Peter-Paul Verbeek:
Material morality
How material is morality? Can things possess morality? Most ethicists will not need to reflect long before answering these questions in the negative. Attributing morality to objects at first sight seems at least as absurd as hugging trees or conversing with stones; a primitive form of animism which we enlightened minds have left far behind us. And yet the connection between morality and materiality is less bizarre than it might appear.

The objects we deal with in our daily lives in many ways help shape our actions and even our interpretations of reality, on which we base the decisions we make (cf. Verbeek 2002, 2003). Speed cameras see to it that we present as little danger to each other as possible on the highway. Ultrasound plays a key role in the choices people make about the lives of their unborn children. Morality and materiality are incontestably related. How they are related and what significance this relationship can have for designing sustainable products are issues we will address here.

1. What things do
During the past couple of decades the philosophy of technology has focused increasingly on the role and influence of technological artefacts in the world of human experience (Borgmann 1984, 1995; Winner 1986; Ihde 1990, 1993, 1998; Latour 1988, 1992, 1999). In contrast to the traditional philosophy of technology, which was primarily concerned with the transcendental conditions for technology, the contemporary version approaches technology in terms of concrete, material objects that play a part in shaping human actions and experiences (cf. Verbeek 2000). These approaches all illuminate a particular aspect of what we can call ‘technological mediation’: they approach technologies in terms of the active mediating role these fulfil in the relations between people and reality. Whenever a technology is used, it establishes a relation between the user of that technology and his or her environment. Technology enables us to perform actions and have experiences that were scarcely possible before, thereby helping to shape how we act and experience things. Thus, the car has facilitated a greater physical distance between home and work, carrying the spheres of work and leisure with their attendant social structures further apart. And medical technologies, such as I will later examine in greater depth, enable new perceptions of the human body but in doing so also guide the way we interpret it.

Seen from this perspective technology is not a neutral instrument or intermediary, but a mediator that helps shape the relation between people and reality.  This mediation has two directions: a pragmatic and a hermeneutic. On the one hand technologies mediate the way people are present in their world by helping to shape their actions and lives. On the other hand, technologies mediate the way reality can be present for people by helping to shape their perceptions and interpretations. 

The approaches within contemporary philosophy of technology that draw attention to this process of technological mediation have until now had primarily a descriptive viewpoint – typical as it happens of many contemporary approaches in the philosophy of technology (Light and Roberts, 2000). Their primary ambition was always to analyse the role of technology in the lifeworld. But now the time seems ripe to take a step forward and consider the extent to which the phenomenon of technical mediation has normative implications. If ethics is about the question of how to act, and technological artefacts fulfil a role in bringing about human actions – whether by directly shaping those actions or shaping interpretations on whose basis decisions can be made – then artefacts should be expected to give a ‘material answer’ to moral questions. 

A good example to illustrate the normative implications of technological mediation is ultrasound. This imaging technique is not simply a functional means of making an unborn child visible in the womb. Ultrasound can help to shape the way the unborn child is 'read' and the choices his or her parents make. It can be used, for example, to measure the thickness of the neck fold of a foetus, which gives an indication of the risk that the child might suffer from Down's Syndrome. The sonogram thus lets the child be present in terms of ‘ill' and ‘healthy’, and implicitly even ‘wanted' or ‘unwanted’. Having a foetal neck fold measurement done implicitly suggests that it is not desirable that a child suffering from Down's Syndrome should be born. In so doing, this mediation of perception helps to shape the experience of being pregnant, and determines how the unborn child is interpreted and what actions are to be considered (cf. Verbeek 2002).

How should this moral charge of technology be interpreted? Does the moral agency here ultimately reside with the designer of the technology? Or should we come to regard technologies themselves as moral agents? That would mean a second Copernican revolution in ethics: after Kant had shifted the source of morality from God to man, it would then be shifted further still into the realm of artefacts (cf. Verbeek 2003). 

2. The morality of artefacts
The question of the moral significance of technological mediation has been smouldering within the philosophy of technology for some time now. Back in 1986 Langdon Winner wondered whether artefacts could have a political charge, a question grounded in the analysis he made of a number of ‘racist’ viaducts in New York deliberately built so low that cars could pass beneath them but not buses. This meant that the dark-skinned population – people unable to afford a car – was effectively prevented from accessing the beach (Winner 1986).

Bruno Latour (1992) subsequently argued that artefacts are bearers of morality as they are constantly taking all kinds of moral decisions for people. Objects embody what he calls 'scripts’: just like the script of a film or play they prescribe who does what and when. Thus, for example, he shows that the moral decision of how fast one drives is often delegated to a speed bump in the road with the script 'slow down before reaching me'. Anyone complaining about deteriorating moral standards in our society, according to Latour, should use their eyes as the objects around us are chock-a-block with morality.

Hans Achterhuis (1995), wiring into Latour's analyses, calls for ‘moralizing machines’: if technology can guide our actions, he contends, we should design it in such a way that it guides them in a desirable direction. The moral decision of whether or not we should buy a ticket when taking the train, for example, is then delegated to a turnstile that only opens if you show that you have a ticket.

Achterhuis's call came up against some fierce resistance, however (Achterhuis 1988, 28-31). Just this resistance provides a good way into the philosophical issue of the materiality of morality. Achterhuis was accused of endangering human freedom and wishing to trade democracy for a technocracy. Should human actions be guided by technology, the criticism went, the outcome would be a technocracy in which moral problems are solved by machines instead of people. Moreover, actions not the product of our own free will but induced by technology can not be described as ‘moral’. In short, according to the critics moral agency requires such a degree of competence and freedom that the agent can be held responsible for his or her deeds. Besides, denying people their freedom by purposefully guiding them with the aid of technology is downright immoral. That this last-named form of criticism can even lead to aggression was shown in the photoreports of the now defunct Dutch website tuftufclub.nl, which for years gave coverage of roadside speed cameras being vandalized.

And yet this criticism levelled at Achterhuis is deeply problematic. After all, the above-named analyses of technological mediation show that people's actions are always mediated, so there is never any question of a subject acting autonomously. Therefore, giving these inevitable mediations a desirable form rather than rejecting outright the idea of a ‘moralized technology’ attests to a sense of responsibility. And this is precisely what the Tuftuf Club forgot when protesting against speed cameras. These cameras may seem like a restriction on human freedom but even without them the actions of drivers are continually mediated: indeed, as cars can easily exceed speed limits and as our roads are so wide and the bends so gentle as to permit driving fast, we are constantly being invited to further explore the space between the accelerator and the floor.

This qualification of human autonomy shows also that the idea of technological mediation is gnawing at the foundations of our conception of morality and moral agency. Underpinning the criticism of Achterhuis’s call for moralizing the machines is the assumption that moral agency requires intentionality and a high degree of autonomy. This very assumption is challenged by the notion of technological mediation. First, these analyses show that in many cases human intentions are in part brought about by the material environment: when moral decisions are made, technologies often influence human actions by guiding their behaviour and interpretations. Second, the analyses show that artefacts certainly do ‘act’ – despite their lack of intentionality – and that these ‘technological actions’ have moral aspects and implications. Ethics is about the question of 'how to act’ and objects prove able to provide ‘material answers’ to that question.

Of course it is absurd to claim that things have intentions just like people and can be held responsible for what they do. But it doesn't yet justify the conclusion that things therefore don't act in a moral sense. For even though it is not done deliberately, things do play a mediating role in the actions of people and as such give a ‘material answer' to the moral question of how to act. The fact that artefacts cannot be called to account for the answers they give does nothing to alter the fact that they do answer moral questions, be it in a way that has simply not yet been conceptualized.

3. Designing as the materialization of morality
The conclusion that technological artefacts give material answers to the ethical question of how we should act has significant consequences for designers. By designing technologies that will inevitably play a mediating role in the experiences and actions of those who use them, designers are in fact continually engaged in materializing morality. Designing is ‘doing ethics by other means’.

The work done by Eternally Yours testifies to this (Van Hinte, 1997). Products that try to seduce consumers into not throwing them away too soon, embody an environmental ethic. When products are easy to repair or upgrade, or when they age with dignity, their users are less likely to get rid of them prematurely. It is worth noting, moreover, that these products in no way coerce the consumer into treating them with ecological awareness but rather invite them to do so. Hopefully this invalidates still further the great fear of the loss of freedom a moralizing technology would bring. 
Usually this morality built into technology is shaped implicitly, unconsciously. It is therefore important to ask how designers can more explicitly anticipate the future mediating role played by technologies. This would enable them to seek out undesirable forms of mediation in good time on the one hand and build purposefully determined forms of mediation into a product on the other – in line with what was earlier described in this essay (by way of Hans Achterhuis) as 'moralizing technology'.

In practice, anticipating desirable or undesirable forms of mediation is a lot less simple than it at first seems. Indeed, to build particular forms of morality into a product it is necessary to predict what mediating role technology-in-design will play in its use context in the future. And this is no easy matter, as there is no clear relationship between the activities of designers and the eventual mediating role of the products they design.  The mediating role played by a technology is not an intrinsic quality of that technology but is brought about in a complex interaction between the technology and its users. 

Technologies can be used in unforeseen ways, and therefore are able to play an unforeseen mediating role. For example, the introduction of the energy-saving light bulb has actually resulted in a greater energy consumption, as such bulbs are often used in places previously left unlit (such as in the garden or on the façade), thereby cancelling out their economizing effect (Steg 1999; Weegink 1996). Moreover, unintentional and unexpected forms of mediation can arise when technologies do get used in the way their designers intended. A good example is the revolving door which keeps out not only cold air but also wheelchair users. In short, designers play a seminal role in realizing particular forms of mediation, but not the only role. Users with their interpretations and forms of appropriation also have a part to play; and so do technologies, which give rise to unintended and unanticipated forms of mediation.

This fundamental unpredictability of the mediating role of technology does not mean, however, that designers are by definition unequipped to deal with it.  The best way of coping with the unpredictability and complexity of technological mediation is to seek links with the use context drawn from design practice. Design specifications should derive not only from the product's intended function but also from an informed prediction of the product's mediating role and a moral assessment of that role.

A key tool to effect this coupling of design context and use context is the designer's moral imagination – however trivial it may sound.  By trying to imagine the ways technology-in-design could be used and by shaping user operations and interpretations from that perspective, a designer can include the product's mediating role in his moral assessment back during the design phase. Much of the work done in the context of Eternally Yours can be regarded in retrospect as a product of this moral imagination. The experiences gained by Eternally Yours can therefore act as a major source of inspiration for designers who wish to take the moral role of their product in society seriously.

(Part of this paper was also published in Dutch in Algemeen Nederlands Tijdschrift voor Wijsbegeerte, July 2005)
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