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Lesson 3_Do Artifacts Have 
Politics?

Computer Ethics and Ethics of Computer 
Science : Do Artifacts Have Politics?

Artifact = physical object created by the human, doesn't exists in nature as itself
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Can you notice some common features among the 3 pictures? 

Find similarities or common features among the 3 pictures. 

Focus on the bridges: the overpasses are not very high. The structure of the bridges 
is similar, arc shape. These bridges are similar in the structure, but these bridges 
are very low. 

Only cars can pass under the bridges. This is important because these bridges were 
designed by a famous urban planner: Robert Moses. 

He designed these overpasses with the intention to admit only cars to pass 
under them. He wanted that only people that could have the possibility to have a car 
to pass below them.  In those ages people that could afford a car where just white 
people and not afro american. 
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He designed these overpasses with the intention to admit only cars to pass under 
them. 

This is the first example of the paper mentioned in the first slide (Do artifacts have 
politics?) 

In the paper the author mentions this examples and other referring to this theme. 
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What we discuss today: Artifacts can be politically and morally charged. In this 
paper by Winner there are several examples in which this design is done by intention 
or less intentionally, but still politically charged. 



Lesson 3_Do Artifacts Have Politics? 5

The example of bridges is a great example of how artifacts can be politically 
charged. 

Moralization of technology is not the idea that technology can have a moral 
reasoning, but is the idea to design the technologies having in mind some values 
and trying to embed these values in the technology. 

We will focus on the design of technology and later on AI technologies which are 
experimental technologies. 
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Morality in not only a human affair but is a matter of things. 

We are going to consider how morality is an interplay between humans and artifacts 
and the way in which artifacts are designed play an important role. 
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Latour proposed this example. 

Speed bumps are very simple artifacts full of morality because the morality of the 
personal speed of one can be delegated to a speed bump. Speed bump 
incorporates the advise "slow down before reaching me". 

In these artifacts you can drive faster than a value but you can meet some difficulties 
with your car if you are driving too fast. 
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The cases of glasses is a case in which we can immediately recognize mediation of 
the perception because without glasses some people cannot see something, but in 
general this mediation is both on the level of perception and the level of action. 

Technologies are not just neutral intermediaries between us and our 
environment, but they are something more. 
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Another example to underline how artifacts play a role both in the level of mediation 
and in the level of perception. 

Ostetrical  ultrasound do technological mediation that impacts the relationship 
between the parents and the phoetus. 

If we do not have an obstetric ultrasound we cannot observe any unborn child, but 
there is more related to technological mediation. 
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With the use fo the obstetric ultrasound, pregnancy become more a process of 
choices, rather than a medical process. 

It affects the perception and the actions. 

If we connect this technology to our moral tradition we can understand that the role 
of the ultrasound is ambivalent. 

Obstetric ultrasound is an example of technological mediation and is an 
example of how its use can impact both at the level of perception and at the 
level of actions. 
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Moralization of technology = (first point of the slide) 

In most of the cases the moralization of environment is not against the moralization 
of people, they can go together. 

Metro barriers are another example of moralization of technology. 

Use speed bumps: moralize material environment which is around us. 
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Passive responsibility: reconstruct back to understand the causes of an 
undesirable event and so on. 

Why is important to discuss the paradigm shift in technology: when something 
undesirable occurs in IT it's sometimes very difficult  to completely stop a technology 
and adopt a backward looking approach in the evaluation of the responsibility. 

This is the reason why in Computer Science and IT we talk about 'active 
responsibility'. 
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Active responsibility: responsibility is taken into account from the very beginning of 
the design of an artifact.  Artifacts has to be designed not only to prevent negative 
effects but also to try to realize some positive effects. In this approach moral 
consideration are already used in the design of technologies. 

Let's focus on the idea of active responsibility and idea of realize also some 
positive effect (not only prevent eventually negative effects). 

There are many criticalities in the design of an artifact and we need to take care of 
this. 

AI is what can be called as an experimental technology. 
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We have to recognize that here high degree of uncertainty is related not only to 
the technologies themselves, but this uncertainty has to do also with the way 
in which technologies interact in the society in which they are inserted. (in 
complex environments such that environments in which there are humans and 
in which all possible outcomes of the use of a technology are not easily 
predictable). 

Relationship between technology and humans is not always very easy to predict. 

When we talk about experimental technology we have to talk about uncertainty. 

But there is something more which is the invisibility factor. 
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This paper was written inna period in which technologies were very different from 
what they are today. 

We can distinguish 3 types of invisibility factors.

The following definition are done according to Moore. 
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Most of the operations of the computers especially in the case of AI are invisibles. 

Let's redefine the moralization of technology having in mind the invisibility factor and 
the active responsibility principle. 
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Ofc we live in a very technological world, even our lesson today is co-shaped by 
technologies! 

We want to go in the direction to stress how human being and technological artifacts 
present critical issues. 
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Lets' see 2 examples of 2 technologies. 

These technologies already exists. 

Experiment: We do not have to focus on the types of these technologies 
implementation. We have to imagine the conceptual framework of these 
technologies. 
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Alcohol lock for cars is clearly an example of moralizing technologies. 

We know that accidents caused by people drunk are very common, there are a lot of 
victims, and still many people drive even when they have drunken too much. 

Moralization of technology here is that we can have this lock and it's very easy. 
Let's suppose the best scenario in which this technology works well, let's suppose 
that we do not have privacy problems with data collected by the system and suppose 
that a car with this system is not more expensive than another without the system. 
Would you buy this car? 

Most of us wouldn't. 
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This is moralization of technology because it's a device that tells us: don't waste 
water, but is smart  in the sense that we ca avoid wasting water just by designing a 
showerhead that after 2 minutes stops the water. 

We do not feel any difference in the shower experiment. 

Difference between the 2 artifacts? The lock for cars and the showerhead? 

1) Lock for cars: avoid a near damage

2) Showerhead: avoid long-term collateral damage

The showerhead is an aid in something i might not be able to do well enough by 
myself, while the car removes the threat of a drunk driver but can create potential 
problems

Important point: limits imposed by the car 

Focus on the differences: who does decide in the first case the limitation and 
who does decide in the second case? Which is the organ/group of people that 
decide this limitation in the first case and in the second case? What's the 
difference? 
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In the first case there is already a law that exists, why in the second case there 
is no norm? This is an important difference

The first case is the implementation of a law, while in the second case there is 
no a law and the way in the technology is designed is a choice of a company or 
of a group of people 

These negative reactions are mostly related to the fears that human have. We have 
the fear in put together human autonomy and dignity. This is something that there 
is in how western society related to the idea that when we lack autonomy, then there 
is consequence of our notion of dignity. 

Also this is connected to the fact that not humans are in control, but technologies are 
in control. 
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We live in a society governed my laws and laws in general limit the freedom of 
humans. These laws limit us but are something that we accept since are the way in 
which we can live together. 

But how technologies differ from laws in limiting human freedom?

law are the result of a democratic process

technologies in most of the case are not the result of a democratic process. 
Technologies are in most of the cases the result of a decision taken by a small 
group of people that decide some values. These Values are decided by a quite 
'small' group of people and these values are inserted in the technologies without 
transparency (invisibility factor).

There are many problems when we discuss the moralization of technologies and 
many of these problems are still open. 

We should make these choices under moralizing technologies more clear and 
transparent. 

The way in which technologies limit our freedom is very different from the way in 
which laws limit our freedom. 



Lesson 3_Do Artifacts Have Politics? 23

with the laws we can always decide to not obey to the laws and free to take the 
responsibility to be free

this is not the case with technologies 

The example of bulbs is an example of the fact that to design mediation you need to 
anticipate the behaviour of the technology and this si particularly difficult in AI which 
are experime

ntal applications wrt to these possibilities.



Lesson 3_Do Artifacts Have Politics? 24



Lesson 3_Do Artifacts Have Politics? 25


