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Abstract

New technologies don’t just change how we act — they can also reshape our moral beliefs, practices,
norms and values. Technological innovations like the mechanical ventilator, autonomous weapons
and gene editing challenge existing concepts, such as death, responsibility and health, and create
situations our conceptual frameworks can no longer fully explain. As these technologies disrupt
familiar ideas and beliefs, they push us to rethink our ethical norms and values. Understanding how
technology drives these shifts is necessary if we want to respond thoughtfully to the moral challenges

of the future.

Introduction

In an interview with The Guardian, Meta’s Mark
Zuckerberg said that the rise of social media
changed our privacy norms. ‘People have really
gotten comfortable not only sharing more infor-
mation and different kinds, but more openly and
with more people.’

Assuming that people’s expectations about
their rights to their data have changed, should
we believe Zuckerberg about the cause of
this moral change? Was it his new technol-
ogy that changed our moral norms? Or did
we and our use of this technology cause the
change?

Perhaps a bit of both?

Morality and Concepts

That technology changes our social practices
is nothing new or controversial. Our prac-
tices are, of course, different now that we have
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smartphones from what they were before
we could be online everywhere we go.

Several philosophers, however, have recently
argued that technology has a more profound
effect on us. They have argued that technolo-
gies have the power to change our moral norms
by changing or putting pressure on our moral
concepts.

Typical moral concepts are good or evil,
right or wrong, obligation or prohibition. This
sounds a bit abstract but essentially, this is
about action — what we can and can’t do
in a society. When you say that someone
is evil, this signals to others not to interact
with them. To declare an action immoral or
wrong means ‘don’t do it!” or ‘we don’t do that
here’.

So, moral concepts are concepts that deter-
mine what we consider to be moral or immoral
actions. They are the measure of good behaviour
in a society. An action that is moral might be per-
missible or even required. But moral concepts go
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beyond good and evil. To declare an action a vio-
lation of our privacy means we are not entitled
to do it. To say that certain actions are required
in a friendship (like caring for each other) means
that this is what you ought to do.

So, whether something is to be classified
under the concept of privacy or friendship (or
not) has moral implications. You are morally
required to respect others’ privacy and the label
of a close friendship demands you treat your
friend a certain way that you are not required
to treat a stranger.

Mechanisms of Moral Change

New technologies can put pressure on our
morality and moral concepts. If a new tool
or technology becomes available, new options
for action emerge that are not yet morally
regulated.

We might not know whether checking your
Facebook ex’s pictures with a fake account
counts as spying or curiosity. If the former, then
this seems morally bad. If the latter, it is morally
permissible.

This process of moral disruption — situa-
tions where it is not clear whether something is
moral or not — can be illustrated by numerous
examples.
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Mechanical Ventilators and the
Concept of Death

One of the most prominent examples of the
impact of technology on our conceptual schemes
and consequently on our morality as a whole is
the introduction of mechanical ventilators.

A mechanical ventilator is a medical device
used to facilitate respiration by administering air
when a patient’s lungs are not able to do so on
their own.

By the 1960s, some patients with severe brain
injury could indefinitely retain their respiratory
function using mechanical ventilation. However,
determining the medical and moral status of
these patients was a complex matter: while they
showed no significant brain activity, they now
retained the ability to breathe with the support
of the ventilator.

The lack of a fitting concept to attribute to
these persons confronted doctors with classifica-
tory uncertainty: were these patients to be con-
sidered dead or alive? What concept should be
applied to understand their ambiguous status?

Autonomous Weapons and the
Concept of Accountability

Autonomous weapons, also known as Lethal
Autonomous Weapon Systems (LAWS) or killer
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robots, are military systems that can inde-
pendently select and engage targets without
direct human intervention. They use Artificial
Intelligence (Al), sensors, and machine learning
to operate without needing real-time control by
humans.

With the development of LAWS, machines
are introduced that are capable of making inde-
pendent life-and-death decisions without neces-
sary direct human control or intervention, or
moral judgement. These new technological enti-
ties create new possibilities, such as the (partial)
removal of human judgement in lethal actions,
and a breakdown of moral and legal responsibil-
ity for harm being done.

Because these technologies operate with
varying degrees of independence, it is difficult
to attribute responsibility and accountability for
their actions and mistakes.

‘New technologies can
put pressure on our
morality and moral

concepts. If a new
tool or technology
becomes available,
new options for action
emerge that are not
yet morally regulated.’

For example, if a drone strikes the wrong
target, who is accountable? Is it the program-
mer who designed the software, the military
commander who deployed the system, the man-
ufacturer who produced it, or the system itself?
Existing frameworks, such as the laws of armed
conflict, assume human decision-making and
clear chains of responsibility, which are assump-
tions that autonomous systems disrupt.

In academic debates, this is what is called the
responsibility gap — situations where it is unclear
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who should be held morally or legally responsi-
ble for the actions or outcomes of technological
systems.

CRISPR and the Concepts of
Health and Life

CRISPR-Cas9 introduces the possibility of
genetically modifying humans and therefore
introduces the option of modified humans as a
new type of entity.

The technology opens up previously unimag-
inable possibilities — such as altering genes to
cure genetic diseases, enhancing human traits,
or even editing the genes of future generations.

For instance, questions increase regarding
the distinction between therapy and enhance-
ment, and natural and artificial. Additionally,
choosing or adapting the interpretations of con-
cepts like ‘treatment’ and ‘disability’ seems to
gain more urgency. Should the concepts of ‘treat-
ment’ or ‘healthcare’ be applied to gene editing,
or should we be categorizing this as ‘enhance-
ment’ immediately?

Or perhaps a new concept is needed alto-
gether to explain the place of gene editing in
treatment and healthcare. Making such concep-
tual decisions will in part determine if people
have a right to gene-editing (for their future chil-
dren), who does, and if they do, under which
circumstances. Similarly, the concept of ‘human
nature’ itself is destabilized further — what does
it mean to be human and talk about the concept
of human nature if our genetic makeup can be
designed and modified at will?

Our current concepts appear insufficient and
inadequate for addressing such ontological and
ethical questions.

Learning from the Past

The complexity of these scenarios, and the
emergence of responsibility gaps, has led to
debates about whether existing concepts of
accountability are applicable and sufficient, or
whether entirely new concepts are needed.
Some scholars propose ‘distributed account-
ability’, which acknowledges that accountabil-
ity may be shared among multiple actors and
the autonomous system itself. This case study
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illustrates the conceptual challenges posed by
this technology, because it ambiguates the
understanding of different concepts, such as
accountability and responsibility, and blurs the
line between human and machine agency.

‘... if a drone strikes
the wrong target, who
is accountable? Is it
the programmer who
designed the software,
the military
commander who
deployed the system,
the manufacturer who
produced it, or the
system itself?’

However, without a clear way to categorize
these systems, and without the right concepts to
understand their role in violent decisions being
made, ethical questions of accountability, etc.,
cannot be answered.

Here, the lack of a suitable concept sparked
moral deliberation, because of the moral weight
and moral and legal implications that each
choice would bring with it. For instance, if these
patients were considered fully dead, it could be
argued that their organs could be used for trans-
plantation. In a world with long organ donation
lists, and limited organs available, such a deci-
sion would have a significant impact. However,
if they were considered to be alive in some way,
such actions would be impermissible.

The example of the mechanical ventilator
illustrates the necessity of fitting concepts, and
how technology can create situations in which
our existing conceptual scheme is no longer
sufficient.
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The case of the ambiguous state of mechan-
ical ventilator patients was resolved by intro-
ducing a new concept: ‘brain death’. With this
new concept, patients could be categorized,
and physicians and lawmakers could respond
accordingly to the new concept.

The response to this new concept and new
categorization of specific patients led to other
practical moral changes, such as the moral and
legal permissibility of removing the organs of
brain-dead patients for transplantation — prefer-
ably with previously given consent — and new
beliefs about what was morally permissible in
these cases.

In this example, we see a clear instance of a
necessary adaptation of our conceptual scheme
and consequently a necessary adaptation of our
moral beliefs, practices, norms and values fol-
lowing a technological development and disrup-
tion of the conceptual scheme.

Predicting the Future

Changes in our conceptual scheme need to take
place to make up for these current conceptual
shortcomings. This might involve introducing a
concept of autonomous agency for machines, or
adapting existing concepts of moral responsibil-
ity, accountability and culpability to accommo-
date non-human actors.

If such conceptual changes take hold, they
will inevitably lead to shifts in moral norms
and practices surrounding war and conflict.
Following new understanding through new con-
cepts that suffice better to describe the situ-
ation at hand, we may develop ethical norms
for autonomous systems, adapt international law
to account for machine autonomy, and public
beliefs could shift about the morality of war,
human responsibility and accountability, and
the acceptable limits of technology in conflict.

To address these current questions and future
challenges, our conceptual scheme will most
likely have to evolve. New concepts such as
‘senetic justice’ may be needed, and existing
concepts like ‘treatment’ and ‘health’ might need
to be expanded or redefined. With such con-
ceptual changes taking hold, other elements of
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morality will likely be reshaped, such as ethical
norms, beliefs and practices.

New ethical standards for genetic modifi-
cation will emerge, ethical and public views
on health and enhancement will shift, and
the boundary between medical treatment and
genetic design may become more blurred. In
this way, morality can change through necessary
technology-induced adaptations to our concep-
tual schemes.

Conclusion

When new technologies introduce unprece-
dented entities, actions or possibilities, our
existing concepts can become inadequate to
fully understand and respond to these changes,
and the (moral) questions that they give rise to.

These conceptual disruptions, as seen in the
cases of the mechanical ventilator, autonomous

weapons and human gene editing, create
moral uncertainties that necessitate the adap-
tation of our conceptual scheme in one way
or another. Through these conceptual changes
— whether the introduction of new concepts
like ‘brain death’, or the adaptation of existing
concepts like ‘accountability’ or ‘treatment’ —
our moral beliefs, norms, values and practices
change.

Thus, the case studies we have discussed
illustrate how technological developments can
reshape our morality by challenging exist-
ing moral and morally significant concepts
and therefore our general understanding of
ethical questions. As technology continues
to advance, it will undoubtedly generate

new conceptual and ethical challenges,
and demand from wus further conceptual
adaptations.
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