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Andrew Feenberg and the proposal to democratize
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Since the role that science and technology play in human life is something that concerns
less the scientist (qua scientist) and more the ordinary citizen as the main affected, we could
deduce: it is then a question of democratizing not only access and use modern technologies
as well as the research they involve, risks contained in their uses, environmental, political and
economic impacts, etc. Added to this is the fact that technology represents power and that this
technological power already surpasses political power in some parts of the world. Supporters
of the idea of   democratizing technology like Andrew Feenberg, Don Ihde, and Peter-Paul
Verbeek have been looking for ways to apply democratic standards to the technological design
process.

Here we will dwell, even if briefly, on Feenberg’s ideas. I mean that we can’t overview
Feenberg’s arguments deeply in a short essay, so we excuse for being too generalistic and sim-
plistic. This essay must be taken just as an alternative reading to the problem of democratizing
technology. To do so, I consider Evgeny Morozov’s criticism that points how we easily fail in
our aims to uncover the social principles that influence the technological design of products
and vice versa. This occurs mainly because our social-economic order is always updating its
way of coopting agents, principles, and our own rationality. Being very difficult to overcome
its violent logic.

Feenberg’s starting point is the refusal of polarized views about technology that describe
it or as neutral, that is, a functionalist view in which the technique always serves the purposes
intended by the agents, or as endowed with a defined essence, in this perspective, we can find
those who defend the technique as a beneficial practice for human beings and those who take
it as necessarily harmful. Despite rejecting these perspectives, Feenberg agrees with what
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they have in common: the recognition of the supremacy of technology in the world since the
20th century.

Democracy, according to Feenberg, can and must be understood as public participation in
matters beyond the social and political spheres. Technology as a mediator of the most diverse
human activities, from education to medicine and entertainment, has the potential to transform
these activities as long as it achieves democratization within its development. The existence
of hegemony of technology in our society results from the coercion of diverse forces, such as
cultural norms of economic order, political ideologies, influences of religions, and other moral
traditions. For Feenberg, all these forces act in technological design in such a way that they
imbue him with a “technological rationality” that fulfills the role of preserving a specific social
order. For example, an assembly line in a social organization based on cooperativity, workers’
autonomy and production based on needs would influence a more organic and healthy way of
managing production so that there is no capitalist logic to dictate the design of the company
factory, the processes involved and the products in question.

The realization of the democratization of technology, as understood by Feenberg, would
occur with a gradual debate among its developers based on the test-hit-error logic; that is, it is
a process that would involve the continuous participation of agents in adapting the “Technical
code” to changing demands and social values. Feenberg recognizes the urgency of looking
for political solutions to avoid an environmental catastrophe that is increasingly close to our
horizon. Still, he does not get to address the hypothetical situation in which there is not
enough space and time to make changes in what engenders an imminent catastrophe. Another
blind spot for Feenberg, from Jonas’ perspective, would be the fact that not only the failures
and destructive uses of technological devices lead to the need to develop safer means and to
discard destructive devices that threaten our security. Hans Jonas, a German philosopher who
works with the concept of responsibility in his ethics for technological civilization, points
out that the danger does not endure as much in the failure or in the harmful results of the
experiments and technological devices, but rather the very success of the scientific endeavor
can bring about changes in the way we came and how we relate in order to cause extremely
harmful impacts to us and the environment. Ambivalence, therefore, would be present in the
same way in these democratic changes.

The proposal to democratize technology, as thought by Andrew Feenberg, at first seems
not only fair but also has a particular impact on the development of that technology. That is, it
would work as a two-way street in which democratization would assist the social, economic,
and scientific development of those who would have access to these technological resources
and, in turn, the inclusion of these subjects would represent a more significant number of
people involved in the scientific and technical development. One element would boost the
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other in a continuous movement with bilateral gains, which even reminds us of the modern
Perpetuum Mobile project. What we can ask, from Morozov’s perspective, is if that is not a
solutionist path?

Democratizing scientific research and the design of technological devices, however, is
still a solution that ends in the world of homo faber. The solution advocated today results
from the poignant character of progress attributed to technologies and places us as an outlet
for our economic, social, political, environmental problems, or whatever else is possible, the
construction of more technology. This progress seems to be very attached to the capitalist
principle of look for more control on the production line in order to obtain more profit. And
that should sound “too liberal” to a critical view. In this sense, we can understand it as a
proposed solution based on the very scope that should be questioned. “Do not wait for help
from the government, make your own application!” summarizes Evgeny Morozov, the current
solving rationality. It is an individualistic and yet technocratic path, a previous co-option of
the space for discussion and the potential action of the subjects.

The design of the objects that surround us, remembers Feenberg, directly reflects the her-
itage of the technical choices that were made during the history of their transformations. In
this way, not only can we conceive of a “historicity of technology”, but it is possible to seek
in that historicity the specific interests and their ideas of “good life” that directed the designs
of objects to take a certain shape. The problem is, and in that we agree with Evgeny Morozov,
that “democratizing technology” sounds as if technology were the solution for most or even
the completeness of our problems, and that the modification of the design of the devices and
the abetment of their source code was enough to solve the problems that persist in its uses
and operations. Many of our social and political problems, and even some related to science
and technological development, require not simply opening and sharing their structure but
clarifying to pollute the intricate relationship between issues, crises and what can be done in
terms of political and administrative actions in order to build a more just and adequate society
for the flowering of fully human life.
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