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Designing for the Vulnerable:
Maclntyre’s Concept of Proxy as
Ethical Framework

Sébastien Proulx,' The Ohio State University, USA

Abstract: This article introduces Alasdair Maclntyre’s concept of proxy as a social role providing moral guidelines to
address the challenges associated with designing for vulnerable populations from a caring perspective. While user-
centered design approaches paved the way to empowering design interventions, a genuine shift from a curing to a caring
perspective has yet to be fully embraced. Failing to adopt a caring approach is a point of contention for preventing
designers from truly empathizing with their users and recognizing significant factors affecting the quality of user
experience. To address that question, we discuss how Maclntyre’s moral framework considers the complex realities of
vulnerable and dependent people and how to approach them. Through Maclntyre’s account of the proxy, it will be
argued that design can adopt a caring approach by allowing consideration of the facts of dependency on others as social
differences but not abnormalities. It will be suggested that adopting the proxies would prepare designers to face the
challenges of advocating for users by leading them to consider the situation of dependent people as socially normal.
Relying on insight from moral philosophy, this article suggests how design may embrace a genuine empathic stance in
regard to the vulnerable.

Keywords: Ethics of Care, Vulnerabilities, Empathy, Proxy, Alasdair Maclntyre

n a famous talk delivered at the “Industrial Design: A New Profession” conference at the

Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in 1946, Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy stated that designers are

responsible for user advocacy. In other words, he was inviting designers to consider their role
in regard to people’s well-being. For the past thirty years, various approaches and methods from
user-centered design (UCD) (Norman and Draper 1986) to empathic design (Koskinen,
Mattelmiki, and Battarbee 2003) to many strands of participatory design (Sanders and Stappers
2008) have been developed to bridge the gap between designers and the users of their
interventions. With much success, the development of these approaches has transformed the
scope of design and its relationship to people (Vial 2018). The rise of such approaches led to a
shift that saw designers’ professional activities move toward lifestyle and user experience
through the design of information, services, and systems (Redstrdom 2006). The focus then turned
to how people interact with things (Shreddrof 2001). By considering experience as an object of
matter, designers are positioning themselves to develop products that can holistically address and
fulfill people’s needs and desires in accordance with their ideas of a good life. This shift has been
characterized by Findeli and Bousbaci (2005) as a process that led toward what they call the
eclipse of the object in design theory. Through experiencing design, or design for experience, to
be more precise, products are no longer ends in themselves, but merely parts of an ecosystem of
touchpoints embodying services that ought to fulfill people’s needs or desires. Those needs and
desires therefore have to be considered the definitive objects of design, and user experience is at
the base of the quality attributed to services. Incidentally, the quality of design projects depends
on their fitness in regard to users’ capacities, values, and biography, the understanding of which
becomes a crucial part of the design process (Proulx, Gauthier, and Hamarat, forthcoming).

Evidence that this approach has now entered and pollinated contemporary design practice
and design school curricula is easy find. For instance, the strategic vision statements of numerous
high-profile design firms highlight how this stance has taken a central role in defining their
professional activity.
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IDEO:
IDEO is a global design company. We create positive impact through design.

Steelcase:
Steelcase helps leading organizations create places that unlock the promise of their people—places that inspire
people to bring purpose to life. This is who we are. It’s also what we do.

Michael Graves Architecture and Design:
Utilizing a holistic perspective, Michael Graves Architecture & Design focuses on how people live, work and play to
create enduring, deeply human design solutions.

Figure 1: Design firms’ mission statements exemplifying concern for users as a strategic value.
Source: Proulx 2018

It is also now common to see universities that offer design programs include courses on
design research or the anthropology of material culture alongside more classical industrial design
topics like materials and processes. While design approaches can differ widely in scope, Vial
(2018) argued that design, as a practice, is genuinely concerned with the good and well-being of
people. This may lead to considering placing design alongside other care practices like nursing,
childcare, and social work (Proulx 2015) (see Figure 2).

' - Y =% Lerg
Figure 2: This photograph was taken at OSU’s childcare center two days after my French-speaking
child joined her new preschool age group. More than a feel-good gesture, the
welcoming French books demonstrate the care ethic practiced by her teachers.
Source: Proulx 2018
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PROULX: DESIGNING FOR THE VULNERABLE

However, despite the benevolent intentions that drive designers, how they think about their
relationship to others makes equivocal the classification of design as a caring activity.
Philosopher Eva Feder Kittay argued that a care relationship depends on the carer’s attitude.

As an attitude, caring denotes a positive, effective bond and investment in another’s
well-being. The labor can be done without the appropriate attitude. Yet without the
attitude of care, the open responsiveness to another that is essential to understanding
what another requires is not possible. That is, labor unaccompanied by the attitude of
care cannot be good care. (Kittay 2003, 259-60)

According to Kramer, Noronha, and Vergo (2000), adopting user-centered methods does not
guarantee the adoption of such an attitude, given that designers may still maintain a dominating
position in regard to the users and realities that make up their ordinary lives. According to
Molinier, Laugier, and Paperman (2009), such a crow’s nest stance fosters a logic of curing
rather than caring. Vertical and detached relationships are incompatible with being attentive to
personal realities and showing concern for their particular vulnerabilities (Tronto 1993).
Moreover, this way of advocating for users may victimize people who depend on others and
therefore poses a significant risk of social exclusion (Molinier, Laugier, and Paperman 2009).

Alignment to a curing logic is explicit when designers’ attention to people’s well-being is
limited to objective needs. Coleman, Lebbon, and Myerson (2013) discussed how designers often
have the tendency to focus on the special needs of people with disabilities and how they rely on
shallow understanding of their end users’ realities. This prevents designers from considering how
psychological and emotional factors may affect people’s experience with the artificial world.
This demonstrates that one does not need to care to address problems of people with disabilities.
Yet, failing to do so may negate the capacity to make the ordinary uses of things easier and more
convenient to manipulate (Bréviglieri 1997). This reality reveals a shortfall in the ability of
designers to tackle vulnerability as a particular but not necessarily irregular condition of
humanity.

From an ethical standpoint, this line of questioning raises the issue of the conditions
necessary to allow designers to advocate for users with a genuinely caring perspective. To
address that question, we introduce and discuss Alasdair Maclntyre’s (1999) concept of proxy.
The proxy is a social role MacIntyre conceptualizes from its ethical framework as a way to
ensure the voices of dependent and vulnerable people are taken into account. We argue that this
role may allow designers to adopt a caring stance in advocating for users. Maclntyre’s original
approach relies on its criticisms of contemporary liberal society and its habit of considering
vulnerabilities as abnormalities. In this theoretical article, we address the question of the
specificity of Maclntyre’s moral framework as a way to allow design to consider, in holistic
fashion, the complex realities of vulnerable and dependent people. In the concluding remarks, we
raise the challenges that face design acting in accordance to the expectations for a good proxy.

Alasdair Macintyre: An Account of the Good Life

Alasdair MacIntyre is a central figure of Usonian moral philosophy. He is acknowledged
alongside Michael Sandel, Michael Walzer, and Charles Taylor as one of the founding fathers of
communitarianism. His seminal work, After Virtue, is known for its salient criticism of
emotivism ethics and modern liberal pluralism, which he believes deprives us of the capacity to
deliberate on and come together around a shared conception of the common good (Maclntyre
2013). As such, MacIntyre played a significant part in the renewed contemporary interest in
Aristotelian virtue ethics.

In 1997, MaclIntyre was selected by the American Philosophical Association to deliver the
prestigious twentieth Paul Carus Lecture Series, which led to the publication of an essay titled
“Dependent Rational Animals” (Maclntyre 1999). This essay questions how human

47



THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF DESIGN IN SOCIETY

vulnerabilities integrate into social organizations and influence the definition of “the good life” in
contemporary societies. Maclntyre raises this problem in relationship to his criticism of how
bodily existence is being considered in modern moral philosophies. He argues that the hegemony
of idealistic rationality has led to an evacuation of the bodily dimension as a space of knowledge.
This distance can be explained by the refusal of human beings to imagine and understand
themselves as members of an animal species. Despite science’s acceptance of Darwinist ideas,
Maclntyre recognizes the tendency of erasing the facts that link human beings to an animal origin
when the time comes to discuss human identity. For many, humans’ ability to think, believe, and
act in a reasoned way supports arguments justifying this conceptual ellipse concerning our
anthropological specificity with regard to nonhuman animals. Rationality thus silences the
influence of the body on our reasoning. For Maclntyre, the distance established between the body
and rationality contributes to the process of formalizing the nature of our relationship with and to
others. Maclntyre accuses modern moral philosophies of refuting the facts of human
vulnerability and afflictions as part of our identity and considering them external problems.
Designers are part of that system in the sense that their actions are to be understood as political
(Bonsiepe 2006). Any design intervention normalizes our living ecosystems (Gauthier and
Proulx 2009). For instance, when designing a product to perform efficiently and economically,
rather than conveniently and comfortably, designers are shaping the contours of our community.
As French sociologist Cyril Lemieux (2009) suggested, the community can be defined as the
horizon called by any action or judgment.

In a fairly radical way, Maclntyre’s project discusses a moral philosophy and the structure of
society that acknowledges our dependence on others and our ability to be independent
individuals. In other words, his essay explores the ramifications of a world in which
vulnerabilities are part of human identity and provides insights on how to develop a
corresponding social and political life.

Vulnerability as an Anthropological Normality

Maclntyre develops a series of arguments to present vulnerability as a dimension of the human
condition. He sees vulnerability and affliction as normal anthropological states, meaning that
dependency on others should be expected, in varying intensities, in any person over the course of
his or her life. MacIntyre gives as examples periods during which we are dependent on others:
when we are children, sick, or very old. While this may seem obvious, our society does not
acknowledge these moments as normal.

When the ill, the injured and the otherwise disabled are presented in the pages of moral
philosophy books, it is almost always exclusively as possible subjects of benevolence by
moral agents who are themselves presented as though they were continuously rational,
healthy and untroubled. So we are invited, when we think of disability, to think of “the
disabled” as “them,” as other than “us,” as a separate class, not as ourselves as we have
been, sometimes are now and may well be in the future. (Maclntyre 1999, 2)

To address these moments of dependence as normal, Maclntyre mobilizes the idea of a social
organization in which individuals oscillate between positions of giving and receiving.

His approach is expressed in the form of the following syllogistic reasoning. Because people
are vulnerable, they are entitled to expect care when needed. Moreover, because one cannot
know when and how intensely his or her dependency will manifest, he or she must be able to
count on a society in which dependencies are facts of the person. To receive care therefore must
not call into question his or her belonging to the society. However, this expectation raises the
requirement of reciprocity. If a person wants to be taken care of when he or she needs it, he or
she must understand his or her place in the network and take part in caring for others. Maclntyre
calls this the principle of just generosity. He argues that we cannot have a concept of our good, of
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our fulfillment, independent of the flourishing of all the social relationships in which we
participate.

Human beings need to learn to understand themselves as practical reasoners about
goods, about what on particular occasions it is best for them to do and about how it is
best for them to live out their lives. (Maclntyre 1999, 67)

This social order is reflected in the way relationships with others are meant to develop. To
participate in a network of giving and receiving, an individual has to understand the community’s
goods before defining his or her own goods. Thus, the sum of all individual good does not equal
the good of the community. It is therefore in the definition of common goods that design
professionals can find points of reference to clarify problems and weigh needs.

Making a World that Acknowledges Vulnerability

In a more practical part of his essay, Maclntyre identifies three conditions for a society to be able
to acknowledge vulnerabilities and foster social relationships based on a network of giving and
receiving. The first condition requires the establishment of institutions that allow collective
deliberation on issues that concern the common good. More than the classical democratic
institutions, Maclntyre stipulates the need for deliberation settings allowing for different kinds of
voices to be considered. In other words, democratic institutions should not only allow for
conventionally formatted arguments, but also should convey the voices of minorities and those
who speak from personal experience. The second condition refers to the need for a society that
values just generosity to establish rules of deliberation with places and times shared equitably
among community members. A good example of this problem is provided by Michael Sandel
(2012) in his book What Money Can’t Buy: The Moral Limits of Market. The author shows how
lobbyists paying homeless people to stand in line for them to get priority access to Senate
hearings limits and creates an unfair obstacle for ordinary people being involved and partaking in
the political decision-making process. Finally, the third condition consists of a political structure
in which both people capable of independent reasoning and people whose capacity is limited
have a voice in community deliberations on the nature and standards of social justice. This last
condition is particularly interesting, for we believe that designers may be well suited to play a
role here.

The Concept of Proxy

Providing vulnerable and dependent people with a voice in community development is not
without requirements. Accounting for the vulnerable requires being able to understand the
particular and idiosyncratic realities that may influence the interaction between the person and
the material environment. To access such localized knowledge, Maclntyre suggests that
vulnerable people rely on proxies, a social role he believes is essential for ensuring that
dependent people see their personal concerns and issues reach public debates. In other words, for
dependents to participate in community deliberations, they need someone to advocate for them, a
role we argue designers are well suited for if they comply with Maclntyre’s conditions.

To fulfill the role of proxy, certain conditions must be met. First, to legitimately represent
someone else, the proxy must precisely understand what the person would have said in regard to
the issues in question. The proxy must have enough knowledge about the person whose voice he
or she is taking over.

The proxy’s role is to speak for those thus disabled both inside and outside the
community in just a way that particular disabled individual would have done so for her
or himself, had she or he still was able to speak. The radically disabled individual needs
someone who speaks for her or him as, so to speak, a second self. (MacIntyre 1999,
139)
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Faithful to his intellectual approach, MacIntyre considers accessing knowledge from
personal histories a condition for the requirement of knowing the person. From lived history, one
can grasp what has shaped the personality. Acting as a proxy is not solely a question of voicing
an individual’s needs but also of how to care for those needs. Advocating for dependent
individuals is therefore about making political decisions on their behalf, and it is through
attention to personal history that the proxy discovers the path, the rationality, the person would
have taken. This invites those called to the proxy role to use methods that allow them to
understand their dependent’s personal story. For example, one can consider empirical methods
such as life stories or ethnographies.

On the other hand, a proxy must also be an independent practical reasoner (IPR). As
suggested by readers of Maclntyre, Butts, and Rich (2005, 406), an IPR has the following three
abilities:

First, IPRs must learn to evaluate and adjust their own practical judgments in terms of
deciding whether or not the reasons why they choose certain actions are really good
reasons for acting. Secondly, realistically different options for the future must be
imagined with a concomitant ability rationally to choose between them. Finally, IPRs
must be able to make realistic decisions regarding their good in the here and now by
standing back from their desires.

If these requirements cannot be met, the proxy may fail in one of three ways. First, if he or
she is not an IPR, he or she will be unable to judge between different needs and goods. Second, if
the proxy lacks sufficient self-knowledge, he or she risks disguising, with his or her own
preoccupations, the voice of the person he or she ought to represent. Finally, the IPR must
recognize the nature of his or her dependence on others. This last point is important since it
recognizes that even when armed with the best wishes, the role of proxy will necessarily be
imperfectly accomplished. Thus, Maclntyre invites the cultivation of prudence and honesty.

The goal of a proxy is not solely to fix problems but to advocate for solutions fitted to the
person. Moreover, since fulfilling role of the proxy implies getting a deep understanding of the
person for whom the proxy is advocating, such a stance leads to a logic of caring rather than
curing. With his criticism of the contemporary treatment of affliction and vulnerabilities,
MaclIntyre provides an ethical and practical framework to better act and think about how to
advocate for people in a dependent state.

Designers as Proxies

Maclntyre’s proxy concept provides a compelling framework that might align design practices
with a caring logic. The role of the proxy links the responsibility of advocating for someone with
practical guidelines for how to do so.

The first effect following the adoption of this posture should translate in the ways by which
design problem statements (Dorst 2015) are formulated. In acting as proxies, designers will be
called upon to consider issues like sociocultural fitness as genuine matters of concern. Both the
ideation and decision-making process will therefore be affected by the fact that designers have
taken this responsibility. By advocating for users as proxies, designers are likely to emphasize
and empathize with the particular realities of the people for whom they are designing. This
should also impact how design decisions, which are by nature compromises (Gauthier, Proulx,
and Vial 2018), are made as well as the argumentative patterns designers will use when
presenting their ideas to commissioners.

For design education, this moral framework also entails significant challenges. Indeed,
training designers to be capable of sustaining such responsibilities implies developing virtuous
behaviors as specific learning outcomes. The problem is that virtues cannot be taught in a lecture
hall. While design ethics is certainly a suitable topic to address in a contemporary design
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program, virtues are character traits someone develops over a long period of time. More than
being outcomes of a course, virtues need to be cultivated in the overall apprenticeship process.
The good thing is that studio settings, in which design students do their training, are perfectly
suited for this kind of personal moral development. But every faculty member, regular and
adjunct, must adhere to and foster this goal. While certainly not impossible, this appears to be a
significant challenge that will require serious thought. From staffing to administration to
intellectual freedom, a number of roadblocks might arise.

Conclusion

In a recent paper about the rise of social design, Alain Findeli (2017) suggested that the user’s
philosophical anthropology has shifted significantly, although often implicitly. He suggested that
the rise of designers’ concern for people’s well-being has provoked a cultural shift in design
practice. Designers now recognize users as not only potential consumers but also as human
beings who are to some extent forced to live with the products, services, and systems that give
form to the material and social environments (Thévenot 1984). It should therefore be only normal
for designers to acknowledge their responsibilities and reflect on how best to fulfill their
professional activities.

Maclntyre’s essay provides an insightful criticism of modern social life and offers an
interesting framework to help us rethink the relationship designers entertain with vulnerable
people. In an era in which empathy is on the lips of almost every designer, the role of proxy
develops as an ethic to genuinely achieve user advocacy. However, the applicability of this
approach remains to be demonstrated. Our account of MaclIntyre’s theory and its translation in
design is conceptual. While MacIntyre provides a well-defined and operationalizable approach, it
remains to be seen if whether designers are capable of embracing the duties and responsibilities
entailed in acting as proxies. Among the questions that still need to be addressed is also the
central issue of how to raise designers’ awareness of the complex realities of a society that does
not consider vulnerabilities and dependencies as abnormalities. To face this challenge, it will be
of the upmost importance to think about how design schools’ curricula can prepare students to
face the challenges of creating a world in which the most vulnerable are considered ordinary
human beings.
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