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Crrtical theory and critical design
Crrtical reorientation in the design process

Moving beyond the design process



“I'm just an engineer.”



Langdon Winner
1980],"Do
Artifacts Have
Politics?”

' Bloomberg]|



https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-07-09/robert-moses-and-his-racist-parkway-explained
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n desighing tools we are designing

ways of being” 'Winograd and Flores 1986]

What we design, doesn't just create futures, but “defutures’ other

possible futures. [Fry [999]

Designers exert power over their users by implicitly or explicrtly

constructing a normative ground—how someone sho

uld or coula

think, act, and express themselves during use. [LiI 2023



The shortcomings of user-
centered design

HCI says, ‘care about people!”
Joday we begin opening up the question of, “which people?”

[his was Inrtially a problem because traditional user-centered design
does not have any explicit theory of power:

What could go wrong?



How It started: How It's going;
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rreed et al. 201 3]
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ABSTRACT year of deployment. The system receives 100,000 page
ABSTRACT fhuman  views a month and has become a staple tool for many AMT

We conducted an ethnomethodological analysis of publicly We Are Dyn amo: Ove rco mi ng stal I i n g an d F ri cti on hics and  workers, installed over 7,000 times at time of writing.
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illustrate practical and ethical issues relating to working with

HCl/l’s role

‘ms. This paper makes several contributions. First, it offers a case

HCIl has historically:

Acted as canary In the
coal mine: raised
empirical and conceptual
critiques before the
technology Is widespread

Offered guidance on how
to guide the technology
toward pro-socia
outcomes

Turkers and AMT, and to promote design directions to
support Turkers and their relationships with Requesters.
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INTRODUCTION
The concept of crowdsourcing was originally defined by Jeff
Howe of Wired Magazine as “the act of a company or

ABSTRACT

By lowering the costs of communication, the web promises
to enable distributed collectives to act around shared issues.
However, many collective action efforts never succeed:
while the web’s affordances make it easy to gather, these
same decentralizing characteristics impede any focus
towards action. In this paper, we study challenges to
collective action efforts through the lens of online labor by
engaging with Amazon Mechanical Turk workers. Through
a year of ethnographic fieldwork, we sought to understand
online workers’ unique barriers to collective action. We
then created Dynamo, a platform to support the Mechanical
Turk community in forming publics around issues and then
mobilizing. We found that collective action publics tread a
precariously narrow path between the twin perils of stalling
and friction, balancing with each step between losing
momentum and flaring into acrimony. However, specially
structured labor to maintain efforts' forward motion can

An overarching research narrative celebrates the web’s
affordances for galvanizing coordinated actions (e.g., [3, 4,
51). However, many collective action efforts never succeed.
The Internet's sword is double-edged: the same affordances
that seem to make it an ideal setting to gather also seem to
debilitate actual action. It is much easier to derail an effort
than to push one onward to success [21]. People may talk
past each other [24], and even when they do engage, more
discussion can mean lower-quality outcomes [22].
Unfortunately, across many domains, the majority of
collective efforts fail [17, 32]. Online coordination is even
more challenged when political and social stakes are high
or when action may expose participants to harm [4].

Amazon Mechanical Turk (AMT), a crowd work platform,
embodies many of these promises and perils. To some,
crowds bear the potential of mass action and people power.
Yet as Irani and Silberman have argued [19], AMT’s design
directs this collective power into reliable, steadily humming

3., HCI):

study designing an intervention into a highly distributed
microlabor system. Second, it shows an example of systems
design incorporating tools feminist analysis and reflexivity.
Rather than conducting HCI research to reveal and represent
values and positions, and then building systems to resolve
those political differences, we built a system to make
worker-employer relations visible and to provoke ethical
and political debate. Third, this paper contributes lessons

lescribed learned from intervening in existing, large-scale socio-
. and for technical systems (here, AMT) from its margins.

lers have  mETHOD AND OUR STANCE
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ABSTRACT

Paid crowd work offers remarkable opportunities for
improving productivity, social mobility, and the global
economy by engaging a geographically distributed
workforce to complete complex tasks on demand and at
scale. But it is also possible that crowd work will fail to
achieve its potential, focusing on assembly-line piecework.
Can we foresee a future crowd workplace in which we
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to a range of workers and focused support for various task.
For example, anyone with access to the Internet can
perform micro-tasks on the order of seconds using
platforms such as Amazon’s Mechanical Turk, while more
skilled workers can complete multi-hour tasks on
professional online marketplaces such as oDesk or work for
months to solve R&D challenges on open innovation
platforms (e.g. Innocentive). Incentives and work structures
>wdsourcing
rogramming
as that pay
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ous risk that

ABSTRACT

Software algorithms are changing how people work in an
ever-growing number of fields, managing distributed
human workers at a large scale. In these work settings,
human jobs are assigned, optimized, and evaluated through
algorithms and tracked data. We explored the impact of this
algorithmic, data-driven management on human workers
and work practices in the context of Uber and Lyft, new
ridesharing services. Our findings from a qualitative study
describe how drivers responded when algorithms assigned
work, provided informational support, and evaluated their
performance, and how drivers used online forums to
socially make sense of the algorithm features. Implications
and future work are discussed.

but its impact on human workers and work practices has
been largely unexplored. In recent years, the press and
many scholars have brought attention to the importance of
studying the sociotechnical aspects of algorithms [2, 10,
37], yet to our knowledge, there has been little empirical
work in this area.

We explored the impact of algorithmic management in the
context of new ridesharing services Uber and Lyft.
Algorithmic management is one of the core innovations that
enables these services. Independent, distributed drivers with
their own cars are algorithmically matched with passengers
within seconds or minutes, and the fare dynamically
changes based on where passenger demand surges, all

g focused on




A critical theory of HCI

critical design ™ vs, critical design



What is “Critical” about Critical
Design? [Bardzell and Bardzell 201 3]

Critical theory: Speculative and generative, not to explain what Is
known but offer new ways of thinking about It

— applying critical theory to design, including questioning one’s own
positionally and power as designers and contribution to capitalist
Systems

Metacriticism: ''Skilled appreciation of the arts”

— Instill critical thought and iImagination of alternative futures



What is “Critical” about Critical
Design? [Bardzell and Bardzell 201 3]

Dunne and Raby’s critical

design™ [Dunne and Raby 200,
Plerce et al. 201 5]

Use design to make consumers
more critical about how their lives
are mediated by ideologies or
norms Inscribed In design

Mathieu Lehanneur and David
—dwards, Andrea, 2009. [Dunne and
Raby 2013 4




What is “Critical” about Critical
Design? [Bardzell and Bardzell 201 3]

"a design research project may be judged “critical” to the extents
that It proposes a perspective-changing holistic account of a
given phenomenon, and that this account Is grounded in
speculative theory, reflects a dialogical methodology, improves
the public’s cultural competence, and is reflexively aware of

itself as an actor—with both

bower and constraints—within the

soclal world 1t Is seeking to change.”



Feminist HCI ‘Bardzell 2010]

A range of feminist interaction design qualities that can be a
to theory, methodology, user research, evaluation

Feminist Standpoint theory:

“all knowledge attempts are socially situated and that some are
better than others as starting points for knowledge. Knowledge

production Is inevitably enmeshed in acts of power, and In
patriarchal societies, women’s knowledge is suppressed.”



Feminist HCI ‘Bardzell 2010]

Pluralism: artifacts that resist single, universal points of view

Participation: knowers are not substitutable, resisting
oeneralizability/replicability

Advocacy: Ethical dilemma of design

— reinforcing status quo vs. advocacy but advocacy still runs risk of
enforcing one’s own position




Modern frontiers grappling

with these issues

Intersectional HCI| [Schlesinger et al. 201 /]

HC| te

rather -

nds to focus on or

'han dealing wr

identity attributes

h C

e as
eslg

n challenges arising from overlapping

Race and racism |Ogbonnaya-Ogburu 2020

Racism Is ordinary and bakec
web-scale populations typically assumes a SV default

into our designs — and HC| targeting

bect of Identity at a time when designing,



A critical reorientation in
the design process

|deation, prototyping, evaluation



Stanford Embedded Ethics



Evaluation

Expose unintended consequences of a design by analyzing it

through a critical lens

Value-based Methods: value-sensitive design |Friec

man [996]

2



Evaluation

Expose unintended consequences of a design by analyzing it
through a critical lens

Beyond universal values: embracing values in tension |Haghigh:
and Jorke et al. 2023]

22



Evaluation

Expose unintended consequences of a design by analyzing it
through a critical lens

Beyond values harms: decolonizing design [ Ansari 2019, Smith et
al. 2021

— What are the views of the world that are implicitly assumed,
even In values work?

— value community > Implicitly assumes individualism as default

23



Evaluation

Expose unintended consequences of a design by analyzing it
through a critical lens

A bottom-up evaluation: algorithm audits [Sandvig et al. 2014,
Metaxa et al. 2021 ]

— systematically guerying an algorithm and observing its outputs to
draw Inferences about 1ts opaque Inner workings

24



(Harvard professor
Googling her own name)

Audit examples

Google ads for Black names are 25% more likely
to suggest arrest records |Sweeney 20| 3]

Algorithmic risk scores for a ball-setting algorithm were higher for

Black defendants than (otherwise equivalent) VWhite defendants
[Angwin et al. 201 6]

Algorithmic health risk scores will assign the same level of risk to a
sicker Black patient than a White patient [ Obermeyer et al. 2019

Why! Often because the algorithm conflates signals. E.g., health cost as
a proxy for health needs—but less money Is spent on Black patients!

25



ldeation and prototyping

But why walt until evaluation?

What do we deem important enough to allocate resources to!?
How does our approach to addressing it shapes how It Is perceived?

[Take one minute... menstruation and fertility tracking



Critical design/theory as a
generative lens:

Tactful Feminist Sensing [Campo Woytuk et al.
2023




Who continues to remain
in the margins!

“Islamically, | am no longer on my period™ A Study of Menstrual

Tracking in Muslim Women In the US [Ibrahim et al. 2024]



Design based in community

How can our methods empower the
communities to engage In design?

Afrofu
1O sup

[

3ray €

DO

urist speculative design toolkit

- community-led design

- al. 2022]
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Research through design

RtD: methods and processes from
design practice as a legitimate

method of Inquiry [Zimmerman
2010]

My nature watch [Gaver et al. 201 9]

30



Situated co-s
et al. 2019]

Situating design

beculation on lo | using bespoke booklets |

Desjardins

3



Questioning the end goal

Think about self-tracking a
them? VWhat are the goals!

D

blications. When/why/how do you use

Self-tracking to do less! [Homewood, 2023]

Can what we design enable more flexibility and agency to the

end user?



Methods for envisioning
alternative worlds

"Derived from the practice of telling fables or stories, the term
fabulation orients design towards narrative potentials” [Rosner 20197

But whose narratives! VWhat do our existing methods enable?

33



Methods for envisioning
alternative worlds

Fabulating and reflecting on fabulation. [Sendergaard et al. 2023]

VWhat methods we use, what we consider scientific!



Moving beyond the design
process

Beyond the artifact, guestioning research assumptions



Beyond the artifact

Strategies: Design for social justice such as from individual to
systemic [Dombrowski, Harmon, and Fox 201 6]

Activism: Turkopticon, an activist tool for workers in Amazon
Mechanical Turk (AMT) [lrani et al. 201 3]

Policy: Integrating policy and design [Jackson, Gillespie, and Payette
2014]

— Partnership with labor unions for development of Al tools
through Involving workers [Spektor et al. 2023, Aupperlee 2023]

36



How iIs research
disseminated?

Zines [Smith 2020, Pictorials [Pierce 20141  alt.chi [Ames et
McNutt 2021 ] al. 201 5]




Summary

Artifacts have politics: the systems we create influence groups anc
socleties, often with undesirable outcomes

Designers hold power: the power is in the theories, methods for ideation,
prototyping, and evaluation, and in how we dissipate knowledge.

HC/l’s role: Identity the ways in which technology shapes the
society

cnvision alternative methods and processes, technical approaches,
policies, and designs that mitigate these Issues

38
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