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Usability

-Minimal, necessary condition for good design

-We have come a long way, and usability is still
 our “bread and butter,” our “meat and potatoes”
 our daily “grub” . . .



Erst kommt das Fressen,   



Erst kommt das Fressen, dann kommt die Moral.   



We need a lot of engineers in the modern world,
   



We need a lot of engineers in the modern world,
but we do not want a world of modern engineers.   



Ethical Design

Toward an Ethics of Technological Possibilism
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View from my hotel room, 2002, New York City



 



                 Mr. Geoffrey Wharton

(at left, with Mayor Bloomberg and Mr. Larry Silverstein)



 

Designing the new WTC-7 Building
at Skidmore, Owings & Merrill, NYC



 

The new WTC-7 Building



 



 

Martin Amis
The Second Plane: September 11,
        Terror and Boredom



 

Martin Amis

From The Second Plane:

The message of September 
11 ran as follows: America, it 
is time you learned how
implacably you are hated. 

United Airlines Flight 175 was 
an Intercontinental Ballistic
Missile, launched in
Afghanistan, and aimed
at her innocence.



 

BIG Science

Post-War Physics



 

“Physics ended the war”



 

What was “the Physics” of September 11?



 

Kant



 

Kant

The Categorical Imperatives

Act only according to the maxim
whereby you can at the same 
time will that it should become a
universal law. 



 

Kant

The Categorical Imperatives

Act only according to the maxim
whereby you can at the same 
time will that it should become a
universal law. 

Act in such a way that you treat
humanity, whether in your own
person or in the person of 
another, always at the same time
as an end and never simply as
a means.



 

Susan Neiman



 

On Moral Clarity

Simon Blackburn

Philosophically, one of the deepest discussions in the 
book is Neiman’s appropriation of Kant’s doctrine of 
freedom. This is a notoriously treacherous area, but 
Neiman correctly aligns it with the human capacity for
noticing or inventing (it does not necessarily matter 
which) possibilities for action. As well as whatever is
the case, we have what might be the case, or what we 
could make come about, as well as what ought to be
the case. – Simon Blackburn



 

However

Aristotle

What admits of being otherwise
 includes what is produced and
      what is done in action.

From Nichomachean Ethics



 

“What is Produced”

So ethics extends beyond action to technology



 

“What is Produced”

So ethics extends beyond action to technology

What the rest of this talk is not about . . . 



 

Not Cultural Criticism of Technology or New Media



 

Not “Professional Ethics” or Privacy, Security … on the Internet



 

Not Privileging the “Good Old Days”



 

Toward an Ethics of Technological Possibilsm



 

Neiman on Ethics and Technology

Contemporary technologies are
as neutral as more primitive tools;
the same hammer that built a frame
can smash it.
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Contemporary technologies are
as neutral as more primitive tools;
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Not nineteen lasers, but nineteen
box cutters were enough to topple
the World Trade Center.



 

Neiman on Ethics and Technology

Contemporary technologies are
as neutral as more primitive tools;
the same hammer that built a frame
can smash it.

Not nineteen lasers, but nineteen
box cutters were enough to topple
the World Trade Center.

Is this the correct analysis?



History 

Frederick W. Taylor
    (1856 - 1915)



History 

Frederick W. Taylor
    (1856 - 1915)



History 

Frederick W. Taylor
    (1856 - 1915)

HF Textbooks

+ Experimental & Cogntive Psychology



History 

Frederick W. Taylor
    (1856 - 1915)

HF Textbooks

HF Handbooks



History 

Frederick W. Taylor
    (1856 - 1915)

Classical HCI research (e.g.,
Card, Moran and Newell)

+ Early Cognitive Psych
    and Cognitive Science



Largely Rejected by European Work Psychologists 

Siefgried Greif

In favor of more humanistic approaches such as activity theory



1984



Meanwhile





2006

An Ecological Approach to 
the Analysis and Design of
Human-Machine Systems.

+

Egon Brunswik              James J. Gibson



2006

An Ecological Approach to 
the Analysis and Design of
Human-Machine Systems.

Grounded in Egon Brunswik’s
theory of probabilistic functionalism
and methodology of representative
design, & Gibson’s affordance theory.



2006

An Ecological Approach to 
the Analysis and Design of
Human-Machine Systems.

Grounded in Egon Brunswik’s
theory of probabilistic functionalism,
methodology of representative
design, & Gibson’s affordance theory.

The environment is hardly incidental
to behavior, but creates the playing
field for possible behavior.



2006

A Review:

Designing interactive technology needs
predictive, practical theoretical models of
the user, but cognitive psychology’s
woefully inadequate treatment of the 
environment has, in turn, not allowed
adequate treatment of the mind-
environment mutual co-adaptation on
which systems depend. Not only does
Brunswik’s analysis provide a coherent
way to think about the problems of 
perception, mind, environment, and
adaptation, but in a sense Brunswik gets
the last theoretical laugh in one of
psychology’s oldest arguments.



2006

A Review:

Designing interactive technology needs
predictive, practical theoretical models of
the user, but cognitive psychology’s
woefully inadequate treatment of the 
environment has, in turn, not allowed
adequate treatment of the mind-
environment mutual co-adaptation on
which systems depend. Not only does
Brunswik’s analysis provide a coherent
way to think about the problems of 
perception, mind, environment, and
adaptation, but in a sense Brunswik gets
the last theoretical laugh in one of
psychology’s oldest arguments.Stuart Card



Implications for Ethics of Technology

Friedman & Kahn: Human Values, Ethics 
  and Design.

Jacko & Sears,
         2003

Three approaches to technological ethics

- Embodied (technological determinism)
- Exogenous (its all about social forces)
- Interactionist: Whereas the features or
  properties that people design into technologies
  support certain values and hinder others, the
  technology’s actual use depends on the goals
  of the people interacting with it.



Implications for Ethics of Technology

Friedman & Kahn: Human Values, Ethics 
  and Design.

Jacko & Sears,
         2003

Three approaches to technological ethics

- Embodied (technological determinism)
- Exogenous (its all about social forces)
- Interactionist: 

        Susan Nieman



Implications for Ethics of Technology

Technological Determinism (only position that allows the
 design of technology to strongly influence behavior):

Karl Marx

The windmill gives you society with 
the feudal lord: the steam-mill, society 
with the industrial capitalist. 

From: The Poverty of Philosophy, 
1847.



Implications for Ethics of Technology

Technological Determinism (only position that allows the
 design of technology to strongly influence behavior):

Largely dismissed in modern scholarship:

Critics of (hard) determinism question the plausibility
of imputing agency to ‘technology’ . . . . How can we
reasonably think of this abstract, disembodied, 
quasi-metaphysical entity (technology) or of one of
its artifactual stand-ins (e.g., the computer) as the
initiator of actions capable of controlling human
destiny?  (M.R. Smith and L. Marx, 1994).

M.R. Smith & L. Marx



Implications for Ethics of Technology

Technological Determinism (only position that allows the
 design of technology to strongly influence behavior):

Bijker & Law (1992)

Bruno Latour: Where are the missing masses? The
sociology of a few mundane artifacts.



Implications for Ethics of Technology

Technological Determinism (only position that allows the
 design of technology to strongly influence behavior):

Bruno Latour

The Berliner Key





Perhaps not Technology Determinism,
      but Technology Possibilism?



Perhaps not Technology Determinism,
      but Technology Possibilism?



Perhaps not Technology Determinism,
      but Technology Possibilism?



Information Technology and Automation
are now able to do what Taylor could have
only dreamed about:

Provide hard, rather than soft (training and
incentive-based) constraints that define the 
playing field for human behavior, for the
expression of freedom and dignity.

Onset of the Age of Digital Taylorism?



“Father of Cybernetics,” Norbert Wiener



Thomas B. Sheridan

From Sheridan & Ferrell, Man-Machine
Systems (1974)

We believe that the engineer who deals with human performance should 
avoid two faults that have made the “efficiency expert” one of the most hated
in industry: (1) the neglect of personal and of social variables, and (2) the use
of people as means to ends they do not share and do not determine. If a 
person is to design tasks for others he has the responsibility to attempt to 
see the tasks and their implications in a wider context and to attempt to 
ensure that they are life-enhancing. This is not easy to do, nor are the criteria 
clear cut.. This, in the long run, is the demand of good engineering. The 
human use of man-machine systems is just the human use of human beings.   



Beyond Constraining: Inventing New Possibilities for Action

Philosophically, one of the deepest discussions in the 
book is Neiman’s appropriation of Kant’s doctrine of 
freedom. This is a notoriously treacherous area, but 
Neiman correctly aligns it with the human capacity for
noticing or inventing (it does not necessarily matter 
which) possibilities for action. 

Simon Blackburn
Philosophy Chair
Cambridge Univ.



 



 

Were Nineteen Box Cutter Knives the Enabling Technology?



 

Were Nineteen Box Cutter Knives the Enabling Technology?

What was the “Physics” of September 11?



 

Were Nineteen Box Cutter Knives the Enabling Technology?

HF, HCI, Usability Engineering: The “Walk Up and Use” Jet Liner.



 Technology is not value-neutral to the
extent it either restricts or expands
possibilities for human action.



 Technology is not value-neutral to the
extent it either restricts or expands
possibilities for human action.

Technology’s influence on behavior is
not deterministic (Marx), but it is “hard”
nevertheless in terms of what actions
are possible and impossible.



 

Interface Design   (what?)

History of Usability, HCI, etc.

1960s – 1980s
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Interface Design   (what?)

Future of Usability, HCI, etc.

1960s – 1980s

Functionality       (how?)1990s – 2000s

2010s - future Purpose           (why?)



 

Grenzenlos freil?

Toward Technological Possibilism as a
      Foundation for Ethical Design

Thank you for your time and attention this morning


