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Summary 
By evolving into a “participation society” the famously generous Dutch welfare state is reforming its 
government-based system of support and solidarity. In the new approach the focus has shifted to 
enabling people to take care of themselves and each other. Instead of expressing solidarity by paying 
taxes, citizens are expected to engage in organising social arrangements amongst themselves. This 
leaves more room for choice and flexibility but also risks overburdening certain people. This thesis 
examines how technologies may help avoid a responsibility overload and contribute to realising the 
ideal of the participation society, especially with regard to the central value “active solidarity”. 
  The thesis draws attention to the naïve instrumentalist view of technology, which considers 
technologies to be neutral tools under human control. The analysis focusses on a selection of 
technologies in the domain of eldercare. The high-tech anti-tremor spoon can allow a person with 
Parkinson’s disease to eat independently without spilling food. Thanks to the GPS-tracking devices with 
geofencing a dementia-driven wanderer can safely go out on her/his own. Lastly, companion robots 
provide interlocutors for lonely senior citizens. The technologies have a potential to make people more 
self-reliant and as such could ultimately reduce the amount of (human) care someone needs to receive 
or give. What these examples help reveal is that we tend to see two roles for technologies. On the one 
hand, technologies could nudge people into taking part in the participation society, for instance, by 
promoting independence or autonomy. On the other hand, technologies could take over certain care 
tasks from human caregivers.  
  Although technologies seem to have a potential to help avoid a burn-out society, there also 
seems to be a conflict between using technology to provide care and the ideal of “active solidarity” 
which asks people to care. By unpacking the idea of solidarity through a liberalist and care ethics 
framework it has become clear that technologies play an important role in care practices; technologies 
may bring about care-relations that can be considered a form of “active solidarity”. However, a major 
difference to the government-based system of solidarity is that one may no longer have a right to such 
technologies. Since the withdrawal of the state is also aimed at lowering public spending, it remains 
unclear how to bring about a fair situation; there is a justice issue to be solved here.  
  Furthermore, post-phenomenological approaches in the philosophy of technology help 
illuminate how technologies are not merely welcome instruments purposeful for human action, but also 
change how we are engaged in and think about care and solidarity. Technological Mediation Theory and 
the idea of TechnoMoral Change show that technologies co-shape what it means to care as they form 
the basis of enacting care-relations. It is therefore important to develop a critical awareness towards 
the mediation relations both in our daily lives as well as in design practices.  
  The main conclusion to be drawn from this thesis is that we cannot bring about political change 
if you do not think about how technology is part of society. In order to realise the attractive elements 
of the envisioned participation society, it is crucial to overcome the liberal individualist conception of 
autonomy. By aiming for more independence and a reduction of the care burden, the elderly are framed 
as a “problem” to be “solved” by technologies. We must not only think differently about technology but 
also reflect on the underlying conditions and cultural values. To benefit from the liberating power of 
technology, it will be necessary to adopt a broader understanding of care and to take into account the 
dynamic forces of technology and morality.  
  It is worth exploring to what extent adopting a more care-centred framework for design and the 
ethical evaluation of technologies could help reduce the chance of undermining the core ideal of the 
participation society. However, it must be stressed that we must not seek the solution in technology 
only. The premises of liberalism and the underlying anthropology of the atomistic, strong individual also 
need to be challenged. This calls for a culture change that is to be supported by both political actors and 
our technological conditions.   
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Preface 
A central concept in this final project, “solidarity”, was vague and intriguing enough to keep me reading 
nights on end. I considered it both academically challenging and highly socially relevant to explore 
tensions and contradictions between political visions and current technological conditions. Despite all 
the thought-provoking books and articles, I need to say, however, that my siblings are the greatest 
source of inspiration. Sophie is a care professional and is currently specialising in palliative care. Even 
though she struggles with the time pressure, she always makes sure to “do it right” as she knows what 
good care is. Bram is the most loyal of us all, and always finds some time to lend a helping hand to mom 
beside his studies and work. It is truly admirable how he combines a Burgundian lifestyle with his strong 
sense of duty. Bas is a community builder and always busy helping out friends and “friends of friends”. 
Even though we like to joke about it, he actually understands the value of unpaid work and reciprocity. 
My modest contribution here involves “asking questions”; questions to help articulate and reveal what 
is really valuable or being valued and help reflect on how to shape the future. I attempted to translate 
some common sense, intuitions, and idealistic activism into a neat (enough) academic piece of writing. 
What I hope to bring across is that we should not overlook how technology is far from neutral and how 
it mediates our understanding of what it means to “participate” in society, and care-relations in 
particular. 
 
This thesis is submitted for the Master of Science degree in Philosophy of Science, Technology and 
Society (PSTS) at the University of Twente. The two-year programme provided an excellent opportunity 
to combine applying and sharpening my philosophical skills with my desire to understand and evaluate 
scientific and technological developments and their implications for and interactions with society: at the 
level of individuals as well as in a broader social and political context. 
  I have greatly benefited from participating in this programme in many ways. It required me to 
leave my beloved city Utrecht, but Enschede has offered the perfect environment to become inspired, 
dedicate myself to studying, and to meet new people. It has been a great pleasure to live together and 
bother my roomies Wendy Duurland, Laura Brouwer, Mayke Bomert and Britt Marsman with my wild 
idea(l)s. The PSTS courses and the 4TU courses were taught by the most committed teachers and 
brought together a wonderful mix of students. In particular, I wish to thank Dr Nolen Gertz, Prof Lissa 
Roberts, Dr Vincent Blok and Dr Sven Nyholm for their expertise and engaging teaching style. I am also 
grateful to the student association Ideefiks, the juggling organisation CatchUp, and my buddies Anna-
Carolina Zuiderduin, Iki van de Pol and Wietse Hage for helping me process it all. 
  Being a member of the PSTS programme committee and a student-assistant for both the MOOC 
“Philosophy of Technology and Design” and the upcoming conference “Human-Technology Relations: 
Postphenomenology and Philosophy of Technology” have been invaluable experiences. Thanks to Dr 
Johnny Søraker, Emils Birkavs, Denise op den Kamp, Marloes Battjes, Sujin Kim, Dr Michael Nagenborg, 
Dr Koray Karaca, Dr Kornelia Konrad, Prof. Lissa Roberts, Dr Marianne Boenink, Prof. Ciano Ayden, Riet 
Martens and Jan van Diepen, Duuk Baten, Prof. Peter-Paul Verbeek, Wytze Koopal, Martin Bosker, Jhon 
Diepeveen, Eduardo Hermsen, Jonne Hoek, Bas de Boer, Margoth González Woge, Olya Kudina, Jan 
Bergen, Nicola Liberati and Ada Krooshoop. 
  In the process of writing my thesis, Dr Lantz Miller, and my awesome peer review group 
members, Joonas Lindeman and Alan Houot, have been very generous to read parts of my thesis and 
provide me with constructive feedback. I am thankful to my dear friends Mirjam, Henk, Rosan, my fellow 
VIDIUS board members, my mom, and Pijke who inspired me and always supported me with love and 
understanding. And, special thanks, of course, to my supervisors Dr Michael Nagenborg and Prof. Peter-
Paul Verbeek. Without the support and guidance provided by them, this thesis project would not have 
been possible. 
 
I hope you enjoy your reading.  
 
Roos de Jong         Enschede, 21 June 2018 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. The announcement of the transition towards a participation society  

On 17 September 2013 King Willem-Alexander delivered a message to the Dutch people in his annual 

address: it was time to shift from the classic welfare state to a participation society.1 The content of the 

message was formulated by Prime Minister Mark Rutte’s government; a coalition between the liberal 

right-wing party VVD and social democratic left-wing party PvdA.2 Whereas by the 1980s the 

Netherlands had one of the most extensive social security systems in the world, the long-term route has 

been to reduce the welfare state ever since. By announcing the transition towards a “participation 

society”, the Dutch government – similarly to many European peers – aimed to respond to concerns 

about the high financial burden, the global competitive pressure of an international economy which has 

led to “the race to the bottom”,3 and the changes in citizens’ expectations.4 

  Five years later, in 2018, the term “participation society”, as well as the comparable concept of 

“Big Society” in the UK, have all but disappeared from public discourse. Critics view the concepts as a 

cover for severe budget cuts and associate it with “coalition hypocrisy”.5 However, the underlying 

principles and aim to promote self-reliance, solidarity and social resilience have not disappeared. 

Moreover the decentralising spirit and ambition to hand back responsibilities to citizens, are reflected 

in recent Dutch policy changes, such as the new Wmo (acronym for Wet maatschappelijke 

ondersteuning or Social Support Act) which gave municipalities more responsibilities and, for instance, 

                                                           
1 Koning Willem-Alexander, “Troonrede” (The Netherlands, 2013), 
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/toespraken/2013/09/17/troonrede-2013 (Accessed February 19, 
2018). The Netherlands is a constitutional monarchy. This means that the king acts as head of state but his scope 
and authority is controlled by the constitution. The monarch and the government (its ministers) are not allowed 
to be in disagreement. The king speaks regularly with the prime minister, ministers and state secretaries. On the 
third Tuesday in September, the monarch delivers the so-called speech from the throne (Dutch: troonrede), in 
which the government announces its plans for the coming parliamentary year. 
2 Mark Rutte and Diederik Samsom, “Bruggen Slaan: Regeerakkoord VVD-PvdA” (Den Haag, 2012), 
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten/rapporten/2012/10/29/regeerakkoord (Accessed February 19, 2018). 
The Volkspartij voor Vrijheid en Democratie (VVD) can be translated as “People’s Party for Freedom and 
Democracy.” De Partij van de Arbeid (PvdA) reads “Labour Party”. Their respective groups in the European 
parliament are the Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe Group (ALDE) and the Progressive Alliance of 
Socialists and Democrats (S&D).  
3 A situation in which competition between nations or regions lead to excessive deregulation or reduction in 
(corporate) tax rates to attract business and investment. 
4 Jet Bussemaker, ed., Citizenship and Welfare State Reform in Europe (London and New York: Routledge Taylor 
& Francis e-Library, 2005). 
5 Patrick Butler, “Why the ‘Big Society’ Is Now Just a Hashtag for Coalition Hypocrisy,” The Guardian, January 20, 
2015, https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/jan/20/the-big-society-civil-exchange-audit-shows-coalition-
contempt-and-hypocrisy (Accessed April 2, 2018); Wouter Bos, “PvdA Steunt Participatie-Samenleving? Zeg Me 
Dat Het Niet Zo Is.,” Volkskrant, September 19, 2013, 
https://www.volkskrant.nl/vk/nl/2686/Binnenland/article/detail/3512375/2013/09/19/Wouter-BosPvdA-steunt-
participatie-samenleving-Zeg-me-dat-het-niet-zo-is.dhtml (Accessed March 14, 2018). 
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the stricter terms and conditions for recipients of welfare (bijstandsuitkering) and unemployment 

benefits (werkloosheidsuitkering). 

  In the classic welfare state, as it has developed after World War II, the government assumed 

responsibility to provide social justice, for instance, by securing access to basic resources such as 

housing, healthcare, education, and employment to address social problems.6 By creating a social safety 

net, the state assured that citizens did not need to worry about certain issues. As Margo Trappenburg 

emphasises, this safety net was two-sided: “On the one hand, it was reassuring to know that one would 

be taken care of in times of sickness or misfortune. On the other hand, it was really comfortable to know 

that one did not have to take care of the weak oneself because this was seen to by the state.”7 The 

welfare state, Trappenburg explains, was based on passive solidarity between the healthy and the sick, 

the young and the elderly, the employed and the unemployed: one expresses solidarity by paying taxes. 

 The participation society, on the contrary, calls for active solidarity as it puts greater emphasis 

on how citizens can take up responsibilities themselves through self-help, network assistance, family 

help and volunteering.8 In the participation society, the sick and disabled are no longer put away in large 

specialised institutions but are to be accommodated in local communities, regular schools, and 

workplaces. Consequently, this approach puts more pressure on individual citizens. However, not 

everyone might be up for the task of caring for the vulnerable citizens in their midst, and not everyone 

might feel comfortable bothering their near and dear ones with busy lives of their own. People might 

feel less free as they experience a “time famine”9 and responsibility overload: the participation society 

could result in a “burn-out-society”.10  

 Fortunately, it seems that technologies have some liberating power. Similar to the way machine 

automation and the introduction of the computer allowed people to outsource all kinds of mindless and 

repetitive tasks, advances in social robotics and the development of Smart Environments appear to 

provide ample opportunities to also delegate more “complex” tasks and responsibilities to 

                                                           
6 Kees Schuyt, “The Sharing of Risks and the Risks of Sharing: Solidarity and Social Justice in the Welfare State,” 
Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 1, no. 3 (1998): 297–311. 
7 Margo Trappenburg, “Active Solidarity and Its Discontents,” Health Care Analysis 23, no. 3 (2015): 207–20. 
8 Raad voor Maatschappelijke Ontwikkeling (RMO), “Terugtreden Is Vooruitzien: Maatschappelijke Veerkracht in 
Het Publieke Domein” (Den Haag, 2013); Raad voor het openbaar bestuur (Rob), “Loslaten in Vertrouwen: Naar 
Een Nieuwe Verhouding Tussen Overheid, Markt Én Samenleving” (Den Haag, 2012); Wetenschappelijke Raad 
voor het Regeringsbeleid (WRR), “Vertrouwen in Burgers” (Den Haag: Amsterdam University Press, 2012); Raad 
voor de Volksgezondheid & Zorg (RVZ), “Het Belang van Wederkerigheid - Solidariteit Gaat Niet Vanzelf!” (Den 
Haag, 2013). 
9 In popular media the term “time famine” is used to refer to the feeling that one never has enough time (e.g. “I 
don’t have time” or “There is not enough time in the day”); what is desired most or what will make people 
happier is more time to do everything they need to do.  
10 My translation of the concept that appeared in the paper: Margo Trappenburg, “Burn-out-Samenleving of Lief 
Communisme?,” Tijdschrift Voor Sociale Vraagstukken, 2015, 50–53. See also: Byung-Chul Han, The Burnout 
Society (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2015). 
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technologies.11 By connecting artefacts to the internet, and equipping them with sensors, computing 

power and ICT’s, they can gather data about their surroundings, analyse and share this data, and inform 

or customise services. In addition to the so-called “Internet of Things”, developments in artificial 

intelligence and machine learning allow robots to interact with people in more meaningful ways and to 

take over certain activities.12 Modern technologies can take over chores, but also relieve people from 

the burden of dilemmatic moral choices and help constitute social liberation and “moral progress”.13 In 

our (future) technological society it does not need to be the government that takes care of people in 

times of sickness or misfortune and neither do we need to rely on other people: technology will help us 

out! 

  Delegating or outsourcing certain tasks and decision-making processes to technologies might 

help to free up time and make it less burdensome for individuals to take care of other people. The 

technological advancements could also enable people to be more (or longer) self-reliant. As such, 

technologies that assist or takeover tasks in, for instance, the domain of health and social care seem to 

have the potential to foster the participation society. This techno-optimism and naïve instrumentalism, 

however, is questionable. If citizens become less dependent on the government but more dependent on 

technologies to organise society, how is the participation of the participation society realised then? In 

other words: What is the difference between delegating responsibility to the state or to technology? 

 

1.2. The research questions and approach  

In this thesis, I will examine in what ways technologies have the potential to help foster or impede the 

transition towards a participation society by focussing on how our conception of solidarity – as it has 

been institutionalised in the welfare state – might be affected as we give shape to this transition through 

technology. The attempts to delegate the responsibility of caring for people in society to technologies 

can tell us something about what we think technology has to offer.  

  The support provided by technologies is never neutral and could reveal what kind of life is to be 

supported. If the great gift of Science and Technology Studies (STS) is anti-determinism (i.e. technologies 

are the product of human choice, policies, etc.),14 then the gift of the philosophy of technology is anti-

                                                           
11 In this sketchy analogy I mean to refer the opportunities for reskilling and upskilling they provided (see: 
Shannon Vallor, “Moral Deskilling and Upskilling in a New Machine Age: Reflections on the Ambiguous Future of 
Character,” Philosophy & Technology 28 (2015): 108.). Undoubtedly, the computer revolution also led to new 
kinds of mindless tasks before the screen. 
12 Linda Kool et al., Opwaarderen - Borgen van Publieke Waarden in de Digitale Samenleving (Den Haag: 
Rathenau Instituut, 2017), 35. 
13 Jeroen Van den Hoven, Gert Jan Lokhorst, and Ibo Van de Poel, “Engineering and the Problem of Moral 
Overload,” Science and Engineering Ethics 18, no. 1 (2012): 144. 
14 Bruno Latour, “Where Are the Missing Masses? The Sociology of a Few Mundane Artifacts,” in Shaping 
Technology/Building Society: Studies in Sociotechnical Change, ed. Wiebe E. Bijker and John Law (Cambridge, 
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instrumentalism (i.e. technology is not neutral, nor passive).15 Technologies are no simple tools, and 

they are not our new slaves; technology is shaping us too. Nudging,16deliberately moralising 

technologies,17 or “persuading” people in desirable directions, however, seems to pose a threat to 

values underlying a liberal (democratic) state: namely, freedom to take charge of one’s own life. At the 

same time, many technologies seem to amplify the trend that we are all individuals living our own lives 

and thereby seem to be undermining societal connections – or participation.18  

  The literature shows a never-ending stalemate between classical liberalism (making the 

individual too central) and communitarianism (making the community too central). Technologies that 

do something to our conceptions of solidarity, however, affect both the individual and the community. 

As we give shape to the participation society with the help of technology, we should not only delve into 

political theory but also examine the role of technology. Is buying your elderly parents a companion 

robot – or an iPad to Skype more often – an act of active participation? If we want a participation society, 

does it help to make use of alarming systems and monitoring apps that make people more independent 

and thereby postpone the need for active participation of (say) neighbours, friends, and family?19  

 Technologies can release pressure on citizens who need to take up more responsibilities. 

However, in some cases, it seems to be a form of “cheating”. If you track your elderly parents or provide 

them with a companion robot, it is questionable whether you really still play your part or whether you 

just delegate your care responsibilities. However, intuitively, it also does not seem reasonable to ban all 

technological assistance in (elder)care. The reason to be critical of these technologies is not that they 

make our lives too easy and that we need to see people sweat. It does not appear problematic to use 

technology per se. I will examine at what point it becomes problematic to delegate care responsibilities 

to technologies. In order to do so I will make the connection between social and political philosophy (i.e. 

how to understand and organise solidarity to achieve a just society?) and philosophy of technology (i.e. 

                                                           
Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1992), 225–58; Trevor J Pinch and Wiebe E Bijker, “The Social Construction of Facts 
and Artefacts: Or How the Sociology of Science and the Sociology of Technology Might Benefit Each Other,” 
Social Studies of Science 14, no. 3 (1984): 399–441; Madeleine Akrich, “The de-Scription of Technical Objects,” in 
Shaping Technology/Building Society: Studies in Sociotechnical Change, ed. Wiebe E. Bijker and John Law 
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1992), 205–24. 
15 Peter-Paul Verbeek, What Things Do: Philosophical Reflections on Technology, Agency, and Design 
(Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005); Langdon Winner, “Do Artifacts Have Politics?,” 
Daedalus 109, no. 1 (1980): 121–36; Andrew Feenberg, “Escaping the Iron Cage, Or, Subversive Rationalization 
and Democratic Theory,” Democratising Technology: Ethics, Risk, and Public Debate, 1998. 
16 Richard. H. Thaler and Cass.R. Sunstein, Nudge. Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth and Happiness (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1999). 
17 Peter-Paul Verbeek, Moralizing Technology: Understanding and Designing the Morality of Things (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2011). 
18 Langdon Winner, “Cyberlibertarian Myths and the Prospects for Cyberlibertarian Myths and the Prospects for 
Community,” Computers and Society 27, no. 3 (1997): 14–19. 
19 Richard. E. Sclove, “The Nuts and Bolts of Democracy: Democratic Theory and Technological Design” 2419, no. 
December (2005): 1–33. 



8 
 

how do technologies shape our actions and perceptions?) to evaluate the role of technology in the 

transition from a welfare state towards a participation society.  

  I will limit my research to the Dutch transition to a participation society,20 and I will primarily 

reflect on examples in the domain of eldercare to further define the scope of this project. Eldercare is 

particularly interesting as it is highly relevant given the ageing population; both the absolute number 

and the proportion of older people are increasing dramatically.21 By 2050, many countries will have a 

proportion similar to Japan in which over 30% of the people are currently 60 years or older.22 As life 

expectancy also continues to rise, 10% of the Dutch population will be over 80 by the middle of the 

century.23 Moreover, in the near future, the post-war baby boomers will put additional pressure on 

public services and healthcare. Based on these statistics the elderly population is an interesting target 

for technological innovations.  

  The technologies that are currently being developed and used do not quite threaten the jobs of 

care professionals.24 Moreover, even the more futuristic emotionally intelligent robots might never 

meet the criteria for good care. It must be noted, however, that due to the shortage of healthcare 

professionals and the increased time pressure, neither do we “humans”; there is room for 

improvement. Interestingly, many healthcare technologies are geared towards helping you to stay 

healthy, employed, and independent. They do not encourage you to take care or care about others.  

  With the help of concrete examples, I aim to reflect on what conceptions of self-reliance are 

implied in the ideal of a participation society and embedded in the technologies. This will allow me to 

evaluate what kind of citizens – what kind of caregivers and care-receivers – the technological 

participation society might help to bring forth. My central research question, therefore, is: IN WHAT WAY 

MAY TECHNOLOGIES HELP AVOID A RESPONSIBILITY OVERLOAD AND CONTRIBUTE TO REALISING THE IDEAL OF THE 

PARTICIPATION SOCIETY, ESPECIALLY WITH REGARD TO THE CENTRAL VALUE “ACTIVE SOLIDARITY”? The subquestions 

include: What is the vision behind the participation society, especially in the domain of care?; How to 

understand the current technological developments in this sector, based on a post-phenomenological 

philosophy of technology?; To what extent do current developments promote or contradict visions of 

                                                           
20 For a similar debate surrounding the ‘big society’ in the UK, see: Phillip Blond, Red Tory: How Left and Right 
Have Broken Britain and How We Can Fix It (London: Faber and Faber, 2010); Cabinet Office, “Building the Big 
Society” (London, 2010), https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/building-the-big-society (Accessed April 
2, 2018). A comparison lies outside the scope of the thesis. 
21 United Nations, “World Population Ageing” (New York, 2015). 
22 World Health Organization, “World Report on Ageing and Health,” 2015, 43. 
23 Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, “Babyboomers: Indrukken Vanuit de Statistiek” (Den Haag, 2012), 42. 
24 The Dutch documentary “Ik ben Alice” (Alice Cares), for instance, showcases a pilot programme for the doll-
like robot Alice. Both the seniors and the nurses involved in the pilot indicate they do not fear the robot takes 
over the jobs of care professionals, but they are optimistic about the potential of the robot to be a valuable 
friend. Sander Burger, Ik Ben Alice (Nederland, 2015), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AM69fBlcRKE 
(Accessed March 27, 2018). 
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the participation society, taking into account care ethics?; What kind of design approach could possibly 

help to minimise the tensions? 

  By answering these questions, I aim to provide better insight into the role of technologies in the 

transition to a participation society, and critically reflect on how our conceptions of participation and 

solidarity can be affected. I want to stress not only the theoretical but also the societal relevance of my 

research: I want to make designers and users of technology aware of the implications of the self-reliance 

and self-optimisation which technologies help accomplish, especially regarding the understanding of 

active and social citizenship.  

 

1.3. Reading guide  

Chapter 2 provides some further context for the Dutch transition towards the participation society by 

situating it in the liberalist tradition. Even though the term “participation society” gained a lot of 

attention after King Willem-Alexander mentioned it in his speech from the throne, it had for long been 

one of the major focal points for the Christian-democratic party25 in the Netherlands. To get more insight 

in the different conceptions of the participation society, this chapter will reflect on liberal, social- and 

Christian-democratic perspectives on the merits of rolling back the welfare state. 

Chapter 3 will analyse examples of technologies in the field of eldercare to examine how those 

technologies relate to the varying interpretations of and ideologies underlying the participation society. 

Technologies seem to have a potential to help citizens deal with their new duties to be self-reliant and 

to take care of others; they can nudge people into taking part in the participation society, and they can 

take over care and allow people to fulfil their duties of care by other means. However, in addition to 

disburdening people, the technologies also form the basis of enacting relations of care and change what 

solidarity means. 

Chapter 4 continues unpacking the concept “solidarity” by situating it into discussions on justice and 

care ethics. This theoretical discussion will show that the type of solidarity that is institutionalised in a 

welfare state is not merely “passive” rather than “active” but also involves a particular rationale and 

philosophical anthropology. Framing solidarity as “shared utility” risks ruining mutual responsibilities 

and commonality. Distinguishing caregivers from recipients of care, and using technologies to fix 

vulnerabilities and promote independence, affects our conception of solidarity and what it means to 

take care of each other. However, if solidarity does not require taxation, then what does it require? 

                                                           
25 The Dutch Christian-democratic party CDA (Christen-democratisch Appèl) is a member of the European 
People’s Party parliamentary group (EPP). 
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Chapter 5 will show how the current technological innovations and the political vision behind the 

participation society do not neatly coincide. If people are to arrange social welfare amongst each other, 

a specific mindset, some “moral change” seems to be required. However, if many of our technologies 

are geared towards self-optimisation, they might not encourage new ways of institutionalising solidarity. 

Deliberately designing for social citizenship, however, also gives rise to objections regarding desirability 

as well as feasibility. In order to take the broader meaning of care that underlies the participation society 

more seriously, adopting a more care-centred approach in design, which takes into account a different 

anthropology, could nevertheless be beneficial.  

Chapter 6 concludes by bringing together the discussions on solidarity and participation to reflect on 

the challenges that arise in a “technological” participation society. Neither technologies nor the state 

are neutral tools but will produce ideas about citizenship. To reduce the chance of undermining the core 

ideal of the participation society – active solidarity – and to illuminate at what point we are delegating 

too much, it is necessary to acknowledge the dynamic forces of technology and morality, recognise what 

makes an action a moral action, and reconsider our understanding of care.  
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2. Re-allocating responsibilities: the state, the market and civil society  
The Dutch transition to a participation society and ambitions to reform the welfare state more generally 

have provided ample starting points for a variety of research projects in, for instance, the fields of 

sociology, political science, and public administration. It is highly relevant to put the new policies in 

historical perspective and critically reflect on which values and trends feed into the rethinking of the 

welfare state. To set the stage for a philosophical reflection on the role of technologies and the 

performative power of values embedded in them, this chapter will provide a brief history on the welfare 

state and contextualise motivations for rolling back the welfare state by connecting it to political theory. 

Whenever social arrangements need to be reformed, it is crucial to have an understanding of how things 

have been organised up until today and what ideologies are behind the new policy strategies. For the 

historical overview, I draw heavily on the comprehensive summary provided in a report by the Raad voor 

het openbaar bestuur26 (section 2.1). Consequently, I will elaborate on the ideal of the participation 

society and show how both liberal ideologies emphasising autonomy and people’s own responsibility 

(section 2.2), social-democratic priorities concerning inclusion and shared responsibility (section 2.3), 

and Christian-democratic ambitions regarding social connections and collective responsibility (section 

2.4) harmonise with the participation society. The abstract ideal of a participation society seems to have 

the potential to bridge different political preferences; in principle, it seems to be not as much about a 

new way to articulate left-wing or right-wing political ideals, as it is a way to transform citizenship and 

civic engagement to bridge the gap between citizens and the “political elite”.  

 

2.1. A brief history of the welfare state 

In the nineteenth century, religious and private organisations played a substantive role in poor relief 

and other social security matters. The state was mainly focussed on public security, foreign policy, and 

defence. However, the constitution of 1815 already stipulated that there is a role for the government 

to provide assistance to people in need of continuous or long-term care.27 In the constitution of 1884 

also education had become a task of the government, partly because of the expectation that this would 

contribute to the unity within the nation-state. Similarly, the first governmentally funded housing 

corporations, for instance, had strong moralistic motives. They were supposed to prevent people from 

hanging around in the street or the pub, and to end ‘immoral cohabitation.’ Moreover, the social 

security provided by the state was a way to counter the growing influence of worker unions and other 

forms of associations.28  

                                                           
26 Raad voor het openbaar bestuur (Rob), “Loslaten in Vertrouwen: Naar Een Nieuwe Verhouding Tussen 
Overheid, Markt Én Samenleving.” 
27 Ibid., 21. 
28 Ibid., 29. 
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 The industrialisation and related trends of urbanisation and population-growth caused severe 

social problems in the Netherlands which required government intervention. The poor living- and 

working conditions, low wages, and unemployment became critical political themes during the second 

half of the nineteenth and first half of the twentieth century. Several laws and regulations, such as the 

Housing Act and the Health Act, mandatory accident insurance, equal financial support for both public 

and special education, social insurance, and insurance for illness and disability, were aimed at increasing 

welfare. The influential theories of the British economist John Maynard Keynes led governments to 

focus on the stimulation of the economy and the reduction of unemployment.29 

  During the second half of the twentieth century, more and more people agreed that the 

government is responsible for making available social security, education, care and welfare. The social 

security programmes gave citizens some peace of mind and increased freedom of choice on how they 

could spend their time as they did not need to organise social support themselves or rely on family or 

the market.30 The government provided solutions to various social problems by arranging welfare, 

unemployment benefits, pensions, free education, and universal healthcare. 

  Communities belonging to different religions or ideologies (i.e. Protestant, Catholic and Social-

Democratic) had their own social institutions (e.g. political parties, associations, schools, newspapers). 

As such, society was “vertically” divided into several segments or “pillars” (Dutch: zuilen). This enabled 

effective representation of large and well-organised constituencies. However, after World War II, 

individualisation – the emphasis on moral worth and rights of the individual – led to the depillarisation 

of Dutch society. The separate organisations gradually lost their connection with their supporters which 

meant that the relationship between citizens and the government needed to be reconsidered.31  

  From the 1980s onwards (in response to the oil crisis of 1973 and 1982, and the recession) there 

had been substantial cutbacks in public spending and the execution of government tasks increasingly 

shifted to the market.32 Under the influence of the prevailing neo-liberal view on government and the 

market – the New Public Management-thinking – the government let go of responsibilities of public 

services and allowed the market to take over. Economists like Milton Friedman challenged the 

Keynesian government policies and voiced libertarian conceptions of legitimate state intervention. 

Somewhat similar to Milton’s ideas of the invisible hand of the market, Friedrich Hayek advocated that 

the free markets should be trusted and that the government should be strictly limited. Hayek argued 

                                                           
29 Ibid., 22–23. In a nutshell Keynes, for instance, argued that the role of the government was to focus on full 
employment because this was not only a social goal but vital for the economy too. 
30 Trappenburg, “Active Solidarity and Its Discontents.” 
31 Raad voor het openbaar bestuur (Rob), “Loslaten in Vertrouwen: Naar Een Nieuwe Verhouding Tussen 
Overheid, Markt Én Samenleving,” 25. 
32 Ibid. 
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that markets guarantee individual liberties as they represent a form of collective agreement. In his book 

“The Road to Serfdom” he argues against state planning or interference in “the natural operation of 

markets” and thereby greatly influenced how people in capitalist societies understood the concept of 

liberty.33 In his work “The Constitution of Liberty” he further develops his ideas about where to draw 

the line between the state and the market. He argued that the state should only provide a legal 

framework.34  

  The work of Hayek inspired the governments of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher who put 

in motion privatisations and deregulations of the economy. Also in the Netherlands, schools, housing 

corporations, and care institutions received greater administrative freedom and became more 

“business-like”. In return there were higher and more detailed demands on performance; more output 

steering and performance remuneration (i.e. performance was measured via core objectives, 

attainment targets, reference levels etc.). This ultimately also led to upscaling and professionalisation, 

which resulted in more anonymity and alienation of students, patients, and tenants; people felt they 

did not have a say anymore.35  

  In recent years – in the aftermath of the credit- and financial crises – the emphasis on the market 

has been partly abandoned.36 The market is no longer considered to do justice to the public nature of 

public tasks, and the negative consequences of market-thinking are being voiced. However, at the same 

time, it is widely recognised that the government cannot adequately respond to the new developments 

and expectations in society on its own. Politicians and administrators are dependent on input from 

society as a whole for knowledge and experience. Therefore, the focus shifts towards individual citizens 

and their initiatives and connections.37  

  The earlier mentioned Social Support Act (Dutch: Wet maatschappelijke ondersteuning (Wmo)), 

which was introduced first in 2007 and updated in 2016, can be seen as a symbol for this change in 

approach. The Ministry of Health, Welfare and Sport states that the purpose of this act is to allow people 

to live independently for as long as possible and to participate in society, if necessary, assisted by friends, 

family, or acquaintances. Only if the mutual support and assistance between people are not feasible, 

                                                           
33 Friedrich August Hayek, The Road to Serfdom (London: Routledge, 1944). 
34 Friedrich August Hayek, The Constitution of Liberty (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1960). It should be 
noted that Hayek is not an economic anarchist; according to Hayek some planning – a legal framework – was 
clearly needed. 
35 Raad voor het openbaar bestuur (Rob), “Loslaten in Vertrouwen: Naar Een Nieuwe Verhouding Tussen 
Overheid, Markt Én Samenleving,” 30–31. 
36 Interestingly, Hayek discusses the risk of a hyper individualist society and how this could influence economics 
for the worse. Family relations, for instance, lower transaction costs; if you have a reliable family network, you 
can get more for your money. Moreover, if you do not have kids, you dare to take more risks, gamble more, 
whereas the family adds constraints.  
37 Ibid., 26. 
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people can get support from the municipality.38 As such, the participation society can be interpreted as 

an alternative to both the neoliberal model of “help yourself” and the social welfare model “the state 

takes care of you”. The state will still ensure that no one falls below a certain threshold, but first and 

foremost stimulates people to take responsibility for themselves. Ultimately, the Dutch participation 

society aims to transfer public tasks back to citizens and their organisations. 

  The way in which the participation society explicitly aims for a compact government to create 

more room for citizen’ initiatives, shows similarities with approaches of Responsible Research and 

Innovation (RRI) which also typically encourage governance of the market, instead of governance over 

the market. The concept RRI emerged in the last fifteen years in the EU context and can be considered 

both as a continuation of as well as a response to the long tradition of technological assessment (e.g. 

risk assessment, effectiveness research, challenge-led science).39 Interestingly, RRI was modelled after 

the Dutch approach of Maatschappelijk Verantwoord Innoveren (MVI), which calls for reflection on 

ethical and societal aspects of technological innovations by multi-stakeholder alliances. Ethicist Jeroen 

van den Hoven is one of the Dutch researchers who took the lead on the European level by chairing the 

European Commission’s Expert Group on Responsible Innovation. Ultimately, RRI became a defining 

aspect of the EU’s Horizon 2020 programme in R&D.40 Funding programmes nowadays regularly require 

that economic, societal, ethical, and legal aspects are considered in technical research projects. 

Somewhat analogous to the participation society, RRI delegates the task of finding solutions for the 

societal challenges from the state to a complex network of societal actors and innovators. 

  Even though it must also be noted that there are also financial motives at play, there are also 

clear normative and practical reasons to evolve into a participation society. Demographic and social 

changes, for instance, put more pressure on the welfare state and lead to doubts about whether the 

welfare state is still the right or most desirable way to protect and promote the social and economic 

wellbeing of citizens. Moreover, new citizen’ initiatives seem to indicate that people are prepared to 

organise themselves. Examples of households generating their own power, parents starting their own 

child day-care, villages forming their own eldercare cooperatives, and independent entrepreneurs 

                                                           
38 Adviesraad Wmo, “Wmo in Het Kort,” 2015, https://www.adviesraadwmo.nl/wmo/19-wmo (Accessed March 
27, 2018). 
39 European Commission, “Science with and for Society,” n.d., 
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/science-and-society (Accessed January 29, 
2018); Verena C Schulze et al., “‘CTA-Lite’ for Exploring Possible Innovation Pathways of a Nanomedicine - 
Related Platform – Embedded Responsible Research and Innovation in Practice,” 2016; Rene von Schomberg, “A 
Vision of Responsible Research and Innovation,” in Responsible Innovation, ed. R. Owen, M. Heintz, and J. 
Bessant (London: John Wiley, 2013). 
40 Horizon 2020, “Responsible Research & Innovation,” n.d., 
https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en/h2020-section/responsible-research-
innovation%0D(Accessed May 20, 2018). 
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participating in a bread fund (Dutch: broodfonds), are considered proof that the transition towards a 

participation society is already happening.41  

  The question, however, is whether citizens want to or have to arrange these kinds of things. The 

documentary from Tegenlicht showed how a town, Kloosterburen, in Groningen set up a care co-

operative. 42 Even though they are praised as self-reliant and for taking matters into their own hands, it 

appears that such social initiatives happen in cases where the state and the market fail to deliver. The 

inhabitants of Kloosterburen lost faith in formal arrangements as they could not count on the 

commercial care institutions that withdrew from the area as it was not profitable to stay. Somewhat 

similar to how it was back in the day – in the Catholic community, with nuns and nurses, and associations 

to help fellow humans – the people in Kloosterburen arranged their own care cooperative again.  

  There is plenty of criticism about the ideal of a participation society and the way it has been 

rolled out so far. Moreover, turning into a participation society could have far-reaching and fundamental 

impacts; it might, for instance, require us to think differently about the division of labour and job 

descriptions. For professionals in the field of social and health care (e.g. long-term care, social assistance 

and support) a lot has changed already. Specialised agencies have been replaced by district teams (de- 

specialisation) and lay people and volunteers are asked to take over the work of professionals as much 

as possible (basic de-professionalisation).43 As such, care professionals are more and more focussed on 

managing the network of their patients/clients, rather than take care of patients by themselves.  

  In addition, the participation society might require rethinking the division between paid and 

unpaid work. Who is asked and who can afford to participate? What happens, for instance, when people 

need to combine their full-time jobs with all kinds of voluntary activities and care-responsibilities? Do 

we expect the successful lawyer who prioritises his/her career to care and help the needy themselves 

actively, or will those extra responsibilities come down on the benevolent part-time working mother 

who is already helping out at her kids’ school and doing the grocery shopping for the old neighbour? 

  For the purpose of this thesis, it is not needed to delve into the actual (empirical) outcomes of 

the transition towards a participation society. I will not interrogate who the beneficiaries and opponents 

of the new policies are or identify the real “winners” and “losers” in the participation society. Instead, I 

will clarify in the next three paragraphs how the abstract ideal of the participation society corresponds 

with visions of both the political left and right.   

                                                           
41 Raad voor Maatschappelijke Ontwikkeling (RMO), “Terugtreden Is Vooruitzien: Maatschappelijke Veerkracht in 
Het Publieke Domein,” 11; Suchen Tan, “Ons Gemeengoed” (Netherlands: VPRO Tegenlicht, 2018), 
https://www.vpro.nl/programmas/tegenlicht/kijk/afleveringen/2017-2018/Ons-gemeengoed.html (Accessed 
April 9, 2018).  
42 Tan, “Ons Gemeengoed.”  
43 Margo Trappenburg and Gercoline van Beek, “‘My Profession Is Gone’: How Social Workers Experience de-
Professionalization in the Netherlands,” European Journal of Social Work, 2017, 1–14. 
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2.2. The liberal conception of the participation society 

From a liberal perspective, income, health care and welfare are in the first place considered to be one’s 

own responsibility. In the Netherlands, the VVD advocates that the state must provide some kind of 

social security net for those who fall by the wayside but this must not remove the principle of “own 

responsibility”. Amongst liberals, there can be quite some disagreement about to what extent state 

interference into the lives and actions of “free” human beings should be accepted. Classical liberals or 

libertarians advocate that the role of the state should be minimal (a “nightwatchman state”) and 

extends so far as to protect individual rights that guarantee individual freedom. Dutch liberal parties 

generally accept more state intervention in society and are thereby closer to socialism. 

  It must be noted, however, that libertarians by no means claim it is wrong to help the poor or 

needy.44 Moreover, they hold that a minimal state does not imply minimal moral obligations. It is solely 

argued that it is not the state’s role to force people to do so. Libertarians, like Robert Nozick,45 are 

against redistribution and reject socialist or egalitarian theories that look merely at the outcomes or 

end-state distributions. Libertarians consider attempts to make society (more) equal or just, for instance 

by means of taxation or direct appropriation of private property to redistribute wealth to the poor, to 

be unacceptable infringements of individual rights and liberties. Other libertarians (or neoliberals), like 

Hayek, consider the redistribution of goods by the state to be simply ineffective. Libertarians emphasise 

the way in which free markets – competition markets and prices – serve the interests of the poor. 

Supply-and-demand is seen as an effective tool for the distribution of goods, especially on the local 

level. Their argument against state interference also rests on the problem of epistemic insufficiency; we 

do not know the root cause, we do not know the true solution, and we do not know whether political 

actions to enforce rules and regulations (to redistribute goods) enhance or deepen societal challenges 

(such as poverty).46 The rich may or may not be generous towards the poor but no one can (or should) 

force them as this infringes their individual rights and liberties.  

 The Dutch liberal tradition places a strong emphasis on (property) rights and (individual) liberty, 

but it also recognises that some state intervention is justified. By keeping an eye on the consequences 

to society as a whole or the “end-state distributions” liberal parties in the Netherlands seem to be 

rooted in a moderate form of liberalism, or liberal egalitarianism of which political philosopher John 

                                                           
44 Matt Zwolinski, “Libertarianism and the Welfare State,” in The Routledge Handbook of Libertarianism, ed. and 
David Schmidtz Jason Brennan, Bas van der Vossen (New York: Routledge Taylor & Francis, 2018). 
45 Robert Nozick, “Distributive Justice,” in Readings in Social and Political Philosophy, ed. Robert M. Stewart 
(Oxford University Press, 1996). 
46 See: Rittel and Webber’s discussion on wicked problems, cited in Vincent Blok, “Look Who’s Talking: 
Responsible Innovation, the Paradox of Dialogue and the Voice of the Other in Communication and Negotiation 
Processes,” Journal of Responsible Innovation 1, no. 2 (2014): 172. 



17 
 

Rawls is a representative.47 Infringements on individual property rights are permitted if they benefit the 

worst-off. Moreover, Rawls argues that in the original position people will go by a “maximise the 

minimum” rule: even if there might be only one person in the worst-off group, you still need to base an 

acceptable minimum.   

  From a liberal perspective the way in which the participation society makes it possible to lower 

the tax burden because of a reduction of government expenditure on benefits, social workers and care 

workers, is attractive. At the same time, the participation society could provide a solution to the 

perverse incentives of the welfare state regarding the free-rider behaviour and the unemployment trap. 

The participation society model could prevent citizens to turn into calculating citizens who rather 

receive unemployment benefits than opt for low-paid work that does not significantly increase their 

total income. The liberal version of the participation society ideal stresses the shift from “taking care of 

citizens” to “assisting and empowering citizens and their initiatives” (Dutch: zorgen dat i.p.v. zorgen 

voor). Individuals in society should get the freedom to choose and realise their own projects and take 

matters into their own hands. Public systems should encourage self-reliance over government 

dependency.  

 

2.3. The social-democratic conception of the participation society 

Social-democratic parties, such as the SP and the PvdA, generally view society as an association whose 

members are jointly responsible for ensuring that each of them can have a decent life. In contrast to the 

VVD, these parties generally favour state-based solidarity and are more likely to support strong state 

action. Moreover, in 1990 the Danish sociologist Gøsta Esping-Andersen classified the Dutch welfare 

state as belonging to the social-democratic type, which typically requires high public spending as social 

provisions cover all citizens.   

  A core characteristic of the Dutch welfare state is the universalism and the degree of equality 

in the benefit structure.48 Another element Esping-Anderson underlined is that the Netherlands, similar 

to Nordic countries, combines a strong state with strong individualism. The strong state is directed at 

protecting the autonomy and possessions of the individual. In the Anglo-Saxon countries, such as the 

United States, Canada, and Australia, the state is seen as an enemy that must be restrained because it 

                                                           
47 John Rawls, A Theory of Justice (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
1971).  
48 Gøsta Esping-Andersen, The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990), 74. The 
Netherlands, Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden are classified as a social democratic welfare state. 
Examples of conservative, or Christian-democratic welfare states are Austria, Belgium, France, Germany and 
Italy. Australia, Canada, Japan, Switzerland and the United states are considered representatives of the liberal 
model. 
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would otherwise oppress its citizens too much. In the Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands, the 

state is rather perceived as a liberator because it protects individual citizens against social inequalities 

which could be caused by ethnic, cultural, or religious backgrounds and promotes equal social 

relations.49   

  In this regard, it is relevant to stress the difference between the liberal tradition which is heavily 

based on “negative liberty” or the absence of interference, and the social-democratic take on autonomy 

and freedom which emphasises positive rights. In the Netherlands, the autonomous individual can be 

seen as the key building block of society. In line with John Stuart Mill’s ideas, we consider liberty and 

individuality – the cultivation of the self – to be essential to progress. Mill states: “Genius can only 

breathe freely in an atmosphere of freedom.”50 Therefore, he argues that the only good reason for 

limiting freedom of the individual is “to prevent harm”. Or, as Richard Posner puts it: “your rights end 

where his nose begins”.51 However, freedom does not only refer to lack of interference but involves 

action as well.  

  This point is convincingly put forward by Isaiah Berlin who critically reflects on Mill’s conception 

of liberty and distinguishes negative liberty (freedom from) from positive liberty (freedom to).52 

Negative liberty means that no one should stop you from doing what you want to do; it is about the 

absence of interference. Positive liberty means that you are able to act as you wish; it is about self-

mastery.53 Moreover, there is a distinction between “having rights” and “being able to exercise rights”. 

From the perspective of negative rights, it would be sufficient if the state, for example, ensures that 

women are not excluded from higher education. Even if woman would not go to university, everything 

would be alright if there is no formal barrier. From the positive rights perspective, however, the state 

should provide additional resources to women to enable them to go to university. Factors like gender, 

age, disabilities, race and class should not influence the rights a person has (which doors are unlocked 

for her), nor their real opportunities to achieve potential and make choices (whether or not she is able 

to go through the door).   

  Even though people should not be stopped from doing what they want to do and people need 

to be protected against government abuse, civilised societies are expected to also organise “rights” to 

                                                           
49 Raad voor het openbaar bestuur (Rob), “Loslaten in Vertrouwen: Naar Een Nieuwe Verhouding Tussen 
Overheid, Markt Én Samenleving,” 54. 
50 John Stuart Mill, “On Liberty (1859),” in Readings in Social and Political Philosophy, ed. Robert M. Stewart 
(Oxford University Press, 1996), 60. 
51 Richard A. Posner, Sex and Reason (Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1994). 
52 Isaiah Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty,” in Four Essays on Liberty (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969). 
53 Even though this distinction between positive and negative liberty makes sense intuitively, it is also quite 
complicated. When you act, how do you know it is you? Several authors, such as Aristotle, Mill, Foucault, and 
Freud, have theorised the role of habituation and tried to unravel the influences on us. In the next chapter I will 
elaborate on concerns about paternalism and nudging.  
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education, healthcare and housing. Since the participation society involves the withdrawal of the state 

and lowering public spending, social-democratic parties are likely to be somewhat conflicted about the 

overall ideal of a participation society. It is also not too surprising that the PvdA lost dramatically during 

the last elections after agreeing with the policy changes that involved major cuts in social provision. 

However, for the left-wing the participation society is attractive since it has the potential to empower 

citizens, especially vulnerable54 groups, by making them part of society instead of marginalising them.55 

The deinstitutionalisation, for instance, could help realise that people with disabilities do not need to 

move to specialised sheltered places but stay and take part in ordinary neighbourhoods, schools and 

workplaces.   

  Social-democrats emphasise that every citizen is a legitimate claimant of social rights and that 

social provision must offer people the chance to take their lives into their own hands. Hence, the 

participation society can still be interpreted as to reflect French Revolution ideas - liberty, equality and 

fraternity: Citizens are bound together in solidarity and each citizen sustains the liberty and equality of 

her/his fellow citizens.  

 

2.4. The Christian-democratic conception of the participation society 

Yet another perspective on the participation society can be found in the Christian-democratic tradition. 

In contrast to the social-democratic ideal, religious parties, such as the centre-right CDA, generally 

assume that in addition to the state, social connections (e.g. family, association, church) could play a 

role in the provision of social arrangements. Christian Democrats advocate “subsidiarity” which means 

that social and political issues should be dealt with at the lowest (most immediate or local) level of 

government, before being taken up at a higher level.56  

  Even though the transition towards a participation society was announced by the government 

of the (liberal) VVD and (social-democratic) PvdA, the ideal of participation used to be associated with 

the (Christian-democratic) CDA, and former Prime Minister Balkenende.57 

                                                           
54 Vulnerability is a loaded term which needs to be defined with regard to time and place; a person is not 
vulnerable always and everywhere. In this context it refers to people who lack sufficient means to organise their 
basic needs or income and therefore rely on social arrangements for support. 
55 Margo Trappenburg, “De Opkomst van Het Ikea Principe Over Arbeid in de Participatiesamenleving,” in 
Omstreden Vrijheid. Waartoe Een Vrije Samenleving Verplicht (Amsterdam: Van Gennep, 2015), 175–84. 
56 The principle of subsidiarity is also a general principle of the European Union law; the EU may only act (i.e. 
make laws) where action of individual countries are insufficient. 
57 Max van Weezel, “Die Participatiemaatschappij, Dat Was Toch Jarenlang Een CDA-Thema?,” Vrij Nederland, 
September 28, 2013, https://www.vn.nl/die-participatiemaatschappij-dat-was-toch-jarenlang-een-cda-thema/ 
(Accessed April 3, 2018). Moreover, the term “participation society” (Dutch: participatiemaatschappij) was used 
already in 1974. Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau, “Sociaal En Cultureel Rapport 1974” (Den Haag, 1975), 130; 
Pepijn van Houwelingen, Anita Boele, and Paul Dekker, “Burgermacht Op Eigen Kracht? Een Brede Verkenning 
van Ontwikkelingen in Burgerparticipatie” (Den Haag, 2014), 17. 
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 In the Christian-democratic ideology, there is a strong emphasis on the community, rather than 

the individual. In this regard, it is helpful to note the difference between social-democratic thought and 

communitarianism or anti-liberalist individualism. Communitarians stress the importance of the 

community and the common good; they are aimed at whatever benefits society as a whole. They dispute 

the idea of social-democrats that the principal task of the government is to secure rights of individuals 

such that they can lead freely chosen lives. As communitarians aim at tolerance and solidarity, they 

assume the state should instead promote and defend particular conceptions of the good life. The state 

should ensure that individuals develop good character and help produce a good society; ultimately 

citizenship is about making an effort to realise common values according to Christian-democrats. In 

other words, communitarianism enshrines good over right, whereas (social) liberalism enshrines right 

over good.58  

 The participation society has a strong link with the Christian-democratic tradition and their core 

concept “solidarity”. Max Scheler, for instance, refers to solidarity as a sense of being responsible for 

others and the group. We are supposed to care for everyone because we are all made in God’s image 

and likeness. According to Scheler the question implied in solidarity is how have I participated in creating 

the world as it is? He argues that “[…] an act of hate committed by another person signals that I (and 

each member of the given community) has not loved deeply enough and that we as a community have 

failed to bring about a world wherein hate does not exist.”59   

  From the communitarian or Christian-democratic perspective, the participation society has the 

potential to do something against the gap between citizens and the political elite, and give a new 

impulse to civic engagement. Their concerns about the welfare state are directed at how it transformed 

citizenship and turned citizens into passive consumers. Or, as Michal Walzer argues, the welfare 

undermined the idea of being a full member of the political community, since it introduced a new “class” 

of welfare receivers.60 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
58 For instance, also in liberal feminist theories the flourishing of the individual is prior to the flourishing of any 
group. See: Martha Nussbaum, Sex and Social Justice (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 62.  
59 Davis Zachary and Anthony Steinbock, “Max Scheler,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2016, 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2016/entries/scheler/ (Accessed March 6, 2018). 
60 Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: A Defence of Pluralism and Equality (New York: Basic Books, 1983), chap. 3. 
Security and Welfare. The membership argument is also made with regards to the German example of 
“Gastarbeiter” (guest workers). Working immigrants in the 1960s and 1970s got a special legal status, but it was 
not full membership; it was assumed that workers from Turkey would return home after a while and therefore 
they did not need ‘full citizenship.’  
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CONCLUSION 

By reflecting on liberal, social- and Christian-democratic reasons for rethinking the welfare state and 

their respective conceptions of the participation society, it became clear that the ideal is compatible 

with all three ideologies. A liberal vision is reflected in the aim for less state intervention and more room 

for choice and taking one’s own responsibility. From a social-democratic perspective, one can see the 

potential for less marginalisation of people with special needs (e.g. by sending them off to specialised 

institutions), and possibilities to enhance inclusion and feelings of joint responsibility for ensuring every 

member of society can have a decent life. Lastly, Christian-democrats hail the participation society for 

how it leaves more room to recognise the valuable role of social connections and brotherly love in 

addition to the state in the provision of welfare.  

 However, as the participation society provides new opportunities to arrange one’s own life and 

facilitates citizen’ initiatives, it also hands back responsibility to the people in society. Trappenburg 

worries that this might result in a responsibility overload for the people who are most responsive to the 

moral call for active solidarity. Trappenburg predicts, namely, that not everyone is equally likely to feel 

overburdened caring for their elderly parents, needy neighbours or co-workers. She emphasises that 

social and economic differences will play a role in the participation society too. A participation society, 

Trappenburg argues, could therefore easily lead to a burn-out society. Moreover, people in need of care 

might no longer dare to ask help from their near and dear ones. As people who are in need of care might 

feel an increased pressure to take care of themselves and not bother others this could, for instance, 

even put more pressure on the Dutch euthanasia regulations.61  

  Considering our duties to be self-reliant and to care for others we have now – more than in the 

welfare state – it seems reasonable to welcome technologies that could reduce pressure on us. In the 

next chapter, I will, therefore, discuss a selection of technologies to exemplify how technologies could 

help citizens to fulfil their new responsibilities and examine whether this also helps realising the various 

elements represented in the three conceptions of the participation society. 

 

  

                                                           
61 Trappenburg, “Burn-out-Samenleving of Lief Communisme?”; Bussemaker, Citizenship and Welfare State 
Reform in Europe, 39,61. 
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3. Technologies in a participation society   
Recent policy changes supporting the transition towards a participation society encourage citizens to be 

more self-reliant. Interestingly, many technologies appear to have similar goals. In the domain of care, 

for instance, several technological innovations are explicitly aimed towards helping patients to become 

more independent and (re)gain autonomy. However, as the descriptions of the varying conceptions of 

the participation society in the previous chapter have shown, it is also important to see to it that the 

other value sets, such as inclusion, joint responsibility, subsidiarity, and the moral imperative to help 

other people, are being supported. To get a better understanding of what the role of technologies could 

be in the participation society, I will discuss three examples of technologies that are being developed in 

the domain of eldercare. First, I will briefly explain why eldercare is a particularly relevant field to examine 

in the context of the participation society (section 3.1). Secondly, I will make a distinction between two 

roles technologies could have in helping to avoid a burn-out society. On the one hand, technologies can 

nudge people into taking part in the participation society by making it easier to be self-reliant. On the 

other hand, technologies could take over certain care tasks and thereby make it easier to fulfil the 

responsibility to care for each other. Consequently, I will elaborate on preconceptions of what care means 

and how these ideas might feed into our intuitions that certain forms of technologies, especially the ones 

that could replace humans, are somewhat wrong (section 3.2). As we welcome technologies to help us 

fulfil our new duties, they also form the basis for enacting care-relations and change what care means. 

Approaches in the post-phenomenological philosophy of technology and the notion of TechnoMoral 

Change will show that it is important to develop a critical awareness towards these mediation relations 

(section 3.3).  

 

3.1. Technologies in the domain of eldercare  

High-tech solutions, such as personal alerts or reminder systems, wearable devices, and online search 

engines could help people cultivate healthy lifestyles, enable self-monitoring and self-diagnoses. 

Advanced smart environments might ultimately even be able to connect the dots: a smart toilet, for 

instance, could automatically produce a medical report by analysing its user’s excrements. As such, 

technological developments seem to have the potential to help a person fulfil her/his own 

responsibilities, which could ultimately help release pressure on other members of society who would 

otherwise have to help her/him.  

  For the purpose of this thesis I will limit the analysis to a selection of three technologies in the 

context of eldercare: the simple at-home solution of the high-tech spoon from Liftware which uses 
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sensors and motors to detect and counteract hand tremors, preventing the food to drop;62 the 

monitoring app from Zanthion which uses safe-zone geofencing and activity recognition to send alerts 

to caregivers of people suffering from, for instance, forgetfulness, Alzheimer or autism;63 and the 

companion robot Alice developed by Hanson Robotics which can compensate for the pain of loneliness 

and isolation thanks to its human-like interpersonal features that enable social interaction.64 

 There are many other exciting domains to look into with regard to the participation society. 

Several technologies, such as technologies that help with seeking a job in case you are unemployed, or 

apps that make it easier to detect and report when something is broken or needs maintenance in the 

public space, promote and enable (new kinds of) participation. The main reason for focussing on the 

domain of eldercare is that in this context the demands on family, friends, and professionals (someone’s 

network or financial freedom) are relatively high. 

  Moreover, in other types of social care and healthcare, there is an impressive amount of self-

care involved. In some cases, this is partly thanks to technological advancements. People with diabetes, 

for instance, are enabled to and responsible for measuring blood sugar and injecting insulin by 

themselves.65 In contrast, elderly people form a group that typically is conceived as not being able to 

(sufficiently) engage in self-care and instead needs to be “taken care of” either by (state-funded) nursing 

homes, their own communities/network, or by technology. In the following analysis, I will narrow down 

the scope to people who have become dependent on caregivers due to age-related conditions.66 This 

dependency, however, does not imply passivity. Moreover, good care supports the continuation of 

participation of the elderly in society. 

  The American political scientist and care ethicist Joan Tronto distinguishes some elements and 

phases of care which help clarify the kind of care the three technologies are involved in. Tronto clarifies, 

for instance, the differences between “caring about”, “taking care of”, “caregiving”, and “care-

receiving”.67 The high-tech spoon, the geofencing and companion robot are typically developed because 

                                                           
62 LIFTWARE by verily, “Eat with Confidence,” Liftware.com, n.d., https://www.liftware.com/ (Accessed March 
20, 2018). 
63 Zanthion, “Alzheimer’s Patients and Wandering: How GPS Can Help,” Zantion.com, n.d., 
https://www.zanthion.com/senior-monitoring-system/alzheimers-patients-and-wandering-how-gps-can-help/ 
(Accessed March 22, 2018). 
64 Burger, Ik Ben Alice. 
65 Annemarie Mol, The Logic of Care: Health and the Problem of Patient Choice (Oxon: Routledge Taylor & Francis 
Group, 2008), 82, 90. 
66 Even though this thesis does not do justice to the heterogeneity of the group “old people” it is important to 
take into account the debate on ageism, stereotypes and the use of the term “elderly”. Different generations 
age differently; they engage in different kinds of activities and increased life expectancies also impact the length 
of active life and conceptions of old age (e.g. difference between categorising people aged over 65 or over 80). 
In this thesis I refer to eldercare to stress the inevitable dependency relations.  
67 Joan Tronto, Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care (London: Routledge, 1993). 
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we, as members of society, “care about” elderly people and it is acknowledged that someone needs to 

take care of them (i.e. assume responsibility for care). The technologies, then, take part in the process 

of “caregiving” as they help to meet certain needs. Interestingly, Tronto also describes how the most 

advantaged in society can purchase caring services, delegate the work of caregiving, and avoid 

responsibility for the adequacy of hands-on care: she calls this privileged irresponsibility.68 Delegating 

certain care-activities to technologies seems to describe something similar. However, the technologies 

can be considered to serve as another “means” to meet the needs, without taking away the 

responsibility of the human caregiver. In other words: technologies can help us fulfil our responsibilities 

as we can delegate actions, but we stay responsible.  

  Another relevant categorisation can be made with regard to the different purposes of care and 

differences in care tasks.69 Care can, for instance, be directed at alleviating physical pain or promoting 

independence. All three examples are primarily directed at the latter, but they contribute to different 

kinds of tasks. The high-tech spoon falls into the category of instrumental care and activities of daily 

living (which includes things like bathing, feeding, shopping and preparing meals). The geofencing, in 

contrast, is targeted at supervising or monitoring the care-receiver. Communicating with formal or 

informal caregivers, or monitoring the use of medicine, can yet be distinguished from socio-emotional 

care tasks. The companion robot is particularly designed for this latter category and is meant to keep 

people company and provide emotional support.   

 

3.2. Different roles for technologies 

There are two quite different roles that can be distinguished for the high-tech spoon, the geofencing 

and the companion robot. On the one hand, these technologies can push the elderly to become more 

self-reliant and take part in the participation society. With the help of the technologies, people in need 

of care regain autonomy and independence. Instead of being dependent on the assistance of another 

human being, one can choose to use the high-tech spoon. Similarly, instead of being watched over 

constantly or even locked up to prevent dangerous wandering accidents from happening, thanks to 

geofencing it is safe to go out the door on your own. Even the companion robot might contribute to 

feeling more independent; instead of awaiting the (short) visits by care professionals, friends or 

acquaintances, the companion robot is always available and up for a chat.  

  On the other hand, the technologies help to prevent overloading caregivers with responsibilities 

as they can take over certain tasks. By promoting the independence of the care-receiver, the care 

                                                           
68 Maureen Sander-Staudt, “Care Ethics,” Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, n.d., 
http://www.iep.utm.edu/care-eth/ (Accessed April 6, 2018). 
69 Joan C. Tronto, Caring Democracy: Markets, Equality, and Justice (New York: New York University Press, 2013). 
Tronto, Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care, 126–36. 
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burden on caregivers seems to be simultaneously lowered. The high-tech spoon is a simple at-home 

solution that easily fits into existing habits and routines. As such, getting used to this technology will 

require little explaining or training. The geofencing saves time too; as the tracking device will only notify 

them in case a patient wanders off or gets into dangerous situations, caregivers can work more 

efficiently and have fewer continuous responsibilities. Only after being alarmed, the caregiver will check 

on the patient from a distance and help navigate her/him to the nearest friend. Likewise, the companion 

robot, Alice, can release pressure on caregivers who do not have time to keep the lonely company 24/7 

or cannot free up time to pay regular visits. Instead of assisting the elderly in mundane tasks, such as 

eating, or keeping an eye on them, and being there to satisfy their daily need for social interaction, the 

technologies can take over such things and allow caregivers to spend their time differently. Especially 

in institutional settings, where overworked and under-compensated nurses are dealing with 

tremendous time pressure, these technologies seem to have the potential to contribute to the quality 

of care and people’s daily lives.70 

  Even though the liberal value set – autonomy, freedom, and choice – seem to be particularly 

well-represented, the technologies could also provide opportunities for supporting other value sets. As 

the technologies have the potential to reduce the amount of human care a person needs to receive or 

give, this “freed-up time” could be used to assist with other activities and help out other people with 

meeting their needs. If people have more time on their hands, other forms of engagement and care-

relations could come about via those technologies. People could, for instance, organise and initiate 

social activities that bring people together, have “quality time” and deep conversations with the people 

in need of care, and help out wholeheartedly.71 In addition, the technologies could help gather 

information about their users and allow caregivers to learn more about their needs, which could 

ultimately result in new moral obligations to help meet those needs.72  

  Even though the high-tech spoon, the geofencing, and the companion robot could support 

citizens to deal with the responsibilities that are handed back to them as the state withdraws and make 

a positive contribution to care practices, it is important to bear in mind potential negative impacts. 

                                                           
70 Shannon Vallor, “Carebots and Caregivers: Sustaining the Ethical Ideal of Care in the Twenty-First Century,” 
Philosophy and Technology 24, no. 3 (2011): 251–68; Mark Coeckelbergh, “Health Care , Capabilities , and AI 
Assistive Technologies,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 13 (2010): 181–90; Amanda Sharkey and Noel 
Sharkey, “Granny and the Robots: Ethical Issues in Robot Care for the Elderly,” Ethics and Information 
Technology 14, no. 1 (2012): 27–40. 
71 Margo A M van Kemenade, Elly A Konijn, and Johan F Hoorn, “Robots Humanize Care: Moral Concerns Versus 
Witnessed Benefits for the Elderly,” Proceedings of the 8thInternational Conference on Health Informatics 
(HEALTHINF). Jan. 12-15, 2015. Lisbon, Portugal, no. January (2015): 652–53. 
72 Compare: Tsjalling Swierstra, Hester van de Bovenkamp, and Margo Trappenburg, “Forging a Fit between 
Technology and Morality: The Dutch Debate on Organ Transplants,” Technology in Society 32, no. 1 (2010): 55–
64. I will come back to how technologies bring about new norms and values in chapter 5.  
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Moreover, it is usually hard to predict and prevent concerns among the users, and possible “wrong use”. 

To give an example: smart energy meters that have been introduced in the Netherlands did not achieve 

the desired change in consumption patterns as they were seen as a “spying device”.73 Similarly, the 

environmental friendliness of the LED-light was countered by the changes in consumption patterns; 

exactly because they are very cost-effective people started lighting up more places in and around their 

homes and became less anxious about leaving the light on unnecessarily.  

 With regard to the eldercare technologies, it is imaginable that enhancing independence will 

not only give a boost to people’s self-esteem but possibly also undermine social connections. If the high-

tech spoon enables you to eat independently, you might be expected to make use of this technology 

and, thereby, lose a moment of social interaction with another human being. Likewise, if a geofencing 

app can do the “supervising” or “monitoring” you might no longer be joined for a walk by another human 

being. Moreover, it is striking that one of the most touching moments in the documentary about the 

companion robot Alice is when it puts on a familiar song for the old lady who used to be a singer herself. 

Another touching moment is when Alice watches a soccer game with yet another widowed senior and 

suddenly exclaims “hup Holland hup” after which the senior is startled awake and cheerfully glances at 

the robot. Even though it is heartwarming to see the participants of the pilot accept the little robot as a 

new friend, it is important to be critical about what kind of care tasks robots should take over. Maybe it 

would be more desirable if the roles are turned around; have a robot visit people to monitor the 

medicine intake and have a real human being bring comfort or “the human touch”. Intuitively, having 

technologies take over the role of human caregivers seems somewhat wrong. If you give your elderly 

parent a robot instead of paying her/him regular visits, this might be frowned upon. It might seem that 

you do not care anymore.   

  It seems that the three technologies can help with making people more independent and 

preventing citizens to be overburdened by their new responsibilities as it becomes easier to care for the 

vulnerable from any location at any time. However, in design and innovation processes not only 

technical functionality should be taken into account. In addition to the question whether technologies 

make us do things we could not do before, we should critically examine whether the technologies are 

really helpful, whether they are “good to have” and enrich our world.   

    

    

                                                           
73 Jeroen Van den Hoven, “Value Sensitive Design and Responsible Innovation,” in Responsible Innovation: 
Managing the Responsible Emergence of Science and Innovation in Society, ed. Richard Owen, John Bessant, and 
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3.3. Technologies as the basis for enacting care-relationships 

By merely focussing on how technologies could either nudge people into taking part in the participation 

society or take over the role of people and do the “active solidarity” for us, we might overlook that 

technologies also shape how we are engaged in care relations.  

  The interaction between the “social” and “technological” have been extensively examined by 

theorising on questions such as “Do artefacts have politics?” and “Does technology control society or 

can society still control technology?”. Two extreme positions seem to dominate the debate: 

technological determinism and social constructivism. The determinist view holds that technology (the 

objects) should serve (the subjects), but takes control as an autonomous force. Psychiatrist and 

philosopher Karl Jaspers argued that the technology that had been summoned into existence by human 

beings has now transformed society into a mass culture, alienating people from themselves and from 

the world around them.74 Likewise, French philosopher and sociologist Jacques Ellul75 argues that 

technology is an independent power that unfolds according to its own logic and holds society and 

culture firmly in its grasp. As technologies change us and our norms, we cannot steer it, and there is no 

escape.  

  On the other end of the spectrum, it is argued that technology is socially constructed; human 

action shapes technology. Empirical technology studies and the multi-directional model of the Social 

Construction of Technology (SCOT) presented by Pinch and Bijker,76 for instance, attribute agency to 

humans only. Moreover, they argue that technologies can have different meanings in different social 

groups; to understand the way technology is used it is essential to understand the social context in 

which the technology is embedded. 

 Instead of thinking in terms of absolute agency of technology or attributing agency exclusively 

to humans, one can think of the interaction between the social and the material as a hybrid or an 

ongoing and open-ended development.77 Verbeek, for instance, argues that agency is distributed among 

humans and nonhumans. Moreover, similar to how Science and Technology Studies (STS) refuted the 

determinist view, philosophy of technology provides an alternative perspective to the instrumentalist 

view of technology. 

  Technologies are often conceived of as instruments, a means to an end, purposeful for human 

action. Such an approach can be linked to ideas about the scientific method which assumes a sharp 
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distinction between subjects (i.e. the human observer) and objects (i.e. the observed phenomenon, the 

physical environment, or technology). Science aims at acquiring knowledge about the object, 

independent from the subject, by means of repeated observation and experimentation. Approaches in 

the philosophy of technology, however, show that this sharp distinction between subjects and objects 

is problematic and that technologies are far from neutral and passive.  

  The phenomenological tradition, for instance, holds that human beings never encounter the 

world “in itself,” but only and always a world “for them.” In other words: there is no such thing as human 

beings-in-themselves or the world-in-itself.78 Phenomenologist and pragmatists have even argued that 

the subject and object are not merely intertwined but cannot even be separated.  

  A unique and strong focus on concrete (technological) artefacts can be found in post-

phenomenological approaches. According to Verbeek, the relationship between humans and the world 

comes about mediated by technology. The concept of mediation has been used by various authors, in 

various contexts.79 Generally, it indicates a contrast with immediacy: mediation occurs when there is a 

relation involved since that relation requires a “medium” to exist. The approach of Technological 

Mediation focusses on the relations between humans and the world that are the result of using 

technologies. As a “means” to an end, technologies are also in a “middle” position, a medium, mediating 

the relationship between humans and the world. However, technologies are still not to be thought of 

as something in-between a pre-existing subject and a pre-existing world. According to Verbeek, 

technologies shape how human beings can be present in the world, and how the world is present to 

them; they mediate both actions and perceptions.80  

  The frequently used example of the sonogram clarifies this point.81 The availability of this 

technology and the opportunity to take a picture of the foetus reveals the foetus as a potential patient. 

It helps to shape what the unborn child is for its parents and what these parents are in relation to their 

unborn: they are not just “expecting” but they are “decision makers” also after conception.82 Moreover, 

even by choosing to not make use of sonograms or not acting upon whatever you learn from them if 

you do, you will still be making a decision in a context that is mediated by technology. The availability of 

certain technologies can, in fact, change the moral landscape.83 Distancing yourself from the impact of 
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available technologies is no option; instead, Verbeek argues, one should critically interact with the 

technology and develop awareness of what technologies do in society.84   

  If we accept that technologies and their design always have an impact, we should not only 

address the question whether we are allowed to influence the actions and perceptions of people but 

also how to give proper shape to this influence.85 Considering the power of mediations, it is reasonable 

to explore how the technological developments give shape to the participation society. Even though the 

high-tech spoon, the companion robot and geofencing are not particularly developed to support citizens 

in the transition towards a participation society, they can influence how we will re-organise the 

institutionalised solidarity of the welfare state.  

 Dutch political scientist and philosopher Tsjalling Swierstra,86 for instance, clarifies that even 

though a new technology might not seem very attractive at first sight, people will get used to it; in time 

there will be “moral habituation”. This process of technologically induced moral change is a specific kind 

of “soft” impact, which he calls TechnoMoral Change. TechnoMoral Change usually takes technologies 

as a starting point as it explores how technologies can initiate processes of moral change. According to 

Swierstra we need to examine and calibrate the dynamic forces of technology and morality in the 

anticipation and assessment of technology.87 By using TechnoMoral scenarios, we can be in dialogue 

with our future selves on the question “will the technologically induced morals be better or worse than 

the present?”.   

  However, the underlying idea here is not to examine how technologies find a fit in society 

because of the co-shaping of moral values and the technology that is there. Instead, Dutch society aims 

at going into the direction of the participation society, and we should aim at avoiding that technologies 

and politicians promote opposing values. The situation is complex: the way we are currently thinking 

about and designing for technologies might undermine the attention for moral solidarity, but at the 

same time once we install the technologies in our care-practices they also change our conceptions of 

solidarity.    

 Jeroen van den Hoven et al. argue that a key feature of RRI is the design of new functionality 

that allows us to expand the set of obligations that we can satisfy.88 The first step is to understand how 
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values can and will shape design (i.e. we should know about the consequences when people start to use 

technologies, e.g. technology and risks assessments, to explore our options) and evaluate the 

consequences of our options in terms of our values. The second step is to accommodate conflicting 

moral values, or so-called moral overload, by design. The considerations about values should be 

converted into requirements or demands for shaping and designing the world. The authors argue that 

guided technological innovation, such as Value Sensitive Design, can steer the engineering design 

process in the right direction by reshaping “the world so that we can all meet our moral obligations. ” 

Other authors might consider such an approach as “moral enhancement”.89 

  As the discussion on ideological differences and varying conceptions of the participation society 

in the previous chapter has shown, there are several values we want to uphold that are (or could be) in 

conflict with each other. Policies in other domains and several technologies have already demonstrated 

this: it seems there can be a trade-off between, for instance, security and privacy (e.g. in counter-

terrorism measures), safety and sustainability (e.g. an environmentally friendly, but highly flammable 

bus), and seemingly also between autonomy and solidarity (e.g. personal devices undermining social 

interaction). In order to design responsibly, it is crucial to find out what values we are really committed 

to and how these values should be understood.  

 
CONCLUSION 
Even though the high-tech spoon, the geofencing and the companion robot could support the liberal, 

social- and Christian-democratic value sets, the participation society as it has been announced by the 

coalition of Rutte II has a definite “liberal flavour” to it; people are increasingly supposed yet enabled to 

fix their own problems. The government will only provide a social safety net and professional help for 

exceptional cases, as a last resort. First and foremost citizens are expected to call on their social 

connections. The discussed technologies that are predominantly geared towards independence and 

self-optimisation seem to promote that rather than bothering one’s fellow citizens, individuals are 

primarily supposed to take care of themselves.  

  This may mean that a potential care-receiver stays independent and a potential caregiver is 

freed from the burden of care and responsibility overload. The way in which the technologies release 

the burden on caregivers, however, does not automatically mean that the citizens will be better able to 

provide good care and show solidarity. “Self-help is solidarity” and “technologies to make care more 

humane” sounds like Orwellian doublespeak. However, also as a parent, for instance, you may want to 

adopt a healthy lifestyle out of solidarity; you do not want to overburden your children or risk that they 
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are orphaned at a young age. Moreover, the current state of affairs in caregiving is not really ideal; you 

may feel obliged to employ technologies that could benefit those who are deprived of their autonomy 

and in deep need of social interaction.  

  The technologies, however, seemingly do not directly encourage people to interact and help 

meet the needs of other people. Moreover, instead of having technologies take over the more 

“technical” tasks or activities, they can also provide citizens with a justification for not paying more 

attention, or “being there” for another person. So what happens to our notion of solidarity when it is 

given shape by technology? The previous chapter has shown that “active solidarity” is central in the 

participation society in all three conceptions as it replaces the “passive” taxation system. However, what 

are minimal criteria or conditions for calling technologically mediated care still acts of “solidarity”?  

  Even though the technologies have a potential to help prevent the feared burn-out society, it is 

not entirely clear whether this approach would also fit the central value in the participation society. If 

the responsibility to participate in society is delegated to technology (e.g. if you track your elderly 

parents or provide them with a companion robot), it is questionable whether members of society still 

play their part as they are not actually caring for each other anymore. In order to evaluate whether 

technologies really help foster the participation society, it is important to get a better understanding of 

what this “active solidarity” actually entails and to determine at what point the use of technologies 

might, for instance, become a form of “cheating”. 
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4. Conceptions of solidarity 
If the technological conditions should not only prevent a burn-out society but also help foster a 

participation society, it is crucial to get better insight into what values we need to commit to. As chapter 

2 has shown, the welfare state institutionalised mutual obligations and a sense of benevolence among 

individuals towards the less well-off in society. By rolling back the state, individuals need to take up 

responsibilities themselves again to help stop suffering. Another kind of solidarity seems to be required, 

but the categories “active” and “passive” solidarity as used by Trappenburg need some clarification and 

further scrutiny. Especially if the role of technology is to be taken into account, it is helpful to evaluate 

the status of variations, such as delegated, outsourced or mediated solidarity. To enable the formulation 

of “design requirements” or inform Value Sensitive Design practices that help realise specific values and 

the desired kind of solidarity for the participation society, it is crucial first to unpack this key concept. In 

this chapter, I will therefore carefully examine the meaning of solidarity by situating it in philosophical 

discussions about justice (section 4.1) and care ethics (section 4.2). The distinction between these two 

approaches helps clarify the political situation in the welfare state and the participation society. Even 

though it appears that both care and justice aspects are important in society, the emphasis shifts as 

Dutch society evolves from a welfare state into a participation society (4.3). The “active” aspect in 

solidarity, which is illuminated in care ethics, is also present in the welfare state. However, it is exactly 

this aspect that politicians want to give back to citizens and why participation is required. The variety of 

questions which arise when the eldercare technologies would be introduced in either a welfare state or 

a participation society, help reveal this shift.  

 

4.1. Solidarity from a justice perspective  

Solidarity is notoriously hard to define.90 Several other concepts – such as altruistic concern,91 thick 

communities,92 fraternity, loyalty, charity, fairness – are associated, related to, or even considered 

synonymous to solidarity in some contexts. As Prainsack and Buyx clarify, solidarity can be referred to 
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as the precondition for all social and political life, but the term could also be used to normatively call for 

mutual support or more social cohesion.93  

  One could, for instance, focus on the empirical fact that people come together based on 

common interests or goals and describe the meaning of solidarity in the formation of social cohesion 

and stability in society. The founding father of contemporary sociology, Émile Durkheim, for instance, 

described how in small-scale societies the cohesion and integration comes from the homogeneity of 

individuals (i.e. kinship ties and familial networks play a significant role), whereas in modern, industrial 

societies cohesion is based upon the dependence individuals have on each other as a result of 

specialised work and division.94 In addition, many fine distinctions can be made about whether solidarity 

generates motivations (e.g. to express benevolence or empathy or commit to x)95 or rather generates 

obligations (e.g. is it wrong to not do x),96 and whether it should be seen as a means to promote a higher 

goal (i.e. to have instrumental value), or a good in and of itself (i.e. to have intrinsic value). Even though 

the moral quality of solidarity is contested, the ideal of a participation society includes promoting a 

particular kind of solidarity as a civic or even moral virtue; citizens should engage in active solidarity. 

  To get a better understanding of the distinction between active and passive solidarity, it will be 

helpful to see how the Anglo-Saxon concept of justice and traditional ethics brings forth a particular 

understanding of solidarity. Deontological and consequentialist ethical theories focus predominantly on 

the moral significance of autonomy, will, and independence. In addition, they are typically aimed at 

formulating universal laws or principles which could guide action, and which are generally based on 

rationality. This approach and focus are also reflected in the liberal tradition and Rawls’ “Justice as 

Fairness”. Traditional ethics and justice approaches ultimately seem to articulate a kind of “contractual” 

solidarity.  

  Rawls’ work is not about creating a just system, but about judging it and negotiating what is 

“just”. His thought-experiment stipulates that in the moment of signing the social contract which 

legitimates state power, everybody should be under a veil of ignorance. This veil allows you to be self-

interested, without knowing what your interests will be. Rawls does not consider the social contract to 

be a historical event. The central question is whether something could have been agreed upon in the 

original position. All biases and contingent properties are abstracted away to make everyone equal 

again; you have no knowledge about your position in society nor your own talents or abilities. Rawls 

assumes that in this position people will want to improve the minimum position. Everyone wants to end 

up well, but an acceptable minimum needs to be defined as anyone could end up in the worst position.97 
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Supporting the less well-off in society is, consequently, a matter of rationality: In your selfishness, you 

are altruistic.  

  The thought-experiment reveals that Rawls is a Kantian; he is trying to make an a priori 

argument for justice, one that is based on reason. Moreover, thought-experiments generally help 

articulate intuitions, and in Rawls’ case, these are clearly liberal intuitions. For Rawls, autonomy, 

equality, and freedom are the most important values. In certain non-liberal cultures, religions or groups 

these values might be considered as utterly unimportant. Being a good wife or a good mother, for 

instance, could be far more decisive. Besides, his entire thought-experiment takes “rational people” as 

a universal standard and assumes that all people want the same in the original position.  

 Even though Rawls’ focus on reason and the commitment to his maximin principle runs the risk 

of neglecting the social reality,98 this justice perspective is also clearly being reflected in the eldercare 

technologies. As discussed in the previous chapter, the high-tech spoon, the companion robot and the 

geofencing are explicitly aimed at liberating both the caregiver and the care-receiver.  

  First of all, people who are in need of care have a chance to have their autonomy, dignity and 

independence restored. Instead of overburdening their relatives or neighbours, the technological 

developments promise that the elderly people can (someday) choose to get help from technologies. 

Secondly, as technologies can assist or even take over certain care tasks and responsibilities, they 

ultimately release pressure on caregivers as well.  

  It would be interesting to empirically investigate why and whether people prefer to get help 

from technologies over being dependent on another human being. However, the central aim of 

technologies to protect individual rights and liberties through technologies seems to be in line with 

classic liberal ideals. Moreover, if one would fancy assisting someone with eating, or joining a person 

with dementia for a walk, or meeting a senior’s daily need for social interaction, this person would still 

be free to do so. Whether those in need of care also experience using the technologies as a voluntary 

choice, though, is debatable. If technology can help you out, you might not even dare to ask another 

human being for help. I will come back to this concern later. For now, it is relevant to acknowledge how 

the justice approach fuels the idea that self-help could be considered a form of solidarity.  

 

                                                           
98 Nozick, for instance, argues that people might actually be willing to take a risk and go for a maximax principle 
instead. Robert Nozick, “Equality, Envy, Exploitation, Etc.,” Anarchy, State, & Utopia, 1968. 
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4.2. Solidarity from a care ethics perspective  

A different conception of solidarity is put forward in care-based approaches. Feminist and care ethicists, 

such as Virginia Held99 and Carol Gilligan,100 argue that traditional ethics or “ethics of justice” are limited 

as they do not give much weight to culturally feminine traits like interdependence, community and 

emotion. 101 Moreover, it is argued that solidarity precedes justice. To quote Virginia Held: “There can 

be care without justice: There has historically been little justice in the family, but care and life have gone 

on without it. There can be no justice without care, however, for without care no child would survive 

and there would be no persons to respect.”102 

 Care ethics aims to respond to the ideal of objectivity by taking as a starting point that people 

do not have independent interests and interactions. The approach emphasises that understanding the 

moral and political importance of care-relations and notions such as solidarity means acknowledging 

social and historical circumstances.103 Virginia Held explains that many of our responsibilities can be 

considered to be “[…] not freely entered into but presented to us by the accidents of our embeddedness 

in familial and social and historical contexts.”104 Similarly, Walzer’s discussion on involuntary 

associations provides a different perspective on the dominant liberal conceptions of autonomy.105 

Walzer considers relations to be part of what constitutes one’s identity and clarifies that we cannot 

choose these from scratch; (1) religious membership is typically an inheritance, and we follow parental 

lead in forming our identities, (2) individuals accept the meaning and responsibilities associated with 

cultural practices (e.g. marriage, acknowledging one another as husband and wife), (3) you are born into 

a political community with a set of arrangements that you had no part in designing, and (4) we feel 

greater obligation to do the right thing/do our duty in involuntary associations.106  

  Even though care-based approaches stress relationality, they should be distinguished from 

communitarianism. In a communitarian ethic, choices are driven by the concern for the common good 

or “the community at large” which means that the position and preferences of the individual are less 

central. This gives rise to concerns about totalitarianism as a particular conception of the good life being 
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“forced” upon all members of the community. On the contrary, in conceptualisations of care-relations 

autonomy and individualities is actually considered very important. Through the years these elements 

gained evermore attention. 

  During the 1990s, for instance, feminist researchers began to stress that while reflecting on care 

relationships, one should not merely focus on caregiver’s experiences and perspectives; instead, also 

the care-receiver’s agency needs to be recognised. It was advocated that care-receivers should get a 

voice and have a choice with regard to care arrangements.107 The way in which care technologies 

promote independence and autonomy, therefore, also seems to fit with care-based approaches. 

  However, focussing too much on patient choice is considered to be inappropriate. Annemarie 

Mol, for example, emphasises that patients do not need to be freed “from the patriarchal rule of 

professionals” as they are “not quite feudal lords”.108 Whereas care-receivers have long been conceived 

of as “passive” “dependent”, and “burdensome”, the conceptualisation of care as a unidirectional, 

dependence relationship from the 1980s has been contested.109 Mol endorses the more recent 

conceptualisation of care as “interdependency” as she argues that care is open-ended and not “a 

product for passive consumption”.110  

  Instead of considering care to be a transaction in which something is exchanged, Mol argues, it 

should rather be understood as an interaction, an ongoing process, that takes two or more people.111 It 

is therefore also not beneficial to transform patients into citizens who need to be freed from the force 

of authority, or into a customer who is looking for independence or control. 112 To quote: “While in the 

logic of choice autonomy and equality are good and oppression is bad, in the logic of care attentiveness 

and specificity are good, and neglect is bad.”113 She explains that good care is about recognising and 

acknowledging the differences between people and seeking to improve the situation of a patient;114 

different needs for care need to be indexed in order to address the specific problems of specific 

individuals in specific circumstances.  

  From the perspective of care ethics, solidarity is then understood as mutual recognition, and as 

opposed to “independence” and “individualism” rather than the liberal tradition in general. Reflecting 
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Hegel’s conception of “the Other” as the precondition rather than the limitation of one’s freedom, 

solidarity is considered to be based on the mutual relatedness and fundamental interdependency of 

individuals; based on a relational and contextual view of individual development.115  

  What is distinctive about the care ethics conception of solidarity is that it brings about the 

positive obligations to act. Solidarity is about the commitment of the individual to support the 

community and a commitment of the community to support the individual. As Bayertz explains, these 

“positive obligations to act” are, however, “difficult to incorporate within mainstream ethical and 

political thought”.116 Deliberately promoting collective responsibility and interaction between citizens 

through design, might, for instance, raise concerns about paternalism.  

 

4.3. “Active” and “passive” solidarity 

Whereas care ethics emphasises the moral worth of the unselfish dedication to a fellow human being 

who is in need of support (or, more generally, concerns the recognition of one’s own fate in the fate of 

another), the justice approach makes solidarity into a rational, strategic choice based on self-interest.117 

Before delving into the concerns about whether people actually experience having a choice and whether 

giving shape to a new form of solidarity is compatible with a “neutral” liberal state, I will reflect on how 

the theoretical approaches of justice and care ethics fit with the welfare state and the participation 

society.  

 

SOLIDARITY IN THE WELFARE STATE   

The reason why the type of solidarity associated with the welfare state is referred to as “passive” is 

mainly that the state takes the lead and all citizens can benefit from the provided public services. 

Basically, there is one positive obligation involved: everyone shows solidarity by paying taxes. Whoever 

earns money whilst living in the Netherlands or pays for goods and services (of businesses),118 is required 

to pay taxes. In return, the state arranges insurance for illness, unemployment, and old age.119 The 
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Netherlands has a partly progressive tax rate; people who earn most, pay most. This means that people 

with high incomes ultimately subsidise the social security for those with lower incomes.120 However, 

there is an ongoing debate about how to improve the quality of care and whether tax money is well 

spent or wasted. Moreover, there is an ongoing debate about whether the wealthy – and corporations 

– pay their fair share, and there are lots of complaints about how taxes get more and more complicated. 

In that sense, the type of solidarity which is institutionalised in the welfare state is not entirely passive.  

  Instead of focussing on the “passivity” as a key characteristic, it might be more fruitful to 

scrutinise the rationale behind contributing to public services (i.e. paying taxes as a way of showing 

solidarity). It could be argued that individuals in the welfare state support the social security system, 

and healthcare arrangements, for instance, out of self-interest. In return to agreeing that part of one’s 

salary is deducted in the form of taxes, citizens can expect the state to take care of certain things. 

 Margo Trappenburg considers it one of the many advantages of the welfare state that one can 

pass tramps while heading for one’s train, safely, and with a certain peace of mind.121 She seems to be 

arguing that living in a welfare state means that you do not need to feel guilty about ignoring them 

because as a resilient citizen you already paid taxes that support provisions like mental health care and 

homeless shelters these vulnerable citizens could make use of.122 Her line of reasoning is supposed to 

show that even if you are not ill or poor, there are reasons (based on self-interest) to support the social 

security system.  

 On the other hand, also people who make use of the provisions arranged by the state (and paid 

for them via taxes) have certain expectations. Ruud ter Meulen discusses the notion of “interest 

solidarity” and states that if citizens do not get “satisfactory return on their ‘investments’ ”123 they are 

likely to withdraw support and find their own solutions, such as the earlier mentioned examples of bread 

funds and care co-operatives in small villages. As Ter Meulen puts it: “The modern patient is a well-

informed, critical consumer who wants to get value for money.”124  

 Ter Meulen also observes that some kind of “reciprocity” is implied in the solidarity articulated 

in the welfare state. This element is revealed by the disdain for people who are abusing the system of 

solidarity. In the welfare state, all kinds of (bureaucratic) measures are implemented to avoid free riders 

and provide incentives for people to behave responsibly. An interesting example is how unhealthy 

lifestyles are being evaluated. There is, for instance, an ongoing public debate about whether you still 

“deserve” to have your health care costs paid by the public healthcare system or whether you are still 
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“entitled” to receive a donor organ if the consumption of alcohol or smoking is a key cause for your 

illness.125 It is interesting to note, though, that there is a substantial tax rate on cigarettes and liquor, 

which means that, in a way, anyone consuming these products also automatically contributes more to 

the healthcare system. Moreover, there are also cases in which people will be offered services, and 

nothing is “expected in return” as certain recipients may not be in the position to (ever) pay taxes (e.g. 

people who are deprived of their individual freedom, for instance, due to severe disabilities). Foremost, 

the welfare system provides a safety net. However, it appears that there are conditions and expectations 

involved, regarding how the government should spend public money as well as the behaviour of the 

“recipients” benefitting from the contributions of the “givers”.126  

  Showing solidarity by paying taxes, by supporting societal arrangements, can be framed as being 

a rational decision. The state guarantees basic rights for and interests of individuals, and, in return, those 

individuals have “reasons” to support the system. Connecting this to the previous section, it is clear that 

organising good care is the aim of the welfare state, but the solidarity involved is based on ideas about 

justice, rather than care ethics.127 The type of solidarity that has been institutionalised in the welfare 

state is not directed at emotional attachments between individuals. In contrast, it just seems reasonable 

to deduce obligations to help (i.e. pay taxes) from the principle of justice.  

 

SOLIDARITY IN THE PARTICIPATION SOCIETY 

The “active” solidarity that is typically associated with the participation society is based on the increased 

room for personal choice, joint responsibility, and subsidiarity; instead of organising care on a central 

level, the task of the state is to facilitate communities and citizen-initiatives to organise social/care 

arrangements amongst each other. This approach leads to more flexibility and “customisation” (Dutch: 

maatwerk).  

  In particular life stages, such as infancy, childhood, and old-age, everyone is in need of care. 

Even though care is a fundamental aspect of the human condition – there is a universal need for care - 

the distinction between caregivers and care-receivers has been important in society and politics. History 

shows that not everyone is expected to engage in caregiving to the same extent; for a long time, care 

was considered something women take on. Not only in the context of family care (generally associated 

with love, duties, and unpaid work), but also in formal care (in which context caregiving is conceived of 

as labour and a responsibility of the formal organisations; public services) it is still mostly “women’s 
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work”. Besides, not everyone will need the same amount of care; illness, physical or emotional 

impairments are not “distributed” equally either.  

  In the participation society, and with the introduction of the discussed eldercare technologies, 

social processes of in- and exclusion and dependencies might become more visible again. Instead of 

universally providing support for citizens who lack sufficient means to organise their basic needs, the 

participation society encourages that informal social groups, take up more responsibilities; first, the 

support by one’s social connections need to be exhausted. Instead of monetary payments, subsidies 

and vouchers, the focus of the state is more on assistance which means that instead of socialising the 

costs of social support, social initiatives will be subsidised.  

  However, similar to how the market can be “not interested” in certain groups, people might be 

led by incentives to make insider/outsider distinctions while forming their communities and social 

connections.128 In order to avoid that lacking financial means or certain capabilities determines whether 

you are able to purchase care technologies and whether you will be cared for by your near and dear 

ones, a particular kind of solidarity needs to be institutionalised again. So, if solidarity does not require 

taxation, what does it require?  

  As the participation society puts more emphasis on the commitment of the individual to support 

the community and a commitment of the community to support the individual,129 it is less evident how 

the participation society will arrange just procedures, determine entitlements, and cope with neglect. 

As Prainsack and Buyx discuss the UK’s Big Society, they identify an interesting tension between (1) the 

policy that aims at empowering the people and propagates that people have a responsibility to help 

each other, and (2) the idea that a state has a responsibility to enforce individual rights.130  

  Although the Dutch state withdraws by decentralising the responsibilities to arrange health and 

social care, there still seems to be some commitment to making sure that “nobody should drop below 

the level necessary for a decent existence in a free society”.131 The question, therefore, arises whether 

in the Dutch version of the participation society people will have concrete enforceable rights and 

whether someone can be taken to court if he/she is not willing to help another. In other words: Will 

there also be a role for the state with regard to “enforcing” participation and respond to neglect? Or 

will people simply be dependent on the benevolence and willingness of their neighbours or communities 

to take up care-responsibilities? Ultimately, society needs both justice and solidarity.  

 

                                                           
128 Compare: Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1990). Young explains that ‘community’ is often framed as a desirable alternative to the ‘state.’ However, in the 
end, like the state, community comes with the challenge of creating insider/outsider distinctions. 
129 Bayerts cited in ter Meulen, “Solidarity and Justice in Health Care. A Critical Analysis of Their Relationship,” 7. 
130 Prainsack and Buyx, Solidarity: Reflections on an Emerging Concept in Bioethics, 1. 
131 Schuyt, “The Sharing of Risks and the Risks of Sharing: Solidarity and Social Justice in the Welfare State,” 298. 



41 
 

SOLIDARITY AND TECHNOLOGIES 

When reflecting on the desirability of the introduction of care technologies different questions pop up 

in relation to the welfare state compared to a participation society. Evidently, both contexts give rise to 

questions about rights and entitlements. Can people have a right to a social robot? Can your parents 

sue you if you do not get them a social robot? What if some people can buy a robot and others cannot? 

However, it seems that introducing certain technologies and delegating certain care tasks to 

technologies is less problematic in a welfare state than it is in a participation society. It will be helpful to 

think through more variations of the above questions to get a better grasp of what is different with 

regard to the kind of solidarity that is at stake in the participation society. 

  In the welfare state, the question would be whether the state should allow the replacement of 

human caregivers by, for instance, a social robot and whether there should be a right to have such a 

social robot at home. Even though we might think it is not the best way to take care of each other, in 

the logic of the welfare state is does not seem too odd to go for the most efficient manner of taking care 

of people (i.e. in line with “tax money well spend”). The welfare state should then see to it that everyone 

has equal access and opportunity to have a social robot. A general policy could be institutionalised; 

everyone who meets certain criteria would be provided with a social robot.  

  In the participation society, however, there is more room for personal choices as less steering 

is involved. This also gives rise to other kinds of questions: Will people be sued if they do not provide 

care? Is it allowed to replace oneself with a robot, and thereby avoid responsibility for hands-on care? 

Will people have a right to be replaced by a robot? Will people get tax-reduction for buying nudging 

technologies to assist them in providing care? Or will such technologies be banned to create fair 

conditions for all? Technology is not necessarily problematic, or particularly problematic in the 

participation society. However, it seems there are more difficulties with regard to fairness, entitlement 

and rights in the participation society, as the emphasis shifts to care and “active” solidarity.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The distinction between active and passive solidarity turns out to be relevant and grounded in the type 

of participation that is asked for, within a specific kind of society. In order to evolve into a participation 

society, it seems necessary to ensure that the liberal values, such as autonomy and individual freedom, 

do not overshadow the value of joint responsibility and mutual obligations.  

  In the welfare as well as in the participation society both “justice” and “care” are key concepts. 

However, in the participation society, the emphasis gradually shifts more towards the care ethics 

perspective “solidarity as mutual recognition” rather than the justice approach “solidarity as shared 

utility”. Solidarity’s active aspect – engaging in the open-ended process of care – is handed back to the 

people. As such it is more important for citizens in a participation society to act on obligations following 
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from the recognition of one’s own fate in another’s fate.132 Moreover, in case a participation society 

would run on “individual interest” and “engaging in strategic relations” there is a high risk of 

marginalising groups which are in need of care again (i.e. it is easier to arrange social arrangements if 

only very few people need to make use of them). The way Michael Sandel133 evaluates the situation 

sounds even more alarming. He argues that the system of rights and entitlements, as it has been 

developed and institutionalised in the welfare state, runs the risk of destroying the relations of 

benevolence in which justice is rooted. To prevent that important civic and moral virtues are being 

destroyed any further, it seems that we should see to it that the technologies in the participation society 

are rather aimed at encouraging them.  
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5. Moral change 
The discussions on the political visions behind the participation society (chapter 2), the technological 

innovations in the context of eldercare (chapter 3), and conceptions of solidarity and related civic duties 

(chapter 4) provided the preparatory work to illuminate the contradictions and tensions in how we think 

about technology and active participation. It has become clear that technologies have great potential to 

help people fulfil the responsibilities that have been handed back to them. However, we need to make 

sure that technologies also bring about the active kind of solidarity between people; and hence do not 

solely focus on creating atomistic, strong individuals who can “consume” the care provided by 

technologies. This chapter will continue with a more in-depth discussion on the relationship between 

technology and society by addressing the narrow idea of “care” which is informing technological 

development and is embodied in current technologies for care. Because of the co-shaping of moral values 

and the available technology (i.e. the process of moral habituation or “TechnoMoral Change”), the 

eldercare technologies may find a fit in society. The transition towards a participation society, however, 

is first of all politically induced and it seems now that technologies bite back and undermine the attention 

for the envisioned moral change; the value and moral worth of participating in society (section 5.1). To 

bring about the intended moral change, it is interesting to examine the desirability and feasibility of 

deliberately designing for active solidarity. Attempts to design for specific desired outcomes, however, 

do not only give rise to concerns about control and responsibility but may also fail to take into account 

the issue of multistability (section 5.2). Framing the role of technologies as to either “push the human” 

or “take over” leads us astray as we should be reflecting on how we are engaged in care-relations – the 

key focus of care ethics – which is ultimately also taking shape on the basis of those technology.  

 

5.1. Politically and technologically induced change  

Chapter 3 elaborated on the notion of TechnoMoral change and discussed the relationship between 

technology and society. Even though Swierstra’s work and anti-deterministic views on technology help 

us see that our morals co-evolve with the technologies they are supposed to guide, it is relevant to take 

a moment to reflect on current dominant value sets and conceptions of care. Instead of delving into the 

new framing of care that is enabled through the technologies, and which ultimately allows the 

technologies to enter society, I will first briefly revisit the speech from the throne announcing the 

participation society.    

 King Willem-Alexander is an important actor in the transition towards a participation society. By 

advocating, in the speech from the throne, why it is important to take responsibility for each other in 

society, and by framing the reforms and budget cuts as an opportunity to make a positive contribution 

to society, he sets a certain tone. Even though the overall message of the coalition parties is that we 
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can no longer afford the welfare state in our ageing society, it is noteworthy that the King does not 

solely focus on finances. 

  The speech, which declares the end of the welfare state and the emergence of the participation 

society, was Willem-Alexander’s first occasion to speak to the nation since his mother Queen Beatrix’s 

abdication. He starts off with a reflection on the festivities of his inauguration and mentions how the 

Netherlands showed unity and connectedness, between generations and populations and between 

different parts of the Kingdom.134 Even though it is made explicit throughout the speech that 

demographic changes and internationalisation puts pressure on our labour market and system of public 

services, he also directs his attention to the role of solidarity:  

 

The government is not only committed to ensuring future affordability of services but also means to 

foster solidarity between generations and a balance between different income groups. Mutual 

involvement has traditionally been strong in our country. In order to ensure that this continues, we 

must recognise that public services and schemes need to be adjusted.135 

 

The transition towards a participation society seeks to bring about a change in the distribution of 

responsibility regarding the organisation of social arrangements; not only to empower the people but 

also to answer to the challenges of the ageing society. Even though it is made clear that budget cuts and 

reforms are inevitable, there is great emphasis on how the reforms provide citizens with a chance to 

take matters into their own hands and to meet their needs and expectations, which have also changed 

over time:  

In today's world, people want to be able to make their own choices, manage their own lives and take 

care of one another. It fits with this development to organise care and social services close to people 

and in a coherent manner.136  

 

The framing of the problem and the solution is interesting; the budget deficit requires spending cuts, 

but by facilitating social citizen’ initiatives on a local level there will be more room for flexibility, 

engagement of social connections, and personal choice. All of this will supposedly also open up the 

opportunity to make society more humane.  

  As citizens are summoned to take responsibility for their own lives and immediate surroundings, 

technologies that help fulfil their new civic duties seem highly welcome. In chapter 3 I discussed 

promises and expectations that can be raised on behalf of the high-tech spoon, the geofencing app, and 

                                                           
134 Koning Willem-Alexander, “Troonrede.” 
135 My translation of: “De regering zet niet alleen in op toekomstige betaalbaarheid van voorzieningen, maar ook 
op solidariteit tussen generaties en evenwicht tussen verschillende inkomensgroepen. De onderlinge 
betrokkenheid is in ons land van oudsher sterk. Om ervoor te zorgen dat dit zo blijft, moeten we onder ogen zien 
dat publieke regelingen en voorzieningen aangepast moeten worden.” Ibid. 
136 My translation of: “In deze tijd willen mensen hun eigen keuzes maken, hun eigen leven inrichten en voor 
elkaar kunnen zorgen. Het past in die ontwikkeling zorg en sociale voorzieningen dicht bij mensen en in 
samenhang te organiseren.” Ibid. 
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the companion robot in eldercare. The technologies seem to have a potential to improve the quality of 

care and people’s daily lives and, as such, seek to make society more humane.   

 However, by stressing that technologies can reduce the care burden on caregivers and on 

society, we seem to be reframing care as a technological problem. The speech from the throne does 

not directly discuss the role of technologies in the transition towards a participation society. Yet, one of 

the so-called routes of the Dutch National Research Agenda137 focusses on the question “How can we 

encourage self-reliance and social participation?” and addresses how new technology, such as e-health 

and robotics, can help elderly people live independently for longer.138 

 Interestingly, the proposed research questions for the National Research Agenda predominantly 

focus on the hard cases – the chronically ill and the elderly – and the traditional healthcare sector, 

instead of on care-relations more generally. As chapter 4 has shown, care ethics has a much broader 

understanding of care. In the last five months, my thesis supervisors and I have also been engaged in a 

care-relationship; they cared for my work. I am not a person “in medical conditions”, but I definitely 

needed their care. Moreover, my supervisors are not just helping me because they are supposed to and 

get paid to do so; there is also intrinsic motivation. However, the current discussion on care is narrowing 

down; what is being emphasised is that we are living in a liberal society and there are “small islands of 

care”. Instead of acknowledging, from the anthropological position, that everyone is in need of care, 

the strong autonomous individual is regarded as the key the building block of society.  

  Even though such a narrow view on care does not quite match with the ideal of the participation 

society and the moral language used by the king, at the same time it does inform our agenda and is 

embodied in current care technologies. It is imaginable that enhancing independence will not only boost 

people’s self-esteem, but possibly will also undermine social connections and “good care”. Even though 

new science and technology can provide solutions to global and societal challenges, it is important to 

acknowledge how they can lead to new dilemma’s (as seen in chapter 4 regarding rights and 

entitlements) and how the technologies can even be part, or the cause, of some of our societal 

problems.  

                                                           
137 In April 2015 the general Dutch public, academic institutions, the business community and civil society 
organisations submitted 11.700 questions about science for the Dutch National Research Agenda. The 
Knowledge Coalition consisting of the most important Dutch knowledge-based institutions for scientific research 
in the Netherlands developed and guided the process towards an investment agenda advocating for integrated 
science, technology and innovation policy and was presented in September 2016. Recently, in May 2018, the 
NWO launched the first funding round for the Dutch National Research Agenda programme. The programme 
encourages broad-based multidisciplinary consortia to submit research proposals that are compatible with one 
or more of the 25 NWA routes. The research focusses on the entire chain of fundamental, applied and practical 
research. An amount of 52.2 million euros has been set aside for this funding round. 
138 “Nationale Wetenschapsagenda,” 2016, https://wetenschapsagenda.nl/ (Accessed May 31, 2018). 



46 
 

  By focussing on how technologies can make people in need of care more independent and 

reduce the care burden on caregivers, care seems to be reframed into a technological problem. In other 

words: the elderly are objectified as “problems” to be “solved” by technologies.139 What this reveals is 

that we already think and organise care in a way that allows for such reframing.  

  Whereas in the Netherlands we seem to consider caring for the elderly to be a burden, in other 

parts of the world it is just a “normal” part of life. In China, for instance, filial responsibility and respect 

for one’s parents have different meanings and implications. Moreover, in many regions around the 

world having children is still considered an investment for older age.140 Furthermore, in some parts of 

the world, the elderly are less likely to be seen as passive patients. Within South-African philosophy, for 

example, it is assumed that human beings are made by other human beings, meaning that human beings 

are relational and interacting with other persons makes the individual.141 Since old people have had 

more interactions with others than young people, the latter are seen as “more of a person”. Such an 

approach obviously impacts the conception of care-relations too. 

In order to outsource certain tasks and responsibilities to technologies, it is necessary to 

establish a division of labour and identify separable steps. As such, the way we organise care seems to 

show parallels with processes of industrialisation and automation; we even consider companionship 

and emotional support as a “task”, a step in the process, which can be delegated to technology.  

  Furthermore, even though we are able to delegate more and more to technology, we still 

experience time famine and work more and longer days than ever before. Whereas automation and 

technological progress ultimately allows us to achieve the same in less time, we seem to be focussed on 

doing more in the same amount of time. On a similar note, the reason that people generally fear (not 

celebrate) robots taking over jobs, might indicate that we still live in a work-based society. As such, in 

case technologies are available that could reduce dependencies and postpone the need to ask help from 

other people, we can consequently feel obliged to make use of those technologies.142 At the same time, 

when we delegate caring to technologies, we may not feel comfortable to just “enjoy” the time that is 

being freed-up but, again, feel obliged to make ourselves useful in other ways. The value system of the 

                                                           
139 Robert Sparrow and Linda Sparrow, “In the Hands of Machines ? The Future of Aged Care,” Minds and 
Machines 16 (2006): 141–61; Sharkey and Sharkey, “Granny and the Robots: Ethical Issues in Robot Care for the 
Elderly.” 
140 Annemarie Bouman, Jaco Zuijderduijn, and Tine de Moor, “From Hardship to Benefit: A Critical Review of the 
Nuclear Hardship Theory in Relation to the Emergence of the European Marriage Pattern,” Economic 
Development and Cultural Change, no. 28 (2012). 
141 Mishack Gumbo, “Elders Decry the Loss of Ubuntu,” Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences 5, no. 10 
(2014); Lucius T. Outlaw Jr., Africana Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
Summer Edi, 2017, https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2017/entries/africana/ (Accessed, June 3, 2018). 
142 Swierstra, van de Bovenkamp, and Trappenburg, “Forging a Fit between Technology and Morality: The Dutch 
Debate on Organ Transplants,” 56. 
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Protestant Reform143 still seems to prevail today albeit in a secularized way, and together with our 

capitalist mindset influence how we think about care and delegating tasks to technologies. 

  Instead of questioning why we need to release the burden of caregivers, why we need to watch 

over a dementia-driven wanderer, and why seniors are isolated or feeling lonely, we seem to aim at 

developing tools and instruments to ease the pain and effort of needing care and providing care. It 

seems that the individual caregivers and care-receivers are being targeted, not society as a whole and 

how we conceive care-relations nor are the earlier technological developments that may have brought 

about these societal problems re-evaluated. Yet, it is (partly) due to our environments and busy traffic, 

for instance, that it has become dangerous to let dementia-driven wanderers go out on the streets. 

  To put it differently, there is an interesting dynamic process of mutual shaping going on 

between technology and morality.144 Even if our technologies free up time and “reduce the care 

burden”, this does not guarantee achieving a higher quality of care and more social connectedness and 

cohesion. When fundamental liberal premises feed into technologies, it does not come as a surprise 

that the promises and expectations raised on behalf of the eldercare technologies predominantly focus 

on regaining autonomy and reducing dependence. However, in this way, the technologies create a 

tension with the intended moral change in the transition towards a participation society. Since the ideal 

of the participation society – and our King – asks for more connectedness and social initiative, it seems 

reasonable to renegotiate what kind of values should be embedded in the technologies and how 

technologies can help steer people in desirable directions.  

 

5.2. Designing for social citizenship? 

As technologies can initiate processes of moral change, it seems reasonable to deliberately design for 

certain values and desirable outcomes. At least, it would be beneficial to avoid that technologies and 

politicians promote opposing values. Can we do this? Can we steer citizens in the right direction through 

technology? In the next three paragraphs I will briefly discuss three problems regarding the desirability 

and feasibility of such attempts. 

 

REFRAIN FROM IMPOSING VALUES ON OTHERS 

First of all, there seems to be a mismatch between the liberal values and promoting a specific way of 

life through technology. Designing our technological environment in such a way that it helps people to 

flourish seems a laudable goal and a common practice. Yet, by designing for social citizenship and 

                                                           
143 The Protestant work ethos, for instance, reflects the idea that one does not work to live, one lives to work; 
work appears to not be a means to achieve leisure, but is rather conceived as an end in itself. 
144 Swierstra, “Identifying the Normative Challenges Posed by Technology’s ‘Soft’ impacts1”; Swierstra, 
“Introduction to the Ethics of New and Emerging Science and Technology.” 
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specific attitudes or behaviours, it would appear as if the government is creating a particular kind of 

citizen. However, we would rather have it the other way around: It is the people that should be 

deliberating what kind of government they want.145 

  Liberals want to refrain from imposing a vision about society as a whole or what makes a better 

society; they rather leave it to individuals. As such the liberal framework seems to be hard to reconcile 

with a utopian vision as well. Since the Scientific Revolution, and according to Enlightenment ideals, it 

has been important to strive for progress. Interestingly, the current buzzword “innovation” appears to 

be about change but does not seem to concern an overall ideal of society. There is room for talk about 

visions and strategies within a liberal framework, but they appear to be directed at certain properties, 

rather than “end states”. 

 In addition, with regard to citizens in the participation society, one could focus on what kind of 

properties they should have instead of having an overall vision of what values or virtues should be 

promoted in society as a whole. What seems suitable, from a liberal perspective, is to promote and 

support the abilities and whatever tools that make individuals in society more able to take care of 

themselves and each other. In this regard, nudging and persuasive technology seem promising.  

  In their book Nudge, Sunstein and Thaler argue that by deliberately designing the so-called 

choice architecture people can be steered in desirable directions without depriving them from the 

freedom to make their own decisions.146 Marketing departments and commercial business are very 

much aware that people can be influenced on low cognitive conscious levels; the environment and 

atmosphere, and what is placed where exactly in a shop could influence your behaviour and increase 

the likelihood that you will purchase a certain product. 

 Sunstein and Thaler point out that it is not just possible but also desirable to have people’s 

environments support certain choices. An essential element in nudging, which makes it compatible with 

liberalistic views, is the opportunity to opt-out. It is argued that people’s automatic system (i.e. what 

people do “in autopilot” or “default”) can be influenced by re-organising material surroundings to make 

it more likely that you will “make the right choice”. Thanks to one’s reflexive system – your capacities 

to reflect on the forces that steer you in a specific direction – you are able to ignore or undo such nudges. 

Placing apples instead of candy-bars near the cashier or installing the default settings of all printers at 

work on double-sided, does not mean you cannot still choose the candy-bar or one-sided printing. 

  A question that arises when thinking about designing material environments to achieve 

particular values or desirable outcomes is of course “Who is going to design which values into the 

technologies?”. How to secure a democratic process if commercial parties start seeing opportunities for 

                                                           
145 This is something that kept, for instance, Hannah Arendt busy, who noted, that societies / states should be 
made for people – not the other way around.  
146 Thaler and Sunstein, Nudge. Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth and Happiness. 
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developing technologies to fill the gaps created as the state withdraws? In the welfare state the 

government did not only take up responsibilities of social security, but the state had also been 

legitimised as a source of social security. If the state no longer provides its citizens with social security, 

it will lose part of its legitimation as well. To what extent can the state then still regulate what 

technologies to allow in care-practices, can people be obliged to use them or will they have a free choice 

to use them? 

  As the discussion of the previous paragraph about the social context in which technologies are 

embedded already showed, an “opt-out” may not always be (clearly) available. Would you really feel 

free to not use a certain technology once it is available? Moreover, by presenting “the opt-out” as the 

primary way of critically reflecting on and distancing yourself from the impact of technologies and 

(technological) environments, Sunstein and Thaler still seem to embrace an instrumentalist view on 

technology. Their so-called libertarian paternalism is still focussed on supporting individuals to arrange 

their own lives. And the nudges are meant to help individuals to make better choices, without forcing 

them into anything. In other words: the nudges are being discussed as instrumental interventions that 

can be accepted or rejected and thereby the boundaries between humans and technologies remain 

intact.147   

  

EXPLOITING NONRATIONAL FACTORS TO INFLUENCE CHOICE  

In addition to re-writing default setting in people’s material environments, persuasive technologies148 

form an interesting category. The aim of persuasive technologies is also to change people’s behaviours 

and attitude, not by force or coercion, but again by lowering the probability of doing X instead of Y, 

without restricting the opportunity to do X. However, there is an inherent tension in persuasive 

technologies: to believe in the effectiveness of persuasive technologies you must acknowledge that we 

are not free from our environment, but at the same time there is still a belief in a strong liberal 

autonomous subject that freely chooses to use persuasive technologies to become “even freer”.  

  Moreover, Michael Nagenborg convincingly shows that even if persuasive technologies are part 

of a democratic or self-imposed pre-commitment strategy of an autonomous person, there are still 

ethical concerns. Nagenborg explains that the so-called microsuasive elements that are incorporated to 

promote compliance threaten the status of the user as an autonomous being. Instead of being 

instrumental in making “good” behaviour or “right” choices more attractive, the workings of the 

persuasion and nudging may decrease one’s freedom to opt out of using the system/being influenced 

                                                           
147 Steven Dorrestijn and Peter Paul Verbeek, “Technology, Wellbeing, and Freedom: The Legacy of Utopian 
Design,” International Journal of Design 7, no. 3 (2013): 45–56. 
148 See: B.J. Fogg, Persuasive technology, Amsterdam and Boston: Morgan Kaufmann, 2003. Here Fogg describes 
persuasive technology as “any interactive computing system designed to change people’s attitudes or 
behaviours.”  
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by the system. It is odd that persuasive technologies are often presented in a liberal framework and 

designed to support the autonomous subject, while at the same time, the whole idea of the atomistic 

self is being challenged by the same technology. 

  Another concern that arises when designing for a certain kind of citizenship or behaviour is how 

to evaluate people’s action. However, if people are nudged or persuaded to participate and take care 

of one another, does this have the same moral worth as it would have if your actions result from your 

own deliberation and judgement? As noted before, the effects of technologies can be incidental or even 

accidental. Yet, the aim of persuasive technologies is exactly to change people’s behaviours and 

attitude. 

  Even though a pure, autonomous choice in a neutral context is not a realistic alternative to a 

deliberately designed environment, some authors would argue that when people do not make their 

own decisions anymore, this results in less responsible moral agents.149 Instead of helping people to 

become better decision-makers – and “awaken” responsibility in people - technologies take advantage 

of non-rational factors to influence choice and therefore exploit rather than overcome peoples 

weaknesses.150 

  What this discussion means to show is that it is important to find a way to ensure that users of 

“moralised” technologies do not stop deliberating and making choices by themselves. Actively steering 

people in the right direction, behind their backs, could lead to ignorance and infantilism. In other words: 

persuasion and deliberately using social influence raises concerns about how responsibility should be 

attributed. Merely acting responsible based on what someone or something is telling you to do, is not 

enough to develop a moral character, and to bring about mutual recognition among people. What 

makes attempts of deliberately designing for specific outcomes and behaviours undesirable is not only 

the trap of paternalism but also the incapability of people to articulate why they acted in the way they 

acted. 

  Post-humanism and phenomenology teach us that technologies have agency and it is not about 

who is the master and who is the slave; humans and technologies shape each other. The agency of 

technology is analysed in terms of how technologies mediate our relation to the world. However, if we 

                                                           
149 Luc. Bovens, “The Ethics of Nudge,” in Preference Change: Approaches from Philosophy, Economics and 
Psychology, ed. Till Grüne-Yanoff and Sven Ove Hansson (Dordrecht: Springer Science+Business Media B.V., 
2009); Till Grüne-Yanoff and Ralph Hertwig, “Nudge versus Boost: How Coherent Are Policy and Theory?,” Minds 
and Machines 26 (2016): 149–83. 
150 Following a Nietzschean approach, we can explore the question “what is responsible?” or “what does it mean 
to be responsible?” in ontological or existential terms and reflect on the difference between “acting responsible” 
and “being responsible.” Delegating the responsibility to designers, leads to treating users as ‘sheep’ that should 
be guided towards a more desirable end. Nolen Gertz, Nihilism and Technology (Rowman & Littlefield 
International, 2018). 
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delegate morality to artefacts and focus on outcomes of actions, we seem to bypass the moral 

experience. Latour’s example of speedbumps as sleeping policeman makes this very clear.151 The task of 

policemen or traffic signs is to make sure drivers slow down, for instance on campus, is delegated to the 

lump of concrete. Our actions are, then, mediated. However, if we assess people’s behaviour, we are 

interested in their reasons and intentions. If our moral motivations to slow down near a school is 

replaced with other reasons (“avoid endangering other people” is translated into “slow down to protect 

your car’s suspension”), we disregard what makes a moral action moral.  

 

THE IMPLICATIONS OF ACKNOWLEDGING MULTISTABILITY 

The dynamics between social order and technology complicates the view that one can deliberately 

design for specific desired outcomes. On the one hand, the meaning of technology is not static; it 

changes over time. In the stereotypical enlightenment view technology is a means of mechanising and 

controlling nature for our benefit. Technology held a promise of progress; not only in material terms 

but also in social and moral terms.152 However, technology has come to be associated with pessimistic 

views on alienation, the increasing mechanisation of society itself as well as being technically 

determined.153 On the other hand, the adoption and embodiment of certain values in technologies and 

social practices can be explained by the passage of time as well. 

  The frequently quoted example of Moses’ extra-low bridges which prevented poor, and 

therefore predominantly black, people travelling by bus from using the highway clarifies that designers 

can put specific purposes into a technological artefact and settle a social issue.154 Moreover, based on 

design ideals, like efficiency, a stairwell could be developed that accidentally excludes wheelchair-users 

and as such have unexpected social effects. In addition to embodying the desire of the designer, socio-

technical systems can also be inherently political. Even though the choice to adopt a certain technology 

can be made democratically they can, for instance, lead to hierarchies or strong reliance on experts 

once there are in place.155 Nuclear power systems, for example, require particular regulations and 

control by the government as we do not want people to have a nuclear power plant in their backyard.  

                                                           
151 Bruno Latour, Pandora’s Hope (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1999), 185. 
152 Leo Marx, “The Idea of ‘ Technology ’ and Postmodern Pessimism,” Technology, Pessimism, and 
Postmodernism, 1994, 241. 
153 Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” in The Question Concerning Technology, ed. trans. 
W. Lovitt (New York: Harper & Row, 1977); Ellul, “The ‘Autonomy’ of the Technological Phenomenon”; Marx, 
“The Idea of ‘ Technology ’ and Postmodern Pessimism.” Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology”; 
Ellul, “The ‘Autonomy’ of the Technological Phenomenon”; Marx, “The Idea of ‘ Technology ’ and Postmodern 
Pessimism.” 
154 The example of the racist bridges in: Winner, “Do Artifacts Have Politics?” 
155 Winner illustrates this with the example of the ship. Ibid. 
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  The embodiment of certain values is a historical process which can be modified; for instance, 

by means of negotiation and lobbying by interest groups.156 A case study on how gender is embodied in 

cockpits described by urban planning and policy professor Rachel Weber illustrates this. Disparities and 

stereotypes between men and women used to be reinforced by configurations of the cockpits because 

the white male body was taken as the standard when the US military started to develop it. The values 

or social roles were not essentially embodied in the technology - the cause for the exclusion of women 

and smaller man is not just technological - but came to fruition through use, which ultimately led to a 

political discussion on design accommodation.157  

  If we give up the naïve instrumental view on technologies as serving the purposes of its users 

and acknowledge that morality is a fundamentally hybrid affair, it is difficult to grasp what it means to 

take responsibility. Verbeek stresses that even if moral agency is distributed among humans and 

nonhumans, this does not mean that humans are less responsible. As technologies help shape what 

people do and want, they also change what people can be responsible for. Verbeek claims that “seeing 

the moral significance of technologies makes us more responsible, rather than less”.158 However, as the 

interaction between the social and the material is an ongoing and open-ended process, reflecting 

technological mediation is also a continuous process. Deliberately designing for certain outcomes or 

behaviours is according to the Technological Mediation Theory, due to the issue of multistability, 

considered infeasible. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has clarified that we must not seek the solution for the mismatch between what is 

politically induced and what is technologically induced in technology only. The way we think about care 

and the elderly informs feeds into our technologies too. As such, we must make sure not to reinforce 

and materialise a problematic, limited view on care. Since the effects of technology unfold over time, 

technology cannot be isolated and validly assessed at one particular moment in time.159 It is therefore 

of crucial importance to reflect on how our actions and perceptions are being mediated; it is an ongoing, 

continuous process, which we should be trained to engage in. This means citizens must develop critical 

awareness and practical judgement. It has become clear that care – and therewith active solidarity – is 

                                                           
156 R. N. Weber, “Manufacturing Gender in Commercial and Military Cockpit Design,” Science, Technology & 
Human Values 22, no. 2 (1997): 236. 
157 Ibid., 241. 
158 Peter-paul Verbeek, “Some Misunderstandings About the Moral Significance of Technology,” in The Moral 
Status of Technical Artefacts, Philosophy of Engineering and Technology, ed. P. Verbeek and P Kroes (Springer 
Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2014, 2014), 85. 
159 Diane P. Michelfelder, Galit Wellner, and Heather Wiltse, “Designing Differently: Toward a Methodology for 
an Ethics of Feminist Technology Design,” in The Ethics of Technology: Methods and Approaches, ed. Sven Ove 
Hansson (London, New York: Rowman & Littlefield International, 2017), 206. 
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an important element in the participation society; meeting needs (by whatever means) is not the only 

goal; there is also good internal to the care practice, we should not lose out of sight. As such, the 

transition towards a participation society needs to be supported by both politics and technologies.  
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6. Conclusion 
This thesis started off with the announcement of the transition from a classic welfare state into a 

participation society by the King of the Netherlands. The participation society seems to be framed as an 

alternative to both the neoliberal model of “help yourself” and the social welfare model of “the state 

takes care of you”. Even though there are economic motives at play, the moral arguments for 

stimulating people to take responsibility for themselves are brought to the fore in the political debate. 

Moreover, both liberal, Christian-democratic, and social-democratic parties see the merits of rolling 

back the welfare state and inducing a more “active” type of solidarity while still ensuring that no one 

falls below a certain threshold. Interestingly, not only the recent policy changes encourage people to be 

more self-reliant; many technologies are aimed at helping people to become more independent and 

(re)gaining autonomy. To address both the political and technological developments, this thesis raised 

the question: In what way may technologies help avoid a responsibility overload and contribute to 

realising the ideal of the participation society, especially with regard to the central value “active 

solidarity”? After contextualising and analysing the situation with help of social and political philosophy, 

care ethics and approaches in the philosophy of technology, it has become clear that you cannot bring 

about political change if you do not think about how technology is part of society. Technologies may 

help avoid a responsibility overload and contribute to realising the ideal of “active solidarity”. However, 

as technologies will play an important role in care practices, there is a justice issue to be solved because 

a major difference to the old model is that one may no longer have a right to such technologies. In 

addition to that, we need to conclude that technologies shape how we think about care and solidarity.  

  The high-tech spoon, the companion robot and geofencing, are just three examples showing 

how technologies can be framed as either nudging people into taking part in the participation society 

or as taking over the role of people. Especially with regard to the latter, we might intuitively feel that 

replacing yourself with a care robot to take up the care responsibilities is not what King Willem-

Alexander meant with “participation” and “active solidarity”. However, it has been shown that this 

framing of “technology replacing people” holds in place a sharp distinction between subjects (people) 

and objects (technologies); technologies could either push humans into caring or take over the caring. 

Post-phenomenological approaches in the philosophy of technology, the Technological Mediation 

Theory, helps us understand that when using these new technologies in care, humans should not be 

taken out of the equation. The technologies rather mediate care relations, and in doing so, they co-

shape what it means to care and how we understand solidarity.    

  The high-tech spoon, the geofencing app and the companion robot are not just “welcome” 

technologies because they can release pressure on overburdened citizens and make people more free. 

Instead, they form the basis for enacting care-relations. Whoever has experience with taking care of 

their elderly parents or grandparents might also already been engaging in highly technologically 
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mediated care-relationships. Having a personal alarm installed, calling them daily, or asking other 

people around to check on them if you cannot visit for a few days in a row, seems to indicate you care. 

You still take your responsibilities but the technologies change how you can provide care and show 

solidarity. We have come to appreciate all kinds of technologies in our daily lives; including one’s that 

did not seem very attractive at first sight. Consequently, it might be tempting to think that we will also 

get used to robots and devices to which we can delegate activities such as assisting someone with 

eating, keeping an eye on someone who wanders off, or comforting and accompanying someone who 

feels lonely.  

  The high-tech spoon, the companion robot and the geofencing, are just three examples showing 

how technologies have the potential to make care more “humane”. A person who suffers from severe 

dementia and will not remember a nurse’s visit still deserves to be treated with dignity, respect and 

understanding. Currently, as nurses are under considerable time pressure, they might (hypothetically 

speaking) be inclined to quickly spoon food into the mouth of a person who is unable to feed 

him/herself. The high-tech spoon could empower the individual and avoid paternalistic and humiliating 

moments. Similarly, the way care is organised now, might make it “necessary” to lock up confused 

wanderers and it might happen that someone is left alone in complete passivity or a state of anger or 

anxiety because other responsibilities need to be fulfilled too. The situation of both caregivers and care-

receivers can be improved if technologies can bring comfort and increase independence. However, 

solving these issues by seeking a technological solution obscures what value sets led to this “inhumane” 

reality in the first place.  

  It is therefore important to critically reflect on how technologies co-shape our actions and 

perceptions; how they change what it means to care and how we understand solidarity. The dynamics 

between technology, society, and morality should be incorporated in anticipation and assessments of 

new technologies. Even though we cannot deliberately design for certain values or desirable outcomes 

due to the issue of multistability, we should discuss (make more visible) how moral change and how 

existing values are embedded in technologies.  

  If we want to give more emphasis on individuals taking care, then we also need to understand 

how technology frames care relations. We often think of technology as mere instruments and unrelated 

to society. However, if we ignore technology when talking about the transition towards a participation 

society, we might end up with a situation that looks like a conflict between using technology to provide 

care and asking people to care. If you want to talk about moral change in society, you need to care about 

what technologies do too.   

  However, we must be careful to not summarise our situation as “great political ideal, bad 

technology”. The solution is not to design better technologies and steer people in “the right” direction 

through technology. Moreover, nudging and persuasive technologies give rise to ample of ethical issues. 



56 
 

Instead, what I have aimed to show in this thesis project, is that we should also rethink the underlying 

premises of our liberal (capitalist) society, and how our narrow understanding of care informs 

technological developments. We should not only think about technology differently, but also reflect on 

the underlying conditions; technology could help achieve a participation society, but more – a cultural 

change – will be needed to really benefit from the liberating power of technology. 

  To go beyond the narrow focus of this thesis, we have seen before how the increased flexibility 

that “working from home” promised to allow for has backfired. The potential for liberation and choosing 

to work different hours was undermined by cultural values. Being able to work from home also faded 

away the boundaries between private and work time; giving rise to new expectations and norms. What 

is needed is more awareness about how technologies can change norms and how norms feed into 

technologies. Even if technologies are meant to support individuals to arrange their own lives, and do 

not aim to promote a particular conception of the good life, they will undeniably produce ideas about 

citizenship.  

  To further explore values and cultural differences, it would be interesting to do a comparative 

study between the Dutch participation society and the UK’s big society, and what kind of culture would 

be best suited to go through such transition. Questions for further research could entail: how “Dutch” 

is the ideal of the participation society? And to what extent does the Dutch approach of seeking 

technological solutions for societal problems inform this ideal? It would be helpful to further explore, 

for instance, how different governments in countries with rapidly ageing populations frame their 

problems and solutions. The government of Japan, for instance, seeks a technological solution for this 

societal problem, whereas Australia takes the immigration route. It would be interesting to delve into 

why immigration remains deeply unpopular in Japan, and whether the homogeneity in this country 

leads to possibly racist motives for favouring technology over foreign immigrants. The differences in 

responses show that attracting more young people to help take care of a country’s elderly people (for 

a short-term fix) could be an alternative to investing in high-tech products and services. Other questions 

to explore could be how other cultures, leaning more towards distrusting technologies and fearing 

alienation, would give shape to the transition towards a participation society.  

  Even though it could be objected that robots are never capable of giving the type of care 

humans can give, it is important to acknowledge that the current standards of care are not always as 

high as we want them to be. To put it differently: if the criteria are to meet a certain level of caregiving, 

we should make sure that we meet these criteria before judging alternatives based on these criteria. It 

would be unfair to conclude that robots or other technologies cannot do a good job if we do neither. 

On a similar note, a robot which is programmed to take away alcoholic drinks from elderly people is 
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likely to be heavily criticised for diminishing freedom and autonomy.160 However, the standard policy in 

elderly homes currently is also not to serve alcohol. The elderly in care facilities do not have all freedom 

of the world either because it is much harder to take care of drunk people and the risk of accidents is 

significantly higher. What the example means to show is that we should be clear and fair about what 

standards of care we want to live up to; and what the role of technologies could be in this regard. 

 Even though it is neither desirable nor feasible to deliberately design for TechnoMoral Change 

to ultimately bring about specific kind of social citizenship, there might, nevertheless, be some merit in 

designing differently. It would be interesting to explore whether adopting care ethics perspectives in 

design approaches could reduce the chance that technologies undermine the ideal of the participation 

society. Instead of formulating universal oral rules or criteria and making sure these are met by or built 

into technologies, care ethics draws attention to care practices and how technologies may affect our 

experiences and interactions.161 Whereas the standard debate tends to focus on whether eldercare 

technologies, such as the companion robot, pose a threat to the user’s autonomy or privacy, and 

whether this artificial “friend” is a form of deception and manipulation, it is also worth reflecting on 

whether the elderly enjoy interacting with it and what effects robots have on them. The work of Aimee 

van Wynsberghe is particularly interesting as she, similar to Tronto, argues that insights of care ethics 

are not limited to the healthcare domain.162 Her Care-Centred Value Sensitive Design Approach could 

help us reconsider our limited view on care. Moreover, Van Wynsberge examines the difference 

between developing an autonomous robot who can take over tasks and a human being wearing an 

exoskeleton to make care tasks lighter.163 As such there are plenty interesting starting points to open 

up the discussion on how we want to organise our care-practices; technologies can help, but more is 

needed to achieve a true “participation society”. 

 
 
  

                                                           
160 See: Noel Sharkey and Amanda Sharkey, “The Rights and Wrongs of Robot Care,” in Robot Ethics: The Ethical 
and Social Implications of Robotics, ed. Patrick Lin, Keith Abney, and George A Bekey (Cambridge, London: The 
MIT Press, 2012). 
161 Coeckelbergh, for instance, advocates to focus on the “good internal to practice” and what robots do to us 
(how we experience interactions) as social and emotional beings. Mark Coeckelbergh, “Personal Robots, 
Appearance, and Human Good: A Methodological Reflection on Roboethics,” International Journal of Social 
Robotics 1, no. 3 (2009): 217–21. 
162 Aimee van Wynsberghe, “Service Robots, Care Ethics, and Design,” Ethics and Information Technology 18 
(2016): 311–21. 
163 Aimee van Wynsberghe, “Designing Robots for Care: Care Centered Value-Sensitive Design,” Science and 
Engineering Ethics 19, no. 2 (2013): 407–33. 
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