Reseiias de libros

Quintanilla Fisac, Miguel Angel et al. (2017). Tecnologias entrafiables. ;Es posible un modelo

alternativo de desarrollo tecnoldgico? Madrid: Los libros de Catarata. ISBN: 978-84-9097-

313-4. Resefiado por Joshua Alexander Gonzalez-Martin, Universidad de Salamanca. Re-

sefia recibida: 3 de enero de 2021. Resefia aceptada: 10 de febrero de 2021

doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.6035/recerca.5684

In Frankenstein, Or The Modern Pro-
metheus (1818), Mary Shelley reveals
the extent to which she is over-
whelmed by new technological inven-
tions that try to dominate nature, but
which in turn escape human control.
With this premise, Shelley knew that
hers must be a frightful story, «for su-
premely frightful would be the effect
of any human endeavour to mock the
stupendous mechanism of the Creator
of the world» (She]ley, 1831 (2018):
351). Technology, like the author’s
creature, seems to have a mind of its
own that often has devastating effects
on society. It was precisely this same
suspicion that disturbed Martin Bu-
ber almost a century and a half lacer,
when he came to the following con-
clusion about the future: «the state is
no longer led: the stokers still pile up
coal, but the leaders merely seem to
rule the racing engines. And in this in-
stant while you speak, you can hear as
well as I how the machinery of the
economy is beginning to hum in an
unwonted manner; the overseers give
you a superior smile, but death lurks

in their hearts. They tell you that they

have adjusted the apparatus to mod-
ern conditions; but you note that
henceforth they can only adjust them-
selves to the apparatus, as long as that
permits it» (Buber, 1970: 97); or
Jacques Ellul, who asserted: «Let no
one say that man is the agent of tech-
nical progress... and that it is he who
chooses among possible techniques. In
reality, he neither is nor does anything
of the sort. He is a device for recording
effects and results obtained by various
techniques» (Ellul, [1954] 1964: 80).
This idea of lack of control over
technology has become a kind of two-
sided social fable: technological devel-
opment as the engine of society (tech-
nological determinism), and as an in-
herently uncontrollable beast or an
impossible-to-fence prairie, driven by
its own intrinsic powers (technologi-
cal autonomy). The massive techno-
logical development of industrial soci-
eties, the intuition that we cannot do
what we want with technology (or at
least not all of us can) and the realiza-
tion of the influence that technology
has on our values and habits in every-
day life, have in recent decades re-
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vealed the importance of philosophi-
cal and social studies of technology.
This is where the analysis offered by
the work of Miguel Angel Quintanilla
comes in.

This book problematizes technolog-
ical development by asking whether
an alternative model of technological
development is possible, and high-
lighting technological alienation and
societies’ incapacity to control tech-
nology. As Quintanilla (2009) has al-
ready stated, «We have, use and pro-
duce increasingly complex and
efficient technologies, but while we
use or produce them, we feel that they
are slipping out of our hands and that
they are shown to us as something al-
ien». Faced with this situation, Quin-
tanilla presents us with an alternative
model of technological development
that can serve as a stimulus to regain
control of technological change with-
out resigning ourselves, in Winnerian
terms, to technological somnambu-
the engaging

/ -~ . . o .
(tecnologias entrafiables, in their origi-

lism: technologies
nal language).

The book is structured in three
chapters, in which the notion of en-
gaging technologies (ETs) is offered,
from a plural perspective, through
several re-readings on an alternative
construction of technological control,
using the conceptual framework de-

ployed by the ETs themselves. Emu-
lating the musical mctaphor used by
José A. Lopez Cerezo in the introduc-
tion (p. 11), the book is a three-move-
ment sonata performed by Martin
Parselis, Dario Sandrone and Diego
Lawler with a violin solo, Miguel An-
gel Quintanilla.

In the first chapter of the book, ti-
tled «Tecnologias entrafables: un
modelo alternativo de desarrollo
tecnologico» (pp. 15-53), Quintanilla
begins by echoing the optimistic and
humanistic nature of his perspective
on the phenomenon of technique,
which he understands as a space of
possibilities for realizing humanity
(p. 16), as compared to the pessimistic
positions of the philosophers of the
20th century, who were influenced by
the strange and alienating character of
industrial technologies. For Quinta-
nilla, the risk is not that the technical
system is imposed on human beings,
but that humans forget that the tech-
nical system is a system that comes
from humans themselves as inten-
tional agents.

Quintanilla may be optimistic as a
defender of technological indetermin-
ism, but he is also aware that current
technologies are even more impene-
trable than traditional industrial tech-
nologics, rcvealing himself to be some-
what outside the users’ sphere of
application, which apparently grows
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and develops autonomously and un-
controllably. In this way, Quintanilla
exposes the scope of technological de-
Velopment in the environment in
which it is applied and, from a de-
scriptive point of view, clcarly distin-
guishes the fact of alienation. How-
ever, Quintanilla specifically proposes
the concept of «estrangement» to re-
fer more precisely to the aspects of
technologies that distance certain us-
ers from the technological systems
and the knowledge of those who be-
long to the context of technological
design.

The fact of estrangement is the fact
that there is a relational contrast, a
break in the relationship, between
technological development —and the
production of increasingly sophisti-
cated and less understandable arti-
facts for the common user— and the
ever diminishing options of decision
on the technological way of life that
users want, and on how they want to
satisfy it. The opacity of the artifact’s
design and the simplification of the
evaluation criteria that predominate
in the design and dissemination of
technologies are two of the main
sources of technological alienation
(p. 21). Quintanilla recognizes that we
are immersed in a technological cul-
ture made up of cpistcmically blind
individuals, as opposed to the increas-

ingly specific knowledge that is re-
quircd in the developmcnt of new
technologies. It can almost be said
that the only one hundred percent
conscious interaction between the
user and tcchnological artifacts occurs
in the use of conveniently designed in-
terfaces.

Thus, one of the fundamental prob-
lems with the current model of tech-
nological development is its tendency
to produce opaque technological
products, fueling the misconception
that the user should be able to use and
enjoy a technology without having to
understand it. For a technology to be
user-friendly, ideally it should not re-
quire a learning effort that incorpo-
rates new knowledge, its use practices
should be extremely simple, and the
values it incorporates should be easily
assimilated (Quintanilla, 2002). The
quickest and easiest way to achieve
this is to hide the content of the tech-
nology and show the user a friendly in-
terface, a technology that is as easy to
use as it is impossible to unravel. For
Quintanilla, the important thing is
therefore to challenge this trend for
opaque and alienating technologies
and to open technology up to the pos-
sibility of non-estrangement.

To overcome these significant chal-
lenges of technological development,
Quintanilla proposes a decalogue with



some of the criteria that a technologi-
cal system must include, to some de-
gree, to conform to an indeterministic
model of technological development:
it must be open, versatile, docile, lim-
ited, reversible, recoverable, under-
standable, participatory, sustainable,
and socially responsible (p. 29). Thus,
ETs are a normative framework for
technological development that estab-
lishes the way in which we should re-
late to technologies, that «we could
not just incorporate them into our
daily life, but also understand them,
appropriate them, maintain their con-
trol and even participate in their de-
sign» (Quintanilla, 2012); and a way to
overcome the user’s estrangement and
their disconnection with the design
context and with the general process
of technological development that
produces estrangement.

In the second chapter of the book,
titled «Repensando la relacion entre
disefadores y usuarios a traves de las
tecnologias entrafiables» (pp. 54-80),
Martin Parselis addresses the relation-
ship between the design context and
the use context, based on the changes
proposed in the new Quintanilla tech-
nology model. Drawing on the distinc-
tion between use context and design
context, Parselis analyses the presence
of artifacts in relation to different in-
tentional agents and notes that some
intentional agents, name]y users, are
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further away from technological de-
velopment and from the artifacts
themselves than other intentional
agents, namely designers (p. 57).

For this author, artifacts are a tech-
nical-cultural synthesis that articu-
lates the contexts of design and use,
and it is in this broad context that we
experience tcchnological estrange-
ment. The causes of persistent es-
trangement are various. Parselis refers
to these causes as «disengagement»
and explains four: technical disen-
gagement, sociocultural disengage-
ment, representational  disengage-
ment, and disengagement from the
decision on «commons» (pp. 59-65).
He ends this section by outlining some
contributions to the analysis of the
need for new ways of relating to arti-
facts and the design context, which
should be clearly related. ETs could be
an alternative criterion for evaluating
technological ~ development, which
also promotes a program of integra-
tion and social legitimization of this
devc]opment. This ]egitimacy can be
understood as a political parameter,
for example, in designing public poli-
cies that he]p to reduce the distance
between technology and users.

Finally, in the third part of the book,
titled «Una excursion ontologica a las
tecnolog{as entrafiables» (pp. 81-108),
Dario Sandrone and Diego Lawler

embark on an ontological Cxploration
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that they believe complements the
works of Quintanilla and Parselis. For
these authors, the set of technological
objects, systems and processes allows
for a double ontology, a double layer
of technological entities in coexist-
ence: on the one hand, the existence of
closed technological objects, of fixed
functions, and, on the other hand, the
existence of open and versatile tech-
nical objects (p. 86). This approach
considers artifacts as the last unit of
analysis of the set of existing techno-
logical objects. Now, this definition of
artifact only makes sense when human
intentionality and purpose are taken
into account, with the understanding
that artifacts themselves have an in-
separable material and functional di-
mension (p. 88). For Sandrone and
Lawler, however, human intentional-
ity in the context of use cannot always
modify the operation of artifacts (of
machines), as operations are found to
be irreversible and closed.

To show the harmony with the ET
proposal, Sandrone and Lawler em-
brace the Simondonian approaches to
open machines and advocate the de-
velopment of individuals with tech-
nical capabilities, to understand
closed, automatic and opaque tech-
nical objects. This implies that citi-
zens can engage with open technical
objects. The aim is to achieve the abil-
ity to predict and control the behavior

of machines, in order to design open,
reversible, and self-regulated systems
that eliminate human alienation from
technology.

Technological democracy requires
not only that ordinary users have ac-
cess to technical knowledge, but that
technology itself can be integrated
with all its content as an element that
is not alien to the user. Of course, if we
renounce our responsibility for ma-
chines, we cannot then complain
about their mistakes. By dint of mak-
ing machines increasingly intelligent
and opaque, we can predict that users
will become even more unfamiliar
with the technologies. There are no
absolute answers to these problems,
although they are beginning to be in-
tuited. Quintanilla proposes a new
model in which technological systems
can be assimilated and integrated in
our lives, are friendly and participa-
tive, and that can be enjoyed, not only
through their use but by appropriat-
ing their internal logic, by under-
standing them.
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