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The moral status of technology is a foundational issue in the
philosophy and ethics of technology that has long been contested.
The central question in this field is whether technologies
inherently embody values—especially moral values—or whether
they function as neutral instruments. Two opposing camps
address this question: proponents of Value-Ladenness of
Technology contend that technologies are intrinsically imbued
with values independent of their users, and that these values
manifest in design, deployment, and socio-ethical impacts; by
contrast, proponents of Value-Neutral Technology maintain that
technologies themselves are neutral and devoid of intrinsic value,
and that only human uses confer morally good or bad values upon
them. They argue that technology should only be subject to moral
evaluation within the context of human application. In this paper,
we examine and evaluate the ongoing debate through two key
articles in the field: David Morrow’s “The Values Built into
Technologies,” which defends the VLT position, and Joseph C.
Pitt’s “Value-Free Technology?”, which advances the VNT
perspective. The aim of this study is to compare, analyze, and
assess the arguments of these two approaches and to gauge their
strength and validity. Ultimately, our evaluations indicate that
Pitt’s arguments—particularly in terms of logical coherence,
philosophical depth, conceptual precision, practical applicability
to ecthical issues in technology, and emphasis on moral
responsibility—are preferable to those of Morrow.
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1. Introduction

The moral status of technology is one of the most challenging topics in the history of the philosophy
and ethics of technology. The central question in this debate is whether technologies are inherently
value-laden or whether they function as neutral instruments (Miller, 2021, p. 2; Pitt, 2023, p. 14; Brey,
2010, p. 126; Verbeek, 2014, p. 75). In some formulations, this takes the form: “Are technical artifacts
value-laden or not?”” A positive or negative answer to this question determines one’s stance in the
dispute (Van de Poel & Kroes, 2014, p. 104). In other words, affirming that technologies are value-
laden aligns one with defenders of Value-Ladenness of Technology (VLT/VET), whereas denying it
places one among proponents of Value-Neutral Technology (VNT) or Value-Free Technology (VFT)
(Cayaba & Pablo, 2014, p. 372).

VLT advocates claim that technologies—or technical artifacts—embody values independent of
their users and are therefore value-laden (Tollon, 2021, p. 239). In contrast, VNT proponents deny any
independent values in technologies, holding that the only values present reside with their users and that
no intrinsic or independent worth can be detected within the artifacts themselves (Tollon, 2021, pp.
240-241; Peterson & Spahn, 2011, pp. 413-414 Finley, 2021, p. 2; Pitt, 2014, p. 91; Brey, 2014, pp. 126-
127; Cayaba & Pablo, 2014, pp. 373-375).

In this paper, we explore the latest dimensions of the moral status of technology debate by focusing
on the perspectives of David Morrow and Joseph C. Pitt. We begin with concise expositions of each
author’s arguments, proceed to critical evaluations of their positions, and conclude with a reflection on
the broader implications of their dispute.

David Morrow’s Value-Laden Technology

Morrow argues that technologies shape human behavior by creating or removing obstacles to goal
fulfillment, thereby yielding positive or negative outcomes that reflect intrinsic value (Morrow, 2021).
He bolsters this claim with three empirical considerations from behavioral science: the collective-action
dilemma, human shortsightedness, and the role of accident in decision-making. As a concrete case, he
examines social media platforms, illustrating how their architectures systematically foster certain
behaviors—such as echo-chamber formation or addictive engagement—which he takes to demonstrate
that these technologies carry inherent moral weight.

Under Morrow’s framework, ethical responsibility for technological impacts primarily rests with
designers and developers, since it is in the design stage that value commitments are introduced.
However, critics note potential conceptual conflations—blurring design intent with structural
affordances—and worry that focusing blame on creators may obscure broader social and institutional

responsibilities.
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Joseph C. Pitt’s Value-Neutral Technology

Pitt responds by denying that technologies possess values in themselves. He advances two parallel lines
of reasoning: first, by establishing an empirical detectability criterion for values, and second, by
providing a rigorous definition of “value” that excludes purely technical attributes (Pitt, 2023).
According to Pitt, only users endow artifacts with moral significance during application; absent such
human mediation, technologies remain ethically inert.

Consequently, Pitt assigns moral responsibility not to technologies or their makers in abstraction,
but to users, societies, and institutions that select, deploy, and regulate technologies. He argues that this
view better aligns with practical ethics and avoids attributing moral agency to non-sentient artifacts.
Comparative Evaluation
Conceptual Rigor: Pitt’s analysis clearly distinguishes between technical features and moral values,
whereas Morrow sometimes conflates design intent with inherent worth.

Logical Coherence: Pitt’s two-track argument maintains internal consistency, while Morrow’s empirical

observations do not suffice to prove intrinsic valuation.

Practical Applicability: By locating responsibility with human agents and institutions, Pitt offers a
more actionable ethical framework; Morrow’s focus on designer risks “responsibility shirking” by
overlooking user and systemic roles.

Ethical Scope: Pitt’s broad assignment of moral duty—to individuals, communities, and policy
bodies—promotes collective accountability, whereas Morrow’s narrower design-centered view may
entrench developer-centric blame.

Conclusion

Our analysis indicates that Pitt’s Value-Neutral Technology thesis provides a more robust foundation
for technology ethics than Morrow’s Value-Laden Technology stance. Pitt’s approach excels in
conceptual clarity, logical soundness, and practical guidance for moral responsibility. While Morrow
compellingly highlights how design choices influence behavior, his case falls short of establishing
intrinsic values within technologies themselves. By contrast, Pitt preserves the neutrality of technical
artifacts and centers ethical evaluation on human actors and institutions, offering a nuanced and
operationalizable framework for addressing the socio-ethical challenges of emerging technologies.
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1. Flourishing

2 . Fairness
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1. Value sensitive design
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