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7 Overview of the Course 

0 General Remarks 

0.1 Overview of the Course1 

The following deliberations are intended to give a general overview of the contemporary state of 
the discussion of the philosophy of technology, so that arising questions might be placed in cer-
tain topical areas in the sense of an “intellectual geography” (Kant); to introduce, explicate and 
compare the specific questions of the philosophy of technology and the different answers that 
are offered; to empower the reader to grasp the basic thematic problems and the approaches of 
the different authors; to place the reader in a position to work through a selection of the espe-
cially important titles to which special reference is made. 

As the present and available body of literature shows, albeit by no means uniform (and to a 
great extent even controversial), every author chooses his own approach more or less. The con-
sequence is that, aside from works that refer (critically) to one another, there is no universally 
accepted terminological and theoretically structured ordering system. In order, in spite of the 
multifarious approaches, conceptions and theses, to make a classification system – and thus an 
intellectual geography – possible, a quite definite structure and order was chosen here. The out-
line thus yielded, to emphasise it explicitly, might just as well have been different in many cases. 
Every insight of philosophy or the individual sciences depends on a specific intellectual access. 
The plenitude of the world and its possible aspects makes itself available for discursive 
knowledge only when one is ready – at least for the interim – to decide on a quite definite start-
ing point and a quite definite perspective. The philosophy of technology is no exception. In this 
case, as well, to put it pointedly, a certain one-sidedness is the price of the knowledge acquisi-
tion striven for. This is accepted, although just philosophy is to take it upon itself to overcome 
the particular epistemic perspectives of the individual sciences. Yet at a higher level of abstrac-
tion and with a greater degree of universality, philosophy is also subject to the the inevitability of 
a specific theoretical access – of one specific sort, as opposed to another, although in a corre-
spondingly altered and generalised form. 

Chapter 1 provides an introduction and explains the specificities by which the philosophy of 
technology differs from other areas of philosophy. Due to the complex, multifarious phenome-
non technology more broadly conceived, superordinate contexts must always be taken into ac-
count as well, although it is also of utmost importance to work out the specifically philosophical 
questions. Chapter 2 concerns the way that led to modern technology. It is not so much con-
cerned with the concrete process of its evolution (this would lie in the competency of the history 
of science, technology, and of social and cultural history). Rather, those methodological, episte-
mological and ontological premises are investigated in which modern technology is rooted. 
Chapter 3 is concerned with the comprehensive, accelerated flux characteristic for contemporary 
technology. The portrayals and explanations that are rendered for this, insofar as the directly ob-
servable phenomena are concerned, occasionally approach theses of the social-, political- and 

1 This course by Friedrich Rapp was published in a slightly modified version under the title: Die Dy-
namik der modernen Welt. Eine Einführung in die Technikphilosophie. Hamburg 1994. 
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8 General Remarks 

economic sciences. Philosophical reservations vis-à-vis empiricism are inappropriate. If philosoph-
ical reflection is to escape the accusation of apriori speculation, the actual occurrence must be 
examined. The conceptions that are presented here concern the mid-level, which lies between 
the general description of the phenomena and a final, in-depth philosophical interpretation. 

That there can be no uniform, quasi-canonical philosophical determination of the essence of 
technology becomes clear when one considers the various aspects that come into play. Technol-
ogy is brought about by humans according to methodical principles; it is based on the alteration 
of the physical world for human purposes in accordance with known laws of nature; it is an in-
tegral part of our life-world and culture, an essential guideline for all economic, social and politi-
cal processes – and all these processes and phenomena, inasmuch as they are concrete historical 
structures, are for their own part subject to historical vacillations. So S. Moser also tentatively 
considers, “that technology has no such coherently worked out structure as ‘nature’ and the 
natural sciences have, so that for it there can be no accordingly consistent analysis, because it 
could be a too complicated phenomenon, composed of the most heterogeneous elements. Nor 
could there be any one ‘essence’ of technology. In this case it would also be principally wrong to 
think that the critique of pure reason that Kant attempted with respect to the natural scientific 

conceptuality of this time were still missing from the world of technological concepts.“2 

In accordance with this variety, chapters 4-7 focus on different, but nevertheless central philo-
sophical aspects that all can make a just claim to contribute to a determination of the essence of 
technology. Technology stands in a connection to the bodily endowment of man (Gehlen), and 
it is the productive formation of nature (Moscovici). This is summarised in chapter 4 under the 
superordinate term “naturalism“. By virtue of its teleological and inferential character, technolo-
gy belongs to the context of rational thought. It can appear in a speculative theological interpre-
tation as a continuation of creation (Dessauer) and it can appear from a Marxist-Leninist view-
point as social appropriation of nature. As both aspects place emphasis on the rationality of the 
procedure, in spite of all their differences, they are treated in the fifth chapter under this com-
mon title. Technology is a constituent part of our everyday life-world (Husserl), it belongs to the 
manifestations of the objectivised spirit, or of symbolic forms (Cassirer), and it is the goal of 
Utopian future expectations (Bloch). Common to these three viewpoints is that technology is 
perceived as an element of culture; this is the chief topic of the sixth chapter. The 7th chapter is 
about the attempt, through certain metaphysical-speculative interpretations, to give an insur-
passable final essential determination of technology, be it by revealing its universal efficacy (El-
lul), or by interpreting it as a consequence of Western metaphysics (Heidegger) or by conceiving 
it as a consequence of the pre-conceptual, pictoral, mythical thought. The 8th and closing chap-
ter “Problems and Alternatives” treats i. a. critical theory (Horkheimer, Adorno, Habermas), the 
epistemological critique of technology (Feyerabend), the ecology problem and the possibilities of 
an alternative technology. 

Friedrich Rapp 

2 Simon Moser: “Kritik der traditionellen Technikphilosophie“, p. 16. 



 
 

 
 

  

   

 

  
  

  

  

  

 
  

   

 

  
 

 

 

   
 

 
   

 

9 Bibliography 

The supplement complements the fundamental elaborations of Friedrich Rapp with current ap-
proaches of the philosophy of technology. Chapter 1 contains an overview of different accesses 
to the philosophy of technology for instance out of ontological, epistemological, action theoreti-
cal and ethical view in the foreground, to make clear and to delineate the questions of the phi-
losophy of technology. The second chapter elaborates consequences for the current develop-
ments in the philosophy of technology. Especial attention is paid to the dissolution of 
dichotomies that have long dominated the discussion in the philosophy of technology, for ex-
ample, that between nature and technology. With the conception of technology as tool and as 
medium two paradigms of the technology-philosophical discussion are introduced with respect 
to the role of technology in the life-world. The third chapter discusses to what extent technology 
can still be thought over in terms of its instrumental dimension. Newer technological develop-
ments like the internet (of things) feature (in part open with respect to implementation) network 
structures whose contexture dynamic must be thought ever less instrumentally, and more medi-
ally. The fourth chapter introduces an expanded hermeneutic of technology that attempts to do 
justice to the waxing technization of all areas of life. 

Daniel Schubbe 
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