem not to have directly practical
relevance in the sense that one could alter the environ-
ment on a world scale to put the determination figure
to use. However, utopian city planning, as discussed
before, and in general technocratic planning can be
seen exactly as attempts at grasping and controlling
these coarse processes of mediation behind our backs.
On a smaller scale environmental effects are put to use,
either to govern innovation and diffusion, or otherwise
to understand and forecast why some technologies fail,
and to find and identify niches for successful introduc-
tion for innovations. Thus, in approaches as ‘system
innovation’, ‘constructive technology assessment’, or
‘product service design’ the purpose is to consider the
wider technical context, and to innovate arrangements
of technologies and services instead of single products.

6.2 Trends in socio-technical evolution
Understanding the course of technical evolution has
been an important theme right from the early period in
the philosophy of technology. For example, an internal



logic of evolution with regard to the theme of technol-
ogy extensions of humans was formulated: mechanical
tools as extending bodily members; machines as exte-
riorizing nutrition and blood circulation; information
technology as projecting the nervous system (Coolen
1992). Other scholars have preferred to describe patterns
and trends in the evolution of technologies by focusing
on the concrete adventures of the mutual adaptation
which occurs when new technologies and existing
cultural habits clash and have to be reconciled. Bolter
and Grusin (1999) describe recurring patterns of ‘reme-
diation’. By this they mean the succession of media,

but with special attention to the adventures of mutual
adaptation of technology and culture that occur with
the transference of activities to newly invented media.
An understanding of such trends allows for prediction of
the chances of acceptance of new technologies.

When new media replace older media they are often
first used simply for serving the same old purpose, and
the new technology is often being styled to look like
the medium it replaces, like the way early automobiles
looked like horse carriages. Similarly Internet websites
replaced and imitated newspapers and books. It appeared
that the newspaper and book were ‘original’, more
‘immediate’, less mediated forms that the website had
to imitate in order to function as a good replacement.
However, ‘remediation’, the follow up of a technology
by another often highlights the technically mediated
character of former practices, revealing that ‘immediacy’
isan illusion. The striving for immediacy can flip over
into what Bolter and Grusin call ‘hypermediacy’. This
is when the characteristics of a new medium get fully
explored and wildly celebrated. In websites this is the
excessive use of hyperlinks, flash animation, so that it
doesn’t resemble a paper or book anymore. The patterns
in remediation occur outside communication media as
well. When electric lighting was introduced, switches
were first styled like gas light taps (Schivelbusch 1988,

24 Schivelbusch (1988) notes another element of remediation,
namely that in the process of a follow up of technologies the older
technology often gets an update inspired by the successor technolo-
gy, so that it can still prolong its use for some time. The current
redesign of newspapers in more portable formats and layouts that

better allow skim reading is an example of this effect.

67), and the lamps (bulbs) often looked like candles.
Electric light has also seen periods of hypermediacy
with disco lights and today’s proliferation of playful LED
light design.?4

This figure of ‘re-mediation’ facilitates an under-
standing of the difficulties and challenges for design
and diffusion of new technologies. The mechanism of
new media emerging in disguise in a way hinders the
exploitation of new functions that are more character-
istic of the new medium. However, people need this
analogy of the newer with the older technology to be
persuaded and trained to recognize and use new technol-
ogies.

Another effect of technologies on humans in the
realm of technical evolution, besides patterns in the
succession of technologies, is the co-existence and inter-
dependence of different technologies. Different technol-
ogies in an environmental arrangement can form con-
gruent trends or, the opposite, cause a conflict of trends.
One example is the connection between the inventions
of printing and glasses (Friedel 2007, 92). The print-
ing press is often considered as an important step that
offered the chance of literacy not only to a learned elite,
but to society at large. The printing press could however
not have achieved this success without the simultane-
ous spread of spectacles. Without glasses a very large
proportion of the population is not able to read, espe-
cially in old age (due to presbyopia). The availability of
glasses is an environmental factor without which the
printing press could never have been as successful and
could not have had such a significant impact on society.
Both technologies are part of the same trend towards a
greater role of the sense of vision (for reading informa-
tion) in daily life. This is an exemplary mediation effect
that could be termed ‘trend reinforcement’.

In the case of printing and spectacles two processes
reinforce each other, but also the reverse effect occurs:

a ‘conflict of trend’. One example is the ‘rebound effect’.
Low-energy light bulbs are intended to effectuate
energy saving, but because people have increased their
use of electrical lighting since the introduction, for
example to illuminate the garden, the effect has been
less important than anticipated (Verbeek and Slob
2006b, 3-4). The history of the automobile offers two
more sample effects of a similar kind. The car promises
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quick transportation for everyone. One result of the
success of the car is however the problem of traffic jams.
This effect, where the profit of a technology (rapid trans-
portation) beyond a certain point turns into its opposite
(traffic jam), was called ‘overheating’ or ‘reversal’ by
McLuhan (McLuhan 2003, 51; cf. McLuhan & McLuhan
1988). The second example related to the automobile is
the jogging effect’, named by Regis Debray (2000, 59).
The car means that people no longer have to walk, with
the effects that many people have taken up jogging in
their leisure time. Here too there are two conflicting
trends: there is a desire for speed and convenience, but
when fulfilled too much it appears opposed to another
desire, namely of being fit and healthy.

6.3 Environmental conditioning of subjectivity

A third environmental effect of technology is how the
technical environment implicitly conditions people’s
subjectivity. In modern western societies human self-
understanding has emphasized self-consciousness,
individuality and autonomy. In modern philosophy the
autonomous subject was often considered as an a priori
that should be necessarily assumed. Technical mediation
theory is one of the strands in research which claim
that the autonomous subject of modern thought is not a
universal and eternal given. The experience of humans
of themselves as autonomous subjects is typical only
for the modern time. Material conditions, alongside
language, are important determinants of specific histor-
ical instances of experiences of subjectivity. The figure
of ‘environmental conditioning of subjectivity’ desig-
nates the effects that people’s points of view regarding
the world and themselves are implicated by the technol-
ogies and material setting of our environment.

Marshall McLuhan (2003) and others (Havelock
1986; Ong 1982) have revealed the importance of the
invention of the script and especially the phonetic
alphabet for the coming about of an autonomous sub-
ject, having the experience of being an individual being
apart from other things, the outside world (unlike ‘lower
animals’, humans imagine). Through an analysis of
shifting ‘sense-ratios’, McLuhan showed how technol-
ogies used by humans have shaped their mode of being
subject. With the advent of the script and reading, vision
became much more important, at the cost of the senses
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of hearing and touch. Electrical media, foreboding
today’s networked ICT’s, would induce a new change.
The earlier shift accompanied the rise of ‘civilizations’,
whereas networked technologies would bring about a
process of ‘retribalization’. In the era of the script and
the eye a subject became constituted that detached itself
from the objective world to ‘analyze’ it. In the coming
era of network technologies, and of a revaluation of
hearing and touch, the subject will again immerse them-
selves in the world and ‘grope’ around in it.

Not just the alphabet, but other technologies also
configured the subject. As Petran Kockelkoren (2003)
explained (after Panofsky) how technologies such as the
camera obscura and the development of linear per-
spective in painting, have played a role in the concep-
tion that humans have developed of themselves as an
independent observer that perceives and manipulates
the outside world. The modern philosophers (Descartes,
Kant) searched for the unalienable kernel of the subject,
not dependant of anything outside itself. Research into
the historical, technical conditions, reveals that such a
conception of the self as opposed to the outside world
of things, is not so much a universal structure of the
subject but an experience that has only emerged after
a process of mediation. Kockelkoren concludes that
autonomy is an experience emerging in an on-going
quest, not of freeing oneself from mediation by technol-
ogies, but of making them one’s own.

Another example can be derived from Michel
Foucault’s analysis of how the Panopticon conditions
moral consciousness. Next to determining power
relations and disciplining gestures, Foucault’s research
on disciplinary power offers one more exemplary
effect. Following Bentham, its inventor, the techni-
cally supported regime of continuous inspection would
have an effect comparable to a strong form of moral
conscience. It would make a prisoner ‘lose the power to
do evil and almost the thought of wishing it’ (Bentham
2002, 14). Foucault analyzes that the surveillance in
the Panopticon is not just similar to self-inspection by
conscience, but the Panopticon produces moral self-
inspection. Technologies and practices of surveillance
such as the Panopticon, form a material environment
that has conditioned a typical configuration of expe-
rience of the self. Moral consciousness is surveillance



internalized, applied by people upon themselves (cf.
Foucault 1995, 203). The subject as configured through
ubiquitous surveillance sees itself as inclined to vice and
called to watch over itself.

7 Conclusion

The repertoire of technical mediation effects discussed
above can be summarized in a model. The model and
repertoire give account of

lished conceptualizations. As a contribution to the phi-
losophy of technical mediation, this approach highlights
three points.

The first point is that I do not identify technical
mediation exclusively with contemporary practice
oriented philosophy of technology, but I consider it a
theme that can be explicated in any approach to the
study of technology in society. The approach of tracing
figures of technical mediation allows for the combi-
nation of the various discoveries in different periods

and approaches. I have

how people conceive their

hybrid mode of being. In Abstract

utopian technology

this way it is an elaboration
of the ethical substance

dystopian technology
ambivalent technology

dimension in the framework
of technical mediation and

subjectivation. The model
and repertoire are not meant
as a comprehensive explan-
atory theory. The repertoire
is a collection of concep-
tualizations by humans of
their experience of how
technology influences them.
The distinguished interac-

Environment
technical determination
trends

Kenvironmental conditioning

attempted to bring together

Cognitive and appreciate both the
guidance .. .
persuasion generalizing claims about
lifestyle technology often found in
the philosophy of technol-
ogy with the more detailed
analysis common in his-
torical and anthropological
research, and the opera-
tional concepts from design
for usability. The different
concepts thus collected do
. not have to be considered
Physical .
coercion as pleces of a puzzle that
mediated gestures .
can be nicely put togeth-

subliminal affecy

tion modes and figures of
technical mediation were
chosen because they seemed relevant from the perspec-
tive of design and ethics of user guiding and changing
technology. The model intends to express that effects
of technology may affect us from all sides and that
exploring our hybrid selves means asking what technol-
ogies do to us and how these effects reach us.

These conceptualizations were collected from the
philosophy and history of technology and related fields,
where I focused on examples and articulated the figures
of technical mediation contained in the theories and
examples. Collecting and articulating figures of tech-
nical mediation in this way can definitely be seen as a
radical follow up on Verbeek’s call for a post-phenome-
nological approach. For, the interdependency between
technology and humans is the central theme and the
approach acknowledges that technologies can and will
always have surprising effects that differ from estab-

er, and where sometimes
pieces must be abandoned
because they don’t fit in the puzzle. Instead, I allow dif-
ferent perspectives to remain in competition or to show
overlap. As a result, philosophical analysis of technology
above the head does not have to be dismissed, but it does
have to be complemented by investigations into more
concrete interactions (in the three other quadrants).
The second, related, point concerns the theme of
technical mediation in the history of the philosophy of
technology. In comparison to the twofold periodization
employed by Verbeek (2005) and Achterhuis (2001), of
‘classical philosophy of technology’ and the ‘empirical
turn’, I think it is helpful to include ‘early philosophy
of technology’. The early philosophy of technology
focused more on what technology is than on its ethical
evaluation. As such my period of ‘early philosophy of
technology’ converges with what Carl Mitcham (1995,
19) has termed the tradition of ‘engineering philosophy
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of technology’: an attempt to understand the nature
and evolution of technology. If ‘early’ philosophy of
technology considered the effects of technology it was
rather in terms of the distribution of technology than
in terms of the effects of technology itself. As such my
early phase combines Mitcham’s ‘engineering’ tradition
with what Tim Dant (2005, 11) has singled out as the
sociological-economical approach to ‘material civiliza-
tion’ (referring mainly to Karl Marx, George Simmel and
for the term material civilization to Fernand Braudel).
The inclusion of early philosophy of technology is useful
for understanding that the idea of technical mediation
was not absent, but rather was evaluated only in naively
positive terms (human completion). Instead of an
opposition between a too abstract and negative ‘clas-
sical’ approach and a practice oriented approach that has
come to acknowledge technical mediation, the threefold
scheme shows positive, negative and ambivalent stances
to the notions of hybridization and technical mediation.
The third contribution to the philosophy of technical
mediation is a shift from focus of “‘What things do’ to
‘What things do to us’, or even to ‘what we think that
things do to us’. The repertoire of exemplary effects
presents how humans have explored and conceptualized
the influences of technology while coping with those
influences. The focus on “What things do’ has been a
useful approach for correcting the common assumption
that humans employ technology to their ends. Instead
things do something too. Things contribute to action,
and not just as supports but as mediators that guide and
also change humans. The purpose is to overcome a too
strict a priori separation between subjects and objects.
The attribution of agency to things is not an end in itself.
A danger of a literal interpretation of the notion that
things act too, is that personhood and intrinsic value
are attributed to things too. Taken this far, the original
problem has been lost, however. The starting point was
not a concern about the intrinsic value of things, but
a concern for the way technologies affect our way of
being. This concern can be expressed as the exploration
of our hybrid self (ethical substance) as part of subjecti-
vation in Foucault’s terms. “‘What we think that things
do to us’ is therefore a refinement and explication of the
notion of “‘What things do’ that gives account of its place
in a framework of technical mediation and subjectiva-
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tion. ‘What things do’ should not be misunderstood as
separated from or opposed to us humans, but as a theme
of concern in the care of ourselves, our hybrid selves.



Chapter 5
Ethics between law and style
(Mode of subjection)

1 Introduction

This chapter elaborates the dimension of the ‘mode of subjection’ from Fou-
cault’s subjectivation scheme in the context of the ethics of technology. The
mode of subjection is the principle, rule or guideline that people conform to.
The mode of subjection denotes the ‘ethical form’ to which the ‘ethical material,
substance’ should conform. The question that can be asked is: What principle do
people recognize themselves to be subject of? In the history of the modern west
this principle was a law, either the specific laws of divine revelation, or general
principles of rationality that would be recognized by anybody prepared to think
rationally. Morality is the recognition of principles to which humans should con-
form their behavior. Modern moral theory has set itself the task of clarifying the
rational principles underlying the sense of moral justness and duty. Part of this
project is insistence on the capacity of humans to act in accordance to rational
principles. In short, humans must be free in order to be able to respond to the
demands of a rational principle.

In this chapter I will also continue the discussion in the last chapter of the
relation between conceptions of the power of technology and the forms of eth-
ical concern that appeared as mirror images. In the early philosophy of technol-
ogy with the utopian image of miraculous technology for human completion
the ethical concern was identified as the challenge of overcoming scarcity and
accomplishing equal distribution. Classical philosophy of technology conceived
of technology as an accumulating system that takes command (dystopian tech-
nology), mirrored by the ethical challenge to put limits on this rush of technol-
ogy and protect the human sphere of freedom. Contemporary practice oriented
studies of technology promote the conception of hybridity for better or worse,
and I suggested that the care for the interactions and fusions with technology
would become the ethical challenge. I will now further investigate how these dif-
ferent conceptions of technology and related ethical concerns compare to moral
theories. The aim is to explicate what sort of moral principle we can and do still
recognize ourselves subject to when we acknowledge our hybrid way of being.

The conception of humans as hybrids, governed and fashioned by technol-
ogies, is very challenging to ethics. Does not acknowledgement and use of
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behavior guiding effects of technology mean the negation of the freedom that
is required in ethics? Does technical mediation not mean surrendering to the
power of technology, and as such a negation of ethics? A quick introduction to
the issue is offered by the controversy in the Netherlands over Achterhuis’ call
for ‘moralizing technology’. If human behavior is determined for a good part
by the products that surround them, then good behavior can be promoted by
applying behavior guiding technologies. Is this the much needed new ethics
for the technological culture of today? How, if everything is mediated by tech-
nology, is critique still possible? Moralizing technology seems to imply the
subjection of humans to technology, the installation at last of technocracy, or
at least these were the accusations Achterhuis faced (cf. Achterhuis 1998, 28).
If this would be the new ethics of technology, would this not mean the deterio-
ration of ethics into a totalitarian rule over people by the technological system
itself, or technology in the hands of a ruling few?

Moral philosophers have almost without exception claimed that moralizing
technology would mean not a contribution to ethics but, instead, the end of
ethics. The tendency to conceive of the influence of technology as opposed
to ethics is also prevalent among philosophers with a strong interest in tech-
nology. Even among contemporary philosophers of technology, convinced of
the unavoidability of the influence of technology on human existence, there is
hesitance about the possibility and desirability of integration of technical media-
tion in ethics. The empirical turn in the philosophy of technology, advancing the
study of effects of concrete products is seen as a deterioration of a more critical,
ethical approach. For example, Langdon Winner expressed a general regret that
the approach of mediation seemed to be accompanied by a loss of the critical atti-
tude that inspired much of the philosophy of technology before (Winner 1993).
Similarly, in Moralicide (‘the extinction of morality’) Marli Huijer and Martijntje
Smits, take as a starting point the doubt that ethics may not survive the media-
tion approach, or at least ‘new ethical vocabularies’ are needed (Huijer & Smits
2010).

Two such new vocabularies, both related to the approach of ‘moralizing tech-
nology’, are the notion of ‘delegation of morality to artifacts’ (Latour 1992) and
the framework of ‘libertarian paternalism’ and ‘nudge’ by Thaler and Sunstein
(2008). Latour’s point is that behavior influencing by technologies need not be
seen as the ruling out of ethics, if only one is prepared to acknowledge that moral
action is not a privileged human capacity but technical objects also contribute to
the determination of actions. The delegation of tasks, decisions and of morality
to technology has always been an implication of making and employing tech-
nology, Latour thinks. Thaler and Sunstein too affirm that technologies nudge
people’s decisions and actions. As they also think this is unavoidably the case
they propose a criterion, or a best practice, of applying technologies that nudge
people. The concept of libertarian paternalism is intended as a reconciliation or
a balancing between behavior influencing and respect of personal liberty. There
should always be the possibility to ‘opt out’.

Whereas these approaches are valuable attempts at new moral vocabu-
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laries which try to acknowledge technical mediation, they have far from been
embraced by moral philosophers. The reason seems to be that these vocabularies
have not been able to escape from the structure of modern ethics as rational
principle that requires a free subject. The option of libertarian paternalism

seems ultimately philosophically naive concerning technical mediation, for is

it really possible to nudge but still let people be free? Latour’s notion of delega-
tion, on the other hand, fully acknowledges technical mediation, but to most
moral philosophers this means that ultimately ethics is given up. Latour’s claim,
repeated by Verbeek (2005), that action is not purely reserved for humans but
stems from things too, has raised much confusion and contestation. For, it would
mean that either morality is no longer about recognizing a rational principle

but simply being subject to the power of technology. Or, otherwise it would

lead to even more confusing consequences, namely that things should also be
considered as moral agents, with rights, responsibilities and susceptible to moral
appraisal and blame (Swierstra 1999; Kroes 2012). ‘Nothing is gained but much is
lost’ by the way Verbeek confuses and mixes up the different statuses of objects
and subjects, assert Illies and Mijers (2009, 425). In a review of Moralizing
Technology (Verbeek 2011a) Martin Peterson goes as far as to assert that Verbeek’s
views are ‘either false or misleading’ (Selinger et al., forthcoming).

This problem of recombining research into our technical conditions and moral
theory is the topic of this chapter. How is it that technical mediation challenges
the principles of ethics and is reconciliation possible? To answer these questions
I will discuss the ethical theories of Jeremy Bentham and Immanuel Kant, as two
authors of reference in modern moral philosophy. Although both thinkers are
also important for Foucault, he has hardly commented explicitly on their moral
‘theories’. An extensive comparison between the principles of ethics in Kant,
Bentham and Foucault is needed as a contribution to the further elaboration of
an ethics of care for our hybrid selves, and especially for answering the question
if this is a renewal of ethics or the end of ethics.

What are the principles of reason at the base of the moral theories of Bentham
and Kant? And how can the problem of technical mediation be considered in
their frameworks? It appears that Bentham actually provides a utopian blueprint
for ‘moralizing technology’, the application of technology in support of rational
moral principles. Kant, instead, emphasizes freedom of the human subject as
anecessary condition for morality, which prepares the critique of ‘moralizing
technology’ as a negation of ethics in theory, and a dystopian nightmare in
practice. As an alternative, a way out, I will then discuss Foucault’s proposal for a
reorientation of ethics on the ancient ‘arts of living’, or ‘aesthetics of existence’.
In this ethics the function of reason is not that of a universally valid ‘law’ but of
a call to give ‘style’ to one’s existence. In this framework it becomes possible to
see how the interactions and fusions with technology no longer mean a negation
of ethics, but how instead giving style to one’s hybrid self can be an altogether
ethical activity.

The chapter has the following structure. First I will outline the problem of
technical mediation and the ethics of a universally valid principle. In subsequent
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sections I then discuss the ethics of Kant and Bentham. Lastly follows an elabo-
ration of Foucault’s ethics as aesthetics of existence which will allow for a better
articulation of the challenges and difficulties related to such ethical perspectives
as moralizing technology, delegation and libertarian paternalism.

2 The principles of ethics and
the mediated self

Foucault asserted that in the Christian West, the
meaning of ethics was altogether identified with the
moral law that demands recognition and obedience: a
‘code oriented’ morality as opposed to ancient ethics as
arts of existence which were ‘ethics-oriented’, where
practices of subjectivation were more articulate (Fou-
cault 1992, 30). Modern philosophy attempted to base
ethics without reference to religious revelation. Modern
moral theories aim to clarify principles of universal
reason, meaning principles which every reasonable
being would recognize him or herself subjected to (cf.
Foucault 2000b, 266, 280). Modern ethics is also ‘law—
oriented’, in my words. The reference to a law reminds
in the first place of the moral philosophy of Immanuel
Kant, often referred to as ‘duty ethics’. The competing
theory in modern moral philosophy is ‘utilitarianism’,
as advanced by Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill.
Although in this tradition the term of a moral law is not
central, the objective truth of ethical principles, pro-
vided by universally valid reason, is equally important.
Law here has the sense of a general principle, not the
sense of specific rules.

The attempt to formulate an ethics based on a single
rational principle was critical and innovative at the time
of Bentham and Kant. To base ethics in reason meant a
change of perspective from a rather descriptive posi-
tion to one that was normative, prescriptive. According
to Bentham ‘utility’ was the fundamental principle of
ethics; Kant thought it was the ‘autonomy of the will’,
or the ‘categorical imperative’. These principles have in
common, that they ‘disputed against the arbitrariness
of the passions and egoistic personal interests’ (Audard
1999, 18). An inborn moral sense, then a popular notion,
could not provide such a rational principle. Neither
should moral criteria depend on social customs and
opinion, like in the case of ancient virtues. At the same
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time, the projected rational foundation should also over-
come dogmas that were not based sufficiently on reason,
but based in religious belief, scholastic philosophy, or
speculative metaphysics. Humans can and must elevate
themselves from, or at least consider themselves free
from physical and social coercions and use rational moral
principles to determine their actions. Thus, Bentham
promotes a ‘radical’ understanding of the moral prin-
ciple of utility, and Kant ‘purifies’ moral theory from all
empirical considerations.

This can be seen as a defining characteristic of moral
philosophy in its modern sense and has remained of
key importance ever since. The ‘science of behavior’
from then on was divided into two: on the one hand the
prescriptive science of morality, and on the other hand
the descriptive, empirical study of human behavior and
its causes (sociology, anthropology and psychology). The
absolute moral law requires that subjects are fundamen-
tally free so that they can respond to the demand of law.
The modern ethics of the rational principle thus has
the structure of an absolute true, rational principle, and
fundamental freedom of the subject. This structure is
most clearly explicated in Kant’s moral philosophy, and
marks the modern understanding of ethics. ‘For perhaps
the majority of later philosophical writers, including
many who are self-consciously anti-Kantian, ethics is
defined as a subject in Kantian terms’, remarks Alidair
Maclntyre (1967, 190). Indeed, also people who do for
example not affirm the emphasis on duty in Kant’s
ethics do commonly still hold that individual liber-
ties, right of self-determination, intentions, motives,
responsibility and accountability are important moral
categories. This shows that they do indeed think about
ethics in the framework of ‘free subjects recognizing a
universally valid rational principle’.

As noted above, serious difficulties appear with
regard to the notion of ourselves as hybrid beings,
because technical mediation seems to imply the nega-
tion of the free subject of modern, rationalist ethics. It



appears that the distinction between the natural world
of objects and the sphere of human moral subjects is
fundamental to our common understanding of ethics.
A scientific perspective on reality reveals the natural and
material world of things in the form of ‘facts’. However
apart from the perspective of facts there is another
perspective on reality where statements have the form
of ‘“values’. This distinction between facts and values
safeguards ethics from the view that ethics would be
powerless against the determinations of the natural
world, equally at work in human behavior and social
interaction. It would safeguard ethics, at least, if the
distinction were true.

The approach of technical mediation challenges just
this distinction. The issue is nicely illustrated when
Latour in an interview comes to talk about facts and
values and contests this distinction (Latour 2005a). His
interlocutor is left confused and annoyed. He doubts if
Latour is not deliberately mixing up the two, in an act of
sabotage, rendering ethics altogether ineffective. Latour
responds by once more accentuating his position. He
claims that the ‘separation’ between facts and values
‘makes no sense from a conceptual point of view’ and
even is ‘catastrophic’ with respect to understanding our
situation ‘today’ (Latour 2005, 51-52).25

One aim of the mediation philosophies was to try
and overcome the subject-object dichotomy in mod-
ern philosophy. The assumption of separate object and
subject domains was replaced by empirical research into
the multiple and concrete forms of relations between
human and technology/nature. The merit of this

25 Bruno Latour: Je ne dis pas qu’il faut mélanger les faits et les val-
eurs, je dis que cette séparation n’a pas de sens du vue conceptuel.
Frangois Ewald: Je comprends tout a fait que vous la contestiez
aujourd’hui, mais admettez qu’elle a eu des fonctionnements
fondamentaux !

Bruno Latour: Oui, mais je ne suis pas historien ! Ce n’est pas la
conservation du passé qui m’intéresse, c’est de penser I'époque.
ATépoque ol nous sommes, qu’est-ce qu’une philosophie incapa-
ble de penser son temps ? Cette obsession pour la séparation des
faits et des valeurs est-elle positive ou négative ? Je dis qu’elle est
délétere, catastrophique et n’amene a rien puisqu’elle est impossi-
ble. A la limite, je veux bien qu’on dise qu’elle a été utile historique-

ment, mais sans plus.

starting point is that it resulted in rich and important
accounts of the role of artifacts in shaping scientific
knowledge and human praxis. At the same time, the
approach of technical mediation seriously challenges
the notion of the moral subject, which is foundational in
ethical theory. The assumed freedom of the rational sub-
ject appears hard to combine with the mediation effects
of technology on the subject. This, in turn, raises doubts
about the status of universal reason for delivering an
unquestionable base for ethics.

To investigate in more detail the relations between
technology and the rational principles of modern ethics,
I will now consider the ethics of Bentham and Kant.
How was universal validity attributed to moral princi-
ples of reason. And what is the relation to technology?
Apart from the question if Kant and Bentham them-
selves considered technology in any detail, how could
we reconstruct the place of contemporary insights into
technical mediation in their theories?

3 Bentham’s ethics:
Everything illuminated

If Bentham is today famous for the invention of the Pan-
opticon, this is in large part because of Foucault. In 1977
J.-P. Barrou could state in an interview with Foucault
accompanying a re-edition of Bentham’s Panopticon
text: Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon is a work published
at the end of the eighteenth century and since then
fallen into oblivion’ (Foucault 1980, 146). Twenty-five
years later however, in the postscript to yet another
edition of Bentham’s text, the editor assured: ‘The
English legal scholar and philosopher Jeremy Bentham
(1748-1832) is known in France in particular for the
invention of the Panopticon’ (Laval 2002, 59).

If the two observations are adequate, notoriety of
Bentham as the propagator of the Panopticon (at least
in France) has enormously increased between 1977 and
2002.This is evidently due to the appearance of Fou-
cault’s famous book Surveiller et punir (1975) (Discipline
and punish, 1977). Ever since the Panopticon has become
a key concept in critiques of the dangers of modern tech-
nocratic government (comparable to George Orwell’s
even more famous image of Big Brother). Foucault’s
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analysis has given rise to a research discipline called
‘surveillance studies’, where surveillance and privacy are
being studied, for example in the field of computer tech-
nology. Thus, it is because of Foucault that today one
may first hear about Bentham as the evil genius behind
the invention of the Panopticon.

Otherwise, Bentham is mainly known in the his-
tory of ethical and legal theory for being the father of
utilitarianism. In the utilitarian doctrine the promotion
of ‘happiness’ is the goal of ethics and of government.
Utility is the general principle of ethics. Good is that
what advances the greatest happiness for the greatest
number. To Bentham the Panopticon was a means to
promote moral behavior by imposing the rational princi-
ple of utility on humans in society. Foucault was overtly
critical of Bentham'’s ideas about government by means
of Panoptic surveillance. He has however nowhere
explicitly discussed or criticized the moral theories that
accompanied Bentham’s ideas about the Panopticon. In
the context of my inquiry of the ethical mode of subjec-
tion in relation to technology, I will discuss the utilitari-
an doctrine by Bentham in relation to his Panopticon.

What one recognized oneself subject of and how
technology was brought into play in Bentham’s ethics
are the questions of this section. I will investigate the
links between Bentham and Foucault regarding utili-
tarianism and the plan of the Panopticon. How are we
to understand the criticism of Bentham’s Panopticon
by Foucault? Is it also a denunciation of utilitarianism?
Istart by introducing Bentham’s thoughts on utilitar-
ianism and the Panopticon. Next I turn to Foucault’s
discussion and employment of the Panopticon. Then
follows a more in depth analysis of Foucault’s thoughts
on utilitarianism and the Panopticon, before I finally
reach the conclusions.

3.1 Utility as the rational principle of ethics

The principle that Bentham proposed as a criterion for
moral judgments is the ‘principle of utility’. Bentham
did not invent this concept, but did stress the ‘radical’
use of this rational principle (cf. Audard 1999, 18). By
this he means that the concept of utility not only helps
to give a descriptive explanation of human behavior, but
it can serve as a rational principle for moral evaluation
and justification of action. Moreovet, utility should be
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used as a principle both for the determination and eval-
uation of individual conduct and for the right constitu-
tion of social and political institutions.

In the system of Bentham’s thought the principle of
utility is divided into three modes:

‘The first declares, what ought to be, the next, what is,

the last, the means of bringing what is into accordance

with what ought to be’ (Bentham 1843, IX, 6).
Firstly, utility is the criterion for what should be. Good
is that which has the effect of spreading pleasure or
happiness. To avoid a too narrow conception that would
put utilitarianism side by side with egoistic hedonism,
Bentham often preferred to use the broader formula:
the principle of ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest
number’ (Bentham 1843, IX, 5).

Secondly, the principle of utility constitutes what
actually is. According to the anthropological and psycho-
logical conception of Bentham, humans effectively
determine their actions by a mechanical calculation
of pleasures and pains. Humans always try to increase
pleasure and decrease pain. People act in accordance
with the principle of utility, be it deliberately or uncon-
sciously. Vicious action, Bentham holds, results from
flaws, miscalculations, in the psychology processes of
utilitarian reasoning.

Finally, Bentham holds that utility indicates a means
for improving government. Governments must deter-
mine just laws based on the principle of utility. But also,
the natural inclination to seek pleasure can be used to
direct people’s behavior. To do this we must ensure that
laws and other sanctions match with the natural inclina-
tions of citizens to seek pleasure. In actual societies the
relationship between good behavior and the reward of
happiness is not always clear enough. Bentham aims at
reforming society in such a way that virtuous conduct
will always be rewarded by an increase in pleasure (and
vice will always lead to disadvantage). The project of the
Panopticon is a practical elaboration of these ideas on
ethics and government.

3.2 Panopticon as an excellent model for society
In the writings on the Panopticon, as we have seen,
Bentham presents his project of an inspection house
designed for effectively watching over a large number
of people. This simple idea in architecture, Bentham



believes, allows for ubiquitous surveillance and total
control over prisoners, which would mean a funda-
mental prison reform. The first proposed application
is for new prisons, but other applications are consid-
ered as well. The application of this single principle
could contribute to many causes: ‘whether it be that of
punishing the incorrigible, guarding the insane, reforming
the vicious, confining the suspected, employing the idle,
maintaining the helpless, curing the sick, instructing the
willing in any branch of industry, or training the rising
race in the path of education’ (Bentham 1843, IV, 40).
In earlier chapters I have already analyzed how the
submission of prisoners to the guards was effectuated
by the architectural design of the Panopticon. Bentham
considered this a great accomplishment. It is important
to note that submission of the prisoners to the guards
by means of power inequality is not the ultimate goal.
Bentham insisted that the prison should be a house of
correction to ‘reform the morals of those detained’, ‘so
that their return to freedom is not a misfortune, nor to
society nor to themselves’ (Bentham 2002, 11). The prin-
ciple of ‘continuous visibility’ helps to implement this
reform, Bentham thought: ‘Being constantly under the
eyes of an inspector, is in fact loosing the power to do
evil, and almost the thought of wanting to do it’ (14).2°
In still another way it becomes clear that the inequal-
ity of power between the observer and observed is not
the ultimate goal. Bentham envisions that the inspec-
tors themselves could also be put under surveillance. In
the end there would be hardly any inequality, because
sub-inspectors will be inspected by chief inspectors,
who would in their turn be inspected too. Bentham
envisions that the whole of society could be mobilized
to visit the Panopticon and inspect the prisoners as

26 These phrases from the French version cannot be found in the
letters, but seem to be a concise rendition of notions from the
postscript, part II: ‘Will reformation, inward reformation, be, or not
be, the result of such a course of discipline? My own persuasion, my
full persuasion, and I hope it is not too sanguine a one, is, that with
very few, or perhaps no exceptions, it will found to be so; and that
at any rate, in such a period as that of seven years, the very dispo-
sition to mischief will be found to have been subdued. But should
even the disposition remain, the ability will, at any rate, be chained

down’ (Bentham 1843, IV, 168)

well as the inspectors: “There will be, however, curious
people, travelers, friends and or parents of the prisoners,
acquaintances of the inspector and other officials of the
prison, who, all moved by different motives, will come
to add to the force of the salutary principle of inspec-
tion, and monitor the chiefs like the chiefs monitor all
of their subordinates’ (Bentham 2002, 15; cf. Bentham
1843,1V, 46).

In this way the Panopticon prison would become
an integral part of society, where everybody would go
from time to time, some unfortunates as prisoners, but
most people in the role of visiting inspectors. A stay
in the Panopticon enhances morality, by restoring or
elaborating the right psychological associations, namely
between actions and their consequences according to
the principle of utility. The exposition of prisoners to the
visiting public would impress in everybody’s psyche the
association of criminal behavior with disadvantage and
punishment. The Panopticon would thus function as ‘a
moral theatre, the depictions of which would implant
the terror of crime’ (Bentham 2002, 19). So Bentham
comes to conclude on his project: ‘It is quite unique that
the most horrible of institutions in this regard consti-
tutes an excellent model’ (ibid).

3.3 Punitive City: Foucault’s alternative model
As I have discussed before, Foucault was as excited as
Bentham about the power of the Panopticon but the
mood was rather dystopian than utopian. The human-
itarian ideals of moral elevation of Bentham’s utopian
plans, Foucault felt, were nowhere realized in concretely
existent modern disciplinary institutions (schools,
clinics, barracks, manufactories). Whereas correction in
the sense of regaining the status of ‘free legal subject’
was the ideal that was preached, the operational practice
was the disciplinary dressage of ‘docile bodies’. Foucault
thought that the Panopticon should not be analyzed

on the level of ideas but on the level of operation. In
Discipline and punish Foucault vehemently criticized
the Enlightenment and modernity. This critique was
developed through a turn from ideas to operational
practices. The question, relevant in the context of this
chapter’s discussion of the mode of subjection, is what
Foucault thought of the Enlightenment ideas in them-
selves. How did he imagine improvement: by replacing
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the ideas that failed in execution for more probable
ideas, or by improving the translation to practice of the
same ideas? Surprisingly, regarding Foucault’s vehement
critique of the Enlightenment in Discipline and punish,
he seems largely to retain and accept the Enlightenment
‘ideas’ of humanitarian reform of punishment. Much
overlooked by readers and commentators, Foucault
elaborated the plan of a punitive city, which is, I think,
arather provisory attempt at restoration of the original
Enlightenment reform ideas.

In the Enlightenment the practice of torture
became widely contested. For example Beccaria (Milan,
1738-1794), who influenced Bentham, argued that
neither individuals nor the state have the right to kill or
to apply the death penalty. Condemnation, he claimed,
should prevent further damage by the guilty and set an
example to others. The purpose should never be violent
revenge, but elevation. As a general criterion he formu-
lated that ‘a punishment may not be an act of violence,
of one, or of many against a private member of society,
it should be public, immediate and necessary; the least
possible in the case given; proportioned to the crime,
and determined by the laws.” (cf. Audard 1999 159).
Foucault analyzes that it was not just, or not exactly,
corporal punishment that the Enlightenment reformers
contested. Their goal was rather to undo the punitive
system from its arbitrary and uncontrollable elements.
To improve the fair and effective execution of its proper
function, that is moral elevation, would require that
penalties are applied publicly, quickly, fairly, etcetera.
The reform aimed at an optimization and intensification
of the punitive system. In this optimized system all
members of society would be able to know all the laws
and penalties. Sentences would be applied fully consist-
ently and fairly. Punishment would be fair but also
impossible to escape.

While Foucault is highly critical of the Panopticon,
the prison system, and disciplinary power in general,
he shows surprising sympathy for the original reform
ideas. As an alternative to imprisonment as the flawed
translation to practice of Enlightenment reform ideas,
Foucault imagines an alternative way of making the
ideas practical, operative, that he called the punitive
city. This notion, brought forward in the second part of
Discipline and punish, entitled ‘Punishment’, is far less

CHAPTER 5 - ETHICS BETWEEN LAW AND STYLE

known than his criticism of disciplinary power. This
punitive city would be a more perfect translation of
reform ideas to reality. The punitive city cannot allow

a prominent role for the prison because the prison
sentence hides itself from public visibility. Moreover,
punishment by imprisonment is not directed at the soul
and its representations (the right associations of actions
and consequences), but at the body of the individual
(although no longer through corporeal punishment but
through practices of disciplinary power, as Foucault
analyzed).

Are there examples of alternative sentences that
would count as true implementations of the Enlight-
enment ideas? Foucault asserts that the reformers had
proposed a ‘whole panoply of penalties’, for example
those based on an analogy between crime and punish-
ment:

‘Those who abuse public liberty will be deprived of

their own; those who abuse the benefits of law and

the privileges of public office will be deprived of their
civil rights; speculation and usury will be punished
by fines; theft will be punished by confiscation;

“vainglory” by humiliation; murder by death; fire

raising by the stake’ (Foucault 1977, 105).

Such sentences create specific associations in the soul of
the criminal and the public. It is therefore essential that
punishment is exercised publicly. Public punishment
helps making visible what is in ordinary life sometimes
not directly sensible: the right associations between
crime and misfortune. Punishment in public thus intro-
duces moral learning experience into everyday life. ‘Let
us conceive of places of punishment as a Garden of the
Laws that families would visit on Sundays’ (111).

During the Enlightenment, Foucault asserted, there
coexisted two different alternatives to implement the
reform ideas, the punitive city on the one hand and the
disciplinary system on the other:

‘In short, the divergence is the following: punitive

city or coercive institution? On the one hand, a

functioning of penal power, distributed throughout

the social space; present everywhere as scene,
spectacle, sign, discourse; legible like an open book;
operating by a permanent recodification of the mind
of the citizens; eliminating crime by those obstacles
placed before the idea of crime (...) On the other hand



a compact functioning of the power to punish: a
meticulous assumption of the responsibility for the
body and the time of the convict, a regulation of his
movements and behavior by a system of authority
and knowledge (...)’ (129-130).
A main thesis of Discipline and punish is that the reform
‘ideas’ of the Enlightenment were not realized. Bentham
thought that the Panopticon would be a true translation
of ideas for humanitarian reform. According to Foucault
the realized application of Panopticon-like ideas are
nothing like this. To the contrary, not the ‘punitive city’
but the ‘military dream’ (179) of a disciplinary system of
governance (including the prison as a coercive institu-
tion) was imposed upon society.

3.4  The light of utilitarian reason
For Bentham, the human being as moral subject doesn’t
need much discussion: humans beings are constituted
with an inclination towards happiness and there is a
simple ratio between morality and increasing happiness.
Ethical problems find their cause in flaws in the trans-
ference of reason to everyday situations. In concrete
situations crime does not always result in disadvantage,
nor does good behavior assure happiness. At least human
agents in concrete situations cannot oversee the effects
of reward and disadvantage. Bentham had distinguished
between three different aspects of the principle of
utility: what actually is, what should be, and the means
of harmonizing the two. The project of the Panopticon
belongs to the third dimension, as it aims to improve
functioning of morality in humans. Government is in
Bentham’s thought the work of removing or correcting
these flaws in the functioning of the principle of
utility. And here, it seems to Bentham, technology (the
Panopticon) proves to be an all-important, miraculous
instrument. Ubiquitous surveillance elevates the moral
reasoning of prisoners until they only want to do good.
It has become clear that with his analysis of pano-
pticism Foucault contests the implementation of the
second aspect of the utilitarian doctrine, the means
to harmonize what is and what ought to be. Does he
also denounce the first two aspects of the principle of
utility, which designate utility as that what is and what
ought to be? Foucault has not himself explicated in any
detail the utilitarian doctrine behind the Panopticon

plan. Just by closely reading Foucault’s book Discipline
and punish, one cannot quite conclude that Foucault
denounces the anthropology or psychology of utilitar-
ianism (what is) nor the moral criterion (what should
be). The surprising discovery (in the light of his fierce
critique of the Enlightenment in Discipline and punish)
was that Foucault appears to be rather sympathetic to
the Enlightenment ideas of punishment reform. With
the notion of the punitive city, he reconstructed and
further elaborated those ideas. The Garden of the laws,
of which Foucault speaks for example, is very similar to
Bentham’s idea of moral theatre.

Yet it would be out of place to consider Foucault as
a utilitarian philosopher. In his later works Foucault
developed an ethics which is nothing like the utili-
tarianism of Bentham. In “‘What is Enlightenment?’
Foucault revisited the Enlightenment (Foucault
2000a). Here he no longer opposes the ideas of the
Enlightenment with the operativity of disciplinary
power. Instead, he identified the Enlightenment with
an ‘attitude’ of giving account of the conditions of one’s
existence on the operational level with the aim of avoid-
ing domination and exploring possible transformations
of one’s existence. He then broke with the typically
modern search of a universal rational principle, trying
instead to establish an ethics of stylization of one’s own
way of living. In this ethical care of oneself the moral
subject is a central concept, however not as a given.
Instead, self-formation of the subject becomes the very
matter of ethics. It seems then that when Foucault
wrote Discipline and punish, he was not yet able to for-
mulate an ethics of the kind he would later do. Although
he contested modern philosophical reasoning had not
yet managed to escape from it.

3.5  Every thingilluminated

How does the theme of technical mediation and the
case of moralizing technology compare to Bentham’s
ethics? The technical seems fully embraced by Bentham.
He does acknowledge that for perfecting the human
being, his morality, a supportive technical environment
isindispensable. Technology, Bentham thinks, can be

a ‘vehicle of morality’, a means for correcting flaws in
the adequate functioning of human moral decision
making according to rationality (the principle of utility).
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Bentham explicitly calls for the application of different
kinds of behavior steering technical interventions. It
may seem that Bentham’s musings about the Panop-
ticon are the perfect supporting philosophy for the
program of application of behavior guiding technology.

Although his Panopticon plans are quite concrete,
Bentham’s conception of the technical mediation of
human existence is rather abstract. In a broad sense,
the ‘ethics of technology’ following from his thought is
largely a complement of the utopian figure of technical
mediation, which saw denotes technology as ‘a miracu-
lous means that is, unfortunately, scarce and unequally
distributed’. Technology is for Bentham a means that can
enable the perfection of human morality. Technology
helps to illuminate the right associations between
actions and their consequences, which may be flawed
in real society because of the long chains of conse-
quences and the difficulty of overseeing the interactions
between all that many individuals. Technology that illu-
minates everything in the environment enhances the
awareness of one’s position in the world and the chains
of cause and effect at work there. Typical for the utopian
conception of technology, technology itself hardly
becomes an ethical issue. It is considered a helpful and
even essential support for the correct functioning of
morality. Miraculous, utopian technology has itself no
negative effects, the worst thing that can happen is the
wrong application or unequal distribution of such tech-
nologies. In this way, technology did not seem in any
way problematic to Bentham.

There is however a naive side of Bentham’s plans that
isrevealed by Foucault’s dystopian critique of Bentham’s
utopian plans. Bentham sees the possibilities of correc-
tive use of behavior guiding technology, but he does not
pay attention to the problem that his ideal of the Pano-
pticon also undermines the very idea of a free, rational
subject. The subject is pre-given as a rational subject
that is either supported or hindered by the environment
to make fully effective use of reason. Bentham does
not address the idea that even before starting to apply
the social effects of technology, humans are already
deeply marked by technology. He does not conceive of
those influences as formative for the constitution of
the subject in the first place. This problem of the subject
torn between the determinations of the empirical world
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and the freedom required for an ethics based on reason,
which Bentham neglected would be a central occupation
in Kant’s moral philosophy.

4 Kant’s ethics: Free to obey

Unlike Bentham and his Panopticon writings, Kant
did not explicitly pay attention to technology (cf.
Ferrari 2003). Still Kant’s writings are very important
with respect to the ethics of technology, namely with
reference to the possibility of the freedom of the subject
in relation to external influences. Bentham saw the
mediating role of technology as rather functionalistic.
Technologies can either facilitate or confuse the func-
tioning of the right moral associations in the subject.
Kant, in his works on ethics was captivated by the
question of how the subject of moral conduct, that is

a free, autonomous subject, can actually exist amidst
the determinations of the external world and one’s
own bodily constitution. The friction between, on the
one hand, the possibility of empirical knowledge of
the human being, and on the other hand, fundamental
freedom of the subject as a precondition for ethics, isa
recurrent theme in Kant’s work.

Much more even than Bentham’s, the work of
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) was of central impor-
tance to Foucault. To the extent that his work fits into
the philosophical tradition, ‘it is the critical tradition
of Kant’, he asserted himself (Foucault 20013, 1550).
Remarkably, Foucault has written no more than a few
lines on Kant’s moral philosophy proper. However, the
code based ethics of the modern West which Foucault
wished to overcome, finds its most profound articula-
tion in Kant’s ethics of duty. Foucault avoided largely
any discussion of the details of Kant’s moral philosophy.
Instead he was drawn to Kant’s considerations of the
problem of freedom and immersion in the physical and
social world in Kant’s anthropology and his historico-
political essay on the Enlightenment. I will extensively
discuss Foucault’s commentary of Kant’s anthropology
in chapter 7 and Foucault’s reappraisal of Kant’s Enlight-
enment text will play a role in both chapters 6 and 7.

In the following I will discuss Kant’s moral philos-
ophy. I will especially look at the principle of reason



that is entertained by Kant as a mode of subjection. It
isimpossible to discuss here all of Kant’s writings on
ethics, and the problem of the will and external deter-
minations. But much can be learned from a study of the
Groundwork of the metaphysics of morals, Kant’s concise
book from 1785 that first outlined his critique of prac-
tical reason and the metaphysics of morals.

4.1  Supreme principle: Autonomy of the will

In the introduction to Groundwork of the Metaphysics
of Morals Kant asks: ‘is it not thought to be of utmost
necessity to work out for once a pure moral philosophy,
completely cleansed of everything that may be only
empirical and that belongs to anthropology? For, that
there must be such a philosophy is clear of itself from
the common idea of duty and of moral laws’ (Kant
1998, 2). This is a fascinating phrase. It has the form of a
serious call, where Kant writes about ‘utmost necessity’
of working out a metaphysics of morals. But at the same
time it loosely states that whether or not this meta-
physics will be elaborated explicitly, this will not have
any consequence as this metaphysics will be effective
anyway.

Kant remains personally disengaged, insofar as he
seems to pretend that his personal thought will not have
any consequences. Several times he affirms that the
‘supreme principle’ will continue to work through the
‘common reason’ of people, without philosophical expli-
cation. ‘I do not, therefore, need any penetrating acute-
ness to see what I have to do in order that my volition be
morally good’ (16), he states, and also: “We have, then,
to explicate the concept of a will that is to be esteemed
in itself and that is good apart from any further purpose,
as it already dwells in natural sound understanding and
needs not so much to be taught as only to be clarified
(...)’ (10). However, at the same time Kant still remains
worried, and shows himself very strict: it may be too
much to ask that the supreme principle is always explic-
itly present in one’s attention, but it should definitely
not be lost sight of. Explicitly formulated or lying
dormant in the background, the metaphysics of morals
is ‘indispensably necessary (...) because morals them-
selves remain subject to all sorts of corruption as long as
we are without that clue and supreme norm by which to
appraise them correctly’ (3).

If Kant sounds very strict, it is not that he wants
to enforce his own will. Rather he points out that the
common idea of morality rests on the assumption of a
supreme principle that is objective and universal, which
is therefore shared by all humans.

‘By explicating the generally received concept of

morality we showed only that an autonomy of the

will unavoidably depends upon it, or much rather
lies at its basis. Thus, whoever holds morality to be
something and not a chimeric idea without any truth
must also admit the principle of morality brought

forward’ (51).

Either moral codes are altogether noncommittal, a mere
chimeric idea, or an objective existence of duty must be
assumed, asserts Kant. Furthermore, action in congru-
ence with a committal principle can only be termed a
genuine moral action if the action not (just) happens
following a determined chain of causes of nature, but is
an action stemming purely from the human subject’s
rationally deliberated intentions. This is the ‘supreme
principle’ that Kant has explicated from the ‘generally
conceived concept of morality’; and Kant terms it
‘autonomy of the will’.

By the formula of the categorical imperative Kant
derives from this formal principle a criterion for judging
concrete rules of action (maxims): ‘act only in accor-
dance with that maxim through which you can at the
same time will that it become a universal law’ (31). In
the Groundwork of the metaphysics of morals Kant offers
two more formulations of the categorical imperative. In
the second, the general regularity of the maxim is being
compared to a law of nature: ‘act as if the maxim of your
action were to become by your will a UNIVERSAL LAW
OF NATURE’ (31/421). The third formulation employs
the notion of respect that humans as rational beings
deserve, not as a means to something else, but intrinsic:
‘So act that you use humanity, whether in your own
person or in the person of any other, always at the same
time as an end, and never merely as a means’ (38).

4.2 Pure versus empirical

When we think that in the moral evaluation of action
certainty is possible, then the criterion for judgment
must reside in the action itself, following the question
whether the maxim of the action could serve as a
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general law. In this way Kant distances himself from
other approaches in moral theory — ‘all possible wrong
ways’ that reason has attempted before it succeeded
finding ‘the only true way’ (48). Pure practical reason,
that is, directed at action, should carry its principle

in itself. Otherwise, only conditional imperatives are
possible, of the type: ‘I ought to do something because

I will something else’ (47). The absolutely good will must
be an autonomous will that determines itself according
to its own principle. If not, the will would be heterono-
mous, determined by a principle that is not its own. The
‘wrong ways’ to which Kant refers are empirical theories
that rely on the pursuit of happiness and rational
theories that appeal to higher powers such as a meta-
physical idea of perfectness or the will of God. Kant is
primarily in discussion with empirical theories where
the accomplishment of happiness, or a moral sentiment
function as a criteria. Still, the discussion is closely
related to the ethics of technical mediation. For, action
mediated by technology is clearly a case of heteronomy
and not of pure autonomy.

As for happiness, Kant thinks that one can hope for
it, but one can never ensure it by morally good action.
This alone means that happiness cannot serve as the
supreme moral criterion. For, this would imply that
somebody who does not succeed in becoming happy
should be morally blamed. Kant asserts that only the
will can be judged because of itself and therefore only
a good will is ‘good in itself’ and not ‘because of what it
effects or accomplishes’ (8). Contrary to the utilitarian
doctrine where the consequence of an action serves as
the measure point, Kant asserts that the subject’s inten-
tions should be assessed. Good will is good, regardless
the consequences when it is being acted out:

‘Even if, by a special disfavor of fortune or by a

niggardly provision of a stepmotherly nature, this

will would wholly lack the capacity to carry out its
purpose (...) then, like a jewel it would still shine by

itself (...)” (8).

Kant has a second argument to reject happinessasa
principle. In the empirical moral theories happiness
also functions as a natural striving that induces motiva-
tions to right action. Humans, then, would have access
to knowledge of what is good through some moral
sentiment. In this way, what is good becomes dependent
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of ‘incentives’ based in the human physical constitution.
In Kant’s way of thinking this is incompatible with
morality, because reason is being circumvented. If the
concept of moral duty, the categorical imperative, is
supposed to carry any real meaning, Kant warns, then
‘we must not let ourselves think of wanting to derive
the reality of this principle from the special property of
human nature’. Instead, the principle should ‘hold for all
rational beings’ and ‘only because of this be a law for all
human wills’ (34).

Without doubt, conscious or unconscious mediation
effects of technology must be counted alongside the
empirical incentives for human action. Kant strives
to purify the philosophy of morals from such empir-
ical incentives. Pure moral philosophy is concerned
with human action in so far as it is not determined
by incentives, but by motives of the rational will. The
functioning of incentives would belong to the domain
of ‘empirical psychology’. From this domain should be
distinguished a domain of pure philosophy concerned
with ‘reason’ as it ‘entirely by itself determines conduct’
(36/427). This philosophy, Kant thinks, is very much
needed, though also very hard to conceive.

‘Here, then, we see philosophy in fact in a precarious

position, which is to be firm even though there is

nothing in heaven or on earth from which it depends
or on which it is based. Here philosophy is to manifest

purity as sustainer of its own laws (...)’ (35).

This is how Kant expresses that the autonomy of the will,
as the supreme principle of morals, cannot be derived
from anything else, but must support itself. It is the task
of pure philosophy to bring forward this principle from
itself (through pure reasoning) as well as to provide

a ground for it; an altogether difficult task, as Kant
himself fully admits.

4.3 Two standpoints: Freedom and determination
The ultimate capacity of philosophy to hold up its own
construction rests in the critique of reason by itself.
According to Kant there is no other way to certainty.
However, self-critique has the form of pulling oneself
from the swamp by one’s own hair (like Baron Miinch-
hausen). As Kant writes: ‘It must be freely admitted that
a kind of circle comes to light here from which, as it
seems, there is no way to escape’ (55). Indeed does it



seem that the degree of certainty that Kant is looking
for is unachievable after having revealed this circular
figure of thought. Because there is the moral law, there
must be freedom beyond empirical causations; and
because there exists freedom, there is a need of a moral
law. The different terms are nicely ordered with respect
to each other, but what is it worth when the construc-
tion as a whole is free floating? This image of a free
floating construction without a foundation would not
appeal at all to Kant. Following his style of thinking,
there must be a foundation after all, even if it may be
very hard to see. He considers one remaining ‘recourse’,
namely to ‘inquire whether we do not take a different
standpoint when by means of freedom we think of
ourselves as causes efficient a priori than when we
represent ourselves in terms of our actions as effects
that we see before our eyes’ (56).

This solution means that humans consider them-
selves as subjects at the same time as sensible appear-
ances in a world of sense and as things in themselves in
a world of understanding. Here Kant establishes a link
to the knowledge theory of the Critique of pure reason,
where he had distinguished between appearances and
things in themselves. We cannot know things otherwise
than by stimulation of our senses, that is, as appearances.
Human beings, subjects, can also not know themselves
otherwise than by empirical perception. But, when it is
clear that knowledge must remain restricted to cogni-
tion of appearances, ‘then it follows of itself that we
must admit and assume behind appearances something
else that is not appearance, namely things in themselves
(...)’ (56). Similarly, a human being, ‘can obtain informa-
tion even about himself only through inner sense’, but
beyond this cognition ‘made up by nothing but appear-
ances’, the subject ‘must necessarily assume something
else lying at their basis, namely his ego as it may be
constituted in itself” (56). Humans count themselves
not only as belonging to a world of sense, but must also
count themselves as belonging to an intellectual world,
where resides ‘pure effectiveness’, the determination of
action by the free will.

Kant points out the conflict between determination
and freedom in order to allow for the existence of both
empirical science and pure ethics. On the one hand it
will be possible to scrutinize humans and their behav-

iors by scientific observation and to discover regulari-
ties. On the other hand, it will be possible to consider
humans as self-ruling actors who are accountable for
their own actions. A human subject is at the same time
part of nature and a free actor:
‘(...) he has two standpoints from which he can regard
himself and cognize laws for the use of his power and
consequently for all his actions: first, insofar as he
belongs to the world of sense, under laws of nature
(heteronomy); second, as belonging to the intelli-
gible world, under laws which, being independent
of nature, are not empirical but grounded merely in
reason’ (57).
The conflict between freedom and determination is
being emphasized as well as being resolved by Kant’s
conception of the subject that can consider itself from
two different standpoints. The solution of the two
standpoints allows justice to be done to the two aspects
of human experience, namely that reliable knowledge
about the world, including our own bodily existence, is
possible, but also that humans can act according their
free will. Kant considers both aspects equally important.
He affirms, firstly, that objective knowledge of the world
of appearances is possible, and that this knowledge is
only possible insofar as these appearances are structured
by regularities, laws of nature. However, secondly, the
perspective of the subject as free actor must be acknowl-
edged too, for otherwise the imperative character of
moral rules would turn into a chimeric idea. The freedom
in question cannot occur in the domain of empirical phe-
nomena, Kant affirms, but is a necessary precondition for
ethics, rendering it an abstract idea of freedom.
‘For we can explain nothing but what we can reduce
to laws the objects of which can be given in some
possible experience. Freedom however is mere idea,
the objective reality of which can in no way be repre-
sented in accordance with laws of nature and so too
cannot be presented in any experience (...)’ (63).
With the conception of the two standpoints that Kant
introduces towards the end of the book he returns
to a division inside philosophy that he had already
mentioned in the introduction (1). Empirical philos-
ophy is concerned with material objects that can be the
objects of sensation. Kant affirms however, that, for
cognition of appearances to be possible, there must be
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assumed concepts that are not themselves the objects
of sensation. These concepts are therefore not material,
they do not belong to the world of sense, but they are
formal, belonging to the intelligible world.

4.4 Kant’s freedom and technical mediation
Unlike Bentham, Kant did not himself consider the
relation between technology and his moral theory. Still
Kant’s work on ethics is even more important than
Bentham’s for the ethics of technology. The principle of
autonomy that Kant advanced denotes a very important
aspect of the modern conception of ethics. Even people
who find that Kant’s notion of duty, and pureness of will
overly demanding do find notions like free will, moral
responsibility and intrinsic value and human dignity
indispensible for ethics. These notions all refer to Kant’s
separation of pure autonomy from heteronomy. The
influences of technology clearly belong to heteronomy,
affecting the pure form of autonomy that Kant claims
necessary for ethics. How then can technical mediation
be reconciled with autonomy of the will as Kant’s
principle of ethics?

The will means to Kant the capacity of reason to
form motives for action and thus ‘become practical’.
Motives are being distinguished from incentives. Kant
acknowledges that inclinations (or in general physical
chains of cause and effect) do play a role in the coming
about of behavior, but in the formal division of ethics,
pure philosophy of morals, they cannot play any role. If
reason is to govern action, then a motive established by
pure reason must be able to develop into an incentive,
that is, become an efficient cause of action. Because it
is the case that we regard ourselves as moral beings,
the probability of a will that produces motives must be
assumed. This holds, even if, as Kant himself admits, the
full elucidation of this will is just the unattainable limit
for reason: ‘it is impossible for us to explain, in other
words, how pure reason can be practical, and all the pains
and labor of seeking an explanation of it are lost’ (65).

It is, thus, impossible to understand exactly the rela-
tion between the motives of the will and the efficient
causes of actions as physical events. Kant thinks that our
reason reaches farthest towards an explanation when
we consider one subject from two standpoints: it regards
itself as belonging to the world of sense as well as to the
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world of intellect. After distinguishing between the two
worlds, Kant compares the willing of the subject in the
intellectual world with the causality between things in
the world of sense:

‘Everything in nature works in accordance with

laws. Only a rational being has the capacity to act in

accordance with the representation of laws, that is, in

accordance with principles, or has a will. Since reason

is required for the derivation of actions from laws, the

will is nothing other than practical reason’ (24).
When we affirm that an action occurs as a physical event
wherein we assume causality, then we can for a reason-
able being add to this that for him (or her) it holds that
heis:

‘(...)endowed with consciousness of his causality with

respect to actions, that is, with a will (...) (54).
Extracted from a larger sentence this phrase is one of
the most explicit formulations Kant gives of his under-
standing of the will. A moral subject has to be altogether
transparent to itself. It may be difficult to imagine
how this total transparency can be accomplished, Kant
agrees, but still this very radical position is necessary to
safeguard ethics from being illusory. An action is only a
moral action insofar as it occurs because of moral duty,
or under representation of the moral law. In another
text, ‘Idea for a Universal History with Cosmopolitan
Intent’ from 1884, Kant asserts: ‘Every pretended good
that is not grafted upon a morally good frame of mind
is nothing more than a pretense and glittering misery’
(Kant 20014, 128).

This, evidently, also brings us back to the theme
of mediations of behavior by technology, for these are
also influences in ourselves or on ourselves that we can
attempt to explore but which also often remain large-
ly hidden to us (our hybrid self as ethical substance).
Introducing the theme of technical mediation into
Kant’s ethics thus leads to the demand that for moral
action it would be necessary to become fully aware of
all the influences of technology on us. Guiding people
by design to ‘pretended good’ ends does reduce their
actions to ‘glittering misery’. At the same time, we can
also assume that, confronted with the theme of techni-
cal mediation, Kant would repeat his affirmation that
the required total self-consciousness of one’s own will is
hardly imaginable, and even harder to establish.



4.5 Free to obey

According to Kant the possibility of an ethics comes
down to the proof that moral duty is not just a chimeric
idea. This leads him to explicating the structure of the
requirement of free subjects that can and must respond
to the call of the universally valid moral law. We must be
free, in order to obey.

At this point we have to consider what is for us the
legacy of the Kantian ethics. In what way do we want to
refer to and make use of Kant’s notion of autonomy? We
should consider to what degree we still share the experi-
ence of objective duty on the base universal reason. The
question is if we are willing and able to repeat the words
from his 1793 essay ‘On the proverb: That may be true
in theory but is of no practical use’, where Kant affirms
that:

‘no idea more elevates and inspires enthusiasm in

the human mind than that of pure moral conviction,

which reveres duty above all else (...). That man is
aware that he can do this because he ought to reveals
deep tendencies toward the divine that allow him

to feel a sacred awe regarding the greatness and

sublimity of his great vocation’ (Kant 1983, 70).

This brings me back to my remark at the very beginning
of the discussion of the Groundwork. Is Kant only
explicating the structure of morality that is universally
valid, independently of Kant’s work of explication? Or
are the shared values of morality rather a human project
that demands commitment and effort? I think this is
addressed in a very nice way by Wilhelm Schmid in his
Philosophie der Lebenskunst:

‘Was wiirden die Folgen sein, wenn ein Prinzip wie

der kategorische Imperativ nicht in Kraft gesetzt

wiirde? Das ist die Frage, von der Kant umgetrieben
wird; aus Klugheitsgriinden beantwortet er sie mit
der Verpflichtung des Subjects aufs potenzielle allge-
meine Gesetz — damit der freie Wille sich nicht als
ruinos fiir die Freiheit des Subjekts selbst erweisen

konne’ (Schmid 1998, 230).

Maybe ethics does not, as Kant thinks, exclusively
mean the recognition of being subject to a universally
valid principle of reason in the form of the categorical
imperative, the absolute moral law. In accordance with
Schmid, I think, we could say that Kant’s elaboration of
the structure of the categorical imperative and the free

subject may not be a universally valid structure but a
call to one specific use of reason and elaboration of our
freedom. Kant’s ethics is and remains the most profound
expression of what the use of reason meant for people in
the Enlightenment and the Age of Reason.

One huge problem of the modernist ethical principle
of universally valid law was and remains however the
thesis of the two standpoints: the subject torn between
the empirical world and the world of pure cognition and
freedom. The structure of this two stand points thesis
and the associated problems are of great importance for
understanding the difficulty of recombining ethics and
technical mediation. Even if Kant did not, like Bentham
did, treat technology explicitly, it is Kant who has most
profoundly elaborated the problem of the subject torn
between the demands of reason and the determination
in the material world. In Kant’s thought this problem
is clearly present from the beginning. While he does
recognize physical inclination and coercion are sources
of behavior, Kant emphasizes that ethics only applies
to action resulting from free will. Only when subjects
determine their own actions, by their autonomous
will, and not when they are forced by external influ-
ences (heteronomous determinations of action), are
people responsible for their choices and actions. The
possibility of a free and autonomous subject must be
assumed in ethics, otherwise the whole idea of morality
would be illusory. Kant’s conception of ethics with the
rejection of the relevance of external determinations,
has laid down the ground for the dystopian view on
technology. In the dystopian conception of technology,
exactly following Kant’s views, humans are required
to be fundamentally free. Part of the dystopian view is
however also the fear that such freedom does not exist.

In order for ethics to be able to cope with the
unavoidable acknowledgment that we are physical
beings, tied to and part of the world and mediated by
technology, the challenge is to explicate anew what is
the way in which we as hybrid beings still make use of
reason. An alternative use of reason, a different way of
considering oneself subject to a principle of reason, is I
think, the challenge of Foucault’s project of an ethics
as aesthetics of existence. Do we, as hybrid beings, not
rather think that we are free to give style instead of
being free to obey? I will now turn to Foucault’s elabo-
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ration of an aesthetics-like principle of ethics as style-
giving.

5 Foucault’s ethics: Aesthetics of
existence

In this section I will be concerned with the question
of what could be the mode of subjection in an ethics
that does not reject but takes very seriously technical
mediation research and the conception of a hybrid self.
More specifically, I will follow Foucault’s suggestion
that for a renewal of ethics a revaluation of the arts of
living would be fruitful. Foucault’s approach of ethics
as aesthetics of existence allows to fully acknowledge
people’s concern about the interactions and fusions
with technology, and consider their efforts of giving
direction and style to their hybrid self as fully ethical
activity.

The perspective of style giving and technology
points to a way out of the problem of freedom and tech-
nical mediation as it appeared in the rationalist ethics
of modernity. In Bentham’s utopian vision technology
is a perfect means to support ethics. In utilitarian ethics
the subject orientates himself on objects, and navigates
freely between them. However, in the mean time such
belief in technology is seen as naive and problematic. It
is impossible to start making use of technology in the
straightforward way like Bentham proposed, because we
are already fundamentally conditioned by technology,
entangled in its web from the beginning. Kant was
very much aware of this problem. In Kant’s ethics the
freedom of the subject was proclaimed as a necessary
condition of morality. External Influences (obviously
technical objects must be included) become a pertinent
problem for Kant’s freedom requirement. This problem
was only provisionally resolved by altogether rejecting
the importance of external influences on ethics.

First I will discuss what is ethics as art of living (or
aesthetics of existence). I will discuss how it refers to a
different use of reason, rather aesthetical than ethical
(in Kantian terms), and I will explain how an aesthetics
of existence copes better than modern rationalist ethics
with technical mediation, with the hybrid self. Ethics
as art of living is quite different from modern ethics.
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Therefore, the question of whether it is still ethics needs
and will receive more extensive consideration in the
second half of this section.

5.1  Style as ethical principle

When Foucault studied ethics in antiquity he discovered
that both the problem of law and of freedom received
less attention. In the absence of absolute rules, people
did however still moderate their behavior. Overall the
behavioral guidelines were rather constant throughout
history, observes Foucault. What changes is rather the
way in which we confirm to guidelines. That is, the
character, or the status, of guidelines changes through
time, from one ethical system to another. The absence
of a focus on codes in antiquity did not mean that there
was only moral chaos. Ethics in antiquity appeared
much more to be about practical skills and exercises to
give oneself a line of conduct and to give style to one’s
existence. Foucault referred to these practices as arts of
living, which he introduced as:

‘intentional and voluntary actions by which men not

only set themselves rules of conduct, but also seek to

transform themselves, to change themselves in their
singular being, and to make their life into an ceuvre
that carries certain aesthetic values and meets certain

stylistic criteria’ (Foucault 1992, 10-1I).

The attention to individual exercise and stylization, as it
were compensates for the absence of absolute codes, so
characteristic of ethics in the modern West. Foucault’s
scheme for studying subjectivation allowed him to
study this variation, the different form and weight given
to the four aspects of subjectivation. For Foucault ethics
is about subjectivation, and is no longer reserved for

the modern form of morality, for which the moral law

is the essence. If the moral law is not absolute, this may
mean the end of ethics for Kant, but not for Foucault.
The practical art of living and rational foundation of the
moral law are just two specific historical examples of
ethics.

Foucault was interested in a genealogy of ethics,
meaning the developments in the way people consti-
tuted themselves as subjects. Part of this is the change
of the mode of subjection, the formal principle that
motivates to engage in ethical behavior and practices. In
ancient arts of living, this principle was not the demand



of reason in the form of duty, but as Foucault affirms, it
was rather an aesthetic principle, sometimes also called
an aesthetico-political principle (cf. Foucault 2000b,
264). Compared to the exigency and universality of a
moral law, which are typical of the modern experience
of the mode of subjection, an aesthetic-like vocation is
a facultative, individual orientation towards style. And
instead of total illumination of the world and transpar-
ency of oneself, the self is seen as a project of invention,
of a transformation of oneself and one’s entanglements
with world.

This inspired Foucault to formulate an alternative
conception of human freedom. Freedom is not a state of
independence from external influences, but an experi-
ence that humans achieve through actively coping with
circumstances. According to Foucault, the free subject
is not a precondition for ethics, but any experience of
being a subject (the first person perspective of a desire
and ability of agency) consists of active exercises to get
a grip on one’s own life. This conception of freedom is
in line with what Foucault thought to be the aim of the
arts of living in antiquity, namely the establishment of
an active mastery over one’s own life (In chapter 7 this
will be further elaborated). This reformulation of ethics,
from obedience to a rational principle that assumes a
free subject, to style giving activity of the subject with
reference to an aesthetic principle, makes it possible to
integrate the notion of a hybrid subject, mediated by
technology, into ethics.

5.2  From law to style — Is this still ethics?

Now I will address once more the question of whether
an aesthetics of existence can still be considered ethics.
I will first see how Foucault thought a turn to aesthetics
responds to the challenges of the contemporary world
and experiences of ethics. Then I will compare his
approach with other contemporary approaches that also
try to overcome the strict and problematic structure of
universal reason and the free subject, torn apart from
the physical world.

Initially, Foucault had contested code-based modern
ethics, by revealing its hidden complement of discipli-
nary powet. In the modern West, ethics was identified
with obeisance to such a degree that the process of
subjectivation was concealed. It was largely overlooked

that the modern free but obedient subject was not
given, but, as Foucault had tried to reveal, was fashioned
by disciplinary practices. Later, however, he considered
the decreasing authority of absolute laws as a broader
cultural phenomenon that prompted the articulation of
an alternative to obedience for a contemporary ethics.

‘(...) for a whole series of reasons, the idea of morality

as obeisance to a code of rules is now disappearing,

has already disappeared. And to this absence of ethics
corresponds, must correspond, the search for an

aesthetics of existence’ (Foucault 1988, 4.9).
Foucault’s genealogy of ethics shows that abandoning
compelling laws implies the end of a certain kind of
ethics, but does not need to be the end of ethics alto-
gether. In the ancient arts of living the reason for
engaging in ethics was not duty but the wish to give
style to one’s existence and to earn the respect of peers.
This ancient model served Foucault as an example when
he tried to consider an alternative ethics encountering
challenges raised by today’s changing ethical experience.

‘The idea of the bios as a material for an aesthetic

piece of art is something that fascinates me. The

idea also that ethics can be a very strong structure of

existence, without any relation with the juridical per

se, with an authoritarian system, with a disciplinary

structure’ (Foucault 2000b, 260).

Foucault thus considers how contemporary ethics can
once more find its motive in an aesthetics of existence,
where the subjectivation process could again take the
form of care of the self instead of institutionalized disci-
plinary practices under the authority of law grounded in
reason.

Is an aesthetics of existence still ethics? Obviously
Foucault’s approach means a departure from the
common understanding of morality in modern philos-
ophy. But Foucault’s project does not altogether stand
alone. It clearly coincides with contemporary trends of
increased emphasis on the role of social and historical
conditions in ethics. I will shortly compare Foucault’s
approach to three ways in this trend, namely a return
to virtue ethics (MacIntyre; Nussbaum), a historization
of reason (Habermas), and the use of Kant’s Critique of
judgment for questions of ethics (Arendt).
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5.3  Virtue ethics

The notable resemblance of ethics as art of existence
with virtue ethics (cf. MacIntyre 1981; Nussbaum 1986)
is that both approaches are inspired by antiquity and
both focus on the constitution of character rather than
on rules and their rational foundation. Yet there are
important differences. Foucault’s aesthetics of existence
is more radical with respect to the denunciation of the
modern rational approach. Foucault marginalizes the
importance of rationally based moral codes and insists,
instead, on the activities, the practices of giving form

to one’s existence. His approach can be characterized as
individualistic, facultative and aesthetic. This does not
mean that there is no space or respect for others or the
community in Foucault’s ethical thinking, but the point
of focus is on how individuals living their lives consti-
tute themselves as ethical subjects.

Asin virtue ethics, Foucault’s ethics as art of living
refers to social customs and exemplary actions of others,
but not necessarily to conform to those. The differ-
ence with respect to virtue ethics is well illustrated
by the presentation given by Foucault of the distinc-
tion between the Greek concepts of sophrosyné and
enkrateia. Virtue ethics is sometimes called an ethics of
sophrosyné, temperance. The aesthetics of existence is
rather an ethics of enkrateia, a kind of active mastery of
oneself. As Foucault explains:

‘“The virtue of sophrosyné is described rather as a very

general state that ensures that one will do “what is

fitting as regards both gods and men” (...) In contrast,
enkrateia is characterized more by an active form of

self-mastery’ (Foucault 1992, 64).

‘The opposite of sophrosyné is the immoderation

(akolasia) that is expressed by deliberately choosing

bad principles (...). Enkrateia, with its opposite,

akrasia, is located on the axis of struggle, resistance,

and combat’ (65).

Virtue ethics contains a ‘conservative’ element that is
not shared by Foucault. In virtue ethics, social circum-
stances, tradition or customs provide reference models
for everyone. Although they are not based on a principle
of universal reason, but are culturally established
models, they do have the character of being general and
exigent. That seems to be one source of the appeal of
virtue ethics: after the failure of the modern project of
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elaborating absolutely certain rational foundations for
ethics, commonly shared customs provide an alterna-
tive foundation for rules, still very firm although not
absolute. Foucault’s interest in social circumstances and
customs is not to find a base for rules, but to see how
the circumstances of concrete life constitute the milieu
in which people must give form to their own existence.
The point is to establish mastery in the conduct of
oneself while dealing with one’s social roles, one’s own
temperaments and one’s physical constitution.

5.4 Modernity as an incomplete project:
Habermas
One more way to account for the historical and cul-
tural aspects of ethics is the attempt to remain loyal to
the project of modernity of a universally valid reason,
but then to consider reason as gradually evolving. The
universally valid principle has the form of a meta-prin-
ciple that transcends this historical process. For example
Jirgen Habermas has sought to reformulate and refine
the conception of rationality in this way. He remains
within the rationalistic modern tradition, emphasizing
that rationality does aspire universal validity, but he
considers that the content of what counts as rational
evolves. This evolution, Habermas thinks, is contrib-
uting to a historical development of the completion
of modernity in so far as it is ruled by a meta-princi-
ple of rationality that he defines as ‘consensus’ on the
basis of ‘communicative action’ (cf. Habermas 1989;
see also Habermas 1981;1984). Principles, criteria and
moral rules are not given once and for all, but develop
in the course of human history. They are the always
preliminary results of a process of cultural learning and
deliberation. The rationality of norms and principles is
proportional to the quality of the discussion at the base
of their acceptation. The closer the exchange of opinions
and perspectives approaches the ideal of communication
free of interests and power, the more the result of gains
in communicative rationality. Since the criterion of
rationality applies not to the truth of the rules them-
selves, but to the procedure by which they are consti-
tuted, this approach has been called ‘procedural ethics’.
Foucault does not follow Habermas in defining such
a meta-principle that would enclose the historically
different articulations and uses of reason. Habermas



emphasizes the importance of remaining loyal to moder-
nity’s project of an orientation towards universally
valid reason, in a vain similar to Kant’s that otherwise
morality would be a chimeric idea (cf. Kunneman 1996;
1998). About this project by Habermas of safeguarding
a universally valid principle Foucault affirmed in an
interview:
‘The idea that there could exist a state of communi-
cation that would allow games of truth to circulate
freely, without any constraints or coercive effects,
seems utopian to me’ (Foucault 2000h, 298).
Foucault thinks it is more important to acknowledge
and to know how to cope with different competing
opinions, life orientations and the reality of living
among others, implying games of governing others and
being governed by them.
‘The problem, then, is not to try to dissolve them in
the utopia of completely transparent communication
but to acquire the rules of law, the management tech-
niques, and also the morality, the ethos, the practice
of the self, that will allow us to play these games of
power with as little domination as possible’ (298).
The principle of ‘style giving’ as an ethical principle
that one can consider oneself subject to means an
acknowledgement of the historical, social and material
circumstances and conditions of one’s existence and the
recognition of a possibility to change one’s existence.
For Foucault the explorations of constraints and possi-
bilities of changing our existence are more important
than assurances that together we are embarked on the
same historical path. The use of reason, for Foucault,
implies rather the hope of always being able to choose
and invent singular, new ways of living, and to give a
twist to the ways we are constrained. Again referring to
Habermas, Foucault also remarked:
‘The main problem when people try to rationalize
something is not to investigate whether or not they
conform to principles of rationality, but to discover
which kind of rationality they are using’ (Foucault
2002¢, 299).
The recognition of ‘style giving’ as an ethical principle
does not mean the end of ethics, but a different use of
reason than the modernist universal reason. Whereas
Habermas fears that this would mean altogether giving
up on rationality in the tradition of Kant, Foucault

thinks that an aesthetics of existence can also be seen as
a true continuation of the modern tradition since Kant.
For Foucault this does not mean loyalty to a doctrine
but rather the continuation of a critical attitude. I will
discuss this more extensively in chapters 6 and 7.

5.5  Kant’s aesthetics for questions of ethics:
Arendt
The project of an ethics as aesthetics also brings up the
question of the relation between ethics and aesthetics in
Kant’s oeuvre. That aesthetical reasoning could provide
a principle for ethical subjection is not what Kant had
in mind. Foucault apparently also did not find such
a possibility in Kant’s work on aesthetics, but in the
arts of living in antiquity. It is however possible to see
how ethics as an art of existence relates to Kant’s own
thinking about aesthetics, namely with reference to his
work on the mind’s faculty of judgment, reserved by
Kant himself for matters of aesthetic taste and poli-
tics, and not for ethics. On one occasion Foucault has
referred explicitly to Kant’s thought on aesthetics and
politics. In one version of ‘What is Enlightenment?’,
a 1983 lecture at the Collége de France, he spoke of the
‘enthusiasm for the Revolution’ (Foucault 2001b). This
affirmative attitude constituted for Kant a provisory
but shared scheme (a sensus communis) that allows for
aesthetic judgments, as well as historical-political judg-
ments about events that are still ongoing and where one
oneself may not only be an observer but also an actor,
like during the French Revolution. Foucault emphasizes
that when Kant addressed actuality he did not focus on
the possibility of universal, knowledge that is valid for
everybody, but instead on how to understand and cope
with the situation that knowledge about human affairs
is always only provisory and the subject of competing
opinions.

Here I am however also drawing on views of Hannah
Arendt to explain Foucault. Hannah Arendt’s discussion
of the relation between Kant’s critique of judgment
and his moral philosophy is much more elaborate than
Foucault’s. Whereas Foucault affirms that in Kant’s
texts on the Enlightenment there is a germ of thinking
in aesthetical terms about ethics, Arendt suggests that
Kant’s third critique as a whole, intended by Kant for
matters of taste and historico-political affairs only,
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should now be revaluated as an investigation into ethics.
Like Foucault, Arendt expressed the experience of a
crisis of morality, notably the decrease of religious belief
and a loss of confidence in universal principles. In these
circumstances, the mind’s faculty of judgment, formerly
preserved for matters of taste and opinion, is becoming
all relevant in matters of morality. Kant distinguished
between practical rationality (morality) and the faculty
of judgment (aesthetics and history). Arendt asserts,
however, that in the world of today and in contempo-
rary moral philosophy, Kant’s writings about judgment
(Kant’s aesthetics) are more relevant than his analysis of
practical reason (Kant’s moral philosophy). For, it is only
in the Critique of judgment that Kant gives an account
of the human condition of plurality, the fact of life that
one has to live together with other people, who appear
to have different opinions, preferences, values, etcetera.
The challenge for Arendt is not to discover and elaborate
the assumed fundamental moral principle (as in modern
philosophy), but to face the adventures of the coming
about, or not, of agreement among people in the absence
of a universally acknowledged principle. Arendt writes:
‘Kant himself analyzed primarily aesthetic
judgments, because it seemed to him that only in this
field do we judge without having general rules which
are either demonstrably true or self-evident to go by.
If therefore I shall now use his results for the field of
morality, I assume that the field of human intercourse
and conduct and the phenomena we confront in it are
somehow of the same nature’ (Arendt 2003, 138).
For Kant, judgment applies to matters of taste not only
in the field of art, but also in the evaluation of histor-
ical events. Arendt believes that ethics does no longer
dispose of principles to bring forth absolutely true
knowledge. Therefore in the case of moral questions
today, as before with judgments of taste, there is no
‘transcendental scheme’, but only a ‘sensus communis’
that guides judgment. This common sense is considered
by Kant and Arendt to be opinion, broadened beyond
simple self-interest, thus becoming impartial, disinter-
ested. This broadened opinion results from the confron-
tation with others and the willingness to take into
account their opinions and interests.
Arendt affirms Kant’s analysis that in matters of taste
(for Kant the realm of judgment) ‘we are considerate in
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the original sense of the word, we consider the exist-
ence of others and we must try to win their agreement’.
However, in matters of morality, Arendt emphasizes,
Kant considers that ‘nothing of this sort is necessary: we
act as intelligible beings — including the inhabitants of
other planets, the angels, and God himself’ (142). Arendt
admits that the condition of plurality is relevant with
respect to human conduct as well. ‘Then we shall have to
consider human conduct in terms which Kant thought
appropriate only for aesthetic conduct, so to speak’,
because, so Arendt, ‘only here did he consider men in
plural, as living in a community’ (Arendt 2003, 142).

The notion of plurality, particularly dear to Hannah
Arendt, is also directly relevant for Foucault’s thought.
If ethics concerns a stylization of the self, the result
with respect to the community can only be a plurality of
lifestyles. For Arendt too, ethics concerns the individual
in the first place. The question of harmonization with
the others comes next, and is, in her framework, a polit-
ical rather than a moral problem. Her ethical thinking
does not aim to produce a theoretical formula that
successfully gathers all people into a harmonious whole,
but to gain understanding of how the common good is
constructed through political action. Consensus is being
constituted by public, political action. Success is never
guaranteed and yet there is no other remedy. Arendt’s
analysis of ethical deliberation, of plurality, clearly falls
in the register of operativity (Foucault). It is all about
choosing whose company one enjoys, and in some cases
to ‘stay just as far as possible away from people with
whom we will never agree’. This remarkable advice is
even the conclusion of her lessons in moral philosophy
(146).

Hannah Arendt is not frequently associated with the
approach of arts of living. However, as I have demon-
strated, she too has explored the relationship between
ethics and aesthetics. This convergence between
Foucault and Arendt suggests an interesting route for
further research into the meaning of others and commu-
nity (not as a thought construction but as the plurality
of real others) in an ethics as aesthetics. For now,
however, here ends my comparison between Foucault
ethics as art of existence with other contemporary
approaches in ethics, and I will continue by going back
to the ethics of technology.



5.6  Style-giving and technology

In the previous chapter, on the hybrid self, it was shown
that in abstract thinking about technology two main
figures of technical mediation could be articulated:
utopian technology and its opposite, dystopian technol-
ogy. The recent empirical turn in studying technology
added a third figure: hybrids for better or worse. This
notion of hybridity, is on the one hand still a generaliz-
ing, abstract conception of the relation between tech-
nology and humans. On the other hand it points the way
to the investigation of concrete technologies and their
influences on humans. Thus the philosophical investiga-
tion of the relation between humans and technologies
was extended from merely the abstract quadrant ‘above-
the-head’ to the further quadrants ‘before-the-eye’,
‘to-the-hand’ and ‘behind-the-back’ which encompass
concrete forms of human-technology relations. The
modern, rationalist modes of ethics of both Bentham
and Kant are congruent with abstract conceptions of
the power of technology, where Bentham’s ethics can be
aligned with the utopian figure of technical mediation
and Kant’s with the dystopian.

In Bentham’s utilitarian ethics the subject orientates
himself on objects, and is supposed to be able to navigate
freely between them. Only in an abstract way is the
subject seen as determined by technology, and in such
a way that it is hardly an ethical concern. The utopian
figure of technical mediation placed technology as a
means to human perfection, miraculous in itself, but
scarcity and unequal distribution hinder its wonderful
workings and thus still have to be overcome. This ethical
concern in rather economic terms of distribution of
means, complies well with Bentham’s concern for
utility and happiness. However Bentham’s approach also
includes a more psychological perspective, describing
how humans are inclined to respond to the call of the
rational principle of utility, of maximizing happiness.
Also on the level of this perspective the same utopian
figure of technical mediation is entertained by Bentham.
The perfection of rational moral behavior of humans
depends on technology, can be hindered or supported
by it. The technology of the Panopticon prison, and
panoptic technical arrangements spread all over society
hold the promise of making the correct functioning of
morals flourish. The present situation is however that

human societies induce flaws in the correct functioning
of morals, a kind of scarcity or incorrect distribution

of morality. Technology is good in itself, a miraculous
supportive tool of morality, if it were only applied to
the degree of a global Panopticon. Only because of this
specific conception of technology, naive in the light of
the contemporary philosophy of technical mediation,
can the subject be assumed to be free and able to act in
accordance with reason.

Unlike Bentham, Kant did not himself take tech-
nology into consideration. It is, however, rather obvious
that in his ethical system technology would be very
problematic. Whereas Bentham, takes for granted
that humans are free, so that they can act according
to reason, in Kant’s ethics the freedom of the subject
is an all-important problem. This problem was only
provisionally resolved by rejecting the importance of
external influences for ethics. The apparent implication
is that the notion of a hybrid subject is also incompat-
ible with ethics and would equally have to be rejected
from any ethical consideration. This is largely compa-
rable to the dystopian figure of technical mediation,
which expressed that technology threatens to take
command, determining humans, alienating them from
themselves and depriving them of their freedom. The
ethical complement to dystopian technology was to call
for limits to the rush of technology, or to re-humanize
technology. Typical of the dystopian conception of tech-
nology was that this appeal to limitation was an emer-
gency call, almost in despair. By addressing the problem
of freedom of the subject Kant definitely moved beyond
the naivety that characterized Bentham’s analysis in
this respect. Kant’s analysis, however, introduced a new
problem, largely unsolved to this date. A subject, to be
able to act according to a principle provided by pure
reason, must be free of external influences, and there-
fore can also not be a technically mediated self.

At this point we reach the heart of the question
that the philosophy of technology faces about the
relation between recent empirical approaches and
ethics. It is hard to see how an ethics in the modern
rational tradition, radically based on reason, deriving
its principle from pure reason, can be combined with
the notion of technical mediation. For, contemporary
empirically orientated philosophy of technology stresses
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that human action and existence are always techni-
cally mediated. The influence of technology on people
is understood in terms of progressive hybridization. If
the notion that technology does not directly affect the
ethical subject is then estimated naive and a purification
of the subject from technology is deemed impossible, is
ethics then still possible? Does the empirical turn in the
research into technology, resulting in an approach that
describes more than criticizes how different technol-
ogies affect people’s lives, mean the end of ethics? Or,
can ethics renew itself and find a method and a vocab-
ulary to analyze the interference of technical products
in human action in ethical terms as well? Is a different,
non-modern, use of reason possible to provide a prin-
ciple of ethical subjection?

Contemporary empirical philosophers no longer
avoid the human-technology merger, but engage in
detailed, empirical studies on the multiple forms of
impact of technology on human beings. The challenge is
to supplement the empirical philosophical research into
the impact of technology with equally detailed investi-
gations into the experiences people have who undergo
the influences of technology. What kind of approach
in ethics is apt for taking on this task? The appropriate
response of ethics to the merger of humans and tech-
nology is not to ward it off, but to start caring for the
quality of the interactions and fusions with technology.
In line with ethics as art of living after Foucault, the
motivation for this care of our hybrid self is the wish to
give style to our existence. The leading question must
become what is a desirable form of our hybrid mode of
being. With respect to one’s engagement with technol-
ogies, attaining style can also be a motivation as an alter-
native to the now problematic notion of absolute law.
Ethics can comprise care for the style and the quality of
our hybrid modes of existence.

5.7 Nudges, delegation and the spell of modern
ethics

Such an alternative articulation of ethics, no longer

about subjects free from any influences called to obey

a purely rational principle, but instead about humans

wanting to give style to their mediated existence, seems

areasonable but as yet hardly elaborated extension of

the philosophy of technical mediation. So far, claims
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that technical mediation is relevant for ethics, and not
in the sense of being opposed to it, have hardly been
convincing to moral philosophers. While the mediation
theorists have successfully stretched the description

of the world beyond modernist frameworks, they have
remained too loyal to the modern ethical framework for
explaining the relevance for ethics. They have tried to
debunk the modernist way of thinking, but not provided
a convincing alternative. Therefore they have remained
under the spell of a way of thinking that cannot
combine technical mediation with ethics.

One example is the theory of nudges by Thaler and
Sunstein (2008). Whereas their concrete examples and
policy advices are credible on a pragmatic level, their
background theory revives all the problems of tech-
nology and modernist ethics. Nudges, as they propose,
correct for action choices made by the ‘automatic
system’ that do not confirm people’s deliberations by
their ‘reflexive system’. The influence of technology
is here conceived of as introducing flaws into the
functioning of deliberate action choice. Technology
can however be redesigned so that its effects are bent
towards the complete functioning of deliberate, rational
determination of action. This is exactly the figure of
mediation that Bentham employs, and is thus similar to
utopian technology. The degree and mode of application
they strive for is considered by themselves as moderate,
far from the explicit utopian aspirations Bentham
had. Still, Bentham would also see his own proposal
‘moderate’, because he too did not want to force people,
but only promote the correct functioning of morality in
everyone.

A second example is Latour’s explanation of how
behavior guiding technology relates to ethics. Latour
claimed that in the case of user influencing products,
action is ‘delegated’ from humans to technology. To
become aware of this would be to find the ‘missing
masses of morality’ (Latour 1992). How can the
discovery of the constraining effects of technology be a
recovery of ethics, is the obvious question from a tradi-
tional ethical framework. Latour’s claim does denounce
but it does not break out of modernist morality, or at
least does not convincingly explain how or what the
alternative is. When Latour used the notion of delega-
tion as a means of solving the problem with morality



and technology, his vocabulary remained caught within
the modern framework of code-based ethics, close

to Kantian terminology. For ‘delegation’ meant the
transfer of ‘obligation’ from ‘our hearts’ to our ‘appara-
tuses’ (Latour 2002, 253). Moreover, although Latour
further declared that the form in which one usually
recognizes morality, that of ‘obligation’, ‘does not
properly belong to it’ (Latour 2002, 254), he has not yet
offered an elaboration of what ethics can be if it is not
obligation.

Foucault’s proposal for an aesthetics of existence
offers such an ethical approach that is not code based,
and is therefore helpful in further elaborating an ethics
of technical mediation. The decisive point is that behav-
ioral constraints by technologies should not be seen
either as immediate threat or the necessary replacement
of moral law. Technical mediation and ethical principle
do not compete with each other in this direct way. The
influences of technology are part of the hybrid self that
one can problematize and actively shape. Technical
mediations should thus be understood under the aspect
of the ethical substance and not of the subjection mode.
Ethics is then not about obeying, subjecting to technol-
ogy, but about concern for the influences of technology
and the wish to give style to our hybrid form of exist-
ence.

6 Conclusion

In this chapter about the mode of subjection in
Foucault’s scheme of subjectivation, I investigated
which ethical principle can be recognized in a contem-
porary ethics as care for our technically mediated way
of being. This is a pertinent problem, because it is often
feared that technical mediation would mean the end of
ethics. Ethical evaluations of user guiding and changing
technology as in Achterhuis’ proposal for ‘moralizing
technology’ get bogged down in a fear for a totali-

tarian technocracy and the estimation that technically
mediated behavior is incompatible with the require-
ment of freedom of the subject in ethics. I analyzed
that this is a problem of the modernist framing of ethics
as universally valid laws of reason that can only be
responded to by free subjects, and not by hybrid beings.

A discussion of the ethical principles of Kant and
Bentham revealed that for Bentham technology can
actually be a support of ethics, but at the price of not
fully acknowledging technical mediation. Kant has most
profoundly articulated the structure of modern ethics
as universal rational law and free subjects. Ever since,
freedom is commonly considered a requirement of
ethics, following Kant, which explains the difficulty of
integrating technical mediation and ethics.

After discussions of Bentham and Kant, I introduced
and discussed Foucault’s alternative, an ethics inspired
by the ancient arts of existence. In this ethics technical
mediation does not have the sense of a negation of
freedom and absolute law, but the hybrid self becomes
the matter of ethical care. A shift of the mode of subjec-
tion from absolute moral law to a aesthetic principle of
style, offers an opportunity to take serious technical
mediation of our existence. Whereas the ethics of law
assumed a subject free of empirical ties, an ethics of
stylization can take the technically mediated self as the
substance of ethical work on the self.

As Foucault analyzed, in the modern conception of
ethics, ethics was almost identical with the rational law.
In the ancient arts of existence practices of ethical elab-
oration were much more articulate. In the next chapter
I will therefore investigate how ethical practices can
again become a more important dimension of a contem-
porary ethics as care for our hybrid selves.
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Chapter 6
Ethical practices of hybridization
(Ethical elaboration)

1 Introduction

This chapter takes as its starting point the third term of Foucault’s fourfold
scheme of subjectivation, the ethical elaboration. Moral laws or aesthetic choices
of style may define a model of existence, but effort and exercise are required

to elaborate this form in practice. Conducting oneself and giving style to one’s
existence requires ‘work’ in the sense of efficient cause. In the context of subjec-
tivation, constituting oneself as a subject means work of the self on the self:
‘ethical work’. The fourth chapter discussed research on technical mediation,
covering the dimension of the ethical substance, and the fifth chapter was about
principles of ethics as modes of subjection. This chapter proceeds by exploring
the contribution of historical, anthropological and ethnographic research about
practices of coping with technology as relevant to the dimension of ethical elab-
oration.

Such processes of technology accommodation can be studied from the
perspective of an ethics of care of the self. How do people manage to accommo-
date technologies for their own ends, so that they become embedded in their
lives in a meaningful way? What are the considerations that play a role when
people engage with and accommodate technologies? By what kind of activities
do people adapt to technologies and transform themselves? Thus, with respect
to technology, studying ethical elaboration involves exploring the activities
whereby people get attached to technologies and accommodate mediation
effects into their existence. For a contemporary ethics of technology, ethical
elaboration can be defined as practices of hybridization. By i nvestigating how
people cope with the mediating effects of technology, how they actively resist
or accommodate and integrate technology in their way of living and being, the
chapter further completes the discussion on subjectivation and technology.

Foucault found that this practical aspect of ethics had been neglected in
modern moral theories which focus on compelling codes and their rational
foundations. In the ancient ethics as arts of existence work of the self on the self
was at the center of ethics, while ideas about objectiveness of moral laws and
accompanying freedom of will were less important. Foucault’s proposal for a
renewal of ethics, oriented around the arts of living, wishes again to attribute a
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prominent place to ‘the practice of ethics’, by focusing on the ‘care of the self’. In
this chapter I aim, firstly, to trace and explain Foucault’s ‘rediscovery’ of ethical
practices of governing and fashioning oneself as a subject. The second goal is to
elaborate how this ethical dimension of care of the self is relevant for a contem-
porary ethics of technology. This means tracing and articulating practices of care
for our hybrid selves. Where can we find those practices, how can we study them
and how can they become integrated as an important dimension of ethics?

Theoretical approaches to ethics often show a lack of contact with concrete
reality. Utopian visionaries with an interest in technology do not see thisas a
problem. They embrace technical progress, but are naive about the multifac-
eted implications of technical mediation, that may include very undesirable
effects. Dystopian thinkers about technology have the strongest moral stance
concerning technology, but they are naive about the possibility of an inde-
pendent standpoint necessary to control technical developments. Ethics often
finds itself watching helplessly how in everyday practice all kinds of technol-
ogies get integrated into people’s existence. What does it mean for the status
of ethics that the principles it brings forth seem impossible to impose on the
practice of technical development? In the last chapter I discussed the principles
of ethics in relation to our hybrid self and concluded that principles in the sense
of style would be more adequate than law-like principles. Now, by investigating
practices of hybridization, I want to research what this means in practice. I will
elaborate the ethical relevance of such practices. A goal is to see to what degree
this bringing to the foreground of ethical practice of formation and transfor-
mation of our hybrid self according to principles of style rather than law, does
indeed bridge the gap between seemingly ‘powerless’ theoretical moral philos-
ophy and the rush of technical developments in practice.

The outline of the chapter is as follows. First I will discuss Foucault’s studies
on ‘technologies of the self” and on the philosophical life in the extraordi-
nary case of the Cynics, and will relate this to his proposal for a contemporary
philosophical approach as a ‘critical ontology of ourselves’. Next I attempt to
recombine this work on ethical practices with the theme of hybridization. Three
domains of ethical practices of hybridization will be discussed. The recombi-
nation of practices of the self with anthropological research on technology,
bodies, and gesture amounts to an approach of ‘studying hybridization practices’.
Then I will discuss the domain of ‘testing hybridization’, by looking at pilots
and usability trials. Next I will turn to art and technology as another relevant
domain, namely by showing how artists often engage in ‘exploring hybridiza-
tion’.

CHAPTER 6 - ETHICAL PRACTICES AND HYBRIDIZATION



2 The care of the self:
Practices of ethical self-constitution

In the third chapter I have discussed how Foucault in the
course of his work on the history of sexuality gradually
discovered the theme of subjectivation. The subject is not
a universal given, but being a subject has singular histor-
ically and culturally dependent forms, and Foucault
became interested in the formative activities by which
the formation and transformation of the subject is
effectuated. He studied the notion care of the self as an
important ethical precept in ancient ethics. In general
he became interested in the practices of work of people
on themselves. Foucault coined the terms practices of
the self or technologies of the self'to denote the specific
methods and activities of caring for oneself.

2.1 Power transformations
The discovery of the theme of technologies of the self
and the practice of ethics had actually started with his
research on disciplinary power where Foucault opposed
his way of studying power on the operational level to
analysis of power on the level of ideas. In Discipline and
punish, as T have discussed in chapter 3, Foucault also
claimed that power is not simply repression of a free
subject, because no subject exists that is not produced
by some kind of disciplinary practices. In his work
on power Foucault thus had already approached the
theme of subjectivation, but never as a positive part
of ethics. For, he had only exposed the production of
‘docile bodies’ from the perspective of the structure of
disciplinary practices. He nowhere paid attention to the
experience and attitude of individuals as they are coping
with the disciplinary practices imposed on them. The
one exception is the remarkable newspaper report of the
condemnation of a young man, Béasse, sentenced for no
other reason than having no place to live, no parents and
taking on all kinds of different jobs for making a living
(in short: for being undisciplined). After hearing the
sentence of two years of reformatory, Béasse ‘pulled an
ugly face’, but soon recovered his good humor and said
‘Let’s be off then’ (Foucault 1977, 291).

In the years after Discipline and punish Foucault
broadened his focus on practices from the perspective of
disciplinary power to the theme of practices of govern-

ment more generally. In lectures from 1980, ‘About the
beginning of the hermeneutics of the self’, Foucault
stated:

‘Governing people is not a way to force people to

do what the governor wants; it is always a versatile

equilibrium, with complementarity and conflicts

between techniques which assure coercion and
processes through which the self'is constructed or

modified by oneself’ (Foucault 1999, 162).

Not only was the research perspective broadened, but
also the historical period of study was expanded in
time. Foucault became explicitly interested in different
styles and techniques of governing throughout history.
From disciplinary power (disciplining individuals)

in the early nineteenth century Foucault went on to
study bio—power (managing populations), and then the
‘laissez—faire’ rationale of liberalism and neo-liberalism
of recent times. And he also went back in time to study
the practice of confession in the Christian Church.?’
This prompted him to delve deeper into the history of
the relation between power relations and self-exami-
nation in the practices of ‘penance’ and of ‘confession’
in the early Christian Church and in the medieval
monastic tradition. It appeared to Foucault that the
early Christian ascetic practices were variations of pagan
methods of self-examination and self-government,
which again led him towards an extensive study of the
government of the self and others in antiquity.

One could say that Foucault’s work under went a
series of ‘power transformations’, not in the sense of
replacements of a ruler or a class who own the power,
but in the sense that Foucault’s understanding of the
nature of power changed or evolved. In his later work he
recognized and valued that the self is not only produced
by government imposed on individuals by way of
disciplinary practices, but that the ways of coping with
power and techniques of self-governing and self-disci-
pline are equally important.

‘In short, having studied the field of government by

taking as my point of departure techniques of domi-

nation, I would like in years to come to study govern-
ment — especially in the field of sexuality — starting

from techniques of the self’ (Foucault 1999, 163)

27 Apparently on suggestion by Ivan Illich (cf. Carette 1999, 4).

CHAPTER 6 - ETHICAL PRACTICES AND HYBRIDIZATION

107



108

Foucault comes to understand power as strategic rela-
tions between people, as games of governing and being
governed. A critique of power should not consider power
as repression. Power is not the adversary of the ‘self’,
and it cannot be overcome by liberation.

Every instance of subjectivity is entangled in rela-
tions of dependency and government, and thus related
to power (technologies of governing oneself and others).
Instead of a universal given self that could be affected
and repressed by power, Foucault suggests that ‘the self
is nothing other than the historical correlation of the
technology built in our history’ (Foucault 1999, 181). As
aresult ethics does not, for Foucault, require a subject
free of external influences that only then would be
capable of moral action. In the case of technology, the
problem is no longer to decipher ourselves to denounce
any technical influences and safeguard authentic
freedom. Ethics concerns governing and fashioning
the subject, subjectivation. The point is not to save the
subject from being correlated to technologies, but ‘to
change those technologies’, and thus change ourselves
in correlation. A main political problem of today would
be the ‘politics of ourselves’ (181). That would mean
to take better care of the way we govern and fashion
ourselves, and the technologies involved.

From the study of power and government, Foucault’s
interests developed into self-governing and ‘technolo-
gies of the self’. This research was all part of his work on
the project of the history of sexuality. In 1984 Foucault
was to publish three books of his project on the history
of sexuality about ancient Greek, Roman and early
Christian culture. In the two books which were actu-
ally published, technologies of the self do indeed play
an important role. The focus in that presentation is on
sexual ethics. The third book, titled Confessions of the
flesh, has remained unpublished (cf. Eribon 1991, 317
and onwards; Bellon 2007). Extracts of this research on
the Christian era have however become public through
conferences and separately published articles. Those
published extracts focus especially on the aspect of
ethical practices (Christian ascetic practices in compar-
ison to pagan Hellenic and Roman self-practices).2®
At some point Foucault decided to produce a separate
work on ‘technologies of the self’ apart from the study
of sexual ethics (Foucault 2000b, 251-256). Some of the
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shorter texts, and especially the seminar ‘Technologies
of the self’ (Foucault 2000c) show the outlines of this
general research on ‘technologies of the self’, that I will
now discuss.

2.2 Technologies of the self

With the term ‘technologies of the self’, or ‘practices of
the self’ Foucault refers to methods, exercises or proce-
dures, that one applies to oneself and which are signif-
icant for fashioning and refashioning of subjectivity.
Examples of technologies of the self that he himself
discussed are: writing (personal note books and corre-
spondence), interpretation of dreams, meditation (on
coping with possible adversary, memento mori), penance
and confession. I will focus on Foucault’s discussion of
pagan self-writing and Christian penance.

One important exercise of the care of the self that
Foucault analyzed, is writing, self~writing (Foucault
2000¢, 232; cf. Foucault 2000d). Foucault’s discus-
sion brings up a difference between personal notebook
keeping, correspondence with others, and diary writing.
Notebooks (hupomnemata) were used to keep track of
knowledge and ideas collected everywhere that one
wanted to employ and integrate into one’s personal
way of living. This was a personal exercise to learn to
govern one’s own behavior in a rational, balanced way.
The writing of letters added an inter-subjective aspects:
expression of oneself to others and consultation with
others. Foucault remarks that diary writing, a practice
of a later date, is a kind of ‘correspondence with oneself’
and thus combines the personal aspect of notebook
keeping with the aspect of comparing oneself to others
of correspondence.

Christianity adopted and transformed pagan
practices of self-examination, which then became
connected to the purification of one’s faith and one’s
obedient relation to God. Foucault gives a detailed
account of the practice of public penance in early Chris-
tianity: exomologesis, (Foucault 2000c, 243; cf. Foucault

28 See: ‘On the government of the living’ (Foucault 2000 GL), ‘About
the beginning of the hermeneutics of the self (Darmouth lectures)’
(Foucault 1999), ‘Sexuality and solitude’ (Foucault 2000 SS), ‘The
battle for chastity’ (Foucault 2000 BC), ‘Self writing’ Foucault

2000 SW), and ‘Technologies of the self’ (Foucault 2000 TS)



2000e). This was a theatrical public ritual of recognizing
oneself as a sinner after which one lived in penance for
a period of four to nine years. Exomologesis is different
from exagoreusis that was practiced in monastic Chris-
tianity (245), which meant a day-long practice of
continuous contemplation of God and complete obedi-
ence. So, whereas exomologesis was a theatrical public
showcase of oneself as a sinner, exagoreusis concerned
a continuous struggle within oneself, deciphering one’s
conscience to see if all of one’s thoughts led towards
God, or if there was secret concupiscence.

The philosophical importance of Foucault’s research
into practices of the self'is his claim that the subject is
not a universal given, but emerges through operations of
self-constitution. Through the application of practices
of self-examination ‘introspection’ was intensified, or
even invented, and thus gave rise to ‘a new experience
of the self’ (Foucault 2000c, 232). Moreover, Foucault
points out that the different practices of self-writing
facilitate and induce different kinds of introspection
and refer to different experiences of the self. Detailed
self-examination at the end of the day had the purpose
of measuring to what degree one had managed to live to
one’s self adhered principles, and was part of a project of
self-improvement towards consistent, effective rational
conduct. Later, in relation to Christian confession prac-
tices, detailed introspection got a moral character: the
recognition of sin and penance (337).

In relation to my research it is relevant to note that
technology figures here in two different meanings. The
‘technologies of the self’ concern technologies in the
sense of ‘practical methods’ of governing oneself, in
which technologies in the second sense of ‘technical
utensils’ (notebooks, letters and diaries) played a role.
The different technical utensils accompany different
exercising procedures. Foucault does not explicitly
analyze the difference. Still it is good to see how both
senses are included in his use of the term, as I elaborated
before in chapter 3. It is possible to extend Foucault’s
analysis and to pay special attention to the technical
objects involved in governing and fashioning oneself.?9

The research by Douwe Draaisma, on how technical
devices have served as metaphors of understandings of
the self, is a very good example of that, closely related
to the exercises of self-care discussed by Foucault.

Foucault showed how for the Roman notebook and
letter writers the example of the money-changer served
as a metaphor for understanding how one should use
practical reason to compare and evaluate ideas and
assess whether one’s actual behavior is aligned to them.
In Christianity the metaphor of the money-changer is
reused, but now for explaining how moral conscience
must purify itself from the hidden influences of the
great Seducer (Foucault 2000c, 240). Focusing on

the devices Draaisma has described a history of such
metaphors, from memory as a clay tablet to a hard disk
(Draaisma 2000).

In these studies on the technologies of the self,
the focus is on a certain aspect of the self, namely on
the structure of practical reason and moral conscious-
ness. The question of how people behave morally was
approached by looking behind the content of people’s
moral deliberations to the exercises they practiced and
analyzing from there the structure of their self that
could explain the people’s moral deliberations. The focus
is on the correlation between the type of exercises and
the structure of moral consciousness. As explained with
reference to Draaisma, this approach implies a lesson for
the philosophy of technology: the form of the subject
has an, at least metaphorical relation to the technologies
of the self (the exercises including the technical uten-
sils).

Clearly, the technical mediation figure of ‘environ-
mental conditioning of the subject’ can be recognized
here. The direct interaction with objects is hardly
considered. (To the degree that the side of direct contact
in mediation model that applies here is the figure of
‘self-representation’). Also, not studied are the more
physical relations to the technologies used, which
should definitely become part of the approach for a prac-
tice oriented philosophy and ethics of technology. Jonna

29 How and where in modernity philosophy was accompanied by
practices of the self is the topic of a recently published study about
‘Anthropotechnik’ (anthropo-technics) by Peter Sloterdijk (2009).
However, in this study Sloterdijk also does not focus on technol-
ogy in the sense of objects, but only in the sense of exercising
methods — which is surprising, in the light of his interest in live
sciences and bio-technologies, and technical mediation in general

(cf. Sloterdijk 1999).
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Brenninkmeijer (2010) uses Foucault’s work on tech-
nologies of the self to study how brain training devices
not only enhance people’s brain functions but these
practices also reconfigure our understanding of what the
‘brain’ and the ‘self’ are. This is a very relevant example
of a study where technical devices and the constitu-
tion of the self are not only correlated by the figure of
environmental conditioning but also through concrete
interactions, in exercising practices.

In order to extend this concrete, bodily aspect
of subjectivation and technology, I will now turn
to Foucault’s lectures on the Cynics, because there
Foucault did approach the transformation of oneself on
amore physical level.

2.3 Life as a scandal of truth: The Cynics

When Michel Foucault died on June 25, 1984, he had
just finished his annual series of lectures at the College
de France. Since 1997 there has been a project to publish
all his lectures, given between 1970-1984 in book

form. Prior to this publication project, the content was
not readily available. From listening to tape record-

ings Wilhelm Schmid (2000) and Frédéric Gros (2002)
reported that Foucault’s last lectures dealt with the life
and philosophy of the Cynic philosophers (an elabo-
ration on the Cynics fills the second half of the book
whereas the first half is mostly about Socrates). In these
lectures on the Cynics Foucault apparently had talked
about ‘life as a scandal of truth’: defying the traditional
(moral) truths about life by the example of one’s own
life. Finally published, these lectures appear to be
relevant for my project, as they add a more bodily aspect
to Foucault’s research on practices of governing and
fashioning oneself.

The central theme of Foucault’s research into the
philosophy of the Cynics is how life and philosophical
teachings are interconnected. At stake in Cynic philos-
ophy is the ‘true life’. In this Cynic philosophy is not
unique. Foucault identifies four themes concerning
the true life which more generally play a role in Greek
philosophy. The true life is unconcealed, unalloyed,
straight, and unchanging. These features are so general
that both Plato and Diogenes favor them, while both
philosophers are otherwise so dissimilar. For Plato, the
search for true life focused on finding peace and certain-
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ty. Diogenes, in his quest for the true life, stretches the
four aspects so much to the extreme that it leads to a
life full of risk and transgression (Foucault 2011, 209).
Instead of focusing on the doctrines, the four traditional
features of the true life, Foucault aims to explore how
the Cynics brought their own existence into play. How
this comes to the fore in the text, I will now show by
summarizing a few passages.

The philosophy of the Cynics does not aim to unravel
the truth ‘about’ human existence, but is characterized
by ‘practicing’ and passing on a certain attitude, a way of
being. ‘Cynicism’, says Foucault, ‘practiced what could
be called, not a traditionality of doctrine, but a tradition-
ality of existence’ (209). The Cynics did not see it as their
task to conform their individual lives to established doc-
trines on how to live. Quite the opposite, they believed
that the truth about life must conform to, follow what
individual people make of their lives, witnessed by the
example of their own lives. Hence, Foucault believes
that the Cynics with their controversial way of living
were, as it were, provoking the truth: ‘It seems to me
that it is the form of existence as a living scandal of the
truth that is at the heart of Cynicism’ (180).

Foucault never states that everyone has to aim for an
equally extravagant lifestyle as the ancient Cynics. He
does however believe that the ultimate importance of
practicing philosophy is that the philosophical beliefs
become expressed in the philosopher’s way of living.
‘From the origin of philosophy’, Foucault says, ‘the West
has always accepted that philosophy cannot be sepa-
rated from a philosophical existence, that the practice
of philosophy must always be more or less a sort of
life exercise’ (235). This was a more generally accepted
beliefin antiquity than it is today. “‘Western philosophy
(...) progressively eliminated, or at least neglected and
marginalized the problem of life in its connection to
truth telling’ (235). Doctrines and the lives of philos-
ophers have become separated. Disputes over doctrine
about our existence have taken the place of giving an
example with one’s own existence. Abstraction, inde-
pendence, not being engaged oneself have even come to
count as conditions for scientific proof.

In the project of a revaluation of philosophy as a way
of life, Foucault believes that the Cynic philosophers
obviously deserve more attention than is usual in the



history of philosophy. In Foucault’s words: ‘A history of
philosophy, morality, and thought which took forms of
life, arts of existence, ways of conducting oneself and
behaving, and ways of being as its guiding theme would
obviously be led to accord considerable importance

to Cynicism and the Cynic movement (285)’. Such a
history of philosophy as a way of life was exactly what
Foucault was concerned with at the time. ‘This is why
Cynicism interests me’, Foucault affirms (237).

Even if philosophy has become restricted to a theo-
retical, scientific discipline, this does not mean that
the practice of courageous provocation of the truth,
including the engagement of one’s own existence, has
altogether disappeared. This practice may have been
marginalized in philosophy, but reappears and lives on
elsewhere. Foucault identifies three domains of prac-
tices where the attitude of the Cynic philosophy has
in later times been preserved and passed on. Firstly,
Foucault asserts: ‘In Christian asceticism we find what
I think was, for a long time, for centuries, the major
medium of the Cynic mode of being across Europe’ (181).
Secondly: ‘This [lingering Cynicism] would be found (...)
in political practices. Here, of course, I am thinking of
revolutionary movements’ (183). And finally: ‘I think
there was a third great medium of Cynicism in European
culture, or of the theme of the mode of life as scandal
of the truth. We would find it in modern art’ (186). ‘The
consensus of culture has to be opposed by the courage of
art in its barbaric truth’ (189).

This summary has shown that Foucault in these
lectures — which turned out to be his last — explicitly
devotes himself to a conception of philosophy as a way
of life. Fashioning and transforming one’s own existence
and way of living belongs to the practice of philosophy.
Foucault would like to see that this aspect of the trans-
formation of ourselves would again become an impor-
tant, integral aspect of philosophy. The Cynics provided
him with an emblematic and extreme example: a way
of doing philosophy that was all about defying (moral)
truths about life, inventing new lifestyles and testing
the limits of one’s bodily existence. How this perspec-
tive helps to bring out some of the stakes of Foucault’s
philosophical project at large will now be explored by
discussing ‘What is Enlightenment?’.

2.4 Limit attitude — Enlightenment

Around the same time that Foucault was lecturing on
the Cynic philosophy he also worked on the text ‘What
is Enlightenment?’ that was first published in 1984,
posthumously. Reading together the text on the Enlight-
enment with the lectures on the Cynics, allows one to
see how Foucault attempted to reintroduce the ancient
philosophical theme and practice of the ‘transformation
of ourselves’ into modern philosophy. I have referred to
this important text before. Here I want to single out one
aspect, namely what Foucault called a ‘limit-attitude’,

a sense that our existence is not conditioned once and
for all, but that we transform ourselves, stretch the
limits of our existence.

The Enlightenment is often understood as the
entrance into the modern world where the use of reason
is bringing scientific and technical progress as well
as a democratic political order. Foucault emphasizes,
however, that progress and liberation are ambivalent
phenomena, which always bring along negative effects.
As Foucault brings to mind, Kant had in 1784 defined
Enlightenment by ‘aude sapere’: dare to know, dare to
think for oneself (Kant 2001b). Foucault contests that
itis clear where this leads, and emphasizes that Kant
rather just points a “‘way out’ of ‘immaturity’ (Foucault
200043, 305). Foucault therefore proposes to see the
Enlightenment not as a period or a ‘doctrine’ but as a
philosophical ‘attitude’ of modernity that requires last-
ing commitment and an ever actualized criticism (309).

As we have seen before, Foucault conceived of a ‘crit-
ical ontology of ourselves’ as a philosophical approach in
compliance to this modern attitude. Within this formula
the term ‘ontology of ourselves’ refers to examining
one’s own existence and the historical and social circum-
stances that conditioned one’s present existence. The
term ‘critical’ designates the questioning of how things
are in the realization that things could have turned out
otherwise. Investigating how our existence was histori-
cally conditioned thus, Foucault thinks, always presents
us with starting points for experiments with the trans-
formation of the established conditions. This alternative
conception of the Enlightenment and modern philos-
ophy, allows one to see Foucault’s work no longer just as
directed against the Enlightenment, but to appreciate it
as an alternative continuation of the Enlightenment.
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For the purpose of this chapter, I now want to
highlight Foucault’s claim that the critical ontology of
ourselves calls for practical experimentation.

‘The critical ontology of ourselves has to be consid-

ered not, certainly, as a theory, a doctrine, nor even as

a permanent body of knowledge that is accumulating;

it has to be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a phil-

osophical life in which the critique of what we are is
at one and the same time the historical analysis of the
limits that are imposed on us and an experiment with

the possibility of going beyond them’ (319).

There is a clear connection with Foucault’s interest in
the scandalous, truth provoking philosophical lives

of the Cynics and his insistence on the challenge of
modernity as an experimental limit-attitude instead of a
doctrine that demarcates rational from irrational. In the
perspective of modernity as an attitude, what matters

is not a doctrinal truth about life, but experimentation
with the transformation of our existence. When read
next to the work on ‘technologies on the self” and ‘life as
a scandal of truth’, “What is Enlightenment?’ appears as
a (conclusive) part of Foucault’s project of reconsidering
the history of philosophy from the perspective of the
transformation of ourselves.

With the formula ‘critical ontology of ourselves’
Foucault positioned himselfin relation to other modern
thinkers. ‘Critique’ refers and responds obviously to
Kant, but also to Jirgen Habermas. In lectures, at the
Collége de France in 1982 and elsewhere, Habermas
had voiced fierce critique against some contemporary
French thinkers, including Foucault (Habermas 1985).
Aslong as Foucault would not make clear the normative
framework on which his critique was based, his work
would only confuse without helping to propose alterna-
tives. In “‘What is Enlightenment?’ Foucault responds to
that allegation. He points out that Habermas suggests an
absolute choice: ‘you either accept the Enlightenment
and remain within the tradition of its rationality, (...) or
else you criticize the Enlightenment and try to escape
from its principles of rationality’ (313). Foucault calls
this the ““blackmail” of the Enlightenment’ and refuses
to give in to it (312). Habermas, Foucault believes, does
not fully acknowledge the challenge of truly modern
thinking ‘on the limit’ and maintains for philosophy
the position of an independent referee, border guard.
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Foucault calls this longing for reclaiming a ground for
independent judgment a ‘contra-modern’ movement
that has always accompanied the attitude of modernity
and competed with it.

Without mentioning their names, Foucault’s call
for philosophy as a ‘critical ontology of ourselves’ also
seems to entertain a discussion with the existentialist
philosophies of Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre.
The term ‘ontology of ourselves’ should be read as a
variation on Heidegger’s ‘analytic of Dasein’. Heidegger
believed that philosophy cannot investigate the world
and the place of humans in it from an outside perspec-
tive. Foucault shares with the existentialistic philos-
ophers the emphasis on the perspective of one’s own
existence. In this perspective, the question is whether
and how right can be distinguished from wrong. In
existentialist philosophy, the concept of ‘authenticity’
becomes a new sort of ethical principle. Especially in the
case of Sartre this functions as an absolute moral truth
about life. Foucault disagrees with this appeal to an
authentic versus a morally false way of realizing one’s
own existence. At that point existentialism relapses in
the contra-modern aspiration of acting as ethical border
guard.

Foucault shows that, starting from Kant, the
Enlightenment can also be seen as an attitude instead
of as a doctrinal line between accepting or not accepting
reason. Foucault argues for a conception of critique
in which philosophy does not pretend to be an inde-
pendent guard of limits, but in which philosophy has
become aware of its role in exploring and transgressing
limits.

2.5 Conclusion: The Cynicism touch of Foucault’s
ethics
In the course of his research on the history of sexuality
and genealogy of ethics Foucault committed himself
to a conception of philosophy as a way of life. Fou-
cault discovered and analyzed technologies of the self
as exercises that were traditionally seen as necessary
accompaniments or elements of the practice of philos-
ophy. Working on the theme of parrhesia, (free, fearless
speech, truth-telling), Foucault became fascinated by
the philosophical way of living of the Cynics. He char-
acterizes the Cynic philosophical practice as ‘parrhesia’



with ‘the very life of the person’ as its instrument (Fou-
cault 2011, 217). The analysis of the Cynics brings the
aspect of one’s bodily and living existence to the theme
of ‘technologies of the self’. This touch of Cynicism also
aids in understanding the conditioning and transforma-
tion of our concrete existence in Foucault’s testament
text on the Enlightenment. Research on the concrete
historical and material conditions of our existence

does not deny our freedom, but is seen by Foucault as

a starting point for practical experimentation with the
transformation of our existence. This is the attitude of
modernity, which is a limit-attitude, because it consists
of an awareness that we are ‘on the frontier’, shifting
and stretching the conditions of our existence.

The Cynics do not only make courageous, truth-
defying statements about life, but they put their own
lives, their own bodily existence, at the wager. Frédéric
Gros made this point as follows: ‘The Cynic ethics of
parrhesia is (...) life being put to the test by truth: it is
about seeing to what point truths endure to be lived’
(Gros 2002, 165). The criterion for the truth about
life is if it sustains, if it can be lived. Gros thinks that
the connection between truth and life, affirmed by
Foucault, takes the form of a ‘provocation’ (163), where
provocation should be understood as both the denigra-
tion of traditional truths as well as the evocation and
reification of new truths.

The movement of the Cynics serves Foucault as the
clearest example of a way of doing philosophy where
what matters is not doctrines about life, but the forma-
tion and transformation of our existence. In the extreme
case of the Cynics this took the form of a practice of
experimentation where one’s own life and bodily exist-
ence were put at stake. The publication of Foucault’s
lectures on the Cynics thus adds another dimension to
his research on the technologies on the self and his well-
known text on the Enlightenment. The experimental
attitude towards conditioning circumstances of one’s
existence, directed at the transformation of ourselves is
not meant as a philosophical play with words, but has a
very concrete, physical dimension.

Foucault’s reflections on the philosophy of the
Cynics results in the affirmation of an experimental
attitude toward one’s own existence. What the body can
endure, support, constitutes the truth about life. This

can be interpreted as a wild ethic that calls for a reckless
life. Because Foucault contests so much that philos-
ophy acts as an ethical border guard, it may seem that
transgression of limits would become an end in itself.
This is however not the point. In a moderate interpre-
tation, Foucault rather only emphasizes that acquiring
knowledge always has a return effect on the searchers
of knowledge. Truth searching about human existence
often implies the affirmation of a vision about life, as
well as an attempt to fashion one’s life guided by that
vision. Truth searching and knowledge building require
to be accompanied by commitment, involvement and
cooperation of the truth-developing subject.

What is important is that people are always shifting
and stretching the limits of their own existence, and the
challenge is to become better aware of this. According to
Foucault, this awareness has since Kant’s article on the
Enlightenment become part of the modern philosophy.
But often a ‘contra-modern’ aspiration for knowing the
absolute truth about life and acting as ethical border
guard prevailed. The challenge for philosophy today is to
acknowledge the social and historical circumstances as
hard limits, conditions of our existence, but at the same
time as the result of human action and as such open to
change. The task is not to protect fundamental limits,
but to become aware that our life activities and our
research always proceed ‘at the limit’.

3 Studying hybridization: Practices of
the self and technology

In the remainder of this chapter I will elaborate how
these insights on self-transformation practices as part
of philosophical reflection on our mode of existence
can be made fruitful in the field of contemporary ethics
of technology. I will first compare Foucault’s proposal
with relevant research approaches that can be collected
under such terms as technology ‘domestication’ and
‘embodiment’. Work by other scholars allows for further
elaboration of an approach that is focused on practices
of hybridization and brings out the importance of the
aspect of bodily gestures. Pierre Warnier (2001), notably,
has remarked on the importance of Foucault’s perspec-
tive for a ‘praxeological approach to subjectivation in a
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material world’. Warnier also notes that, ‘as a historian
and a philosopher, Foucault has never been concerned
with making explicit what could be an ethnography

of the techniques of the self’. He adds: ‘Foucault never
concerned himself with providing a detailed analysis of
the processes by which the material contraptions (...)
reach the subjects and act upon them’ (Warnier 2001,
12). This is true for Foucault’s later work on subjecti-
vation, while, as I have already elaborated in chapter

3, Foucault’s account of being trained in the use of
pencils and rifles is definitely close to the ethnographic
approach Warnier promotes. I will now further develop
an extension of Foucault’s approach towards a ‘praxe-
ological’ study of subjectivation and technology. The
important contribution of Foucault’s work to this field
of technology domestication and embodiment is that
integration in the scheme of ‘subjectivation’ provides
insight into how this research is relevant for ethics.

3.1 The body between discipline and resistance
Foucault’s approach of studying practices of forming and
transforming oneself and others was already very much
present in Discipline and punish since it dealt exten-
sively with the training of routines and its importance
for the formation of the subject. However this research
focused exclusively on disciplinary institutions. At best,
training took on the character of education, but mostly
that of drill. Disciplinary power was directed at the indi-
vidual’s body and gestures, and seemed to signify a vio-
lation of the subject. Disciplinary power appeared rather
as the negation of ethics. If there was an ethical message
it seemed to be in the notion of resistance against disci-
plinary power (cf. Thompson 2003). This interpretation
of Foucault’s work on power converges with a wide
spread approach of social critique that is a version of the
struggle between spheres (see chapter 3). It consists of
the idea that society functions as a repressive structure,
tending but never quite succeeding in taming us. Just as
total submission looms, this is also the moment that a
more original (libidinal, bodily) level of subjectivity may
break free to form a source of critique and resistance.
This theme could be expressed as follows: the discipli-
nary dressage on the bodies of individuals at some point
meets a ‘pain limit’, which serves as a starting point for
critique of repressive social power.3°
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An original and prolific example is the work of
Michel de Certeau. In line with Foucault’s later focus
on arts of living De Certeau studied ‘arts de faire’
(everyday practices). He gave a twist to Foucault’s work
on discipline by calling for an approach that he called
‘anti-discipline’ (De Certeau 1980, p. XL). De Certeau
intended to adjust the attention to the ‘strategies’ of
societal discipline with the ‘tactics’ of individuals,
showing that individuals are not mere victims but often
are able to give a twist to the discipline yielded on them
(p- XLVI).3! Foucault’s historical research on drilling
could be turned into a wider research approach of ‘styles’
(78), for which De Certeau refers to Pierre Bourdieu’s
‘theory of practice’ and the central concept of ‘habitus’
(92). Habitus is the anthropological concept, stemming
from French anthropologist Marcel Mauss that refers to
the ensemble of skills that individuals inherit from their
culture and that structures their mode of being in a way
that often goes unnoticed.

This connects Foucault’s approach to the work
of Marcel Mauss and his influential essay ‘Tech-
ni