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familiar case. Picture two men travelip

dimensions of the highway,

rea]m. is spatially structured by his intended destination, by
E per?phery. of more-or-less irrelevant objects (scenes for
occasional side glances), and by more important objects of
various kinds—moving and parked cars, bicycles, pedes-
trians, street signs, etc., that stand in his way. Since the
first rule of good driving is to avoid hitting things, the
immediate environment of the motorist becomes a field
of obstacles.

Imagine a situation in which the two persons
are next-door neighbors. The man in the automobile
observes his friend strolling along the street and wishes
to say hello. He slows down, honks his horn, rolls down
the window, sticks out his head, and shouts across the
street. More likely than not the pedestrian will be startled
or annoyed by the sound of the horn. He l.ooks around to
see what’s the matter and tries to recognize who can be
yelling at him across the way. “Can you come to dinner
Saturday night?” the driver calls out over the str((aiet nto;sg.
“What?” the pedestrian replies, straining to un }TI‘S 13(». .
At that moment another car to the rear begins honking
to break up the temporary traffic jam. Unable to say any
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Laws forbid lenders
from discriminating
on the basis of race,
gender, and sexual-
ity. Yet lenders can
refuse to give a loan
to people if their
Facebook friends have
bad payment histo-
ries, if their work
histories on LinkedIn
don’t match their bios
on Facebook, or if a
computer algorithm
judges them to be
socially undesirable.

Such regulatory gaps
exist because laws
haven't kept up with
technology. And the
gaps are getting
wider.

Technology now
touches practically
everyone, everywhere.
Changes of a magni-
tude that once took
centuries now happen
in decades, some-
times in years. Not
long ago, Facebook
was a dorm-room
dating site, mobile
phones were for the
ultrarich, drones were
multimillion-dollar
war machines, and
supercomputers were
for secret government
research. Today, hob-
byists build drones,
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and poor villagers in
India access Facebook
accounts on smart-
phones more powerful
than the Cray 2 super-
computer, which in
1985 cost $17.5 mil-
lion and weighed
2,500 kilograms.

We haven’t come

to grips with what

is ethical in rela-
tion to technologies
such as social media,
let alone with what
the laws should be.
Consider the ques-
tion of privacy. There
is a public outcry
today about surveil-
lance by the National
Security Agency, but
the breadth of that
surveillance pales

in comparison with
the data that Google,
Apple, Facebook,

and legions of app
developers are collect-
ing. Our smartphones
track our movements
and habits. Our Web
searches reveal our
thoughts. Where do
we draw the line on
what is legal—and
ethical?

The Genetic
Information
Nondiscrimination
Act of 2008 prohibits
the use of genetic
information in

health insurance and
employment. But it
provides no protection
from discrimination
in long-term-care,
disability, and life
insurance. There

are no laws to stop
companies from using
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drives a car, the simple act of walking can be cause for
alarm. The U.S. Supreme Court decided one case invo]y.
ing a young man who enjoyed taki.ng long walks late 2
night through the streets of San Diego and was repeat-
edly arrested by police as a suspicious character, The
Court decided in favor of the pedestrian, noting that he
had not been engaged in burglary or any other illegal act,
Merely traveling by foot is not yet a crime.

Knowing how automobiles are made, how they
operate, and how they are used and knowing aboyt
traffic laws and urban transportation policies does little
to help us understand how automobiles affect the tex-
ture of modern life. In such cases a strictly instrumen-
tal/functional understanding fails us badly. What is
needed is an interpretation of the ways, both obvious
and subtle, in which everyday life is transformed by
the mediating role of technical devices. In hindsight
the situation is clear to everyone. Individual habits,
perceptions, concepts of self, ideas of space and time,
social relationships, and moral and political boundaries
have all been powerfully restructured in the course of
modern technological development. What is fascinat-
ing about this process is that societies involved in it
have quickly altered some of the fundamental terms of
human life without appearing to do so. Vast transforma-
tions in the structure of our common world have been
undertaken with little attention to what those alterations
mean. Judgments about technology have been made
on narrow grounds, paying attention to such mat-
ters as whether a new device serves a particular need,
performs more efficiently than its predecessor, makes
a profit, or provides a convenient service. Only later
does the broader significance of the choice become
clear, typically as a series of surprising “side effects” or
“secondary consequences.” But it seems characteristic of
our culture’s involvement with technology that we are
seldom inclined to examine, discuss, or judge pending
innovations with broad, keen awareness of what those
changes mean. In the technical realm we repeatedly
enter into a series of social contracts, the terms of which
are revealed only after the signing.

It may seem that the view I am suggesting is that
of technological determinism: the idea that technologi-
cal innovation is the basic cause of changes in society
and that human beings have little choice other than to
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1. Interrogating Assumptions. As Winner sees it, what
common attitudes get in the way of attempts to under-
stand the impact of technologies on everyday life? How
does Winner address the assumption that technologies are
neutral (see this chapter’s introduction, p. 418)?

2. According to Winner, why is it a problem that people are
sleepwalking as “the conditions of human existence”
are increasingly transformed by technologies?

3. What distinguishes “technological determinism” from
“technological somnambulism”? Both. try to explain -
how technologies redefine hurr|1an. acltgniy ﬂié);h;v;;r.

theory of technological deter n may
/:;izupi}:)g;: unctoortable, it is not diffi.cult to Iienttlfy
examples—as Winner and other authors in thrl‘s chapter
do—that support the view that't(??hn‘ologles batveond
redefined a range of human activities In wayfs7 ey
our control. What examples can you think of?
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genomic data in the
same way that lend-
ing companies and
employers use social-
media data. We will
have similar debates
about self-driving
cars, drones, and
robots.

As a society, we need
to be mindful that
powerful innovation
now occurs too
quickly for existing
ethical frameworks
and laws. This

means questioning,
rethinking, and
reframing those
values, as a culture,
at an accelerated
speed. And it means
creating a legal
system that can keep
pace with a new era of
techno-socioeconomic
transformation.

—From MIT Technology
Review, technologyreview
.com, 2014.







