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Due to the experience provided by modern technologies, humans come to expect 
control over the world of their experience. Modern technology is able to influence such 
fundamental human processes as reproduction, sustenance, and transportation. Its scope 
includes both the outside world and human nature. The philosophers Martin Heidegger 
and Bruno Latour share an ontological perspective, finding that such an expectation of 
control shows a mixture of external experience of the world and internal extrapolation 
from that claim. The two philosophers emphasize different parts of the cycle, however. 
Despite their criticisms of the milieu of modern technology, both philosophers find hope 
in carefully limited technical activity. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Material Culture 
 

 Technology touches every part of human life. Agriculture consistently produces a 

variety of food for the hungry consumer. Engineering expedites the traveler’s journey 

with faster and more reliable engines. Medicine both induces and terminates human 

reproduction. These endeavors are not new. Even primitive societies used simple tools for 

these functions. Modern humans, however, have inherited a patchwork of increasingly 

complicated artefacts of technology. To those humans who have grown accustomed to 

using them, technological artefacts are seen as something which can be manipulated at 

will. A close examination of several situations will indicate that this is not entirely the 

case. 

Technology may open individuals to unwanted choices. For instance, the cell-

phone offers the individual the option of receiving as well as sending messages across 

great distances. When the phone rings, one must choose whether or not to pick up. Even 

if the individual silences the device, this choice momentarily takes him or her away from 

his or her surroundings. In more extreme circumstances, the device may intrude in an 

even more significant way. Unless an individual is one of a few electrical engineers 

employed by the phone company he or she will often not know if the device is secretly 

recording or tracking. The very fact of communicating with the telecommunications 

network leaves a record of his or her location with the service provider (“How the NSA Is 

Tracking People 
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Right Now”). Advertisements and other marketing might be dispatched based upon this 

information. Technology can subtly seize and structure our attention. 

Technology may also restrict desired choices. For instance, the layout of 

subdivisions in suburban communities makes it easiest to drive a long circuitous route to 

a property that is physically located nearby (Leyden, 4; Speck et. Al, 4). Whether a 

would-be pedestrian is interested in the saving the environment, meeting his or her 

neighbors, or in saving money on transportation, past design decisions make it difficult 

for him or her to do what they want.  The individual may have to wander through a series 

of cul-de-sacs and dead-ends. The interstate highway may have no crosswalks. This 

example indicates that the degree of choice available to the walker is constrained by past 

individual and collective commitments. Technological investment can limit as well as 

expand the individual’s realm of action and choice.  

Systems and devices cannot completely compel or constrain human actions, only 

make them easier or more difficult. Hackers have devoted great effort to dissecting the 

communications grid. Freerunning enthusiasts aim to reach destinations on foot by 

surmounting or negotiating obstacles. Yet these activities are certainly not the social 

norm. Most people tend to ignore the details of infrastructure as they use it to call a friend 

or reach a destination. The physical fabric of society is designed to hide that which its 

members do not find to be important. The core of infrastructure is hidden behind highway 

noise barriers and the doors of wiring closets. It is difficult for members of society to 

place importance on what they cannot see. Internal and external states of affairs are 

mutually reinforcing, often taking the form of a feedback loop of human thought and 

action. Thus, technology constitutes a deepening ontology or way of being, which will be 
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the focus of this thesis. I will first consider two contemporary philosophical accounts of 

the primary driver within the cycle. I will then consider the implications for individual 

humans who wish to free themselves from the ignorance imposed by this cycle.  

 
 

Two Perspectives on Technology and Culture 
 

 Two twentieth century philosophers, Martin Heidegger and Bruno Latour, see 

technology as structuring a unique kind of ignorance into shared human experience. 

Among other points of contention, they differ as to whether this structuring of experience 

comes from factors which are internal or external to humans. Their respective analyses 

have been cited in a wide variety of academic disciplines, including such disparate fields 

as the arts, business, and the natural and social sciences.1  While neither thinker is widely 

known outside of scholarly circles, both men have significantly influenced popular 

culture via the academy. 2  

 Martin Heidegger observed modern technology invade the rural German province 

of Swabia where he spent his life. When Heidegger was a child, agricultural labor was 

performed manually by man and beast.3  The Catholic church would hold services 

blessing the crop and weather (Heidegger: Between Good and Evil, 6). People, land, and 

                                                 
 1 For examples of both philosophers being considered in the field of theology, see Martino and 
Miller. For the social sciences, see Sansi-Roca and Cohen. For philosophy of the hard sciences, see 
Bensaude-Vincent et. All 
 
 2 This is not to minimize other notable thinkers in the philosophy of technology including Jacques 
Ellul, Lewis Mumford and Paul Virilio. While all these thinkers are worthy of further study, this thesis will 
take a more argumentative as opposed to historically chronological approach to philosophical 
anthropology.    
 
 3 Heidegger’s father was a cooper and sacristan of the local catholic church (Farias, 14). Even 
those members of the community who did not directly till the soil were intimately involved with the cycle 
of planting and harvest. 
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belief melded into a mutually supporting way of life. But the region which refused the 

influence of the new science on its church could not escape the covering of its landscape 

with the autobahn (Farias, 13; Safransky, 5; Zeller, 141-142). 4  Ultimately, this 

individual means of transportation would have a large impact on the formerly collective 

lifestyle of the peasants and merchants. Heidegger’s perception of technology as a hidden 

vehicle of culture shaped his scholarly work. 

 Heidegger’s early work, typified by Being and Time (1927), focuses on the 

implicit and intuitive world which humans experience prior to any reflection. Heidegger 

believes that things in the world present themselves in terms of the objects of human care 

or value. Technology provides a key example of general human culture. We tend to 

ignore tools, like the hammer, focusing on the goal of their use (“Being and Time” 82). 

For example, the individual might be constructing a home or a church. For Heidegger, 

what we care about is a collective thing which comes about as a result of the 

identification of the self with other things. The danger of inauthenticity comes from 

rational imitation without identification (“Being and Time” 111-114). Heidegger’s early 

discomfort with unreflective conventionality was both popularized and reinterpreted in 

international youth culture in the rebellious polemic of Jean-Paul Sartre.5  His concern for 

human meaning continues in all philosophers of the Continental traditional.  

                                                 
 4 While Heidegger would eventually publicly state that he was an atheist, he retained a deep 
affection for the church. He would spend writing portions of Being and Time at an Abbey in Bayonne 
(Safransky, 4). Perhaps most importantly, he would request a church funeral. 
 
 5 A case in point would be Sartre’s famous lecture  entitled Existentialism is a Humanism, 
delivered before a packed crowd of Paris Youth in 1946. Sartre repeatedly identifies with Heidegger. His 
coining of the term ‘existentialist’ appears to be an implicit reference to Heidegger’s statement that “the 
essence of dasein lies in its existence” (Existentialism is a Humanism; Being and Time, 41).  
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 Later in his career, Heidegger manifested a distinct ‘turn’ in his work. In essays 

such as The Question Concerning Technology, Heidegger began to emphasize the 

presence of a cultural ‘frame’ which could not only provide meaning but prevent it (20). 

Heidegger came to believe technological experience had inspired a cultural frame, 

teaching humans that they could control everything. Like the energy switched about in 

the power grid, Heidegger found society constantly reshuffling and expanding means 

without careful evaluative consideration of valuative ends (“The Question Concerning 

Technology” 16). His viewpoint has arguably inspired the radical critique of modern 

deep ecologists within the environmental movement, who desire to accord nature intrinsic 

value (Zimmerman, 1983; Blok, 2014). But his critique is a more fundamental one that 

applies to all of modern technology. In chapter two of this thesis, I will argue that 

Heidegger’s later work emphasizes the restrictive mindset of technological culture over 

its material implication. 

 In contrast to Heidegger, Bruno Latour ‘s encounter with technological culture 

came as an outsider.6  After completing his graduate studies in philosophy in 1972, the 

young academic joined the French civil service to avoid being drafted into the army 

(“Biography of an Investigation” 3). Stationed as a teacher in the former French colony 

of Côte D’Ivoire, Latour was asked to study why French factories were struggling to 

utilize native workers. He noted the cultural assumptions inherent in the concept of 

efficiency and the linear manner in which machines were operated (“Biography of an 

                                                 
 6 Like Heidegger, Latour hails from a rural Catholic  background which endowed him as a student 
with “sturdy set of certainties” (Coming Out as a Philosopher, 600). His parents are grape farmers and 
vintners in Burgundy. Latour, however, emphasizes the freeing elements in his education which eventually 
enabled him to see the cultural and textual “translation” within his own monolithic tradition.  
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Investigation” 4-5). This piqued his interest in seeing whether technology acquired 

cultural content during its production and not merely its use.  

 Latour began his career emphasizing the primacy of cultural thinking within the 

supposedly rational world of science and technology. He conducted his first 

methodological study at Jonas Salk Laboratories in San Diego, California. The study, 

Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts, received widespread attention 

within the social sciences. In the study, Latour noted the non-rational culture and values 

governing whether scientists accept data and how they interpret it (“Laboratory Life” 53). 

These influences include trust in laboratory equipment, personal perceptions with others 

in their field, and threshold necessary to achieve the value of ‘significant results’ 

(“Laboratory Life” 166-169). Yet these same scientists claimed to have an ‘idea’ or 

eureka moment, showing a profound ignorance of the social milieu which had supported 

and inspired their insights. These detailed observations corroborate Heidegger’s claims.7 

Latour’s methodology of using detailed study as a means of considering broad 

methodological assumptions served as a basis for interdisciplinary field of Science and 

Technology Studies or STS. The ideal of social construction of facts would bear belated 

popular fruit through the current term “alternate facts” by critics of climate research 

(Williams, 2017; De Vreize, 2017). Thus, Latour’s studies have indirectly played a role 

in popular political discourse.  

 Like Heidegger, Latour’s critique has become more strident over time. Not only 

are networks of relationships able to influence facts and values, Latour has come to claim 

that they are the only way such perceptions can have meaning. In Pandora’s Hope: 

                                                 
 7 This is a matter of conceptual correspondence.  Latour only quotes Heidegger directly one in the 
work (“Laboratory Life”, 171). 
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Essays on the Reality of Science Studied, Latour outlines his concept of mediation, the 

manner in which complex systems shape the perspective of the things and people with 

which they act.8 9 Once a system is stable, humans unintentionally ignore its constituent 

parts. They can simply focus on inputs and outputs (“Pandora’s Hope” 307). When a 

human interacts with a preexisting collective, it is possible to interact with a collective 

without knowing its constituent parts or even that it is a collective. Thus, Latour notes the 

same mutual reinforcement of outside structure and internal expectation as Heidegger 

does. In chapter 3 of this thesis, I will argue that Latour’s mature work emphasizes the 

externally aggregate structure of material culture over mental mechanics. This provides a 

basis for analysis and subsequently a more optimistic perspective on our ability to deduce 

our own ignorance.  

 
 

Finding Freedom amid Culture 
 

Heidegger and Latour agree that technology imposes ignorance of both practical 

details and personal values while teaching an expectation of control. This produces an 

skewed understanding of human life. This way of being is particularly difficult to address 

because almost any advice for dealing with it presupposes some degree of control. Yet 

both thinkers believe that experiential knowledge of the world requires action (“Being 

                                                 
 8 The term mediation indicates something that is both spiritual and material, tacitly invoking the 
spirit of the Catholic Eucharist.  
 
 9 Latour’s terminological move from translation to interference between the publishing of On 
Technical Mediation and its inclusion in edited form as  Chapter 5 of Pandora’s Box shows effort to the 
transition from a more human to a more material understanding. 
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and Time” 47; “On Technical Mediation” 33).10  Thus, an individual faces the practical 

question of what sorts of actions might free humans from the arrogance of ignorance. 

  Current scholarship has shown reductionist tendencies in comparing Heidegger 

and Latour’s views on this question. Latour himself has attempted to oppose their 

viewpoints as completely separate (“Pandora’s Hope”, 176). A prominent strain of 

thought, promulgated by Soren Riis, Lynette Khong and Jeff Kochan has attempted to 

merge the two accounts, equating Latour’s viewpoint with Heidegger’s frame (Conty, 

311; Khong, 702; Kochan, 588). 11  In my third chapter, I will attempt to take a middle 

ground. Specifically, I will argue that Heidegger and Latour’s both emphasize freedom 

but understand it in different ways, informed by their relative accounts of the origins of 

phenomenological structuring.  

In order to better describe the results of the two philosopher’s theories of being 

throughout this work, I will use a set of vocabulary elaborated by the political 

philosopher Isaiah Berlin. Berlin divides freedom into two concepts: negative and 

positive freedom. 12   Negative freedom constitutes the absence of external interferences 

upon thought or action. Berlin states that this question is about “the area… [a person] is 

or should be left to do or be what he is able to do or be, without interference by other 

persons” (2). The latter indicates the ability to produce a given result, which often 

                                                 
 10 Heidegger contended in his early work that dasein’s understanding of itself and its cares comes 
from acting in the world. While the turn may indicate a heightened degree of difficulty in doing so freely, it 
does not change this this perspective.  
 
 11 This is largely based upon supposedly different views of human action. This comes at odds with 
my interpretation  in the previous foot note of both thinkers ias endorsing, while emphasizing its 
limitations. 
  
 12 it is important to note that here the terms negative and positive do not imply a moral judgement 
on the part of this author for or against either concept of freedom. They are intended to be merely 
descriptive. 
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requires certain enabling factors. Berlin states it concerns itself with “who or what is the 

source of control or interference” (2). In this case, the individual is not alone but has 

some influence over what other persons or things might be involved. While Berlin 

conceives these definitions in terms of an individual’s political relationship with a 

government, they can also be repurposed to describe his relation with any complex and 

powerful system. 

Heidegger and Latour both consider freedom to be a complex calculation. Both 

agree that both positive and negative freedom are both important. The difference is which 

term takes preeminence, providing the largest value coefficient. The choice comes down 

to a pragmatic matter, based upon how the ontological world is structured. After all, 

technological thinking can never entirely be removed. For technology, as a way of being, 

will always be inherent to humans to some extent. 
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CHAPTER TWO  
 

Heidegger’s Frame and Positive Freedom 
 
 

In his late work, The Question Concerning Technology, Martin Heidegger 

cautions his readers about projects like this one. He states “we would be advised. . . 

above all to pay heed to the way [of questioning] … and not to fix our attention on 

isolated sentences and topics.” (3). Any examination of specific technological artefacts 

and activities would seem to be such an isolated topic, and contradictory to Heidegger’s 

priorities.  

He goes on to specifically state that such pursuits certainly do not create an 

opportunity for freedom: “we shall never experience our relationship to the essence of 

technology so long as we merely conceive and push forward the technological, put up 

with it, or evade it. Everywhere we remain unfree and chained to technology” (53). Here 

Heidegger seems to imply that human actions in response to technology cannot offer 

freedom. Moreover, technology is “everywhere,” touching almost every facet of modern 

life. Thus, human action cannot bring freedom in modern life. 

This human entanglement with technology goes beyond interactions with any 

specific artifact of technology. In Heidegger’s parlance, the technological refers to 

specific devices and the thought processes necessary to use them. In the initial quote, 

Heidegger seems to negate all potential human responses when confronted with such 

device. A person cannot free themselves from the device whether they accept, ignore, or 

reject it
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 Not only are individual practices not helpful, they may be problematic. 

Heidegger makes an implicit comparison and contrast between two kinds of thinking: 

conception and experience. Conception for Heidegger is a more limited practice than 

experience. Heidegger denotes this with his use of the adjective mere in regards to 

conception. Since the specific action an individual chooses does not seem to matter, the 

form of actions seems to be problematic in combination with this specific mindset (“The 

Question Concerning Technology” 2, 9).  

In short, Heidegger considers a focus of attention to typify what is problematic 

about technical culture. At the same time, Heidegger does not offer a total stricture 

against considering the details of certain technologies and situations. The engagement 

with Heidegger’s article in this chapter consists of three main parts. First, I introduce the 

relationship between the two ways in which human understanding of the world is limited: 

experience and conception. Second, I outline how Heidegger’s emphasis on experience 

leans towards a positive concept of freedom. Finally, I will provide evidence that certain 

kinds of technical activity can help escape from the trap of conception.  

 
 

The Limits of Experience 
 

As an heir to Hume and Kant, Heidegger does not believe in metaphysical access 

to external physical reality. He applies a similar skeptical perspective to a person’s access 

to his or her internal mental states. He believes that man has no way of truly anticipating 

the form of experience of any kind. Thus, he describes human experience as the 

unconcealment of things. He generalizes that “man does not have control over 

unconcealment itself” and “unconcealment [is that] in which everything that is shows 
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itself” (“The Question Concerning Technology” 8, 13). The second passage emphasizes 

the word everything. Outside of the quantifying prefix, the word thing has significance 

for Heidegger. It signals something which humans are conscious of and subsequently 

accord an identity to (“The Thing” 180). Things must appear before they can be accorded 

status. Since this includes everything, appearance is not something which can be 

concluded to have already finished for some things. Rather, appearance must be 

understood as a continual process in which rather than from which things appear.  

A notable subcase of the continual appearance account of being is Heidegger’s 

account of being a human. Humans cannot predict when their own humanity will come 

out from concealment and influence their other perceptions. This becomes obvious when 

Heidegger offers a subtly idiosyncratic reinterpretation of the metaphysics of the Greek 

philosopher Aristotle. Aristotle outlines four causes which give a thing its essence: the 

material, formal, efficient, and final causes. Heidegger’s interaction with classical 

antiquity defines the extent of his critique. 

In Aristotle’s original account, the four causes are metaphysical attributes which 

define a thing in itself. They are independent of human viewership. The one way in 

which humans may influence them is as an efficient cause, one which causes a thing to 

assume the shape of a preexisting  form.13 Aristotle speaks of a metalworker working 

with bronze as the “cause of motion” or “source of change” (2.II). This cause of “change 

or stationariness” changes the matter of the specific thing but not the form which would 

make such a thing its ideal or make it good.  

                                                 
 13 This is distinct from establishing what a form should be.  
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In contrast, Heidegger believes that these are ontological attributes which show 

how humans involve themselves with the world. Heidegger’s redubs the four causes as 

forms of responsibility, implicitly invoking human involvement. He states that “a 

silversmith is no cause efficiens” because “the three previously mentioned ways of being 

responsible owe thanks to the pondering of the silver smith” (“The Question Concerning 

Technology” 8). 14 This does not necessarily mean that the material and efficient causes 

are entirely matters of human control. Humans cannot change what the element silver or 

what its necessary tensile striking velocity is. But Heidegger believes that our desire to 

understand the element and choice to use its properties are certainly influenced by human 

perception of being. Most importantly, the understood goal and end for a thing (the 

teleological and formal causes) are inseparably human attributes rather than innate ones. 

Thus, the unexpected nature of the world comes as a mixture of unconcealed humanity 

and other things.  

 
 

The Limits of Conception 
 

As a modern reader can observe from comparing himself to Aristotle, his 

conceptions of the world are more limited than what is possible. Heidegger explains that 

the modern conceptions are correct but not truthful. This in turn presents a puzzle. On 

one hand, Heidegger states that unconcealment provides a richer portrait of the world 

than we currently conceive. On the other hand, unconcealment must motivate the 

misconception in some way, since all mental phenomena are the result of it. The best way 

                                                 
 14 Heidegger continues the analogy of the metalworker from Aristotle. Yet he changes the metal 
being worked from bronze to silver. This slight change in his account appears to be a subtle form of one-
upsmanship .  
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to explain this paradox is to note that a certain kind of human experience might tend to 

predominate. Like an indulged child who comes to expect that other will do and provide 

what he wants, humans believe that the world is responsive and masterable. If a large 

enough of majority of human experience takes a certain shape, this predominance would 

produce a kind of expectation. Since most things that humans experience are 

understandable and manipulable, humans  come to expect those traits. Humans then may 

anticipate a kind of control or mastery over things (“The Question Concerning 

Technology”, 5). This produces what Heidegger calls enframing, which encompasses two 

distinct mental and physical processes by which humans interact with things.  

 When humans encounter something that they do not fully understand, they 

attempt to remove confounding variables. This describes the human response to an 

object, something which “stands over against” humans (“The Question Concerning 

Technology” 8). This dynamic most clearly comes into play with phenomenon that 

humans cannot easily ignore, such as cancer of the human body or natural disasters. 

Those struggling with the issue must fully understand the phenomena before they can 

take action against it. The intruding phenomenon becomes an “object” to focus on. A 

pure focus requires an “objective” handling in which the interlocutor removes his own 

subjective feelings from consideration. Heidegger explains that humans consciously 

choose to see things objectively, and can view anything in this manner.  

Once an object is understood fully, humans tend to withdraw direct focus from the 

thing itself. Heidegger states: “Everywhere everything is ordered to stand by, to be 

immediately at hand, indeed to stand there just so that it may be on call for a further 

ordering…. We call it the standing-reserve.” (“The Question Concerning Technology” 
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17). In this context, ordering does not necessitate a physical arrangement. It may be as 

simple as a kind of cursory mental organizing for easy access. Second, it can be 

understood as a kind of command which thoughtlessly guides action, configuring a thing 

to be consistent with our current desires. Neither process within the standing reserve 

allows much attention to the thing in a  meaningful capacity. 

 
 

Enframing and Positive Freedom 
 

Positive freedom considers who or what establishes the boundaries for human 

thought and action. As noted in a previous chapter, Isaiah Berlin defined this as the 

matter of “who or what is the source of control or influence” (2). Specifically, the 

individual has positive freedom if he himself is a source of control over his thoughts and 

actions. Using language reminiscent of Heidegger, Berlin clarifies that this freedom 

comes from “the wish on the part of the individual, to be his own master. [He] 

wishes[his] life and decisions to depend on [himself] not external forces” (22). Since a 

person is inextricably tied to the world of experience, the opposite of dependence is not 

independence but control or mastery over the experience. 

  Heidegger’s frame requires a broadly positive account of freedom. Since a person 

already has expectations, he or she seldom seeks to gain a more well-rounded 

understanding of things. When those assumptions about the future prove wrong, a person 

tends to retain the principle with the most evidence, that of mastery. Heidegger notes that 

modern society has harnessed the very building blocks of matter for the production of 

energy and the tenants of the social sciences to motivate people (“The Question 

Concerning Technology” 14-18). Further, most perceived lapses in mastery have been 
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temporary as human progress. As noted earlier, objectivity provides a safe fallback 

position in mastery’s career forward. Mastery is the most consistent way humans can 

interact with the world. With few if any other options, civilized humans partake in a 

“stultified compulsion” to attempt to master it (“The Question Concerning Technology” 

13). By Heidegger’s calculation, if a person cannot consistently observe anything else 

besides mastery, then he or she must want mastery. While more astute observers will 

know the limits of their control, they will believe in the possibility of achieving this goal 

to ever-higher standards.  

  A positive account of freedom does not mean that all things must be reduced to 

mastery, however. Berlin explains that while the desire for mastery may be used to justify 

attempts to destroy parts of the individual and nature, this is not unique or necessary to 

the positive account (23-24). The issue lies in undue emphasis on one part of human 

nature. Heidegger’s frame builds upon Aristotle’s definition of human as a being who is 

restricted being a causa efficiens. A more open and receptive mode of experience also 

embraces a kind of positive freedom. Heidegger states “concealment of the unconcealed 

has already come to pass whenever it calls man forth into the modes of revealing allotted 

to him” (“The Question Concerning Technology”, 9). Heidegger emphasizes that 

revealing is a human process, something which is allotted to man. In this sentence, man is 

the object of the verb. A person must fundamentally react to unconcealment. Even if one 

may, as Hubert Dreyfus has suggested, accentuate certain elements in culture, those 

elements of culture must first reveal themselves to the person directly (“Heidegger on 

Gaining a Free Relation to Technology” 31). Thus, Heidegger’s account of freedom 

means influencing culture rather than distancing oneself from it. 



 

17 
 

 
 

Concealment and Negative Freedom 
 

Negative freedom constitutes a set of boundaries established for human thought 

and action. Per Berlin, negative freedom is an area where a person is free “to do or be 

what he is able, without interference” (2). When the world unconceals and conceals itself, 

neither event gives humans negative freedom. The problem, however, is not the outside 

origins of ideas. In concrete terms, the origin of a product is largely immaterial. It is 

determining whether the individual truly has no interference.  

Heidegger initially emphasizes that freedom provides a sense of openness to 

things. He states, “Freedom governs the open in the sense of the cleared and lighted up, 

i.e., of the revealed.” (“The Question Concerning Technology”, 12). Heidegger’s 

statement once again indicates that freedom is primarily a mental concept. The terms 

cleared and lighted up indicate an area in which things can be seen fully, since obscuring 

influence seem to have been removed. This process requires a kind of human 

involvement. “All revealing comes out of the open, goes into the open, and brings into 

the open.” (The Question Concerning Technology” 12). This process of revealing seems 

to make openness to being of all things its goal.  

Paradoxically, Heidegger also states that “But that which frees – the mystery – is 

concealed and always concealing itself.” (“The Question Concerning Technology”12). 

Hubert Dreyfus interprets this to be background shared cultural presuppositions (31). 

While these presuppositions do find meaning, they are not the only things that contribute 

meaning. If Heidegger is correct, then all of that which is concealed may appear at times. 
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Thus, all things provide some freedom. However, if the source of that knowledge is 

hidden, a negative account of freedom results. 

Heidegger embraces this paradox. This harboring and revealing he describes are 

“in whose clearing there shimmers that veil that covers what comes to presence of all 

truth and lets the veil appear as what veils.” (“The Question Concerning Technology” 

13). A veil is something which is simultaneously seen and known to conceal. Moreover, 

it is something intentionally placed, obscuring    

 
 

Actions Amid the Milieu 
 

Through this we are not yet saved. But we are thereupon summoned 
to hope in the growing light of the saving power. How 
can this happen? Here and now and in little things, that we may 
foster the saving power in its increase. This includes holding 
always before our eyes the extreme danger. (“The Question Concerning 
Technology” 18) 
 

Heidegger’s encouragement to foster the saving power asks for more than an 

attitude of hope. It requires a conscious way of thought, which is symbolized by a 

“holding before the eyes.” This metaphor, interestingly, shows both an action and a 

pattern of thought. In this case, his prescription is less for actions which produce an effect 

and more for actions which will form humans to think holistically. While Heidegger 

continues to caution against a focus on actions in order to mitigate any sense of mastery 

over our experiences, at the same time he admits the necessity of certain actions to help 

free humans from the technological frame.  

A widely accepted interpretation of Heidegger’s intentions in terms of activity 

comes from Hubert Dreyfus. Dreyfus has emphasized the difference between two 

different human responses: the revival of inefficient “marginal” actions and devices and 
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the reinterpretation of efficient objects and practices in terms of specific human goals 

(58).15 Dreyfus believes that the experience of intrinsic human internality remains 

stronger than our recognition of culture in external things (“Heidegger on Finding a Free 

Relation to Technology” 31). Marginal practices favor various human desires at the 

expense of pure mastery. This does not mean that such actions cannot be treated as means 

rather than ends, but they lean toward the latter.  

In response, the argument can be made that a person’s handling of his or her own 

humanity is merely a generic subcase of how they handle the world in general. That is to 

say that, if the revealing of humans typifies the course of all revealing, then man’s special 

status apart from standing-reserve will be assimilated to the rest of being over time. The 

broad thrust of culture becomes clear, as Heidegger claims the ‘ extreme danger’  comes 

as modern culture approaches closer and closer to being entirely standing reserve  (“The 

Question Concerning Technology” 18-19). Dreyfus himself admits that older cultural 

forms cannot have too much meaning (Dreyfus, 32). This is in part because general 

experience and culture change over time.  

  Rather, the saving power is more likely to come through the spread of technology 

into culture. Heidegger early on postulates that “the essence of technology must harbor in 

itself the growth of the saving power.” (“The Question Concerning Technology” 15). By 

the end of the essay, however, this has matured into a stronger claim. He states “in this 

destining [the extreme danger] the saving power is said to grow” (32).16  The extreme 

                                                 
 15 Inefficient objects with aesthetic considerations like the teacup can rightfully be considered art. 
As will be noted later in this chapter, Heidegger manifests less confidence in the saving potential of art 
amid the power of technology. 
 
 16 This quote is a rephrasing of poetry by the German writer Holderlein (35). Heidegger 
exemplifies this point by repurposing literary artistry to emphasize the necessity of technology.  
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danger that Heidegger refers to is the growing unconsciousness of standing reserve and 

technological activity. Examples of the growth of human culture hidden deep within the 

landscape of technology, rather than lightly technical cultural practices, provide a 

counterpoint to Dreyfus’ assessment. 

The computer provides a paradigmatic example of a machine made to the dictates 

of the spirit of modern technology. In general, the entire function of a computer is 

determined by humans. Programs are made up of a series of aptly named commands. In 

addition, computers are also intended to be easily modifiable by humans. Modern 

microprocessors are intended to be general purpose machinery, supporting a wide variety 

of mathematical operations. The physical energy required to set or reset a silicon diode is 

so low, that we call software intellectual property. General practices for computer coding 

aim to fully exploit these traits by emphasizing clarity and division of computer. In short, 

computers are intended as a transparent instrument, exemplifying the standard reserve. 

The International Obfuscated C Programming competition would be an example 

of human culture arising amid a field typified by technology 17 Even in this 

paradigmatically technological field of computing, true human culture can be found. The 

programming competition is organized in honor of the C programming language, giving 

the tool a kind of recognition. 18 Acknowledgement of a tool as such goes against the 

                                                 
 17 This is the most well-known example of this genre of event. The aesthetic differences in the 
name of the International Dirty Perl Competition manifest many of the same traits, albeit with a different 
attitude. 
 
 18 At the beginning of the Question Concerning Technology, Heidegger states that “All  ways of 
thinking, more or less perceptibly, lead through language in a manner that is extraordinary.” (3). While 
Heidegger clearly thinks more about Greek and Latin than formal languages such as those used to program 
computers, his point can still be applied. Human culture still exists, even in a seemingly sterile 
environment. 
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preoccupied spirit of the standing reserve. The main objective in the competition comes 

from finding the most complex and non-intuitive path to solving a problem. More 

significantly, the organizers offer an award for the programmer who unintentionally 

produced the most erratic behavior. They often take advantage of special cases and non-

standard versions of the language compiler to produce their intended results. Thus, the 

projects refuse to be simply predictable or easily reconfigurable.  

That does not mean that this activity cannot be reinterpreted as a means to an end. 

One programmer might claim that a highly specific body of knowledge might be useful 

for specialized work. Another programmer might hope that fame from winning would 

find him employment. It can be argued, however, that these practices are so far outside 

the norm that they seldom useful for the individual in either manner. The odd edge cases 

which are used and abused are obscure enough that they are unlikely to appear in 

properly written software. Further, the names of winners are not announced. Thus, the 

focus cannot be primarily on knowledge or notoriety.19 This activity takes the 

penultimate of efficient and transparent technologies and subverts it for other ends. 

These ends are human and meaningful. Participants often claim a sense of 

camaraderie. The community offers its own set of values including strangeness and 

idiosyncrasy. The ability to manifest these traits comes in part from noting the vagaries of 

the tool which they use. Something which is understood to be generally mastered and 

used for mastering other things is instead taken apart and examined.  

All of these cultural tendencies are possible, because the computer has become 

almost entirely standing reserve. Since specific goals become increasingly remote as an 

                                                 
 19 The term winners in the context has little meaning beyond cultural cachet among those who 
pursue the challenges.  
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object is treated as standing-reserve, there is no reason to retreat to the objective 

framework. Without intentional objective distancing from human concerns and feelings, 

these shared elements of culture can surface in modern work. This kind of programming 

exemplifies a certain kind of activity which supports a holistic understanding of the 

world.
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Latour’s Mediation and Negative Freedom 
 

As elaborated in the previous chapter, Martin Heidegger believes that modern 

culture is fundamentally an internal structure applied to human experience. Modern 

humans tend to extrapolate from the general manipulability or instrumentality of the 

world to a universal sense of mastery. In other words, humans find that they can 

influence the world toward whatever goal or end they may desire at a given time. Bruno 

Latour contests this basic point at the beginning of his chapter, A Collective of Humans 

and Nonhumans: 20 

. . . I need to define in opposition to Heidegger what mediation means in the realm 
of techniques. For Heidegger, a technology is never an instrument, a mere tool. 
Does that mean that technologies mediate action? No, because we ourselves have 
become instruments for no other end than instrumentality itself (“Pandora’s 
Hope” 176). 
 
Latour takes issue with the way Heidegger handles specific technologies. While 

an interaction with a singular device cannot fully describe or inspire a sense of the far-

reaching worldview of mastery, it can reinforce or undermine it. The perception of the 

world being instrumental is eased by a technology functioning as an instrument. This is 

why a singular technology is never a mere tool in Heidegger’s account. As elaborated in 

the previous chapter, however, the presupposition of mastery is strong enough to continue 

even when a technology no longer continues as an instrument. Thus, the field of specific 

technologies are junior partners to the mindset of technology.

                                                 
 20 This chapter will largely use Latour’s references to Heidegger as means of deducing his own 
position. Whether his exegesis and evaluation have merit will be examined in the next.  



 

24 
 

 

Latour’s account accords much more influence to specific technologies. He does 

so by emphasizing the external experience of action in the world. He notes that mediation 

happens “in the realm of techniques.”  He also indicates mediation shapes action.21  It can 

be inferred that techniques are in a sense actions. This provides an implicit account of 

what mediation “means” according to Latour. Latour finds an internal meaning accorded 

to this primarily external experience. From this we may conclude, that technical 

mediation affords the individual a chance to see a more diverse way of living in the 

world. 

This chapter argues that technical interactions in fact teach humans their own 

ignorance. In it, I take three steps. First, I consider the positions of delegate and delegator 

within a mediating technical system. Then I explain how Latour’s leaning toward the 

position of the delegator leads to a negative imagination of freedom. Lastly, I examine 

how such a concept of freedom motivates a specific focus on technical devices as a way 

of reinforcing the human sense of ignorance.  

 
 

Two Situations for Technical Action 
 

While Latour does not believe any consciousness is necessary for technical action 

to take place, this paper is largely focused on human meaning in technology. Latour sets 

                                                 
 21 Echoing Heidegger’s more optimistic early work, Latour adopts the view humans experience the 
world through action. He states that “essence is existence and existence is action” (“Pandora’s Hope” 179). 
By acting, moving and shaping things humans are able to explore different ways of acting, different objects 
of emotion, and different choices.  
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about explaining the human experience of technique by examining the way humans 

describe their experience of technology in language. 22 Latour specifies.  

The noun “technique” – or its upgraded version “technology” – does not need to 
be used to separate humans from the multifarious assemblies with which they 
combine. But there is an adjective, technical, which we can use in many different 
situations, and rightly so (“Pandora’s Hope” 191).23 
 
In this quote, Latour indicates that our term for technology is used in a way that 

separates humans from the conglomeration being considered.24  Such a situation loses 

much of the meaning we associate with human connection. His use of a noun gives such 

a situation an acknowledged mental reality of its own. As an alternative, Latour advances 

a term that includes many situations. By placing the term in contrast, Latour indicates that 

it includes situations where humans both are understood to be present and are not. Latour 

differentiates between these two situations. It will be explained later on how the more 

limited term comes about as technologies develop. 

Latour does not believe that all techniques are linguistic. Contra Heidegger, he 

clarifies that language exists within a “range of articulations” that include the more 

permanent articulations of physically building something opposed to making an 

utterance. At the same time, language is a true mediator (197). Thus, it provides an 

                                                 
 22 This is appropriate in part because language is a technique, an action holding meaning. It is also 
an implicit answer to Heidegger’s comment that “all ways of thinking. . . lead through language”  (“The 
Question Concerning Technology” 1). 
 
 23 The quotes are original to Latour’s text.  
 
 24 This statement resembles Heidegger’s account of how humans experience the distinction 
between subject and object. The term is not used, however, because Latour does not include a subjective 
removal of human meaning in his use of the term. 
 



 

26 
 

understandable example of how mediators develop that can be applied to the more murky 

development of material mediators.25   In short, it describes the ontology of technology. 

As a caveat, it is important to note that Latour does not specify how many 

situations there are, for reasons we will explore shortly. It is useful, therefore, to consider 

the two situations in which humans use to technique to be extremes on a timeline, 

implying the possibility of interim situations. Before we can consider the holistic position 

of the technician, we must consider the two perspectives from which he encounters a 

mediator: those of the delegate and the delegator. These positions are not mutually 

exclusive in terms of individual or time. But they cannot be mutually experienced with 

regard to the same technology.  

 
 

The Process of Delegation 
 

 The first position which a technical person can occupy is that of a 

delegator. A delegator is a person or thing that establishes a relationship to meet a goal. 

This is the kind of activity that common language associates with technical action. Latour 

finds that the “the adjective technical has a useful meaning that agrees in the common 

parlance with the first three kinds of mediation. . .”  (192). These are translation, 

composition, and blackboxing (190-103). Latour’s selection of the first kinds of 

mediation hints at a sequence to the way the structure of meaning is developed within this 

                                                 
 25 Latour explains that techniques are themselves mediators (“Pandora’s Hope” 197). But they 
exist within a range of articulations that is expanded by more material methods (187).  



 

27 
 

particular kind of relationship. While it may suffer reversals, this process always follows 

the same order.26 The successful completion of the process makes a system more stable.27 

Upon first interacting with any device, humans initially perceive the creation of a 

new agent with new goals. The first form of mediation according to Latour is the 

translation of goals (“Pandora’s Hope” 181, 183).28  This is an analogy to linguistics 

where the speaker meaning communicated by a word in one language may have only a 

rough translation to another language. There may only be a word that shares part of the 

meaning or no related word at all. Similarly, an individual using an instrument must 

reconcile their own goals with its perceived function. The device’s function may lend 

specificity to a general goal, such as when a person trying to get to the airport tries to flag 

down a cab. Or it may require a broader goal, such as the man who must drain an entire 

swamp to find a sunken boat. While a perfect equivalence between the goals of the two 

actants is possible, Latour finds that the choice of an action comes about as the best-

known match between the two.29  

Upon carrying out an action that results from working with a technology, humans 

tend to use the resulting action to describe the association that made it possible. The 

direction of change leads to the “attribution of one actor as the prime mover” (“Pandora’s 

                                                 
 26 Latour’s diagram for the second kind of mediation shows that it composed of multiple 
applications of the first step (181). The diagram for the third kind shows that it follows steps that include 
the first kinds of technical mediation (184).  
 
 27 Latour does assume that this process necessarily finishes successfully.  
 
 28 Latour also uses the term interference for this kind of mediation. This term emphases the kind of 
translation where there is no direct cognate (178).  
 
 29 This stage is possible because the action of the two actants is restricted to “offering 
competencies” which produces “provisional. . . roles” (182). Having not yet used a thing, the agent does 
not fully understand the way in which the actant will behave. But this ascription of action does not come 
from a purely a priori assumption.  
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Hope” 182). We can picture this as a summation between two physical direction vectors 

as Latour does. Because human life consists in action (179), individuals tend to focus on 

the actor whose goal more closely resembles their current action. Those actors whose 

direction is canceled out are not considered. Since the individual does not perform the 

action he or she did previously to combining, the more current aggregate action 

characterizes his or her experience.  

The generalized action result becomes even more generalized as this cycle 

repeats. Latour notes the existence of a “reversible black box” where “one need only 

focus on its inputs and outputs” (“Pandora’s Hope” 184, 304). In other words, 

associations have been made that make it produce the desired action in a variety of 

situations. 30The “composition” of such a thing can still be obscure when a specific 

situation ends the consistent result. Latour notes that when a projector breaks in his 

classroom, he remembers that repairmen put it together and they remember which parts 

they placed inside of it. The knowledge to take it apart comes from having set it up, not 

from its output. Thus, blackboxing is reversible due to the fact that an agent set it up, but 

makes forgetfulness the default state of successful technologies over time.  

 
 

Encountering the Delegate 
 

 The situation changes significantly when the creators are not present. While 

presence can be measured in degrees, there must be a point where black boxes are truly 

distant in space and time from those who can remember their contents (“Pandora’s Hope” 

                                                 
 30 Latour’s use of the term is taken from engineering (“Science in Action” 3-4). It merely indicates 
a system whose internal components are unknown. It should not be associated with the eponymous name 
for aircraft flight recorders.  
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189, 183). Latour dubs these artefacts delegates (192). While they continue to function 

and influence human life, these systems are much more opaque with respect to human 

meaning. This produces different kinds of ignorance of both internal goals and external 

action than that present in the process of delegation.  

 By definition, an individual interacting with the delegate does not have any 

certainty about of the delegator’s goals. Latour provides the example of a speed bump in 

order to make his point. He states that in this case: “we notice the same displacement as 

our gun story” (“Pandora’s Hope” 186). While the individual’s action changes, he does 

not know the rationale for the speed bump. The speed bump might appeal to those with a 

respect for human life and property, or it might simply be a way the college 

administration in the example reduces liability. Thus, the realm of conscious meaning 

provided by supplementary and final goals disappears.  

 Rather, the delegate demands a fixed set of actions. These enter the set of goals of 

the agent. Latour explains that this is the case where the noun form of “technique” is in 

fact appropriate because humans have something which is fixed. He explains that it does 

not denote an essence but “a chain of gestures and know-how to bring about some result.”   

If “essence is existence”, then these actions shape the viewers essence (“Pandora’s Hope” 

123, 179). Latour notes that certain kinds of existence depend upon certain actions. 

Humans are not humans without what “authorizes and enables them to exist (that is act)” 

(“Pandora’s Hope’ 192). Even if the attribute of being human is not tied to the use of 

tools, it is intuitive that certain avocations and activities depend upon specific exposure. 
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The Duplicitous Role of the Technician 
 

Real artifacts are always parts of institutions, trembling in their mixed status as 
mediators, mobilizing faraway lands and people, ready to become people or 
things, not knowing if they are composed of one or of many, of a black box 
counting for one or of a labyrinth concealing multitudes (“Pandora’s Hope” 193) 
 

Despite the separation between the process of delegation and being exposed to a 

delegate, Latour sees most modern humans experiencing both states of being 

simultaneously, in different relationships. This simultaneous experience comes from the 

“hierarchical” nature of human society, which implies both superior and inferior 

relationships (“Pandora’s Hope” 191). The use of tools, however, means that no human 

exists purely at the bottom of the hierarchy. Even the lowliest people in modern society 

use a wide range of material objects and techniques, giving a sense of mastery and 

understanding in those cases.31  It is reasonable to believe, however, that most humans in 

society also occupy a subservient position within some structure. 32    

 Any such combined position is to some extent technical. The term mediation 

indicates a middle position. This means that the things being delegated stay apart. The 

only way to functionally reconcile these states of being is through imagination. Latour 

does believe that imaginative stories are bolstered by the evidence of experience.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
 31 Latour equates this state of affairs with general human nature across history. Human society has 
almost always been hierarchical. It is certainly not unique to the technological milieu.  
  
 32 This works if society is pictured as a pyramid structure. This structure corresponds with 
Latour’s account of each mediator enrolling multiple actants. 
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Hierarchy and Positive Freedom 
 

 Going back to Berlin’s definition, positive freedom considers “who or what is the 

source of control” over a person’s life. In Latour’s portrayal of complex systems, the 

technical individual does not have control. As he states, the technical individual takes a 

position that is both “privileged through inferior” (“Pandora’s Hope” 193). This is not to 

indicate a moral judgement, but rather an inferiority with respect to control. 33 

 On a microscopic scale, the technical individual has no ability to fully understand 

the things he manipulates or what his tasks really are (“Pandora’s Hope” 193). Given that 

he cannot know what attributes of these things are hidden or even if they are hidden, he 

cannot search well. Control over his own set of responsibilities comes in part from 

enrolling and enlisting things (“Pandora’s Hope” 195-196). While the increased mass 

decreases the possibility of these things acting, it does not constitute a granular and 

detailed understanding that would ensure functioning. Things break unexpectedly. This is 

what Latour means when he talks about the “sketchily circumscribed knack” by which 

technical action is carried out (“Pandora’s Hope” 191).  

 In the broader sense, Latour emphasizes that the individual can also become “a 

hitch, a snag, a catch” to those higher up in a system that depend upon him (“Pandora’s 

Hope” 191). This would seem to be a modicum of control. If such a detour can really halt 

or divert the system, this seems to be a powerful way of exercising influence or control 

over the system. While this situation is true, it is important to note that the system will 

behave just like the individual with respect to the things he or she controls. The 

individual will find the system buttressed against him or her. This is a difficult trap to 

                                                 
 33 In context, inferiority must be construed in terms of privileges.  
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escape from. The occasional exception to smooth functioning proves the rule of 

subordination in most cases. Given that Latour believes that the number of connections 

can only grow, this becomes increasingly unlikely (Riis, 296; Latour, 200). We must 

remember that the collective set of relations involves not just distance but mass, 

producing something like a localized gravity. 

 
 

Invisibility and Negative Freedom 
 

 Berlin defines negative freedom as an area free from outside interference. 

Humans cannot control the extent of this space but rather receive it from the system.  For 

Latour, humans are aware both of the compelling power and ignorance of those structures 

above them. Thus, they must question their relationship towards the things they have 

within their zone of influence. Latour gives every reason to believe that imagination 

requires some impetus or experience upon which to base it.  

 Latour notes that the technical person has a “highly circumscribed” set of tasks 

but a “poorly circumscribed knack” (“Pandora’s Hope” 193). Those agents higher up the 

chain of command who issue orders care less how their requests are fulfilled than that 

they are fulfilled. It is generally up to the mediator to decide how to implement the 

process internally. The difference between the tightly circumscribed output provided by 

the technical individual and the broad set of methods available indicates at minimum the 

blackboxing and at worst the ignorance of users of the system above.  

 This way of thinking can be considered in the individual’s own realm of action. 

While it is not externally circumscribed, it is easily shallow and limited. Latour will later 

note that the technical mediator does not know whether it is “composed of one or many, a 
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black box counting for one or a labyrinth concealing multitudes” (“Pandora’s Hope” 183, 

193). Noting the ways information is limited going up the chain of command, the 

technical individual considers the possibility that he or she might be rendered ignorant by 

the same sort of process. This encourages carefulness and humility.  

 While individuals may not have the full story for the past, having a concept of an 

extant mediator reminds the technical individual that they are in a similar situation to 

those who deal with their work. If an individual has difficulty remembering the nature of 

his or her own work, how much more difficulty will other people have. In the end Latour 

states that the “political order is subverted” because absent delegators make the 

individual act, while he or she is not conscious of their existence (“On Technical 

Mediation”, 40).  

 
 

Actions amid the Collective 
 

 A good example of what Latour wishes human action to look like would be the 

actions of reverse engineers. Specifically,  individuals are those who do so for the sake of 

exploration rather than a specific end such as profit making from criminal activity. A 

common term in industry is “black box” testing. This testing does not indicate that it is 

performed by someone who might remember, however. It indicates testing performed by 

someone with no knowledge who is generally removed from the developers who initially 

produced a product. It may be performed in a corporate environment or as a hobby. 

This method teaches the recognition of the general human lack of knowledge but 

not its extent. Black box testing may not reveal any surprises. But reverse engineering of 

the devices we claim to control can have a large impact. Customers are surprised when 
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their phones contain government backdoors or constantly report to corporate databases. 

Such discoveries do not change the fabric of society or the expectations of an individual, 

but they do offer a limited consciousness of the unknown. This constitutes a slim but 

consistent area of knowledge.  In short, it constitutes negative freedom. 

These activities do not explore the underlying infrastructure of society. Reverse 

engineering will not reveal the human goals behind projects. For instance, it cannot say 

whether a company’s release of personally identifiable information was intentional. But it 

does provide a contrast with the individual’s position as delegator. While humans may 

have almost no latitude to act in the world, the ability to recognize their own ignorance 

remains. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
 

The Complex Calculation of Freedom 
 
 

 As noted in the last chapter, Bruno Latour understands human interaction with the 

world to be shaped by techniques or procedures for action. Techniques deal with 

mediators, inscrutable collectives which are capable of both restricting and expanding 

human experience (197). Distancing himself completely from Martin Heidegger, Latour 

explains that the visibility of concealment in the creation of techniques enables humans to 

resist a generalized sense of mastery over the world.  

 In stark contrast, a prominent strain of current scholarship has attempted to situate 

Latour within Heidegger’s account.  This school of thought, including such scholars as 

Soren Riis, Lynette Khong, and Jeff Kochan, claims that Latour’s account of human 

production and rearrangement of mediators is problematic (cite Riis, 297). Since 

mediators deeply influence human life, this implies the possibility of complete mastery of 

the world. It states that Latour has not been able to offer an alternate account, and in fact 

falls into the false viewpoint within Heidegger’s theory. 

In contrast to these simplistic portrayals of the relationship between the two 

thinkers, I argue that the two thinkers accounts are distinct but compatible. I first argue 

that both philosophers show a shared pragmatic commitment when criticizing each other.  

I then consider under what conditions both kinds of freedom might be pursued.  
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The Likelihood of Freedom 
 

 Bruno Latour’s criticism of Heidegger’s understanding of freedom is based upon 

pragmatic consideration.  Specifically, he does not think that freedom from the 

technological system is likely achieved within the constraints elaborated in Heidegger’s 

account. Latour overstates Heidegger’s theoretical claims in order to emphasize this 

probable outcome.  In Latour’s retelling of Heidegger’s account he states: “Technology is 

unique, insuperable, omnipresent, superior, a monster born in our midst. . .” (“Pandora’s 

Hope” 176). Given the previous examination of Heidegger’s views in this thesis, this 

interpretation appears extreme.  Heidegger plans to “prepare a free relationship” to 

technology (“The Question Concerning Technology”, 1).  Latour has some doubts about 

this process though. 34 

 Latour’s claim that technology is unique contradicts his own previous statements.  

In the previous sentence, Latour accurately summarizes that “gestell. . . is one of many 

ways being presents itself” according to Heidegger’s account (176).  Technology cannot 

be theoretically unique if it is merely one form of experience among others. By 

elimination, the uniqueness of technology must be a contingent matter in the world.  

Heidegger calls the worst possible result of technological development the “great 

danger,” where the outside world only present itself to humans in terms of technology. 35 

As explained in chapter two, however, multiple ways of being which are intrinsic to 

human nature can still appear.   

                                                 
 34 Kochan more directly calls such weak argument for strong claims “intentional dissimulation” 
(579, 5943) He does not speculate to what end such a rhetorical tactic might be directed.    
 
 35 Khong claims that Latour places Heidegger in the materialist camp for this reason (695).  This 
does not work since Latour places materialism as the dialectical opposite number to sociological factors 
like gestell (“Pandora’s Box”, 180).   
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 Heidegger’s claim that technology is insuperable is a more qualified claim. It 

implicitly concedes that there are other forces that exist.  It refuses to admit that they 

might challenge the mindset of technology, however. As we have seen, Heidegger thinks 

that internal factors in human experience outweigh the external portions.   

 Lastly, Latour claims that Heidegger sees technology as superior and 

omnipresent.  The choice of a comparative adjective like superior is striking within the 

context of the passage (“Pandora’s Hope”, 176). The word insuperable, used earlier, 

constitutes a stronger claim. Thus, Latour continues to qualify and reduce his claims 

about Heidegger.  Heidegger does allow the experience of freedom in small interactions 

with greater systems .  The system, however, is stacked against such interactions. Its 

power lies in its hiddenness and unexpectedness.   

 In Latour’s eyes, Heidegger’s understanding of how freedom returns to culture is 

overly qualified and constricted.  In Heidegger’s account, freedom cannot be easily 

sought out by humans because human action does not directly produce it.   Moreover, it 

grows in the hidden areas where culture is not expected.  It grows slowly and with weak 

roots.  Few people expect a niche activity by technical specialists, such as the obfuscated 

coding competition, to spread to broader culture. It will be hard for it to grow to the 

general acceptance necessary for it to freely carry value. Thus, Latour finds the growth of 

such positive freedom within society at large to be improbable no matter how desirable it 

might be.  
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The Extent of Freedom 
 
 Heidegger’s followers respond to Latour with equally strong verbiage.   

Referencing Latour’s criticisms quoted above, Kochan states: “yet it now seems that the 

set terms could more aptly characterize Latour's own account of mediation.” (585).  Riis 

simply states that Latour does not allow any kind of freedom (287).  While the reader 

must be careful comparing Heidegger’s views with those of his followers, there is a 

pragmatic flavor to these objections as well.  Heidegger’s school of thought focuses on 

maximizing the extent of freedom when it appears.   

The first avenue of critique comes from Riis, who notes that humans are expected 

to expand the set of social connections known as the collective Latour’s account (295).  

Given that connections tend to limit individual action, he finds this to be deterministic 

and enframing.  Yet the reader must realize that beyond the size necessary for delegation 

and forgetfulness, size does not matter.  The individual within the collective will still 

exist within a hierarchy.  While this does not permit broad knowledge and action within 

the world, it does give a core insight about one’s own limitations. Chapter three’s 

argument still holds despite this development. 

A separate criticism comes from Kochan who notes a concept called 

“purification” from Latour’s earlier writings (582).36 This concept indicates the way 

humans forget about the messiness involved in the production of scientific fact. Given 

this paper’s focus on Pandora’s Hope, the concept must be understood as a combination 

of composition and blackboxing. This purification would seem to operate in reverse to 

the kind of imagination that Latour conceives.   Humans imagine that they always 

                                                 
 36 Given Latour’s constant change in position noted by Kochan, this is a risky move (579).  By 
Pandora’s Hope ten years later, he never uses the term. 
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controlled what they now understand.  Latour in fact accepts such critiques, which is why 

he has a more limited conception of what freedom humans have by default. 

 Heidegger’s followers find it unlikely that a systemic break will so destabilize 

society that culture changes.  Reverse engineering and other such behaviors can more 

easily be productive than playful.  Thus, they find that such activities risk the return of 

general freedom by subtly allowing an individual to develop a sense of mastery. 

 
 

Maximizing Technology’s Promise 
 

Since both kinds of freedom deal with different pragmatic limits, humans should 

still seek to maximize both.  Both philosophers agree that we are capable of manipulating 

our environment,. The problem is largely one of knowledge.  The ability to act and shape 

things requires knowledge.  Specifically, the core difference in which kind of freedom is 

possible comes from their understanding of the locus of man’s ignorance of meaning. 

Heidegger and Latour both consider freedom to be important. Both agree that 

both positive and negative freedom are important.  The difference is which term takes 

preeminence, providing the largest value coefficient. In short, they disagree about which 

one humans should focus on more. These evaluations do not come from ethical 

arguments about which is more important, but rather ontological calculations about which 

is most feasible.  both thinkers believe in some general boundaries or limits for the 

freedom function. 

They agree, however, that technology is best handled by being engaged with 

directly.  The boundaries of technology still provide adequate room to find at least some 

freedom. In actual practice, reverse engineering and playful construction are often 
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combined into the same activity. The term hacking originally connoted a clever  

repurposing of some device for personal amusement. While Heidegger may expect a 

more totalistic view of freedom, he still supports limited day-to-day actions that show 

freedom.  Latour, providing the more limited conception of freedom, more directly 

encourages such activities. 

Thus, the two thinkers have different leanings as with respect to the odds of 

success and degree of freedom available within the technological milieu.  While the 

assumptions of the two thinkers are different, their recommendations for human action 

amid the technical milieu are not mutually incompatible, except in terms of focus and 

investing times and resources.  As seen earlier, there are a number of ways individuals 

can think and act that encourage them to think freely.  The feasibility of even these 

limited transitional actions shows a modicum of freedom. 
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