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Part I
Design and Paternalism



Mill vs. Paternalism

“The only freedom which deserves the name, is that of pursuing 
our own good in our own way, so long as we do not attempt to 
deprive others of theirs, or impede their efforts to obtain it...

“...the only purpose for which power can be rightfully exercised 
over any member of a civilized community, against his will, is to 
prevent harm to others. His own good, either physical or mental, is 
not a sufficient warrant.”
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Freedom = No Interference

“You’re not
my father!”





Freedom = No Interference

“You’re not
my father!”

“You’re not
a human so
you’re not
interfering
with my
freedom!”



“Libertarian Paternalism”

Interference
from Others

Bad

Using Tech
to Improve Life

Good

Nudges

Technological Interference
(Paternalism)

that People Can Refuse
(Libertarianism)



Justification for Nudges

“One of our major goals in this book is to see how the world might be 
made easier, or safer, for the Homers among us (and the Homer 
lurking somewhere in each of us). If people can rely more on their 
Automatic Systems without getting into terrible trouble, their lives 
should be easier, better, and longer.”
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Nudge

Put the healthy food
at the front of the

grocery store to make it
easier to find without thinking
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Nudge

Make the default option to keep 
your health plan from last year 

so you don’t lose insurance because
too overwhelmed to remember deadlines

OPT IN OPT OUT
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Arendt vs. Nudges

“The modern growth of worldlessness, the withering away of 
everything between us, can also be described as the spread of the 
desert… Modern psychology is desert psychology: when we lose the 
faculty to judge—to suffer and condemn—we begin to think that 
there is something wrong with us if we cannot live under the 
conditions of desert life. Insofar as psychology tries to ‘help’ us, it 
helps us ‘adjust’ to these conditions, taking away our only hope, 
namely that we, who are not of the desert though we live in it, are 
able to transform it into a human world.”



Individualism à Desert Psychology

Suffering

Something
wrong with me
(Psychology)

Suffering

Something
wrong with world

(Politics)



Individualism à Desert Technology

Suffering

Something
wrong with me

(Nudges)

Suffering

Something
wrong with world

(Politics)



vs

“Nudges!” “Politics!”
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“Nudges!” “Politics!”

“Use 
technology 
for political 
purposes!”



Part II
Beauvoir’s Existential Ethics



Beauvoir on Ambiguity

“Man knows and thinks this tragic ambivalence which the animal and 
the plant merely undergo. A new paradox is thereby introduced into 
his destiny. ‘Rational animal,’ ‘thinking reed,’ he escapes from his 
natural condition without, however, freeing himself from it. He is still a 
part of this world of which he is a consciousness. He asserts himself 
as a pure internality against which no external power can take hold, 
and he also experiences himself as a thing crushed by the dark 
weight of other things. At every moment he can grasp the non-
temporal truth of his existence. But between the past which no longer 
is and the future which is not yet, this moment when he exists is 
nothing. This privilege, which he alone possesses, of being a 
sovereign and unique subject amidst a universe of objects, is what he 
shares with all his fellow-men. In turn an object for others, he is 
nothing more than an individual in the collectivity on which he 
depends. As long as there have been men and they have lived, they 
have all felt this tragic ambiguity of their condition, but as long as 
there have been philosophers and they have thought, most of them 
have tried to mask it.”
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Desire

Desirable Object

Why Embrace Freedom?

Desirable Object 
makes something 

Desirable

Act of Desiring
makes something 

Desirable

Freedom = 
One Value among Others

Freedom = 
Source of All Values



Existential Conversion

Achieve Goals
even if Freedom

must be Sacrificed
b/c Goal too Important

(Serious Attitude)

Goals only exist
if Humans Freely
Desire something

as a Goal
(Ethical Attitude)

Freedom = 
One Value among Others

Freedom = 
Source of All Values

vs



Existential Ethics

Ethical = Embrace Freedom + Fight Oppression



Freedom ≠ Zero-Sum Game

“We have to respect freedom only when it is intended for freedom, 
not when it strays, flees itself, and resigns itself. A freedom which is 
interested only in denying freedom must be denied. And it is not true 
that the recognition of the freedom of others limits my own freedom: 
to be free is not to have the power to do anything you like; it is to be 
able to surpass the given toward an open future; the existence of 
others as a freedom defines my situation and is even the condition 
of my own freedom. I am oppressed if I am thrown into prison, but 
not if I am kept from throwing my neighbor into prison.”



Existential Ethics

Ethical = Embrace Freedom + Fight Oppression

My Freedom

Others’ Freedom



Existential Ethics and Design?

Ethical = Embrace Freedom + Fight Oppression

My Freedom

Others’ Freedom

What role is there
for Designers?



Part III
Beauvoir and Technology



Beauvoir vs. Technology

“…technics itself is not objectively justified; if it sets up as absolute 
goals the saving of time and work which it enables us to realize and 
the comfort and luxury which it enables us to have access to, then it 
appears useless and absurd, for the time that one gains can not be 
accumulated in a store house; it is contradictory to want to save up 
existence, which, the fact is, exists only by being spent, and there is a 
good case for showing that airplanes, machines, the telephone, and 
the radio do not make men of today happier than those of former 
times. But actually it is not a question of giving men time and 
happiness, it is not a question of stopping the movement of life: it is a 
question of fulfilling it. If technics is attempting to make up for this 
lack, which is at the very heart of existence, it fails radically…”



Beauvoir vs. Technology

“And certainly the proletarian is no more naturally a moral man than 
another; he can flee from his freedom, dissipate it, vegetate without 
desire, and give himself up to an inhuman myth; and the trick of 
‘enlightened’ capitalism is to make him forget about his concern with 
genuine justification, offering him, when he leaves the factory where 
a mechanical job absorbs his transcendence, diversions in which this 
transcendence ends by petering out: there you have the politics of 
the American employing class which catches the worker in the trap of 
sports, ‘gadgets,’ autos, and frigidaires.”



Technology

Efficiency
Comfort
Luxury
Happiness

≠ Ethical = Promotes Fantasy 
of Fulfillment

        (danger of nihilism)

Fantasy vs Freedom



Beauvoir pro Technology

“…but it [technology] escapes all criticism if one admits that, through 
it, existence, far from wishing to repose in the security of being, 
thrusts itself ahead of itself in order to thrust itself still farther ahead, 
that it aims at an indefinite disclosure of being by the transformation of 
the thing into an instrument and at the opening of ever new 
possibilities for man…”
…the constructive activities of man take on a valid meaning only when 
they are assumed as a movement toward freedom; and reciprocally, 
one sees that such a movement is concrete: discoveries, inventions, 
industries, culture, paintings, and books people the world concretely 
and open concrete possibilities to men…”



Technology

Efficiency
Comfort
Luxury
Happiness

≠ Ethical = Promotes Fantasy 
of Fulfillment

        (danger of nihilism)

Awareness
Possibilities
Complacency
Oppression

= Ethical = Promotes Freedom

Fantasy vs Freedom



Technology = Ethical = Promotes Freedom

How Design can be Ethical



Technology = Ethical = Promotes Freedom

My Freedom

Others’ Freedom

How can Design be Ethical?



Part IV
Freedom by Design
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Technology = Ethical = Promotes Freedom

My Freedom

Others’ 
Freedom

How can Design be Ethical?



Freedom-
by-Design = Ethical? = Promotes Freedom?

My Freedom

Others’ 
Freedom

How can Design be Ethical?



Individualism à Desert Technology

Suffering

Something
wrong with me

(Nudges)

Suffering

Something
wrong with world

(Politics)



Individualism à Desert Technology

Homelessness

Need better
shelters for the

homeless
(FBD)

Homelessness

Need to
prevent

homelessness
(Politics)



Technology

Efficiency
Comfort
Luxury
Happiness

≠ Ethical = Promotes Fantasy 
of Fulfillment

        (danger of nihilism)

Awareness
Possibilities
Complacency
Oppression

= Ethical = Promotes Freedom

Fantasy vs Freedom



Freedom-
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Possibilities
Complacency
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Freedom-by-Design vs Freedom



Part V
Designing Freedom



Technology = Ethical = Promotes Freedom

My Freedom

Others’ 
Freedom

How can Design be Ethical?

??



“It will be said that these considerations remain quite abstract. What 
must be done, practically? Which action is good? Which is bad? To 
ask such a question is also to fall into a naïve abstraction. We don’t 
ask the physicist, ‘Which hypotheses are true?’ Nor the artist, ‘By 
what procedures does one produce a work whose beauty is 
guaranteed?’ Ethics does not furnish recipes any more than do 
science and art. One can merely propose methods.”

Ethics ≠ Recipes



56



Technology = Ethical = Promotes Freedom

My Freedom

Others’ 
Freedom

How can Design be Ethical?

??



“And certainly the proletarian is no more naturally a moral man than 
another; he can flee from his freedom, dissipate it, vegetate without 
desire, and give himself up to an inhuman myth; and the trick of 
‘enlightened’ capitalism is to make him forget about his concern with 
genuine justification, offering him, when he leaves the factory where 
a mechanical job absorbs his transcendence, diversions in which this 
transcendence ends by petering out: there you have the politics of 
the American employing class which catches the worker in the trap of 
sports, ‘gadgets,’ autos, and frigidaires.”

Promoting Freedom ≠ Diversions



1) Don’t design “diversions”

How can Design be Ethical?



“We object to the inquisitors who want to create faith and virtue from 
without; we object to all forms of fascism which seek to fashion the 
happiness of man from without; and also the paternalism which 
thinks that it has done something for man by prohibiting him from 
certain possibilities of temptation, whereas what is necessary is to 
give him reasons for resisting it.”

Promoting Freedom ≠ Fascism



1) Don’t design “diversions”
2) Give reasons for resisting oppression 
rather than manipulating people (≠nudges)

How can Design be Ethical?



Promoting Freedom ≠ Charity

“What must be done is to furnish the ignorant slave with the means of 
transcending his situation by means of revolt, to put an end to his 
ignorance. We know that the problem of the nineteenth-century socialists 
was precisely to develop a class consciousness in the proletariat; we see in 
the life of Flora Tristan, for example, how thankless such a task was: what 
she wanted for the workers had first to be wanted without them. ‘But what 
right does one have to want something for others?’ asks the conservative, 
who meanwhile regards the workingman or the native as ‘a grown-up child’ 
and who does not hesitate to dispose of the child's will. Indeed, there is 
nothing more arbitrary than intervening as a stranger in a destiny which is 
not ours: one of the shocking things about charity - in the civic sense of the 
word - is that it is practiced from the outside, according to the caprice of the 
one who distributes it and who is detached from the object. But the cause 
of freedom is not that of others more than it is mine: it is universally human. 
If I want the slave to become conscious of his servitude, it is both in order 
not to be a tyrant myself - for any abstention is complicity, and complicity in 
this case is tyranny - and in order that new possibilities might be opened to 
the liberated slave and through him to all men…”



1) Don’t design “diversions”
2) Give reasons for resisting oppression 
rather than manipulating people (≠nudges)
3) Raise consciousness of oppression

How can Design be Ethical?



“Thus, we can set up point number one: the good of an individual or 
a group of individuals requires that it be taken as an absolute end of 
our action; but we are not authorized to decide upon this end a priori. 
The fact is that no behavior is ever authorized to begin with, and one 
of the concrete consequences of existentialist ethics is the rejection 
of all the previous justifications which might be drawn from the 
civilization, the age, and the culture; it is the rejection of every 
principle of authority. To put it positively, the precept will be to treat 
the other (to the extent that he is the only one concerned, which is 
the moment that we are considering at present) as a freedom so that 
his end may be freedom; in using this conducting wire one will have 
to incur the risk, in each case, of inventing an original solution…”

Promoting Freedom ≠ Risk-free



1) Don’t design “diversions”
2) Give reasons for resisting oppression 
rather than manipulating people (≠nudges)
3) Raise consciousness of oppression
4) Justify actions on freedom rather than on 
traditions or authority of others (≠co-design)

How can Design be Ethical?



“That is also the problem touched on by Ibsen in The Wild Duck. An 
individual lives in a situation of falsehood; the falsehood is violence, 
tyranny: shall I tell the truth in order to free the victim? It would first 
be necessary to create a situation of such a kind that the truth might 
be bearable and that, though losing his illusions, the deluded 
individual might again find about him reasons for hoping.”

Promoting Freedom ≠ Absolutism



1) Don’t design “diversions”
2) Give reasons for resisting oppression 
rather than manipulating people (≠nudges)
3) Raise consciousness of oppression
4) Justify actions on freedom rather than on 
traditions or authority of others (≠co-design)
5) Don’t just force people to face truth but 
change situation so truth is bearable rather 
than disillusioning

How can Design be Ethical?



1) But what if people want diversions?
2) But what if giving reasons doesn’t work?
3) But how do you raise consciousness?
4) But how do you know if your actions are 
justifiable?
5) But how do you know if you have 
changed a situation successfully?

How can Design be Ethical?
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Thank You!
n.gertz@utwente.nl

https://www.nolengertz.com/
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