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To discuss

• A definition: Tool or technology?
• Homo faber: A history of toolmaking
• Techno optimist or pessimist? Technology and nature
• The power of the machine and other tools 
• Alienation: Technology as environmental ethics







Tool or technology?

• “Technologies are not just objects but also the skills needed to use 
them” (Nye 2006: 4).
• the totality of tools, machines, systems and processes used in the 

practical arts and engineering (Johan Beckmann 1802)
• The sum total of systems of machines and techniques that underlie a 

civilization (Mumford)
• A comprehensive term for complex systems of machines and 

techniques (Nye 2006: 15).



Technology as imagination and skill

• “Every tool always at least implies one small story. There is a 
situation; something needs doing” (Nye 2006: 5).
• “every tool is known through the body” (Nye 2006: 4)
• Code of technology (Galtung 1982)



Working knowledge: Skill 
and community in a small 
shop (Harper 1987)
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Homo faber

Harmand et al. Nature volume 521, pages310–315(2015)

https://www.nature.com/nature




Major technological transitions (Kelly 2010)

• Primate communication à Language
• Oral lore à Writing/mathematical notation
• Scripts à Printing
• Book knowledge à Scientific method
• Artisan production à Mass production
• Industrial culture à Ubiquitous global communication











Technological change

• Self-reinforcing. Tools will 
produce new tools.
• Unforeseen
• Unanticipated
• Complex
• Relative autonomy
• Self-amplifying



Techno optimist or pessimist? Technology and 
nature

“Planet fetishers dream of returning to Eden, restoring a state of
harmony in which wilderness reclaims the planet and man is lost in the
foilage, a smart but self-effacing ape. The Managers dream of a man-
made paradise, an earth managed by wise humans in its own best
interest and , by happy, chance, humankind’s as well.” (Eisenberg 1998:
xv)



The power of the machine and other tools 

• “The machine cannot be divorced from its larger social pattern; for it 
is this pattern that gives it meaning and purpose” (Mumford cited in 
Nye 2006: 13).

• “The hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the steam-mill, 
society with the industrial capitalist” (Marx).
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Amish

• They are selective. They know how to say no and are not afraid to 
refuse new things. They ignore more than they adopt.
• They evaluate new things by experience instread of by theory. They 

let the early adopters get their jollies by pioneering new stuff under 
watchful eyes.
• They have criteria by which to make choices: Technologies must 

enhance family and community and distance them from the outside 
world.
• The choices are not individual but communal. The community shapes 

and enforces technological direction.
Kelly 2010: 225-226



Conviviality (Illich): Technology and social-
environmental ethics

• An anxiety that comes from not feeling part of the context in which 
you find yourself
• Make distinctions between different levels and types of engagement 

with the world
• Evaluate technology in relation to their power of organising life 

(social-ecological).
• Experience of direct responsibility and care
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