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Module 1 
White Paper: The Conception of Technology 

I. Normative Synthesis 

Theoretical Conclusions 
The first and most decisive theoretical contribution of the seminar lies in its reframing of the question of 
technology itself.  Rather than beginning with particular technologies, social harms, or policy debates, Module 
1 insists on a more fundamental inquiry: what kind of thing technology is, and therefore what kind of problem—or 
difficulty—it presents for human life.  This reframing is not merely terminological but rather reorders the entire 
field of inquiry and determines the conditions for sufficient response. 

The dominant contemporary discourse oscillates between two inadequate poles.  On one side lies instrumental 
optimism: technology is treated as a neutral set of tools whose moral valence depends entirely on user intent and 
consistent outcome.  On the other lies a quasi-deterministic pessimism: technology is treated as an autonomous 
force that inevitably reshapes society according to its own logic, leaving human agency largely and increasingly 
illusory as technological development continues.  The seminar’s opening move is to reject both positions as 
insufficiently grounded in deep anthropological understanding.  Each, that is, presupposes a distorted 
understanding of the relation between human beings and the instruments of their own making. 

That is, the instrumental account fails because it abstracts technology from the human faculties that produce and 
employ it.  Tools are never merely external means; they are expressions of human faculties—especially 
intelligence and will—and once deployed, they feed back into those powers.  Even physically-oriented tools tend 
to reshape our thinking.  A hammer, for instance, does not merely drive nails or extend the physical capacities 
of the hand, but changes how we perceive and judge forces and materials.  At more complex levels, technological 
systems reshape not only the perception of particular actions but so too our expectations, capacities for attention, 
and theoretical judgments.  To treat technology as neutral is therefore to ignore its inevitable effects on our 
minds. 

Yet the deterministic account similarly fails to explain our relationship to technology.  By treating technology as 
an autonomous system that develops according to its own internal logic, it evacuates human responsibility 
precisely where it is most keenly felt.  Worse, it tacitly accepts the same technological self-understanding it seeks 
to criticize: namely that efficiency and the demands of systemic necessity are the final explanatory categories.  
Human beings appear either as victims or as mere cogs in a machine beyond their control. 

Against both views, the seminar advances a third position: technology must be understood as a difficulty intrinsic 
to human productive activity itself.  This concept, introduced and elaborated in Module 1, provides the 
conceptual key for everything that follows. 
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A difficulty is not a defect, malfunction, nor an accidental byproduct but rather a structural tension that arises 
from the very nature of a being and its intrinsic practical actions.  Language, for instance—despite its intrinsic 
purpose of sharing meaningful signs with other human beings—inevitably introduces misunderstanding and 
miscommunication; politics introduces conflict and the potential for faction, for the disruption and even 
destruction of the social life it is intended to protect and advance; education introduces the risk of indoctrination 
and hubris, of “learning” becoming an impediment to understanding; and the embodiment of any idea in a text 
or culturally-significative artifact subjects it to vulnerability—to the hatred and violence of others who hate that 
idea.  These are not reasons to abandon language, politics, education, or creative processes of making or practice 
of ritual.  Such are simply the conditions under which those goods must be lived, and therefore demand a 
prudential approach. 

Technology belongs to this same class.  The capacity to make, to extend oneself through artifacts, and to mediate 
the world through technique is not an optional addition to human life.  It is an expression of our rational nature 
itself—our thriving demands certain technological interventions in order that we not only adapt to our 
environments but that we fully exercise our natural capacities.  The problems of technology, therefore, cannot 
be solved by simply removing technology—any more than the problem of language can be solved by ceasing to 
speak.  We cannot regress to some Luddite position of technological elimination but, inasmuch as we remain 
human, seek technology’s integration into our human mode of life. 

This reframing allows the seminar to explain a phenomenon that otherwise remains puzzling: the self-reinforcing 
character of technological solutions.  Again and again, attempts to solve technological harms through further 
technical means intensify the underlying difficulty.  The pursuit of efficiency often generates new inefficiencies; 
increased control opens new vulnerabilities; and bettered means for connectivity affects new forms of isolation. 
These are not failures of execution but symptoms of a deeper disorder. 

At the heart of this disordering lies a failure to distinguish means from measures.  Technologies excel at extending 
means—speed, reach, power, precision, and the like—but they do not supply the measure by which those 
extensions can be adequately judged.  When technological capacity is mistaken for human good, extension 
becomes an end in itself, and the measured is mistaken for the measure itself.  The result is not necessarily 
catastrophe but rather a widespread disproportioning: certain human capacities are amplified far beyond their 
proper place within the whole of life, and thus others are diminished, and the human being becomes radically 
unbalanced. 

Module 1’s theoretical contribution is thus inseparable from pursuing a renewed and deepened philosophical 
anthropology.  Human beings cannot be understood as merely problem-solving agents oriented toward 
maximizing control over their environment.  They are beings whose flourishing depends upon the ordered 
integration of multiple powers: sensory, affective, intellectual, volitional, and social.  Technology intervenes in 
this integration by selectively amplifying particular powers—often those most easily formalized or automated—
while neglecting others that resist technical mediation. 

This intervention of our instrumental systems helps explain why technological harm so often appears indirectly.  
Rarely does a technology, especially one widely accepted, produce an immediately obvious evil.  Much more 
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often, it reshapes the background conditions of life in ways that gradually erode our capacities for thoughtful 
judgment, patient endurance, the development of memory, or the taking of responsibility.  By the time explicit 
harms become apparent, the habits that sustain them are already entrenched and the cure appears more painful 
than the poison. 

The seminar’s insistence on difficulty rather than problem helps us to escape from this paradoxical situation.  
Problems invite solutions that can be applied universally and mechanically.  Contrariwise, difficulties require the 
exercise of prudence: attentive discernment of circumstances, limits, and trade-offs.  There can be no algorithm 
for integrating technology into the well-lived life, because the difficulty lies precisely in the need to order 
technological means to goods that exceed technical specification. 

This insight has immediate implications for public discourse about technology.  If we can recognize that purely 
technical, regulatory, or managerial approaches to technology consistently disappoint, this drives us to seek an 
explanation; and it appears as evident folly to seek that explanation from within a technical, regulatory, and 
managerial approach.  Such approaches presuppose that technological harms can be isolated, quantified, and 
neutralized without reexamining the broader form of life within which technologies operate.  Module 1 shows 
why this expectation is misplaced: the technological difficulty is not limited to this or that particular technological 
system, instrument, or set thereof, but to a disproportionate relationship between our understanding of 
technology as such, the habits of using it, and the human nature it ought to extend. 

Finally, the theoretical contribution of Module 1 rejects both utopian (or accelerationist) and dystopian narratives.  
If technology were merely a tool, salvation might lie in improved designs and implementations.  If it were an 
autonomous force, despair or revolt might be justified.  But if technology is an essentially human difficulty, 
neither approach is appropriate.  Instead we require sustained work to rebuild a culture within which technology 
can be properly integrated: requiring education and habituation of the human person, subsequent institutional 
reform to encourage such improvement, and the recovery of non-technical goods that can serve as measures for 
technical power. 

In this manner, Module 1 does not merely introduce the seminar as a set of considerations but establishes their 
governing principle.  Technology is not something that admits of a solution, of being completely mastered, or 
which can be rightfully escaped.  It is something to be lived with and to be lived with well.  Everything that 
follows—analyses of psyche, environment, biology, culture, governance, communication, artificial intelligence, 
and the whole person—unfolds as an elaboration of this principal insight. 

Practical Actions Indicated 
1. Conceptual clarification as a precondition of action 
Before attempting reform—technical, legal, or cultural—it is necessary to clarify what is meant by “technology” 
in a given context.  Conflating tools, systems, and ways of thinking leads to misplaced solutions.  Reactionary 
tendencies may solve problems in the short term but often establish the groundwork for yet further problems to 
emerge, inasmuch as the fundamental difficulties are not recognized or addressed.  Recognizing that technology 
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is both extension and modulation—a claim to be defended at length in the following module—is an essential 
conceptual clarification. 

2. Suspicion of purely technical fixes 
Responses to technological harms that rely exclusively on further technological intervention should be treated 
with caution.  Such responses often intensify the underlying difficulty by deepening dependence on technical 
mediation.  We must reform through strengthening our humanity rather than our extrinsic means of action.  
Any proposed solution to a technological problem which does not root itself in an understanding of the human 
being should be viewed with a suspicious eye. 

3. Recovery of non-technical goods 
Institutions and individuals must deliberately preserve goods that resist the trend of technical optimization: 
contemplation, embodied skill, memory, and interpersonal presence.  From a technocratic perspective, these all 
seem like inefficiencies; but this is to measure properly human actions from a technological presupposition.  We 
should instead recognize that the good of human living is at most only in a very small part correctly measured in 
terms of efficiency. 

4. Communicating the intelligible nature of technology 
Subsequent to conceptual clarification, developing a habit of clarity about what admits of a technical fix and 
what does not, and the restoration of good to a paradigm that extends beyond the technologically-delimited 
domain of experience, we must take steps to begin re-shaping our everyday communication about the nature of 
the technological.  This requires a careful habitual recasting of our own language: admitting where we have 
slipped into technologized thinking through our patterns of expression and adopting alternative and more 
accurate expressions. 

II. Descriptive Analysis 

Central Question 
What is technology, and why does our prevailing conception of it fail to account for its most significant and 
profound effects on human life? 

Principal Bibliography 
Readings: 

• Heidegger 1953: The Question Concerning Technology. 
• Ellul 1954: “Situating the Technical Phenomenon” in The Technological Society. 

Recommended Reading: 

• Floridi et al. 2015: The Onlife Manifesto: Being Human in a Hyperconnected Era. 
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Major Findings 
1. Tacit assumptions about technology confuse the conversation 
The first module of the seminar establishes the foundational claim that contemporary discourse about technology 
is distorted by a tacit assumption: namely, that technology is best understood as a set of tools deployed to solve 
problems.  This assumption appears both in popular culture and in sophisticated academic and policy discussions.  
Its persistence explains why debates about technology so often cycle between enthusiasm for innovation and 
alarm over unintended consequences, without achieving lasting clarity. 

2. Myopic consideration of problems obscures the fundamental difficulties 
A key distinction introduced in this week is between problems and difficulties.  Problems admit of solutions; 
difficulties do not. This does not mean difficulties cannot be addressed, only that they cannot be solved, that is, 
fixed once and forever.  The seminar argues that most technological harms are treated as problems when they 
are in fact difficulties—which is to say, structural tensions intrinsic to technological mediation itself.  Pollution, 
for instance, can be reduced and we may introduce solutions to its excess.  But the struggle to always and 
everywhere operate with efficiency cannot be made harmless.  Surveillance can be regulated, mitigated, and even 
prevented.  But the tabulation of information and predictive analyses of the patterns it reveals cannot be made 
neutral.  Yet we cannot dispense with all considerations of efficiency nor can we fail to record and use information. 

3. The term “technology” suffers from unintentional equivocation 
The module also aims at clarifying the ambiguity of the term “technology” itself.  In English usage, it oscillates 
between referring to: physical devices, methods or techniques, systems of organization, and a general condition 
of modern life.  This ambiguity allows discussions to shift unnoticed between levels of analysis, generating 
confusion and false disagreements. 

Giving a more precise meaning—without ignoring the meaningful application of the term to these diverse 
objects—seems an essential step forward to repairing our relationship with technology. 

Key Explanatory Claims 

1. The instrumental view is accurate—but only superficial. 
Understanding technology as a means to human ends is descriptively accurate but philosophically thin.  
It explains how tools function but not how they reshape users.  As such, it obscures technology’s 
formative power and therefore its true nature.  This is seen in the unexplained sociocultural effects had 
by the introduction and adoption of new technologies. 

2. Progress narratives presuppose an unexamined anthropology 
The widespread belief that technological progress is coextensive with human progress rests on an 
implicit anthropology: namely, that human beings are essentially problem-solving or making-oriented 
agents (homo faber) whose flourishing consists in increased control over their environment.  This 
anthropology is neither self-evident nor historically universal, and has been consistently challenged 
since revelation of the damages belonging to the industrial revolution, at the very least. 
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3. Technological power has expanded faster than judgment 
We observe a recurring pattern: technical capacity grows rapidly, while the cultural and moral 
resources needed to govern its use develop slowly, if at all.  The longer this asymmetry persists, the 
more it generates a progressive instability.  Behind this expansion and its consequences we can identify 
the weak understanding of human nature. 

4. Disproportion is the core danger 
Disproportion—not direct harm or intentional misuse—stands as the fundamental difficulty of 
technology.  Technologies tend to amplify specific capacities without regard for their integration into 
the whole of human life.  Our common unawareness of these amplifications—and their corresponding 
marginalizations—results in a gradual distraction from the proportionate pursuit of the good of 
human life.  Through these disproportions we become conformed to the structures of technologies 
themselves, rather than the other way around. 
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