Design Research Society

DRS Digital Library

DRS Biennial Conference Series DRS2024: Boston

Jun 23rd, 9:00 AM - Jun 28th, 5:00 PM

Thought Experiments In The Ethics Of Designing For Future
People.

Peter Buwert
Edinburgh Napier University, United Kingdom

Matt Sinclair
Edinburgh Napier University, United Kingdom

Follow this and additional works at: https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-papers

6‘ Part of the Art and Design Commons

Citation

Buwert, P, and Sinclair, M. (2024) Thought Experiments In The Ethics Of Designing For Future People., in
Gray, C., Ciliotta Chehade, E., Hekkert, P, Forlano, L., Ciuccarelli, P, Lloyd, P. (eds.), DRS2024: Boston,
23-28 June, Boston, USA. https://doi.org/10.21606/drs.2024.518

This Research Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the DRS Conference Proceedings at DRS Digital
Library. It has been accepted for inclusion in DRS Biennial Conference Series by an authorized administrator of DRS
Digital Library. For more information, please contact dl@designresearchsociety.org.


https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-papers
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-papers/drs2024
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-papers?utm_source=dl.designresearchsociety.org%2Fdrs-conference-papers%2Fdrs2024%2Fresearchpapers%2F121&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1049?utm_source=dl.designresearchsociety.org%2Fdrs-conference-papers%2Fdrs2024%2Fresearchpapers%2F121&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://doi.org/10.21606/drs.2024.518
mailto:dl@designresearchsociety.org

DRS BOSTON JUNE 24 —28 =R

The Non-ldentity Problem: Thought experiments in
the ethics of designing for future people

Peter Buwert*, Matt Sinclair
Edinburgh Napier University
*Corresponding e-mail:p.buwert@napier.ac.uk

doi.org/10.21606/drs.2024.518

Abstract: The Non-ldentity Problem (NIP) is a philosophical puzzle which challenges
our intuitive assumptions and reasoning around the question of our moral obligations
towards ‘“future people’. This paper explores the significance of the NIP for design, an
activity which is necessarily both future-oriented and ethical in nature. Through
examination of two thought experiments proposed by philosopher Derek Parfit, this
paper makes two contributions to the field of design ethics. Firstly, it raises the profile
of the NIP as a topic of interest and for further study in design ethics research. The
second is to propose that philosophical thought experiments can play a practical role
in equipping designers for real-world challenges. When employed as thinking devices
to disrupt our existing ways of thinking, thought experiments open up spaces of
creative disequilibrium in which to nurture, exercise, and strengthen mental capacities
for approaching the ethically complex challenges of future-oriented design practice.
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Design, by its very nature, is necessarily a future oriented activity. The act of designing is a
present-moment imagining of possibilities for future states of being which are other than
those which currently exist. Design is, in a fundamental sense, an act of the production of
potentialities — the imagining of possibilities for what is not yet, but could be. As such, there
is a future-oriented ethical dimension deeply and symbiotically embedded within designing
(Dilnot,2011; Fry,2009; Yelavich & Adams,2014). All design activity (even speculative and
abortive design conceptualisation which is never implemented) invokes questions of respon-
sibility and obligation towards inhabitants of the future. Whenever the design act brings new
potentialities into being, choices must be made: which will be actualised, and which will re-
main as un-realised possibilities? As the designer makes choices between competing poten-
tialities, questions of ethics arise inherently through the consequences and responsibilities
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incurred by setting a process in motion to realise one possible future, as opposed to another
(Buwert,2016,2017).

Design choices shape the future, and have very real repercussions for those who will inhabit
these altered future states. We could rework Anne-Marie Willis’ neat articulation of ontolog-
ical design: “we design our world, while our world acts back on us and designs us.” (2006,
p.70), to emphasise this future orientation: ‘when we design today, we design our future
worlds, and these future worlds act back on their inhabitants and design them’. This basic
principle of ontological design futuring is at play in all design activity. Taking the implications
of this principle seriously, this paper is motivated by examination of the underlying ethical
guestions: How ought we to design for the future? What obligations and responsibilities do
designers have to care for those who will inhabit the futures which result from our decisions
in the present? And how can we equip designers to productively engage with the first two
guestions within their everyday design practice?

‘The Non-ldentity Problem’ (NIP) is a philosophical puzzle posed by British philosopher Derek
Parfit (1942-2017), challenging our intuitive assumptions and reasoning around the question
of our moral obligations towards ‘future people’. Parfit’s work is characterised by his regular
use of vivid thought experiments which provide accessible entrance points to what can often
be complex and counter-intuitive arguments, allowing the reader to quickly grasp the key
principles at stake and test out their thinking. Through an examination of two thought ex-
periments presented by Parfit in his discussion of the NIP, this paper makes two main contri-
butions towards the exploration of the questions raised above. The first is simply to raise the
profile of the NIP as a topic of interest and for further study in future-oriented design ethics
research. The second is the more general proposal that philosophical thought experiments
like the NIP can play a practical role in equipping designers for real-world challenges, when
employed as thinking devices to nurture, exercise, and strengthen mental capacities for ap-
proaching the ethically complex challenges of future-oriented design practice.

Thought experiments are imaginary scenarios carefully crafted — through the constraining of
narrative variables —in order to highlight a certain core principle or challenge (Mis-
cevic,2022; Sorensen,1999). The thinker is invited to play through a given scenario in their
mind and consider the consequences of the unfolding action and any choices they must
make within the constraints set out, before making conclusions. Thought experiments are
commonly used by philosophers as a device for presenting, testing and critiquing complex
nuanced philosophical proposals and arguments. But we also find them throughout daily life,
wherever we mentally explore and test possibilities and counterfactuals. In their simplest
forms we employ thought experiments whenever we ask a “what if...?"” or “would you ra-
ther...?” question asking how things could potentially be different under alternative condi-
tions, or if different choices were made.



The Non-Identity Problem

Good thought experiments are remarkably engaging and accessible, requiring no prior
knowledge of theoretical concepts or terminology, only an active imagination and a critical
mind. Perhaps the best-known ethical thought experiment is the Trolley Problem
(Foot,1967), which asks us to imagine making a choice: take action to save the lives of five
people in the path of a runaway tram at the cost of the death of one person, or do nothing,
resulting in the deaths of the five and the survival of the one. Successive variations of this
formula probe our moral intuitions and principles, as we are asked to consider alternative
scenarios: Would we push one person in front of the tram to save five lives? Would it change
our choice if we knew the identities of those at risk? If you would sacrifice one person on the
tram-track to save five, would you harvest the organs of a healthy bystander to save the
lives of five gravely ill hospital patients? (Edmonds,2014; Thomson,1976)

Sometimes a thought experiment may point to an acceptable and relatively conclusive ‘an-
swer’, but more often than not, the power of the thought experiment is to reveal more de-
tail or better understanding of the range of competing and as yet unresolved approaches to
addressing or reframing the question. The Trolley Problem example does not reveal univer-
sal moral principles which can be relied upon to know which action is ‘right’ when faced with
an unfolding ethical crisis. Rather, its enduring power and appeal is found in the way it lays
bare: the insufficiencies of established normative ethical theories in offering us satisfactory
guidance beyond what our gut intuitions tell us is right; the wildly inconsistent nature of our
intuitive moral reasoning; and the key significance of contextual factors in influencing our
reasoning as to the right thing to do (Konigs,2023; Plunkett & Greene,2019; Walsh,2011).

Thought experiments are fictions not intended to resolve or even reflect the complex nu-
anced realities of the real world. Some would criticise them in this regard as being reduction-
ist word-games, suggesting we cannot extrapolate meaningful learning for the real-world
from such unrealistically simple linguistic abstractions (Dennett,2013; Fodor,1964; Har-
man,1986; Scruton,2014). But to criticise in this way is to miss the point: they are purpose-
fully reductionist precisely in order to help us to isolate relevant factors which play some
specific role in our reasoning processes, and to consider each of these in turn. A carefully
crafted thought experiment can defamiliarise the taken-for-granted, open space to question
assumptions, and provide opportunities for reflection and recalibration of our underlying
ways of thinking. This is why thought experiments are particularly useful and popular within
the philosophy of ethics, and why they have specific potential to be useful and relevant to
design practice as we wrestle with the wicked (Chan,2023; Coyne,2005) challenges of de-
signing for the future.

Thought experiments can be particularly useful when established paradigms are challenged
by new thinking. Despite its near-ubiquity in commercial design practice, human-centred de-
sign (HCD), for example, has been increasingly critiqued as unable to consider or address the
systemic global issues we face today. Norman (2005) was one of the first to acknowledge the
blind spots of HCD, drawing attention to its tendency to improve situations for one group at
the expense of others (predominantly, those who have not engaged in a monetary transac-
tion related to the use of that which has been designed). Norman also identifies that human
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needs are not fixed, and that designs that are appropriate today may not be so in future.
However, Norman then discounts these concerns as less serious than the needs of users en-
gaged in tasks whose complexity cannot be addressed by conventional HCD approaches.

The global consequences of the climate crisis have also led to the criticism that HCD ignores
externalities experienced by non-human actors and systems. This is especially apposite in
the context of the NIP, which, as alluded to later here, invites us to consider those who are
not-yet-born as non-human. The NIP challenges the conceptual possibility of using HCD ap-
proaches to design for future people.

Wood’s Meta Design emerged from an understanding that HCD’s intention of reducing com-
plexity to increase usability leads to a focus on the individual consumer, and that design
should instead create a discourse that considers the relations between things (2008). Planet-
centric Design (Huber,2021), Xenodesign (Schmeer,2019), More-than-Human Design (Tarcan
et al,2022) and Responsible Design (UAL,2019) have further built on this foundation, requir-
ing designers to consider the longer-term impacts of their work and to de-centre the human
while considering other species, environments and ecosystems as stakeholders. Boehnert et
al’s Six Principles of Responsible Design (2022) are of particular relevance to this paper, re-
quiring designers to engage with planet-centric and pluriversal future timescales, and explic-
itly calling for engagement with the ethical consequences of their work. As design practice
increasingly expands beyond the narrow focus of HCD, and engages with the systemic nature
of the interventions it proposes and enables, it therefore becomes increasingly necessary for
designers to become familiar with the ethical thought that precedes their engagement.

In order to explore this potential relevance and usefulness of thought experiments in design
ethics, two of Derek Parfit’s thought experiments in relation to the NIP will now be exam-
ined. Variations of these thought experiments have been employed by Buwert as part of de-
sign ethics training workshops over a number of years alongside other philosophical thought
experiments such as the ‘Trolley Problem’ (Foot,1967), the ‘Drowning Child’ (Singer,1997),
and the ‘Veil of Ignorance’ (Rawls,1999). In these workshop sessions, participants explore
and discuss each thought experiment in small groups, considering in each case what they be-
lieve the correct course of action to be, examining points of disagreement and what this re-
veals about our moral reasoning, while reflecting on how this connects to real-world design
practice (Buwert et al.,2021) The following examination of Parfit’s two cases is not a full exe-
gesis of the philosophical implications of each example, but rather a reflection of common
ways in which participants have engaged with these examples. At first glance, the philosoph-
ical challenge of the NIP may appear to have little relevance towards design. However, on
closer engagement a profound and potentially unsettling significance emerges for the very
real ethical implications of design activity as it shapes the future.
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The NIP forces us to mentally work through the implications of the apparently banal obser-
vation that our actions today shape the course of the future. Parfit (1976a,1976b,1984) pre-
sents the NIP by constructing a series of thought experiments that guide us to consider the
implications of the realisation that our present-day actions shape not only the material and
social conditions of those who will live in the future, but also their very identities. Every deci-
sion made today, however small, opens up and closes off various potential futures. Although
perhaps seemingly negligible in their individual impact, the cumulative effect of tiny differ-
ences in our daily lives multiplied across a population quickly snowball to result in different
combinations of people meeting in different places at different times, forming different part-
nerships, and having different children who go on to live different lives. Over the course of a
few generations the individual identities of the members of a population will be entirely dif-
ferent than they might otherwise have been. The NIP challenges us to consider what our
moral obligations are to these future people whose existence and identity are as yet unde-
termined, but are in some part formed by our decisions and actions in the present. How can
we act with the best interests of future people in mind, when we do not know who these
people are or what their needs and desires might be?

Questions of our moral obligations towards ‘possible future people’l (who do not yet exist,
but whose future lives and conditions of existence we can imagine) are a central theme
which Parfit repeatedly returns to within his work, presenting a number of thought experi-
ments examining the challenge of the NIP (Parfit,1976a,1976b,1984). Here we consider just
two of these as they appear in Parfit’s 1976 consideration of the “person-affecting princi-
ple”: the principle that in acting towards the future “We should do what harms people the
least and benefits them the most” (1976b, p.371). This pair of thought experiments present
two variations of the same underlying challenge dressed up in the guise of different analo-
gies. By working through each and then comparing the variations, the thinker is required to
consider how, and on what grounds, their intuitions and reasoning might differ between the
two cases. The following discussion of the two thought experiments scenarios as set out by
Parfit, is drawn from and informed by the discussions, interpretations, intuitions, concerns
and reflections of our participants across multiple workshop sessions.

3.1 Thought Experiment 1: The woman who intends to become pregnant
Parfit presents his first case in this way:

“The first involves a woman who intends to become pregnant as soon as possible. She
learns that she has an illness which would give to any child she conceives now a certain
handicap. If she waits for two months, the illness would have passed, and she would
then conceive a normal child.

1 parfit makes a technical distinction between ‘possible’ and ‘future’ people (Parfit, 1976b), but for simplicity’s sake here we
will refer only to ‘future people’ as a single category of those future generations of people not yet born.



Peter Buwert, Matt Sinclair

Suppose she decides not to wait — suppose that she knowingly conceives a

handicapped rather than a normal child. Has she thereby harmed her child or affected

him for the worse?” (Parfit,1976a, pp.100-101)
This is a textbook delivery of a thought experiment. A narrative scenario is sketched out in
just enough detail to engage us in considering the specific challenge set before us. While as
part of our rational deliberation we may consider all the different potential outcomes result-
ing from the scenario, in our search for an answer we cannot add or take anything away.
Thought experiments are restricted fictions. We have to play by the author’s rules. For ex-
ample, we cannot suggest the mother should procure a miracle medicine which will instan-
taneously cure her of her illness.2

The mental task set to us is simply to consider whether the mother — if she does knowingly
conceive a child whose life may foreseeably be more difficult — has harmed or affected her
child for the worse. There are two possible outcomes here: either the woman has harmed
her child, or she has not harmed her child. Our answer will depend on two things: the more
obvious of the two is our definition of ‘harm’ or ‘affected for the worse’. The second, less ob-
vious, is the question of which child we are talking about.

We should pause here to recognise that Parfit, writing in 1976, uses language (specifically
the terms “handicapped” and “normal”) in ways that we would not today. The social model
of disability recognises that disability is not an attribute of an individual, rather it is the phys-
ical and social world which disables individuals (Bogdan & Biklen,2013). To help clarify the
case under examination and avoid this problematic language, let us instead specify that the
child conceived now would be born with polydactyly, the most common genetic limb abnor-
mality (Umair et al.,2018). In our case, the child will be born with six fully functional fingers
on each hand. Polydactyly need not be a disability, but may be experienced as such. For ex-
ample: the child may be made fun of or singled out throughout their lifetime for being differ-
ent, and may at times be disabled by a world which designs objects and experiences almost
exclusively for a five-fingered population.

It feels intuitively obvious that if we can imagine two lives, one of which is less difficult than
the other, this less difficult life would be ‘better’, and conversely a life featuring obstacles
which will make it more difficult would be ‘worse’. On the question of harm, we could then
argue that if the woman chooses to conceive the child who will have the more challenging
life, she will have decided to affect the child for the worse. When discussing this scenario in
workshops, the intuitive feeling of the majority of participants is normally that it would be
preferable for the woman to wait and conceive a child in two months’ time when her illness
has passed. It is generally felt that on balance this produces a better outcome: a child is born
without a physical characteristic which may make life difficult for them. And so, on these

2 parfit does have another thought experiment which draws our attention to a different aspect of the NIP in which prospec-
tive mothers have a chance of suffering from one of two medical conditions which may detrimentally affect babies con-
ceived: one condition can be cured by taking a medicine, the other condition will pass within two months. See the case of
the “Medical Programmes” in (Parfit,1984, p.367)
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grounds, the intuitive first impression answer to the question of whether the mother who
chooses to knowingly conceive the six fingered child has ‘harmed or affected them for the
worse’ is: yes.

However, upon closer consideration things are not as clear cut. Regarding the question of
the identity of the child, two different potential children are mentioned in the scenario: the
child conceived now, and the child conceived in two months’ time. Due to the basic facts of
human biology, we are not talking about two alternative states of being for the same child
(one six-fingered, one five-fingered) but two entirely different children conceived from dif-
ferent egg/sperm combinations. And we are only asked to consider the case of the first con-
ception. If this child is not conceived now, it will never exist.

The choice is therefore between either a good life worth living, albeit with certain foreseea-
ble difficulties, or no life at all. Seen in these terms it is no longer obvious that this child
would be ‘harmed’ by being brought into existence. Parfit’s thought experiment challenges
us to consider whether an ‘imperfect’ life is better or worse than no life at all. It is of course
possible to imagine scenarios in which a life is characterised by constant unbearable pain
and misery and to argue that some lives may not be worth living. Noting the possibility of
these extreme cases, participants do generally agree that a life which is ‘imperfect’ but still
worth living is preferable to no life at all, and that we would not normally say that a child
brought into being under less than perfect conditions has been ‘harmed’.

The core challenge of the Non-Identity Problem is the question of what our responsibilities
and obligations are to those future people who have not yet been born and who therefore
as of yet have no identity and existence, only imagined potential. How should we under-
stand the person affecting principle that “we should do what harms people the least and
benefits them the most” (Parfit,1976b, p.371), when we may now have established that the
bar for harming people who do not yet exist is set very high?

3.2 Thought Experiment 2: Two social policies
Let us now turn to Parfit’s second case:

“Suppose we have a choice between two social policies. These will alter the standard
of living — or, more broadly, the quality of life. The effects of one policy would, in the
short term, be slightly better, but, in the long term, be much worse. Since there clearly
could be such a difference between two policies, we need not specify details. It is
enough to assume that, on the “Short Term Policy,” the quality of life would be slightly
higher for (say) the next three generations, but be lower for the fourth generation, and
be much lower for several later generations.” (Parfit,1976a, pp.101-102)

Should we choose to pursue the ‘Short Term Policy’ which benefits people now and in the
near future but significantly affects more distant future people for the worse, or an alterna-

tive ‘Long Term Policy’ which rations and restricts benefits available to us now and in the
near future, in order to secure greater benefits to those in the more distant future?
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While Parfit specifically chooses not to specify the nature of the social policy, discussion in
our workshops typically focuses on natural resource usage and climate change.3 In this con-
text, a majority of participants generally express fairly strong intuitive leanings towards pur-
suing a longer-term policy which restricts benefits now (affecting us for the worse), in favour
of benefits for distant possible future people. This is the logic upon which the broad sustain-
ability narrative is constructed: a degree of pain and sacrifice is necessary now to ensure
long term benefits (survival) for the future of humanity. A majority (though not all) generally
agree that we should, for example, make sacrifices now to reduce emissions which cause the
global atmosphere to heat, in order to avoid climate change, ecosystem collapse, and mass
extinctions. We deny our present and near-future selves benefits as we seek to undo dam-
age, stabilise and sustain our natural environment. In this way we hope to benefit distant fu-
ture people by affording the opportunity to thrive on a sustainable planet earth. Conversely,
it is generally felt by eco-conscious participants that if we choose to benefit ourselves by
pursuing a Short Term Policy of resource consumption to maintain or enhance our current
lifestyles, future generations will experience very real harm as temperatures and sea-levels
rise, ecosystems collapse and mass extinctions ensue.

This is the point at which our thought experiment takes a mischievous, subversive and coun-
terintuitive turn, with uncomfortable repercussions for design. Parfit’s pair of scenarios chal-
lenge us to test and cross-check our reasoning across the two cases before us. Consideration
of the first case leads many to conclude that a life which is difficult in some regards, but still
worth living, is preferable to no life at all. Therefore people who come into being under less-
than-perfect conditions should not be considered to have been harmed or affected for the
worse, as they would not otherwise have existed. Now, in presenting the social policy case,
Parfit challenges the thinker to follow the same line of reasoning to its rational conclusion:

“The particular members of the fourth and later generations, on the Short Term Policy,
would not have been born at all if instead we had pursued the Long Term Policy. Given
the effects of the policies on the details of people’s lives, different marriages would
increasingly be made. More simply, even in the same marriages, the children would
increasingly be conceived at different times. As we argued, this would be enough to
make them different children.

We can now apply a “person-affecting” principle. The members of the later
generations would be different on the different policies. So if we pursue the Short
Term Policy there will never be anyone who is worse off than he would otherwise have
been. The Short Term Policy harms no one. Since it benefits certain people (those who
exist now), it is the policy chosen by our principle.” (Parfit,1976a, p.102)

Parfit’s NIP thought experiments have backed us into a corner. We have agreed with the ar-
gument that a difficult life worth living is better than no life. Using the very same reasoning

it is also possible to argue that design decisions which lead to suboptimal, even genuinely
awful, foreseeable futures do not technically affect anyone in those futures for the worse,

3 Elsewhere, in variations of this thought experiment Parfit does explicitly frame the challenge in terms of natural resource
depletion. See: (Parfit,1984,p.362).
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because the people in these futures are different people whose lives, although difficult, are
still worth living.

Our design decisions change the nature of the future population. Each choice in the present
is a fork in the road with paths leading to alterative future states inhabited by distinct poten-
tial populations resulting from the diverging alternative conditions of existence set in motion
by our decision. We are therefore not comparing relative levels of harm and benefit applied
to the same set of individuals. In what sense do we harm a future person if we choose the
policy which leads to their reality and brings them into existence under imperfect conditions,
as opposed to not existing at all? A rational argument can be made that as their suboptimal
life is a significant improvement on non-existence, then our design decision which contrib-
utes to the creation of this can only be judged a good thing for them.

It feels intuitively right that we have moral obligations to choose to do the thing which
“harms people the least and benefits them the most” (Parfit,1976b, p.371). All other things
being equal it would follow that we should seek to avoid harm and increase benefit for both
present and future people. What Parfit’s thought experiments demonstrate is that when we
factor in the effect of present design decisions on the identity of future populations, all
things are not equal. The Non-Identity Problem is a problem, because it appears to show
that our obligations to future people who have not yet been born, are quite different to our
obligations to future versions of people who already exist (you and | tomorrow: the humans
around whom HCD is typically centred). If we can design the world in a way which concretely
benefits some existing people, and apparently harms no future people (because our design
interventions in the world have altered the identity of the future population), do we have a
moral obligation to design with this short-term priority, even if this sets us on a foreseeable
path towards evidently miserable long-term futures?

To be clear, Parfit (along with the majority of participants) is not satisfied that we should ac-
cept this reasoning, describing the outrageously counterintuitive conclusions which the NIP
can lead us to as “repugnant” and “absurd” (1984,pp.381-418). The NIP challenges our moral
intuitions, leaving thinkers bewildered, confused, disoriented and generally far less certain
of what the right thing to do is than when we began. Why then should ethically concerned
designers engage with this abstract mind-game exercise at all?

The NIP has very real implications for future-oriented design activity as it forces us to ques-
tion received wisdom and carefully examine our intuitions about design’s responsibilities to
future people. Participants almost universally agree that while the premises of the argument
seem reasonable, the conclusions are unacceptable. The implication that we effectively can-
not ‘harm’ future people by our actions, and therefore wouldn’t be doing wrong by know-
ingly acting in ways which would degrade the conditions of their future existence, just feels
wrong. But why? If we maintain an intuition that we should strive to do good towards our
future world, but we cannot rationally justify this, where do we stand? If we discover that
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the foundations of our understandings of harm, benefit, obligation, responsibility, right and
wrong in design ethics are shaky, where do we go from here?

Thought experiments are always filtered through the lens of the thinker’s own interests and
experience. Participants in our workshops bring a diverse range of future-oriented practical
dilemmas and challenges, drawn from everyday practice, into their discussions around the
NIP, for example: the role of alcohol marketing in a nation’s economy and health; the para-
dox of resource extraction for green technologies through open cast mining; the balancing of
cultural heritage against urban development. With the increasing accessibility of Generative
Artificial Intelligence platforms in recent years, GenAl has become a prominent theme in re-
cent workshops, with participants often discussing the implications of emergent technolo-
gies for design’s task in shaping futures. For example, participants might deliberate on think-
ing along the lines of Marc Andreessen’s Techno-Optimist Manifesto which argues that “any
deceleration of Al will cost lives. Deaths that were preventable by the Al that was prevented
from existing is a form of murder.”(2023) Such arguments are simultaneously seductive to
those excited by the possibility of new technologies, and difficult to challenge for those un-
practiced in philosophical debate. Parfit’s NIP provides thinkers both with the capability to
reflect on the validity of such statements, and to frame responses that engage with the com-
plexity they seek to obscure (is it possible, through design inaction, to murder someone who
isn’'t yet alive?).

Designers are often called on to facilitate discussions and creative activities involving people
from different demographic and cultural backgrounds, as well as those whose roles provide
different perspectives on the importance of human, and more-than-human, centredness. As
the designer’s role becomes increasingly strategic and service-oriented, an appreciation of
the philosophy of ethics grows in importance, as a method for helping people step outside
their familiar framing of issues and to understand they are involved in ‘bigger picture’ prob-
lems without simple solutions.

It falls outwith the scope of this paper to provide a systematic account of the ways in which
the employment of thought experiments can directly and indirectly impact design practice.
This more systematic exposition is a task for future research. Our aim here is to introduce
and illustrate the potential of the NIP as a topic of interest to the field of future oriented de-
sign ethics research.

The NIP provokes deep consideration of a range of foundational issues across the spectrum
of ethical theory, yet does so in a remarkably accessible way. Yes, the puzzle of the thought
experiment is tricky. It requires focus and brain-power, but it does not require any prior phil-
osophical training or understanding of technical jargon. The self-contained challenge is
enough to stimulate trains of thought leading organically to philosophically significant reali-
sations. Without any knowledge of the technical language surrounding normative ethical
theories such as consequentialism and deontology, participants can come to articulate fairly
sophisticated critiques of these on their own terms and in their own everyday language. This
is not an argument for anti-intellectualism. Quite the opposite: our experience has been that

10
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thought experiments are a potent gateway drug luring designers to deeper intellectual en-
gagement with ethical philosophy, in ways which remain relevant to their own practical de-
sign activity.

In over four decades of philosophical debate, many ‘solutions’ to the NIP have been pre-
sented, advancing interesting and valuable perspectives, yet none of these contributions
have conclusively ‘solved’ the problem (Adams,1979; Kavka,1982; Mulgan,2006; Sikora &
Barry,2012). When considering the value of thought experiments in the context of design
ethics, our interest is not so much in the philosophical resolution of the problem as in the
potential value of the process of struggling to address the challenge. It has consistently been
our experience that participants find and express their appreciation of the use of thought ex-
periments in design ethics, not in terms of direct application towards resolution of specific
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