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Key premise: Design is never neutral;
rather, it shapes power, behaviour and
social norms.

Martijn van Loon

lllustrates political responsibility through

an everyday yet invisible problem:
digital waste, cloud storage and
resource consumption.

Joanna Montgomery

Shifts from ecological materiality to
emotional materiality: objects are not
merely resources, but vessels of
memory and meaning.

Phil van Allen

Opens up the broader Al framework:
beyond the hype, we need a different
understanding of Al as part of
complex ecologies.

Iskander Smit

Deepens this idea and shifts Al
from centralised large-scale
systems to local, relational and
collective intelligence.

Kars Alfrink, Sunjoo Lee,
Lena Trotereau, Fieke Jansen

Brings the Al debate down to earth:
making, mud batteries and ‘Grounded
Futures’ show how speculative design
can be materially anchored.

Maja Riemann

Radically expands the space of
possibilities: magic, fantasy and
more-than-human worldviews as
a resource for regenerative design
imagination.

Albrecht Kurze

Makes the transition to methodology:
how can existing design methods be
practically deconstructed, combined

and revitalised?

Rob van Kranenburg,
Maarten Lens-FitzGerald

Translates the methodological
question to infrastructure policy:

6G is reimagined as the commons,

a citizen-led process and democratic

infrastructure.




Karola Kopferl, Albrecht Kurze

Demonstrates a concrete, sensory,
local implementation of remix, reuse
and regeneration in urban space.

Peet Sneekes

Conclusion as an open forum:
voices, friction and a debate
open to further exploration.

Jesse Birnage, Anna Both,
Maaike Hoevenaars,
Anniek van de Velde

An interactive installation that
challenges our usual everyday logic
and demonstrates just how unsettling
simple tasks can be for people

with low literacy levels.

Barbora Halanova,
Mehraneh Miriramsheh,

Iskje Vogelenzang de Jong,
Damian Westerbor

The game playfully highlights the
risks of jumping to conclusions
when self-diagnosing.

Franciellen Albuquerque,
Manuela Conte, Yagmur Erkisi,
Sara Klaverstijn

An interactive installation in which
children playfully explore their
connection to the ecosystem through
Al-generated natural worlds.

Nicolas Jester, Tajin Popo,
Silve Pott, Leon Siil

An interactive music wall that gives
people with low literacy skills a
self-directed way to engage

with the library through movement,
sound and a sense of achievement
gained through play.



Sen Lin

At the 2022 Global Privacy Summit, Former Apple CEO Tim
Cook stated that technology is neither inherently good nor in-
herently bad. It is, he said, a mirror, one that reflects the am-
bitions and intentions of its uses, builders, and regulators.
The framing is seductive. It places responsibility neatly on the
stakeholders, as if the mirror itself carries no weight.

What Cook echoed, whether deliberately or not, is the first of
Melvin Kranzberg's six laws of technology: technology is nei-
ther good nor bad, nor is it neutral (Kranzberg, 1986). Viewed
as a tool, technology can appear neutral: a knife cuts ingre-
dients or harms a person. But viewed as a resource to be
cultivated and exploited, closer to what Heidegger called
Gestell (Heidegger, 1954/1977), neutrality becomes untena-
ble. Technology requires funding. In the minds of research-
ers, it takes shape as a blueprint; in the minds of investors,
as a market opportunity. A technology transitions from hy-
pothesis to reality not through technical feasibility alone, but
through the future value that capital assigns to it—and capital
is never neutral.

Moses Low Bridge and the Paris renovation

In 1927, Robert Moses, then chairman of the Long Island
State Park Commission, began construction of the Southern
State Parkway, the first highway connecting New York City
to Jones Beach on Long Island. When the parkway opened,
it featured a series of stone overpasses with unusually low
clearances, averaging roughly 2.7 meters (Caro, 1974). City
buses of the era stood approximately three meters tall. So
only private automobiles could pass through.

In that period, car ownership in America was concentrat-

ed among the wealthy, the vast majority of whom were white.
Other low-income communities who relied on public tran-

sit were physically barred from reaching the beach. Moses
declared Jones Beach a public amenity. His low overpass-
es told a different story. These structures, now known as

the Moses Low Bridges, remain the most cited example

in Langdon Winner‘s argument that artifacts have politics
(Winner, 1980).

A parallel logic operated in mid-nineteenth-century Paris.
Since the French Revolution of 1789, Parisians had repeat-
edly erected barricades in armed uprisings, using the city's
narrow, winding streets as natural defensive terrain. Baron
Haussmann, commissioned by Napoleon IlI, responded be-
tween 1853 and 1870 with a sweeping urban renovation,
carving radial boulevards outward from the Arc de Triomphe
(Harvey, 2003). These wide avenues enabled rapid troop de-
ployment and clear artillery lines against barricade posi-
tions—urban planning as political surgery.

The politics of artifacts

Both cases involve the built environment, and both point to-
ward a concept that extends well beyond architecture: the
politics of artifacts. But what does “politics” mean in this
context?

Andrew Heywood offers a broad definition: politics is the ac-
tivity through which people make, preserve, and amend

the general rules under which they live (Heywood, 2013).
Extending this to the material world, the politics of things re-
fers to their capacity to make, preserve, and amend the rules
of life.

Moses's overpasses and Haussmann's boulevards both carry
this capacity. Through deliberate design, they reshaped how
people could behave. Once you adopt this lens, instances

of embedded intent surface everywhere. The armrest divid-
ing a park bench prevents someone from lying down. Speed
bumps compel drivers to decelerate. Directional arrows on
subway platforms nudge passengers to let others exit first. All
expressions of politics operating through form.

Palitics, in this sense, is a kind of guidance. It steers how peo-
ple interact with things, and it shapes how society absorbs
their presence, converting them into norms, habits, common
sense. The artifacts around us exist in their particular forms
because they carry human intent. This is what makes design
a form of purposeful creativity.

Therefore, | propose two postures on how designers might re-
spond: defend, and attack.

Defend: equalize design

If artifacts are political, how should designers, as their mak-
ers, respond? Defense comes first.

Defense confronts the holders of power. The racially biased
planner that was Robert Moses. The product manager bur-
dened with growth KPIs that leave no room for ethical ques-
tions. The client who arrives with a premeditated agenda. And
one target that is easy to overlook: the designer. Designers
carry professional training, cultural capital, and, through insti-
tutional leverage, a single design decision can shape the dai-
ly experience of millions. In community projects especially,
designers enter as outsiders who are granted, from day one,
the power to intervene in other people’s lives.

A phrase worth keeping close: you are responsible for the
words you say, but also for what people hear. The first means
knowing which powers you exercise. The second means un-
derstanding your impact from the other side.

George Aye's trajectory illustrates this clearly. After seven

years at IDEO, he co-founded Greater Good Studio in 2011,
a social design practice focused on equity. The catalyst was
a consumer research project for Kool-Aid. During user inter-
views, a father expressed a wish for a transparent version of
the powdered drink mix so his children would not notice him



drinking it. A compelling insight, a textbook example of guilty
pleasure as a consumption driver, but one that would also in-
crease sugar intake. Aye recognized that designers were not
failing to see the health implications. The momentum of de-
sign-thinking-led processes encouraged them to selective-
ly ignore such concerns because raising them would compli-
cate the project.

Aye later argued that the fundamental question of design

is not “why should we design” or “what should we design,”
but should we design at all. From this came a set of probing
questions to keep open during a project:

- Who benefits most from this project? Is it the initiator?

- How do different people define success, and where do
they conflict?

- Have similar projects been done before? If so, why do this
one again?

- Who defined the users, and why prioritize their interests?

- Do they represent the broader group? If not, what should
change?

- Does our involvement as a third party reinforce existing
power inequality?

All of these point toward a simpler test. Before a project be-
gins: who does what to whom for whose benefit? After it
ends: has power become more equitably distributed among
those involved?

Attack: design equalization
| am more drawn to a second posture: attack.

The defensive logic seeks to equalize artifacts, ensuring
through careful process that outputs produce no harm to any
group. This is appropriate when designers work within insti-
tutional constraints, but it carries a structural paradox. The
“good” designers strive for and the “bad” that power holders
promote are the same thing at a structural level: the capacity
of artifacts to shape behavior. They occupy different positions
on the value spectrum, but the mechanism is identical. The
politics of artifacts cannot be fully eliminated.

The attack posture does not pursue neutrality. It leverag-

es the political nature of design to serve those marginalized
by mainstream discourse and excluded by commercial log-
ic. Where defense suppresses excessive power, attack em-
powers those who have lost it. | call this Design Equalization:
treating design as a practice that gives form to equity, not just
declares it.

Two tactics follow.

Provide a scaffolder

A scaffolder is a tool that empowers people to make progress
on their own terms, including possibilities they may not have

imagined.

Japanese artist and game designer Tomo Kihara focused on

Europe's growing population of people experiencing home-
lessness. Through fieldwork, he found that conventional beg-
ging tends to trigger avoidance in passersby, leaving un-
housed individuals unable to participate in social interaction
and trapped in cycles of marginalization.

Kihara designed the Street Debater: a set of weighing scales
where users place two opposing positions on current affairs,
inviting passersby to vote with coins. Through this gamified
mechanism, people are drawn into public discussion and into
direct contact with the person holding the scales. Begging
transforms into a street activity. The unhoused individual
gains a form of social participation. The open-source scales
are a scaffolder: a tool that shifts the relationship between a
marginalized group and its environment.

The logic of scaffolding runs like this: embed vision into tools,
gather users through open forms, and through the scale of
that participation, shift society toward a direction you believe
in.

Design alternatives

Alternatives address rigid use cases where the market al-
ready provides a fully developed solution, one so embedded
it has become a default mental model. Designing an alterna-
tive is not zero-sum competition with the mainstream. It offers
a parallel path for the same need.

British design studio Special Projects practices Calm
Technology, a concept that originated at Xerox PARC and ad-
vocates for technology that reduces cognitive burden rath-
er than demanding attention (Weiser & Brown, 1997). In

a Samsung collaboration, they were tasked with increas-

ing smartphone adoption among elderly users. Research re-
vealed that conventional manuals, dense with jargon, creat-
ed comprehension barriers. Special Projects responded with
Out of the Box: a phone manual in book form, with the de-
vice's components embedded within its pages, using visual
guidance and plain language. The solution shipped with the
Samsung Tocco Lite series. Every unit sold became a small
act of technological inclusion.

Good alternatives share a trait: their value proposition is
self-evident. They feel like magic in their surprise, but not like
mystery in their logic.

Conclusion: design as an art of benevolence

Through the Moses Low Bridges and Haussmann's renova-
tion of Paris, this article has argued that artifacts carry poli-
tics as a general condition. Designers, as makers of artifacts,
should not selectively ignore this. But what grounds the obli-
gation? Is it just a moral command imposed from outside?

Chinese philosopher Chen Jiaying provides a useful frame.
In What Is the Good Life (Chen, 2015), he argues by analo-
gy with medicine: the practice of healing is not limited to cor-
rect diagnosis. Helping patients understand their condition,
drawing on expertise to guide them toward a reasonable



relationship with illness, these too belong to the practice.
Medicine requires not only skill, but virtue.

The same holds for design. It calls for more than talent and
craft. It demands awareness of capital dynamics, pow-

er structures, commercial mechanisms, the shadow side of
technology, and one‘s own blind spots. It invites designers to
channel expertise and creativity into amplifying marginalized
voices and making more just alternatives possible.

There is a Chinese proverb: medicine is an art of benevo-

lence, and its purpose is to serve. Design, too, is an art of
benevolence.
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