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Abstract The discussion about moral agency and technology is troubled by some

severe misunderstandings. Too often, the claim that technologies are involved in

moral agency is misread for the claim that technologies are moral agents them-

selves. Much of the discussion then focuses on the question whether not only

humans but also technologies can have intentionality, freedom, responsibility, and,

ultimately, moral agency. From the perspective of mediation theory, this discussion

remains caught in a dualist paradigm that locates human beings and technological

artifacts in two separate realms, humans being intentional and free, technologies

being instrumental and mute. Against the question to what extent technologies can

be moral agents, mediation theory makes it possible to investigate how intentionality,

freedom, and agency are in fact the result of intricate connections and interactions

between human beings and technological artifacts. Rather than checking if tech-

nologies can meet a pre-given criterion of moral agency, we need to re-conceptualize

the phenomenon of moral agency itself in order to understand the roles of technologies

in our daily lives.

5.1 Introduction

"So you really think we should blame cars for traffic accidents?" I must have heard

this question at least once a month over the past years, when I was working on my

book Moralizing Technology: Understanding and Designing the Morality of Things

(Verbeek 2011). At almost every lecture I gave about the moral significance of

technologies, there would be somebody in the audience who could not bear the idea
that we should allow material artifacts to play a role in the realm of ethics. "What
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In this contribution I would like to offer some relief to these worries, by 
addressingsome of the most stubborn misunderstandings about the moral 

significance 
Ofthings.l The core of my argument will be that we need to develop an alternativeaccount of the relations between humans and technologies in ethical theory

practices are coproductions 
ofhumans and technologies, rather than exclusively human affairs in which technologiescan only play instrumental or obstructive roles. Human beings and technologiqartifacts have become so closely connected in our everyday lives, that even ourmoral perceptions and decisions have become technologically mediated. Only byrecognizing this interweaving of humans and technologies can we take responsibilityfor the ways in which technologies have an impact on society and on human exis_tence — in practices of technology design, implementation, and use.

My claim is that the resistance against the idea that technologies are morallysignificant is in fact a resistance against the need to give up the modernist idea thatactions and decisions can only be moral when they are the sole product of individual
human choice without external influences. Allowing material objects to play a cen-tral role in things we have always considered to be our own domain appears to be
too big a hurdle to take. In this sense, there is no doubt that Sigmund Freud would
have found the current discussion about morality and technology rather amusing.
Even without being a full-blown Freudian, one can probably see the value of his
claim that modern science has caused humanity various 'narcissistic offences'
(Freud 1955, 137—144). Science humiliates human beings with insights that urge us
to replace our all-too-high self-esteem with new forms of humbleness. Copernicus,
for instance, showed that not the earth but the sun is the center of the heavens. And
Darwin showed that the human being is not the central entity in God's creation, but
just a mammal sharing common ancestors with modern apes. To be followed by
Freud himself, who demonstrated that it is often not conscious decisions but uncon-
scious factors that shape human behavior.

The fierce resistance against the idea that human morality is interwoven with
nonhuman entities shows that these narcissistic wounds have not quite healed yet:
the autonomous subject appears to be reluctant to receive yet another blow. When

philosophers of technology even hint towards the possibility that technological

artifacts might have moral significance, immediately worries arise about human

autonomy and responsibility, and even fears that we will end up in a kind Of

I This contribution incorporates and substantially expands elements of the brief 'reply to critics' I

gave in the journal Philosophy and Technology, in a symposium on my book Moralizing TechnolOO'

(Verbeek 2012).
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These fears are often based on wrong assumptions, though. Let me, there-

carefully investigate the most important misunderstandings about the

significance of things, ranging from ideas about their alleged agency to

possibility of technological intentionalities and their implications for human

freedom 
and 

responsibility.

5.2 Do Artifacts Have Morality?

Why would it make sense to speak about technologies in moral terms in the first

place? When ethics is so obviously a human affair, why bother giving the nonhu-

mans a place in ethics as well? The reasons for this expansion of ethics are actu-

ally quite understandable if one takes into account the profound influence that

various technologies have come to have on the decisions and actions of human

beings. Navigation systems in cars help us not to exceed the speed limit, antenatal

diagnostic technologies inform moral decisions about abortion, telecare devices

reorganize relations of care and the moral dimensions connected to it. If ethics is

about the question of 'how to act?' or 'how to live?' and technologies help to

shape how we act and live, there is good reason to claim that technologies have

explicit moral significance.

The question remains, though, how to understand this moral significance. As

Pitt in his contribution to this book argues, one can see this significance as purely

instrumental. Technologies do not carry any morality in themselves, but are just

neutral instruments by which human beings can actualize and implement their

morality. In contrast, in their contribution Illies and Meijers attempt to see moral-
ity as a human affair that is technologically situated: technologies provide a con-
text in which human beings make moral decisions. The position I will defend
here is a bit more radical; I will show that technologies are intrinsically involved
in moral decision-making. This does not imply, to be sure, that they are moral
agents themselves. But it does imply that moral agency needs to be understood
as a fundamentally hybrid affair.

A relevant framework to analyze the moral significance of technology is offered
by the postphenomenological approach of 'mediation theory' (Verbeek 2005). This
approach studies technologies as mediators between humans and reality. The central
idea is that technologies-in-use help to establish relations between human beings
and their environment. In these relations, technologies are not merely silent 'inter-
mediaries' but active 'mediators' that help to constitute the entities that have a rela-tionship 'through' the technology.

The Paradigmatic example I elaborate in my recent book 'Moralizing Technology'(Verbeek 2011) is antenatal diagnostic technology, such as obstetric ultrasound.This technology is not merely a neutral interface between expecting parents and
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their unborn child: it helps to constitute what this child is for its parents and what
the parents are in relation to their child. By revealing the unborn in terms of vari_
ables that mark its health condition, like the fold in the nape of the neck of the fetus
ultrasound 'translates' the unborn child into a possible patient, congenital diseases
in preventable forms of suffering (provided that abortion is an available option) and
expecting a child into choosing for a child, also after the conception.

Ultrasound does not force people to have an abortion, obviously. But at the same
time we would not do justice to the role of obstetric ultrasound in the moral deci_
sions of expecting parents if we would say that it is morally neutral. By making the
fetus present in a highly specific way, obstetric ultrasound substantially informs
moral decisions regarding abortion, without determining them. The moral question
of 'how to act' gets answered not only on the basis of the input of human beings but
also of nonhuman entities. Morality appears to be a coproduction of humans and
nonhumans. We do not make moral decisions about abortion as autonomous sub-
jects, but neither are we steered by technology as if we were determined objects.
Morality is technologically mediated: it takes shape in technologically mediated
relations between humans and reality.

This does not mean that morality is technologically determined, though. After
all, when we see how moral actions and decisions take shape in interaction with
technologies, we can actively intervene in this interaction. Design processes can be
reorganized in such a way that they anticipate the mediating roles of technologies.
Use practices can be enriched by equipping users with the ability to 'read' how the
technologies they use help to shape their actions and decisions, so that they can deal
with these mediations in creative and responsible ways.

From the perspective of mediation, therefore, the moral significance of tech-
nology is in the technological mediation of morality. By organizing relations
between humans and world, technologies play an active, though not a final, role
in morality. Technologies are morally charged, so to speak. They embody a mate-
rial form of morality, and when used, the coupling of this 'material morality' and
human moral agency results in a 'composite' moral agency. This implies that
technological artifacts should, indeed, be located in the realm of moral agency:
moral agency cannot be understood without taking into account how it takes
shape through technological mediations.

5.3 Do Artifacts Have Agency?

For many critics, the central issue in discussions about morality and technology
is the question to what extent technologies can qualify as moral agents or as hav-

ing moral values by themselves. Joe Pitt's contribution to this volume is a clear
example of this position. According to Pitt, technological artifacts can only be

instrumental — there is no other way in which they can actively contribute to

moral actions and decisions than by facilitating human activities. Morali ty is in

humans, not in things.
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5 Some Misunderstandings About the Moral Significance of Technology

Let me first state that it is in fact hard to find scholars who seriously defend the

thesis that technologies can be full-blown human agents just like human beings are.

To be sure, there are scholars — including myself — who explicitly speak about tech-

nologies in terms of moral agency. But it is a true misunderstanding to think that this

implies that technologies in themselves 'have' a form of agency that we normally

only attribute to human beings. Rather, these scholars propose to reconceptualize

the very concept of agency itself, in view of the close intertwinement of human

beings and technological artifacts.

The work of Bruno Latour is a good example in this context. For many critics of

the 'moral significance of technology' thesis, Latour's 'symmetrical approach' to

humans and things is highly problematic, because it raises the suspicion of anthro-

pomorphizing things. Latour refuses to make an a priori distinction between human

and nonhuman entities (Latour 1993). Approaching both types of entities with

different sets concepts, according to Latour, would make it impossible to conceptu-

alize their interaction adequately. Nonhuman entities, after all, do not only play a

role in the material world, but help to shape the social world as well. This becomes

especially visible in the moral domain. Objects like speed bumps and door springs

embody moral norms: they help us to slow down near schools and to close the door

behind us. They are not just neutral instruments that humans can use to realize their

own, autonomous intentions: objects help to shape what humans do and even want.

To be sure, human beings do not always need to obey the focges that are exerted

upon them. But even when humans ignore or resist the impact of technologies, these

technologies can still have a profound moral impact. The introduction of antenatal

diagnostic tests, for example, has definitively changed human responsibilities

regarding pregnancy. Even the decision not to use these tests has become a moral

decision now, as some 'wrongful life' cases show in which children sue their par-

ents or doctors for the fact that the were born rather than having been aborted. Even

technologies that are not used can have an impact on human morality (Verbeek

2011). Human agency, therefore, and in many cases also our moral agency, has

become intertwined with material objects. All those ethicists who are complaining

about the moral decay of our society, according to Latour, should learn to include

things in their reflections; when these are taken into account as well, the world

appears to be choc-a-bloc with morality.

This analysis does not imply, though, that scholars like Latour claim that material

Objects, 'have' moral agency just like human subjects do. In fact, the very question

whether artifacts can be moral agents originates from a very specific metaphysical

orientation: the modernist separation of human subjects and nonhuman objects that

scholars like Latour intend to overcome. To be sure: Latour does speak about tech-

nologies in terms of moral agency. But anyone who is a bit familiar with the meta-

physics of Actor-Network Theory will immediately realize that this does not imply

that things can be moral agents in themselves. The central idea in Latour's approach,

after all, is that no entity can be something 'in itself'. Only in relations to other enti-

ties can they become meaningful and relevant: only networks turn entities into
actors. Speed bumps can never be 'moral agents' in themselves, but only in relation
to human beings whose morality is affected by these things.
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Only from a metaphysics in which humans and things are radically 
separated

humans being active and intentional, nonhumans being mute and inert, as B
Latour has elaborated so convincingly (Latour 1993) — it becomes 

relevant to qwhether things, just like humans, can be moral agents. When we give up this
tion, a refreshingly new picture emerges. And this is exactly what happens in various
contemporary approaches in philosophy of technology. Such approaches urge us to
see moral agency not as inherent in things, but as the outcome of complex interac.

tions between humans and things.

In my own theory of moral mediation (Verbeek 2011) I broaden the perspective

by analyzing the moral significance of technologies in terms of their mediating

roles in human-world relations. When technologies are used, they do not only help

to organize human actions but also our experiences and perceptions. Speed bumps

help to organize how we experience the road and how we behave on it; email and

cell phones help to organize norms regarding human communication. This phe-

nomenon of moral mediation does not make things moral agents in themselves.

Only in the context of the relations human beings have with them can they help to
organize people's moral behavior and perceptions. At the same time, though, this

implies that technologies do find themselves in the realm of moral agency. Agency

is distributed over humans and things, as it were: if one of the two were missing,

this type of agency could not exist.

The question remains, though, whether this explanation can be a real assurance

for critics of the 'morality of technology' thesis. The argumentation above, after all,

does not only imply that things do not 'have' moral agency — the most crucial point

is: neither do humans. Morality is a hybrid affair; it cannot be located exclusively in

things, but not in humans either. Each in their own way — distinct, but not separated-

humans and things contribute to moral actions and decisions. Reducing ethics to an

exclusively human affair leaves us with a drastically impoverished world. Because

such a 'humanist approach' starts from a radical separation between subjects and

objects, it forces us to choose between either reserving moral agency to the human

domain or to claim that nonhuman entities can be moral agents as well. In the real

world in which we all live, though, such purified subjects and objects do not exist

Actual moral actions and decisions take place in complex and intricate connecti0nS

between humans and things, which have moral agency as a result rather than as a

pre-given ontological characteristic.

Defending the idea that things have moral significance, therefore, should not

be understood as a defense of animism but rather as a critique of humanism

•

Instead of claiming that material objects are 'spirited', scholars who defend the

idea that technologies are morally significant move away from ethical approaches

that isolate and immunize human existence from its material conditions and

texts. As I will argue below, such a hybrid approach to the relations between

humans and things does not reduce human morality, but adds to it; it shows

sions that normally remain underexposed. Conceptualizing the moral significance

of things does not undermine human responsibility by blaming cars for accidents
'

but rather expands the ways in which we can design, implement, and use tech'

nologies in responsible ways.
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5.4 Can Things Have Intentionality?

When criticizing the 'morality of technology' thesis, typically two aspects of moral
agency play a central role. First, moral agency requires intentionality: in order to be

held morally responsible for one's actions, you need to have had the intention to act

in this specific way rather than having done it accidentally. And second, freedom is

required: if someone was forced to act in a specific way, this person cannot be held

morally responsible for that action. Both aspects seem crucial for moral agency, and

at the same time both aspects seem to be exclusively human.2 The concept of moral

mediation, though, makes it possible to reconceptualize both aspects of moral

agency in a 'hybrid' way.

Let me first address the issue of intentionality and technology. In the history of

philosophy, intentionality has been conceptualized in two distinct ways. One defini-

tion comes from phenomenology, where Brentano and his followers asked attention

to the intrinsic directedness of human beings towards their environment. Humans

cannot just 'think', they always think something. Just like we cannot just hear, see,

or feel, but always hear, see, and feel something. This directedness is an intrinsic

element of the relations between human beings and their world — while these relations

can be conceptualized in various ways, e.g. in terms of consciousness (Husserl), or

perception (Merleau-Ponty), or being-in-the-world (Heidegger). When technologies

mediate these relations, this can have moral implications. After all, technologies

then help to shape human interpretations of the world on the basis of which human

beings make decisions. Sonograms help to shape our moral decisions regarding

abortion, just like warning signals from our navigation system help us decide how

fast we drive.

When this occurs, a second definition of intentionality starts to play a role: the
human capacity to have intentions, to act purposively. By mediating how we inter-

pret our unborn children or our own driving behavior, technologies help to shape the

moral decisions we make. Human intentions, including moral intentions, can be

technologically mediated because technologies help to shape our intentional 'direct-

edness' at the world. Sonograms make humans responsible for things they were not

responsible for before; it has now become a conscious decision to let a child be born
with Down's syndrome, for instance.

Technologies, in other words, give direction to both human experiences and
actions. And this is in fact precisely what the Latin word 'intendere' means: to give
direction. Intentionality is not an exclusively human affair; technologies find them-
selves in the realm of intentionality as well.

Some scholars fiercely resist the idea of technological intentionality, though.
In order to show how erroneous it is to attribute intentionality to things, for instance,

21 am well aware that a proper definition of moral agency requires other elements as well, including
the capacity of moral reasoning, as Illies and Meijers argue in their contribution to this volume. But
for this capacity the same type of arguments can be developed that I will develop for intentionality
and freedom, i.e. that they should be seen as the result of a complex interplay between human and
nonhuman entities, rather than a property that both humans and nonhumans can possess.
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philosopher of technology Martin Peterson takes the idea that things 'give direction,
to humans to the absurd context of the impact that mountains have on humans
(Peterson 2012). Of course, mountains have a specific impact on how human beings
act and which decisions they make when they climb it, he states, but it would be
absurd to see this impact as a result of the intentions of that mountain. Things can.
not have intentions themselves, Peterson claims; they can only have an intentional
history. Only because human beings can intentionally design things in specific
ways, things can be the 'carriers' of human intentions. Not the fact that things help
to shape practices and experiences makes them morally significant -- in that case
non-technological entities like mountains would be moral agents too — but the fact
that their impact has its origins in human intentions. Therefore, Peterson concludes
that the idea of 'technological intentionality' is "either false or misleading".

Critiques like this show how hard it is to conceptualize the moral significance of
things from a radical modernist point ofview. The radical separation between humans
and technologies make it impossible to see the mediating role of technologies in
human decisions and actions. Peterson fights against the idea that technologies
can 'have' intentionality, while my claim is simply that, in mediating how humans
are directed at reality, technologies help to shape moral intentions.

What is misleading here, in fact, is the reductionist assumption that only human
'input' can make technologies morally significant. The mediating role of technolo-
gies in moral actions and decisions cannot be entirely reduced to the intentions of
designers and users, after all; some moral mediations emerge without the explicit
intention of any human agent. Obstetric ultrasound, again, is a good illustration of
this. The technology of ultrasound was not explicitly developed for medical diag-

nostic purposes, and certainly not to change abortion practices. But as soon as it got

to be used to make visible the fetus in the womb, it dramatically changed moral

practices and decisions regarding pregnancy. Obstetric ultrasound helped to create

new forms of responsibility: while the birth of a child with specific congenital

diseases used to be a matter of fate, it now has become a matter of choice. Sonograms

translate unborn children in possible patients, congenital diseases in preventable

forms of suffering, and 'expecting' into 'choosing'. Expecting parents inevitably

have to make a decision about the lives of their unborn children — and also the deci-

sion not to use the technology is an explicit choice. The decision whether or not to

have an abortion, therefore, is thoroughly mediated by obstetric ultrasound — with-

out anybody having explicitly wanted this situation to occur. To be sure: this does

not imply that this morally mediating role of technology is undesirable. Rather' the
in

example illustrates that new technologies always create a new moral landscaPe 

which human beings have to learn to orient themselves.
This example, however, does not only refute the claim that technologies can only

have an intentional history; it also shows that limiting morality to human beings

makes it impossible to give technologies an intentional future. In practices of 
with 

design
the

and redesign, of implementation and use, human beings can actively engage 
humanmoral significance of technologies. Rather than taking away morality from 

beings, addressing the moral significance of technology actually adds to it, enabling

designers and users to anticipate, assess, and design moral mediations in techn010gY•
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technological 
developments, to add to this, bring about an even more

relation between technology and intentionality than present in the

example. some contemporary technologies cannot simply be 'used'

anymore, 
but start to m

technologies, for instance, result in 'smart environments', that

Ambient 
Intelligence

actively register and monitor events, and react and intervene accordingly. Smart

beds in geriatric hospitals are good examples here; they detect if patients fall out of

bed or step out of their beds. When such smart environments are explicitly designed

to influence people's decisions and behavior, as is the case with so-called 'persua-

technologies', they embody a truly new form of moral significance. An inter-

esting example here is the 'persuasive mirror'. This mirror, which is in fact a flat

screen monitor with a built-in camera, is designed to persuade its users to adopt a

healthier lifestyle by presenting them with an image of how they will look in the

future if they would stick to their current pattern of living (Knight 2005). The

intentions of people using technologies like this are not so much 'mediated' as they

are 'induced'. They are not the result of 'using' a technology — rather, technologies

use human beings here to do their work.

At the other extreme, technologies do not merge with our environment but with

our bodies. Prostheses are good examples of this, especially when they are con-

nected to our nerve system, as is the case ever more often. When it comes to the

moral significance of these 'mergers' of humanity and technology, brain implants

are good examples as well. The technology of Deep Brain Stimulation (DBS) is

rapidly gaining popularity in the treatment of neurological and psychiatric condi-

lions like Parkinson's disease, deep depressions, or obsessive compulsory disorder.

By bringing in an electrode deeply into the brain, specific parts of the brain can be

activated. This can, for instance, dramatically reduce the motor symptoms of
Parkinson's disease.

Such implants, however, often also have an impact on people's character. A well-
known side effect of DBS for Parkinson, for instance, is that patients can start to
develop uninhibited behavior. The Dutch medical journal Tijdschrift voor
Geneeskunde discussed the case of a patient suffering from Parkinson's disease
whose condition improved markedly after having been implanted (Leentjens

al. 2004). But while the symptoms of the disease were reduced, his behavior
developed in an uninhibited way. He got involved in extramarital relationships,
spent too much money, and did not have real awareness of his behavior change
until the DBS was switched off for medical reasons. But at that moment his
Parkinson's symptoms returned; again, he was entirely bedridden and dependent.There appeared to be no middle way; he would have to choose between a lifeWith Parkinson's disease, bedridden — or a life without the symptoms, but souninhibited that he would get himself into continual trouble. Eventually he chose —With the DBS switched off— to be admitted to a psychiatric hospital, where hecould switch the DBS on and suffer fewer symptoms of the disease, but where hewould also be protected against himself.
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are the product of a hybrid entity, half human, half technology. Blu
boundaries between humans and technologies also results in the blurring 

rring the 

of 
physical

inten-
tional boundaries.

Intentionality, then, has a complex relation with technology. The conclusion thatwe need to reserve the concept for humans simply fails to do justice to the manifoldways in which human intentions are intricately connected to technologies 
rangingfrom mediated and induced intentions to the fully-fledged hybrid intentions ofhuman-technology assemblies like people with brain implants.

5.5 Can Freedom Be Technologically Mediated?

But what about freedom — the second requirement for moral agency that I men_tioned above? If freedom is required to qualify as a moral agent, how could wepossibly include things in the realm of moral agency?
Again, the central idea in the approach of moral mediation is not to attributefreedom to things, but to include the mediating role of things in our notion offreedom. From a radical modernist point of view, it is quite a challenge to con-

sider technologically mediated actions as forms of moral agency. After all, if our
behavior is influenced by technologies, we cannot consider this behavior to be the
result of autonomous decisions anymore. Can we call it a moral action if some-
body slows down near a school because there is a speed bump on the road? This
question is only relevant, though, if freedom is understood as negative freedom, to
use Isaiah Berlin's concept: the absence of external influences (Berlin 1979). Such
a conception of freedom is only meaningful if human beings are understood as
autonomous subjects, living in a world of external objects. When human beings are
understood in terms of their relations to the world, though, this concept of auton-
omy becomes too narrow.

Isaiah Berlin's concept of 'positive freedom' is much more relevant here: free-
dom is not freedom-from but freedom-to. It is not the absence of constraints, but

the presence of the capability to act. From this viewpoint, mediating technologies

do not take away moral agency, but rather are its basis. Obstetric ultrasound does

not force parents to have an abortion when they are expecting a child with Down
's

syndrome; rather, their moral agency comes about in the way they develop a rela-

tion to obstetric ultrasound. Human beings are no helpless victims of mediating

technologies. We can get actively involved in how these technologies have an

impact on us. By critically examining how technologies help to shape situations Of

choice and frameworks of interpretation, it becomes possible to take responsibility

for one's technologically mediated agency.
In fact, it is the denial of the mediating role of technologies in human freedom

that makes people not free. Only when making the mediations explicit, we can

develop a free relation to it understood as positive, not as negative freedom. A free

relation to technology does not require the absence of its influence, but the presence

of the ability to be actively involved in the way in which one is constituted as a

► 
4 

P.-t> V · erbe 
ar th product of a hybrid entity half human half technology. Blurri ek 
boundarie b twe n human and t chnologie a1 o re ult in the bl ng_ the Phy ic 1 . . urnng ·f . a ttonal boundan . 0 tnten. 

Int ntionality th n ha a comple relation with technology The 
· concl · w ne d to r rv th ncept for human imply fail to do ju tice t h u 10n lhat 

way in whi h human intention ar intricately conn et dto technoloo _t e rnanifo1ct 
from mediat d and induced int ntion to the fully-fledg d hybrid g_ie - ~anging 
human-t chnology a mblie lik peopl with brain implant . Intention of 

5.5 Can Freedom Be Technologically Mediated? 

But hat about freedom - the econd requirement for moral agency that I 
tion d abo e. If freedom i required to qualify a a moral agent, how coul;en. 
P ibly includ thing in the realm of moral agency? we 

Again, the _central idea _in the approach of moral mediation i not to attribute 
freedom to th1ng but to 1nclude the mediating role of things in our notion of 
freedom. From a radical modernist point of view it i quite a challenge to con-
ider technologically mediated action a form of moral agency. After all, if our 

behavior i influenced by technologie , we cannot con ider this behavior tobe the 
re ult of autonomou deci ions anymore. Can we call it a moral action if ome
body low down near a chool because there i a peed bump on the road? Thi 
que tion i only relevant, though, if freedom is under tood as negative freedom, to 
u e I aiah Berlin s concept: the ab ence of extemal influence (Berlin 1979). Such 
a conception of freedom is only meaningful if human being are under tood a 
autonomou ubject , living in a world of extemal object . When human being are 
under tood in term of their relation to the world, though, thi concept of auton
omy become too narrow. 

I aiah Berlin concept of 'positive freedom' i much more relevant here: free
dom i not freedom-from but freedom-to. It i not the ab ence of constraint , but 
the pre ence of the capability to act. From thi viewpoint, mediating technologie 
do not take away moral agency, but rather are its ba i . Ob tetric ultrasound does 

' not force parent to have an abortion when they are expecting a child with Down 
yndrome· rather their moral agency comes about in the way they develop ~ r~la

tion to ob tetric ultra ound. Human beings are no helple victims of mediaung 
t chnoJogie . We can get actively involved in how the e technologie h~ve a; 
impact on u . By critically examining how technologie help to hape ituatt?nlo 
choice and framework of interpretation, it become po ible to take re pon ibi ity 
for on technologically mediated agency. d rn 

In f act it i the denial of the mediating role of technologie in human free 0an 
that m ke people not free. Only when making the mediation explicit, we; ee 
de clop a free relation to it - under tood a po itive, not a negative freedom. A rce 
relation to technofogy doe not require the ab ence of it influence, but th~ pr~ en 3 
of Lhe ability to be actively involved in the way in wruch one i con utute a 



5 Some Misunderstandings About the Moral Significance of Technology 85

moral subject. In these forms of active involvement, we can take responsibility for

our technologically mediated existence.

Yet, mediated responsibility is a problematic concept as well, from a radical

modernist approach. In their contribution to this volume, for instance, Anthonie

Meijers and Christian Illies claim that my position would have the absurd conse-

quence that we should put part of the blame for a murder and a computer hack on

the pistol and the computer:

In the case of a man using a pistol Verbeek would argue that the two form an association

and that the man-pistol association has moral agency and is accountable. The association as

such becomes blameworthy. That however, blatantly contradicts our practice of blaming

and punishing. We do not (and we should not!) put the murderer plus his pistol, or the

hacker plus his computer, in prison. In such cases it is the human agent alone who, accord-

ing to standard moral practice, is blameworthy. (lilies and Meijers, this volume)

From the perspective of mediation theory, however, this is quite a remarkable

statement. Recognizing that pistols and computers help to shape our moral actions

and decisions, after all, does not imply that it should be possible to blame them for

their mediating roles. Rather than to keep asking the question whether artifacts

can be agents just like humans can, mediation theory simply recognizes that

humans and artifacts can have distinct roles in the constitution of moral agency.

From the perspective of moral mediation it is perfectly possible to acknowledge

that one's moral actions and decisions are technologically mediated without giv-

ing up the possibility to take responsibility for these actions and decisions.

Technological mediations, after all, do not make human beings powerless. On the

contrary: they make it possible to live our lives in specific ways, while we also

have the ability to develop an active and critical relation to these mediations.

Nobody has to choose to have an abortion when an ultrasound scan reveals a seri-

ous disease. Still, the mere possibility to have a scan inalterably conditions our

existence: we now have to make a decision.

The claim that moral agency is a hybrid affair does not imply that things are

moral agents just like humans are. While agency cannot be limited to humans,

acknowledging that things have a share in moral agency does not make them moral

agents. In fact, the very possibility to take responsibility is one of the main reasons

to take the role of things in moral agency very seriously. One the one hand, we do

not take responsibility in a vacuum but in a thoroughly mediated situation, as the

ultrasound example shows. Sonograms do not 'act' on themselves, but nevertheless

they fundamentally shape what we can feel responsible for and how we can take on

that responsibility. And what is more, acknowledging this moral role of technologies

makes it possible to take responsibility for it, and to help shape it in practices of

design, implementation, and use. We can only reorganize practices around technol-

ogies when we understand the precise role technologies have in them. Seeing the

moral significance of technologies makes us more responsible, rather than less.

This does not imply, to be sure, that human beings can always take full responsi-

bility for the mediations that eventually result. After all, the contextual and relational

aPproach to technologies implies that we should not overestimate our possibilities
to organize and design the moral significance of things. We always need to
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recognize the fact that all technologies are multistable, in Don Ihde's words (1990)Technologies often end up in different relations with human beings than theirdesigners expected, and therefore their mediating power is hardly predictable
But this unpredictable character of technological mediations does not makehuman beings entirely powerless. Industrial Designers, for instance, have developedvarious methods to make an educated guess about possible use practices. And oncewe see the phenomenon of mediation, including its moral dimensions, it is ourmoral responsibility to make such an educated guess and to design 'for the good'

5.6 Conclusion: Is There a Symmetry Between
Humans and Technologies?

The central theme in discussions regarding the moral significance of technologies
has proven to be the question to what extent we can really attribute aspects of moral
agency to technologies. While some scholars fear that we throw out the child with
the bathwater when we deny technologies this role, others feel that it goes way too
far to claim that technologies have moral capacities similar to humans.

Behind all of these discussions, there seems to be a common misunderstanding.
This is the alleged 'symmetry' between humans and nonhumans. This concept of
symmetry, which gives up any a priori distinction between humans and nonhumans,
originates in Bruno Latour's work. By claiming that we should analyze humans and
nonhumans in symmetrical ways, Latour aims to make it possible to see the continu-
ity between humans and nonhumans, rather than taking the distinctions between
them as a starting point. And seeing this continuity is needed to be able to under-
stand how nonhuman entities do not only play a role in the material world, but also
in the social world. Interpreted radically, such a symmetrical approach implies that
not only humans but also things 'act' — and from there it is only a small step towards
defending that things can be moral agents as well.

Yet, this symmetry is not essential for conceptualizing the moral significance Of
technology. And this is in fact what distinguishes my own 'post-phenomenological'
account of technology from Actor-Network Theory, despite the many forms of kin-

ship that are there as well. Symmetry is what one gets when using a mirror: a mirror
image is completely symmetrical to its original, and it derives all of its main char-
acteristics from that original. In my approach, however, there is no symmetry, but
interaction and mutual constitution. Things are not symmetrical to humans, but together'

humans and things constitute myriad 'hybrid entities'. In this approach, it remains
very relevant to make a distinction between humans and things — it is not the distinc-
tion between humans and technologies that we need to depart from, but their radical
separation (see also Verbeek 2005, 166—168).

This subtle difference between 'separating' humans and nonhumans on the one

hand versus making a 'distinction' between them on the other, makes all the differ
-

ence in discussions about the moral significance of technologies. The central ques-
tion in these discussions should not be: can technologies be moral agents just like
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once this is the question we aim to answer, we can see that there are various

ways in which technologies help human beings to answer moral questions and to

behave in moral ways. And, what is more: understanding this morally mediating

role of technologies makes it possible to deal with it in a responsible way, in prac-

tices of design and policy-making.

When we stick to a modernist separation or isolation of subjects and objects,

technological mediations of morality are at odds with the autonomy of the moral

subject, and can never be seen as full-blown elements of moral agency. But giving

up this metaphysical 'apartheid' should not bring us to the other extreme of deny-

ing all distinctions between both poles. Morality is neither to be found in the

objects themselves, nor in autonomous subjects. It only comes in relations between

subjects and objects, where objects have moral significance and subjects are

engaged in mediated relations with the world.

This subtle rearrangement of the relations between humans and nonhumans

brings us back to discussions about the Enlightenment, when the subject-object

distinction started to be a central theme in philosophy. In his famous lecture What is

Enlightenment, Michel Foucault discusses how, for Immanuel Kant, Enlightenment

meant "a way out of immaturity". He defined immaturity as "a state of our will that

makes us accept someone else's authority to lead us in areas where the use of reason

is called for." Some of the objections against the moral significance of technology

seem to imply a similar logic. It seems that we have to make a choice between using
reason or letting things decide for us what to do. And this mirrors what Foucault, in
the same text, calls 'the blackmail of the Enlightenment': if you are not entirely with
it, you are against it (Foucault 1997).

From the perspective of moral mediation, the opposite is true. Maturity in our
thinking about technology requires that we no longer exclude technologies from the
realm of ethics. Only by acknowledging the fundamentally mediating role of tech-
nologies in moral actions and decisions can we better understand the character of
human morality. And, more importantly, can we take responsibility for the material
world in which we live our lives.
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