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ABSTRACT

Theauthorsarguethattheimpactoftechnologicalartifactsonwell-beingisinconsistentlyassessed
since evaluation criteria are conditioned by the definition of technology, the moral perspective
taken,andtheheterogeneityofinterestsatstake.Ananalyticalframeworkisproposedtostructure
thisevaluationprocess.ItisbasedonthecapabilityapproachandusesNussbaum’slistofcentral
capabilities and the five moral principles put forward by Peterson for the ethical evaluation of
technology.Anillustrationoftheframeworkappliedtoautomobilityisprovided.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN

TheCapabilityApproach(CA)definesmultidimensionalwell-beingmakinguseoftheconceptsof
functioningsandcapabilities(Sen2008).Functioningsarethesetofbeingsanddoingsthataperson
achieves,e.g.beingeducated,well-nourished,orparticipatinginpoliticalaffairs.Capabilitiesreferto
thefreedomofthepersonforchoosingtobeortodo.TheCAalsoinsistsonthenotionofagencythat
emphasizeshowindividualsshouldbeabletodefinethemselvesthegoalsandvalues,whichmight
notbeself-interested,theywishtopursue.Well-beingisthendefinedasthefreedomofindividuals
toachievevaluedthings.TheCAestablishesaframeworktoidentifyelementscontributingtowell-
beingandadvocatesfortheexpansionoffreedoms(capabilities).However,technologicalartifacts
canhaveheterogeneouseffectsonhumanwell-being.TheCAdoesnotprovideconceptualtoolsto
evaluatethesepotentialcapabilitytrade-offssinceitisprimarilyconcernedwithenlargingpeople’s
freedoms, eachof thembeing intrinsicallyvaluable and equally important.This lackof tools is
reflectedintheparadoxicalsituationthatseestheCAwidelyacclaimedasaconceptualapproach
totechnologicalissues(seeforinstanceJohnstone2007andTshivhaseetal.2016)and,atthesame
time,rarelyusedbyscholarsintheassessmentofspecificcasestudies(forexample,Grunfeld2011
orKivunikeetal.2014).Thisismainlyduetotheconsiderabledifficultyofempiricallymeasuring



International Journal of Technoethics
Volume 12 • Issue 1 • January-June 2021

33

capabilities,whichusuallytendtobeelicitedthroughproxymeasures(Cookson2005).Toassess
trade-offsbetweencapabilitysets,Sugdenhasforinstanceshownthat“wheneverpotentialpreferences
generateconflictingrankingsofopportunitysets,thosesetsaretreatedasnon-comparableinterms
oftherangeofopportunity(oreffectivefreedom)thattheyoffer”(1998:330).Senhimselfagrees
on this when he states that “undecidability” cannot be completely eliminated when “dissonant
valuations”exist(2001:48).

ThispaperissetouttocomplementtheCAbyintegratingmoralprinciplesintheevaluationofthe
impactoftechnologyonwell-being.Inwhatfollows,thisframeworkisreferredtoastheCapability
ApproachtoTechnology(CAT).Inchoosingtodoso,theauthorsalignwiththecapabilitarianismview
oftheCAoutlinedbyRobeyns(2016).TheCATaccentuatesthenecessityofdeliberativeprocesses
bytakingthedeliberationtotheethicaldomain,thusprovidinganexplicitgroundforstakeholdersto
confrontthepluralityoftheirobjectives.Thedesignoftechnologicalartifactsoughttobetheresult
ofsocialdeliberationasitaffectsindividualfreedomifonerecognizesindividualfreedomasasocial
productthatisdesirable(Sen1999:31).Thedeliberationincreasestransparencyastechnological
designchoicesandthemoralvaluationoftheiroutcomesaresubjecttopublicscrutiny.Transparency
ismeanthereastheachievementofpublicanddemocraticdiscussiononissueslargelyconfiscated
byscientific,political,andeconomicelites(Habermas1970).Thisconfiscationofdiscussion,aform
of“indirectagency”,ischallengedbytheCA.AlthoughtherelationbetweentheCAandcollective
decision-makingprocessesisnotstraightforwardgiventheclaimedindividualisticfocusofcapabilities
(Robeyns2003),whatreallymattersisthe“directagency”ofindividuals,notablythefactthatthey
decideforthemselves,basetheirdecisionsonreasonsandperformactionsaccordingly(Crocker2008:
157),aprocessmoreadequatelyattainedbyapublicdeliberation.TheapplicationoftheCATis
meanttostructurethecollectivedeliberationprocess,butcertainlydoesnotassureafinalagreement.

TheCATprioritizespragmatismbydepartingfrompurelyuniversalistseekingdesigns:ituses
Nussbaum’s listof10capabilities (Nussbaum2000)andPeterson’s5moralprinciples (Peterson
2017). The list is presented in the Appendix and the moral principles are discussed in the next
section.Nussbaum’slistseeksuniversalitybyfollowingthe“principleofeachperson’scapability:
thecapabilitiessoughtaresoughtforeachandeveryperson,not,inthefirstinstance,forgroups
orfamiliesorstatesorothercorporatebodies”(Nussbaum2000:74).Thelistismeanttofacilitate
discussionsinceitisconstructedonan“overlappingconsensus”,notrequiringtoshareacommon
worldview,buttheintegrationofdifferentactors’perspectivesonwhatconstitutesadignifiedhuman
life1(ibid:76).Furthermore,adefinedsetofcapabilitiescanbeinstrumentalforbringingawareness,
focus,andintentionindeliberativeprocessesstartingat theconceptionof technologicalartifacts
(Oosterlaken2015).ThechoiceofusingthefivemoralprinciplesstudiedinPeterson(2017)isfounded
onhisefforttobringabiggerpicturetotheethicsoftechnology.Hefollowstheviewthatethicsof
technologyshouldprovidethe“morallyrightcoursesofactionwhenwedevelop,use,ormodify
technologicalartifacts’’(Peterson2017:3).Recognizingthattheethicalissuesvarydependingon
thetechnologyassessed,heproposesamethodfortheuseofmoralprinciples.Thisframeworkdoes
notusehismethodbutretainsitsappliedethicsview:moralprinciplesaredomain-specific(ibid:6).
Thus,itshareshis“principlism”approach,wherethenumberofprinciplestoapplyisnotpredefined.

Technologydevelopmentisoftenpresentedasenablinghumansocietiestobetterandfasterfulfill
theirneeds.Ithashadmultiplepositiveeffectsonhumandevelopment,forinstanceinchallenges
relatedtomortalityandundernutrition(UNDP2001).However,thispaperarguesthattheuseof
technologicalartifactstacitlyimposesfreedomtrade-offsleadingtoundeterminedcumulatedeffects
forwell-being.Indeed,technologyartifactssuchascareandindustrialrobotsorsmartphonesmayhave
negativeeffectsoncapabilitiesandfunctioningsbydisruptinginteractionsbetweenindividualsand
theirenvironment.Therelativeimpactofnewtechnologiesonpeople’slivesnotablydependsontwo
distinctelements.First,itbuildsuponthedefinitionoftechnologyandmoralperspectiveapplicable
toit.FortheCAT,technologicalartifacts“arefarfromneutralinstruments”,sincedifferentsocial
groupsmayattachdifferentmeaningsandobjectivestotheiruse(Oosterlaken2009:95).Second,the
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