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Abstract: Five examples are given of major philosophical discussions in which tech-
nology needs to be taken into account. In the philosophy of science, the notion of 
mechanism has a central role. It has a technological origin, and its interpretation has 
links to technology. In the philosophy of mind, a series of technological analogues 
have had a deep influence on our understanding of human cognition: automata and 
watches, telegraphy and telephony, and most recently computers. The discussion 
on free will largely concerns, in Locke’s words, whether we can “put morality and 
mechanism together.” Notions of computation and automata that have been abstracted 
from the behavior of technological devices are key concepts both in logic and in the 
philosophy of mathematics. Finally, bioethics is largely concerned with the ethical 
issues that new technologies give rise to in healthcare. As these examples show, there 
is no lack of technology-related subject matter in philosophy, but there is a lack of 
sustained attention to it.
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What role should the philosophy of technology have in philosophy at large? Is 
its role to be an applied discipline, transforming insights from more fundamen-
tal philosophical pursuits into conclusions that are relevant for technology?1 Or 
should philosophical reflections on technology be among the central concerns of 
philosophy, on a par with reflections on the soundness of arguments and the nature 
of moral judgments? I will argue for the latter standpoint, starting out from a 
premise on the more general nature of philosophy.

Philosophy Is a Human Enterprise

My point of departure is a seemingly self-evident observation: Philosophy is a 
human enterprise. It is concerned with the human condition: our capacities and 
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limitations, our understanding of the world we live in, our relations to each other, 
our physical constructions, our mental constructions such as natural and formal 
languages. Historically, philosophy has evolved in response to changes in social 
conditions and belief systems. It would be illusory to believe that we can think 
as if we were brains in vats, or philosophize on behalf of all possible, potential 
beings, independently of who we are. (The goal to make philosophy humanly 
universal, rather than specific for humans with certain backgrounds or life experi-
ences, is difficult enough to reach; feminist philosophers have shown how far we 
are from achieving it.)

In other words: Ethics is about human morality, epistemology about human 
knowledge, aesthetics about human appreciation of what we call the arts, decision 
theory about human decision-making, metaphysics about the fundamental nature 
of the world as we experience it, etc. As philosophers we should explicitly address 
that which is typically or essentially human, rather than trying (in vain) to avoid 
or abstract from it. This is not an uncontroversial standpoint—it is for instance 
incompatible with ethical naturalism—but to make a long story short I will take 
it as a starting-point and outline some of its consequences for the philosophy of 
technology.

Man is a tool-making animal (Benjamin Franklin, quoted in Boswell 1824: 
vol. 3, p. 236). This is a feature of human nature that we need to take into account 
in order to understand ourselves and our relations to the world. The impact of our 
tools on ourselves is not a minor issue that can be assigned to a marginal(ized) 
subdiscipline under the name of philosophy of technology.2 It is a major aspect 
of many of the issues that are considered to be central in philosophy. Let me give 
five examples:

Technology in Mainstream Philosophy

In the philosophy of science, our understanding of the mechanisms of nature is 
a major topic. “Mechanism” is, of course, originally a technological term, refer-
ring to the actions of cogwheels, levers, and other parts of machines. Descartes’s 
mechanical philosophy refers to “corpuscles” in the microworld whose properties 
determine what happens in the macroworld (Gaukroger 2002). In Robert Boyle’s 
mechanical philosophy the properties of the corpuscules were assumed to depend 
on their geometrical shape (Anstey 2000), whereas Leibniz developed an account 
of mechanism that relied on forces rather than geometry. Present-day accounts of 
mechanism have little to do with moving machine parts, but that does not neces-
sarily make them less influenced by our experiences of technological objects. Pos-
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sibly—but that remains to be investigated—the acceptance of new mechanisms 
and modes of explanation, such as action at a distance, has been facilitated by our 
technological uses of these mechanisms.

In the philosophy of mind, a series of attempts have been made to understand 
human cognition with the help technological analogues. These attempts were 
pioneered by La Mettrie when he extended Descartes’s machine analogue of the 
human body to the human mind (La Mettrie 1748). In the early twentieth century, 
analogies with telegraphy and telephony had a deep influence. “In my childhood,” 
said John Searle, “we were always assured that the brain was a telephone switch-
board” (Searle 1984: 44). Currently, analogies with computers shape, for better 
or worse, our thinking about our own minds and about our mental abilities and 
activities (Turing 1950, Boden 2006).

In his discussion on free will, John Locke claimed that those who repudiate 
free will are “thereby making men no other than bare machines .  .  . and upon 
that ground, they must necessarily reject all principles of virtue, who cannot put 
morality and mechanism together” (Locke 1836: 29–30). These worries are still 
alive, and mechanism and machine analogues continue to be at the centre of philo-
sophical debates on free will (Landsberg and Evans 1970, Rummens and Cuypers 
2010).

In both logic and the philosophy of mathematics, computation has a central 
role. Since Pascal’s invention of the first calculator in 1642, the use of machines 
for computation has increased dramatically (Kisterman 1998). The machines or 
automata discussed in logic and fundamental mathematics are abstractions based 
on the performance of actual technological devices. The relationship between 
these abstractions and that which they are abstracted from has important implica-
tions for the philosophy of mathematics (Hansson 1985, Fitz 2006).

Most of the major issues in medical and healthcare ethics concern how to 
deal with new technologies in healthcare: When is it ethical to put a patient on a 
ventilator, or to remove the ventilator? Who should be offered a left ventricular 
assist device or a total artificial heart? What side effects from brain implants are 
acceptable? What technological implants or other medico-technological devices 
can justifiably be used for enhancement, i.e., to improve the body beyond a bio-
logically normal state of health? (Hansson 2005) Much of what is now labelled 
“bioethics” might, equally to the point, be presented under the rubric of “techno-
ethics.”
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Time to De-Marginalize

Although technology is referred to in these and other philosophical discussions, 
such references tend to be mutually unconnected and not related to the philosophy 
of technology. There is no lack of technology-related subject matter in philosophy, 
but there is a remarkable lack of sustained attention to it. This has to be rectified in 
order for philosophy to adequately reflect the human condition.

It is high time to de-marginalize the philosophy of technology. Due to the 
remarkable developments in the discipline in the last two decades or so, we now 
have the tools needed to analyze technology-related issues that appear in other 
branches of philosophy.3 It remains to apply and further develop these tools in 
studies of notions such as instrumentation and causal mechanism in the philoso-
phy of science, the mind-machine analogues in the philosophy of mind and the 
free will discussion, the concepts of automata and computation in the philosophy 
of mathematics, the devices whose clinical use is discussed in medical ethics, and 
the many other appearances of technology throughout (historical and contempo-
rary) philosophy.

Notes

1. On the notion of application, see Hansson 2003.
2. On the marginalization of the philosophy of technology among the philo-

sophical subdisciplines, see Michelfelder 2010 and Pitt 2010.
3. See Brey 2010 for a clarifying account of recent developments in the philoso-

phy of technology.
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