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ABSTRACT1 

In this position paper, a tentative response to questions concerning the role of philosophy in 
conjunction with recent advancement within the field of HCI (Human Computer Interaction) will 
be discussed. At the core of our discussion are new demands for responsible research where 
philosophically informed HCI research can play a fundamental part. Our argument is that 
philosophically informed HCI research can serve as a foundation for assessing and deliberating 
relationships between digital designs and quality of life. In our view, such assessments have much 
to gain by perspectives and critiques already elaborated by HCI scholars. We briefly outline how, in 
our experience, the basis of Critical Theory and Feminism provides a bracketing foundation for 
educating and cultivating HCI research that anticipates and assesses potential implications and 
societal expectations with regard to digital designs. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Digital systems and applications are continuously being implemented and tried out on a world-wide 
scale. For example, digital designs in terms of autonomous systems and various AI applications are 
presently changing the way we live our lives, understand ourselves and our surroundings [2, 3, 4, 6, 
8, 9, 11, 12, 13]. This change is sometimes referred to as a digital transformation in which demands 
for new ethical vistas, considerations and deliberations are sought for, required and essential to 
develop [18, 19]. Digital designs are as such also advanced into important social contexts where there 
is a need to move beyond conventional understanding of instrumental rationality, to approaches 
that more closely questions the ways that digital designs are shaping and forming peoples’ lifeworlds 
[16, 18, 28]. 

Based on critical theories of technology and feminism our stance is that digital designs need to be 
understood as filled with agency, intentionality and values [16, 17, 26, 30]. These ideas are not new, 
but has so far not been fully understood and developed in academic disciplines that studies the 
relationship between human experience and technologies, HCI research included. Feenberg, for 
instance, states that most disciplines have been rather preoccupied with an analytical asymmetry 
between function and structure on the one hand and lifeworld and meaning on the other [14]. A 
preoccupation that has contributed to an impression that technology is only social when it is being 
used for something, leaving the technical as a non-social phenomenon, unrelated to sense-making 
and human experience [14]. 

We find such unreflective approaches to digital designs problematic. Therefore, we argue that there 
is an increased need to reflect and explore various meanings and consequences of digital designs. So 
instead of only value and cherish digital designs as something universal and given, we suggest that 
digital designs need to be reflected upon as related to a continuum of experiences possible to critique 
and interpret. That is, instead of fostering the sense of the digital as given, the meaning of 
digitalization should be regarded open, dynamic, multiperspectival and unfinalizable [6, 7, 10, 13, 14, 
19, 21].  

Over the years, Philosophy of Technology and Feminism has developed various approaches to 
criticize, analyze and discuss technological developments and their consequences for society [7, 19, 
20]. Many of them relate to the thinking of Martin Heidegger, as he is regarded the first philosopher 
that recognized the ontological status of technology [17]. What distinguishes these philosophers is 
also that they in one or another make explicit an asymmetry between human experience and 
technology and in different ways try to move beyond. They can as such be said to advocate a more 
critically inclined theory of technology. 



 

The characteristics of Critical Theory and 
Feminism: 

Qualitative and interpretative – paying 
attention to history and asymmetries in 
power. 

Dialectic and diffractive thinking – 
illuminating negotiation and prevailing 
notion of ideas. 

Responsibility and accountability – focusing on 
otherness, values, norms and ethics.  

HCI RESEARCH INFORMED BY CRITICAL THEORY AND FEMINISM 
As we advance Critical Theory and Feminism as basis in HCI’s evolving research we also 
acknowledge other such attempts that investigates ethical and moral implications of digital designs 
[2, 3, 4, 6]. One overarching and shared concern for Critical Theory and Feminism is the rejection of 
technological forms of domination among other things referred to as reification, or one-
dimensionality [15, 16, 21]. Here however we suggest that the relationship between HCI, Critical 
Theory and Feminism could be explored even more thoroughly, as also suggested by [3, 4, 5, 6]. We 
advance three characteristics of Critical Theory and Feminism that we hold to be important for 
critical HCI research position from which multi-dimensions of human relationships with digital 
designs can be explored, questioned and approached.  

The first aspect of Critical Theory and Feminism that could be further explored by HCI research 
its’ qualitative and interpretative ambitions in combination with a deep interest in the critical 
questioning of actual social realities [1, 8, 9, 24]. Hence philosophically informed HCI could renew 
such ambition by paying more close attention to how digital designs are historically assembled and 
shaped by asymmetries in power and interests and consequently explore how such asymmetries and 
interest can and should be subject to critique. We also here find support to suggest a shift in 
attention from contexts of application, towards contexts of implication and oriented towards matters 
of concerns or ‘ultimate concerns’ as suggested by feminist scholars and philosophers of technology 
[7, 15, 16, 20, 24]. 

The second aspect of is to focus on dialectic and diffractive thinking, often in some kind of 
negation with prevailing notions and ideas. Through negations, dialectic tensions are made explicit, 
that illuminates as well as makes possible the surpassing of dominating ideas. It is thus by making 
explicit tensions between actualities and alternative ideas and practices that productive contrasts 
are created [1, 8, 9, 27, 29]. Some cornerstone concepts (figures, scripts) within feminist 
technoscience that might provide additional grounds are among others; situated knowledges [15] 
design from somewhere [23], partial translations [23] and modest witness [15], companion species 
[15], diffraction and agential realism [8]. As well as questions such as: Where are we going? Is this 
a desirable development? What if anything would we do about it? Who gains and who loses and by 
which mechanisms of power? 

A third aspect is responsibility and accountability. A focus on responsibility and accountability 
directs attention to the intent in Critical Theory towards liberating humans from the domination of 
technology. But it can also be in accordance with the claim that there are possibilities and potentials 
in the experiential realm of digital designs by framing this relationship in some new and radically 
different way [9, 15, 16, 27]. Accordingly, to be critical is to examine the conditions and 
circumstances that are necessary in order for something to be, exist or appear [9, 10, 27]. The ability 
to respond and account can thus also be regarded as a primary motivating factor for exploring 
alternative aspects, knowledge and preconditions that contrasts and differentiates prevailing 
conceptions and concerns. The ability to respond, thus requires being in touch with the material 
studied, the knowledge produced and the implications of research. As such, responsibility and 
accountability are closely related to ethics and to paying attention to otherness, rather than 
sameness [27, 29, 30, 31]. 



 

 CONCLUSION 

In sum, we find a need of more philosophically oriented HCI research. Here we have tentatively 
outlined the characteristics that we find valuable to further pursue by such orientation. We think 
that there is a need for a more liberal form of qualitative research where the researchers own 
imaginative, analytical and interpretative ability is combined with theories that counter-weight 
seemingly neutral concepts of digital designs. Our research on the boundaries of feminism and HCI 
is presently oriented towards AI and Ethics where we try to formulate questions regarding matters 
of concerns and contexts of implication. We are for instance questioning how ethics and 
responsibility can be understood beyond checklists and controlled bias in autonomous systems, and 
to what extent people are ascribing morality and responsibility to AI in their everyday life. We are 
also exploring the relationship between AI and Ethics through notions of existential trust and 
technoemotions in order explore other critical sensibilities in studies of digital designs. We find it to 
be a real need for a critical stance, a research approach that questions the relationships between 
digital designs and the ‘good life’. Here we claim that Critical Theory, Critical Theories of 
Technology and Feminism can further such a responsible HCI research position. 
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