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Preface

In our times of rapid technological development, doing ethics of
technology has become a much needed yet also challenging activity.
This is especially true in China, where the pace of technological
innovation has been very high over the past decades, and will continue
to be very high in the future. How to deal with technological innova-
tions and their impacts on society in a responsible way?

New technologies cannot always be addressed adequately with the
help of existing ethical frameworks, because they affect human
existence in unprecedented ways. This book, therefore, aims to
develop an alternative approach. Rather than assessing technologies
“from outside” it aims to do an ethics “from within”, The main
purpose of this book is not to develop guidelines and principles for
dealing with technologies, but to understand the normative signifi-
cance of technologies themselves, and to investigate how to deal with
its implications for ethical theory and for technological practice.

Addressing the question of how technologies themselves can be
morally significant is not a self-evident thing to do. In mainstream
ethical theory, after all, ethics is an activity that only human subjects
can undertake. From this perspective, thinking about technological
objects in terms of moral agency seems to be a category mistake, or a
naive form of animism. Over the past years, people have often asked
me if 1 really think that we should blame cars for accidents. They
were worried that addressing the moral significance of technologies

would reduce our understanding of human responsibility. Technolo-
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gies are supposed to be mute and passive; they lack intentionality and
freedom, and therefore they can never be moral agents. Only humans
can take responsibility for the development, implementation and use
of technologies, and therefore the ethics of technology should focus on
humans rather than things.

This worry rests upon a fundamental misunderstanding, though.
Addressing the moral significance of technology does not require us to
claim that objects can be moral agents just like subjects. In fact, it is
this very separation of subjects and objects when it comes to moral
agency that this book aims to go beyond. The central claim 1 want to
make in this book is that we need to understand ethics as a hybrid
activity, in which both humans and technologies play an essential
role. No: technologies cannot be seen as fully fledged moral agents.
But, no: neither can humans, if we do not take into account how
technologies help to shape human interpretations, practices and
decisions, Medical technologies have changed norms regarding
acceptable forms of suffering, just as social media have changed values
regarding privacy and the character of the public sphere. Technologies
are morally charged, in the sense that they embody values, inform
ethical decisions and practices, and even change the frameworks we
use for ethical evaluation.

This hybrid- approach to ethics, which makes room for a moral
significance of technologies, opens possibilities to bring ethical reflec-
tion to processes of design and innovation. Not to assess from an ex-
ternal point of view to what extent new technologies can be ethically
justified, but to develop an ethics “from within”: making the moral
significance of technologies an explicit element of technology develop-
ment. It is my sincere hope that this book may contribute to many
new and engaged discussions about the social and cultural roles of
technologies, and that it may inspire practices of critical design and in-

novation that will help to shape our future in a responsible way.

Peter-Paul Verbeek, Enschede, April 2016
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