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Ken Taylor teaches Philosophy at Stanford University. He was the chair of the department of 
philosophy from 2001 to 2009. He specializes in philosophy of language and philosophy of mind. He is 
the author of two books, Truth and Meaning: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Language and 
Reference and the Rational Mind. He is the co-host, with John Perry, of the radio program Philosophy 
Talk. He is working on three new books including  Referring to the World: An Introduction to the Theory 
of Reference and The Natural History of Normative Consciousness. 

 

Technology by the People for the People 

There are technologies that I love, there are many technologies that I hate. Obviously, technology is 
important for the future of the world. I lead a symbolic systems program, which I think of as training the 
technology leaders of the future. I think that technology per se is just a thing, a tool. What do I think of 
hammers? Well, a good carpenter can wield it well. It is useful technology. The value of a technology 
depends on the person who uses it. I don’t think much of technology on its own. I don’t really believe 
that there can be technology fixes to problems, like “Oh, there’s a new technology, problem solved”.  

Technology has to be deployed by humans, and it is always deployed in a social context, in an 
institutional setting, in some dynamics of power, in some economic context. I think technology per se is 
a neutral thing, and some technology deployed by humans in certain contexts, for certain purposes, can 
advance our societies. Just like the same technology, deployed by humans in a different context, for 
other purposes, can complicate things. Nuclear power is a great example. If the only context in which we 
deployed nuclear power were for making weapons of mass destruction, and we didn’t have institutions 
that corralled human anger, and greed, and ambition, on nuclear weapons, we would look like a terrible 
race to some alien observers: why in heaven did humans let themselves be governed by that 
technology? Luckily, nuclear power can be deployed for other purposes, in other contexts. Artificial 
Intelligence is a grand thing, I love artificial intelligence, but I don’t know what the world will do with it. I 
do think that the day will come when anything a human can do, an artificially intelligent machine can do 
better. Then the demand for human work, human labour and human ingenuity, may be radically 
diminished because of this new technology. So is it a good thing or a bad thing? I can see ways in which 
it could usher in a dystopia because of bad decisions that we may make and choices that we may make. 
But I can also see ways in which it could usher in a golden age because of the decisions that we make, 
the institutions that we build. For example, let’s say that we eliminate human work and at the same 
time we have the political will to introduce guaranteed basic income. That would make human life more 
about leisure, and not about hard work, more about luxury and less about necessity, and that could be a 
quantum leap forward in the human condition. But suppose we don’t do that and we usher in an age in 
which intelligent technologies everywhere diminish the demand for human labour and human ingenuity, 
and we still have a capitalist class that gets wealthier and wealthier, and the economic gap just gets 
better and better. That’s a nightmare, a recipe for massive class conflicts. Technology per se is neutral. 
We shouldn’t think of the impact of technology independently of who uses it, for what purpose, and in 
what setting and with what incentive.  



Technology does not have a life of its own. Because  technology is produced by humans with 
incentives or trying to solve problems and it takes insight, human ingenuity and insight, to design the 
technologies and to deploy the technologies, to mass produce the technology and then to use the 
technology. I wouldn’t agree that it has a life of its own, but I would agree that it is an independent 
pressure point. When a new and a better way of doing things emerges because of the technology, all the 
people who have bet on the other technology now they have got pressure to adjust. I also do believe 
that technology on its own gives rise to new technologies, because a new technology makes other 
technologies accessible to us, technologies that weren’t accessible to us before. Therefore technology 
creates a possibility. But it is up to humans whether they realize it, what they do with it, how they 
“tame” it.  Technology puts pressure on human society. The relentless development of technology puts 
pressure on us. New questions arise:  what do we do about human labor? what do we do about 
warfare?  what do we do about fossil fuels? A new technology is a whole new realm of questions.  
People need to understand what is coming and get prepared. Do I move into that space? Is this the right 
trajectory to get into that space? Do I resist the movement into the space? So, technology is an 
independent source of problems, and constraints and possibilities. It is a challenge for human 
imagination:  imagining how the world might be, imagining how we may organize our lives, imagining 
how we can organize production. Technology is a constraint and an enabler. Think of back when there 
were no printing presses, and books in a library required a scribe. The library was limited by the 
available technology. Now you’ve got the printing press, you’ve got the Internet: the size of the library is 
not limited by the technology, but someone has to decide what goes into it. Technology is both a 
constraint and a possibility. The technology can explode both the constraint space and the possibility 
space. And that interacts with human imagination. We are in a completely different problem space now 
than we were in the pre-printing press days. There is some continuity because we are still humans who 
struggle and strive and compete, but the way we organize that is going on is radically changed by 
technology. Technology does exert force of its own. But I don’t think it has a life of its own. Because its 
life is consists in the interplay between the force that it exerts and our response to that force, our re-
imagination of the context. We can figure out what is wrong and redeploy the technology. 

Constraint and possibility: you can’t do it without countering these two poles. Possibilities are the 
things you may exploit, and they open up new spaces for you to exploit. But there are things that you 
must take into account too.  

 

Controlling the Technology 

We need to drive technology in a way that serves our collective purposes, serves our lives, enhances 
rather than diminishes, our lives, as a collectivity. I don’t think there is a formula. I am not a 
technological determinist.  

If the self-driving car happens for real, there will be no more demand for truck drivers with a high-
school education. What do we do? Do we kill the self-driving car, that can be useful for many other 
things and save a lot of lives? Or do we “kill” the jobs and incomes of all these truck drivers? I don’t think 
there is an easy answer, I don’t think there’s a formula. Do we stop the technology? I think that’s wrong. 
But do we just bow to the technology? Do we let some corporation use this new product to increase 
their profits and treat truck drivers like a disposable commodity? “Go find another work, we don’t care”. 
That’s serving the capitalist class. When scientists carry out fundamental research, they are de facto 
designing a space of possibilities. But then we need a way to decide what is the best use of the invention 
for the purposes of human life. Ideally, this decision should be taken collectively. 



Social scientists for the most part think of themselves as neutral scientific observers of the social 
world, rather than morally-engaged shapers of the modern world. The people who know how to drive 
technology are the engineers themselves, but then there are also the movers and shakers of the 
economy, the government agencies, the venture capitalists, the CEOs, etc.  The government decides to 
build a weapon and scientists invent the technology for it. The government decides to build the Internet 
to fight the Cold War with the Soviet Union. The capitalist class is driven by market competition and 
demands new technology so it can win over the competition. Smartphones are not responses to 
consumers demand. That’s not how a good entrepreneur works. A good entrepreneur imagines the 
technology that they can put in the hands of the consumers. The consumer is going to be “wowed” 
about it, but the consumer didn’t know that they wanted before they saw it. A good entrepreneur 
creates the demand, his vision is ahead of the consumer.  So there are many forces that drive the 
technology.  

And then you have all these other stakeholders, like the workers who will lose their jobs, but who are 
also the people who will get the cheaper products. How do you balance getting cheaper products, more 
efficient products, versus lower incomes, less fair income distribution, inequality, etc. I don’t think we 
have a system that was built to answer those questions. I think we are just stumbling around in the dark. 
Whatever force dominates, dominates. We haven’t thought through this collectively: “What kind of 
human system should we put in place, what kind of human institutions should we put in place, so that 
we are not just governed and fooled through this or that interest in this or that technology, but instead 
we make sure that it serves the broad purposes of society broadly endorsed by all parts of society? Our 
current system, capitalist democracy, is not necessarily the right one to address these issues. 

Lots of people thought of the 20th century as a big competition between capitalist democracy (the 
bottom-up approach) and totalitarian regimes (the top-down approach). The totalitarians lost the 20th 
century, but I don’t think that that contest is over. I think it is pretty clear that the combination of 
capitalism and democracy has not solved all problems. And I think the Chinese are showing that a 
different form of totalitarianism can solve problems efficiently. It is not the totalitarianism of the 20th 
century with rigid ideological control of the economy. China is demonstrating that there is still 
competition between the top down and the bottom up approach to planning an economy. It is not clear 
yet who is going to manage their society better, who is going to find optimal solutions to the problems 
of the 21st century. I think the 20th and the 21st centuries have demonstrated amply that there is 
strength in each of these two competing overall approaches.  

 

The Nature of Conflict 

Today is really hard to conceive of a situation that would cause an all-out total war between the 
powers.  One could see a global war between the Soviet Union and the West; one could see that 
possibility, on the horizon, the really destructive possibility, a world ending possibility. We still have all 
the weaponry, but the idea that there could be global war seems pretty remote. I think that’s because 
war right now between any of those powers would be so destructive. The destructiveness of modern 
warfare has made large-scale war more unlikely. The potential for violence are more in broken places 
like the Middle East than in a world dominated by major economic powers. The big powers don’t have 
much that they can gain from war: they would be ruined and their economy and there would be massive 
casualties among their people. The technology of warfare has made war so destructive: in a sense that 
technology of warface has become unusable.  



On the other hand, social conflicts within states are sometimes driven by technology.  Because one of 
the current ways of distributing costs and benefits of technology to mainly a globalised elite and upper 
middle-class, the majority of people are left behind and displaced. As they look around, they see these 
oppressive and discriminating systems partly created by technology. That is becoming a major source of 
instability.  

 

Normativity 

 I am really concerned about normativity.  I am writing a big book on the Natural History of Normative 
Consciousness. It’s about human beings and why we conceive of ourselves in normative terms. What 
does that tell us about how our minds work? Other animals have some kind of  a normative structure, a 
proto-normativity, but nothing like what human beings have. Human beings can conceive of  private 
property, of private rights. “This is my office! I have the exclusive right of entry, and you can come in 
only if I give you permission”. Or: “This is my employer, so I owe certain allegiances to him, I have 
certain obligations”.  Or: “this is my family, this is my country, etc”. Every kind of relationship that we 
have, as human beings, is filtered through this normative attitude. That’s why we have laws, politics, or 
even just etiquette about sitting around the table, or the norms of taking turns in a conversation, norms 
in the classroom (“I walk in, I am the professor, I am the one who stands right in front of the class, etc”). 
What kind of thing is in the human mind that makes us love norms? Why  did it evolve, what kind of 
adaptation, what kind of solution to what kind of problem was it? Why do we choose the norms that we 
choose? There are local norms, there are norms within a family, there are norms within a community, 
there are city norms, and country norms. The norms vary from culture to culture, from nation to nation. 
There was a time when women were regarded as second-class human beings, but now there are norms 
of equality. Blacks were  regarded as suitable property, but now no more. What governs the dynamics, 
of normative change, what shapes that? And why are they subject to change? They don’t seem to be 
fixed once and for all, unlike the laws of physics. They are human creations, but they are not arbitrary 
human creations. There is a problem space through which we walk in trying to settle on our norms. 
There are different solutions in that problem space.  I like to talk about coordination problems, how to 
coordinate social life, how to coordinate social incentives, how to coordinate the distribution of power 
and goods, how to coordinate people’s incentives. Probably the West has decided on one kind of 
solution and the East, broadly speaking has adopted a different kind of solution. So it is also interesting 
to ask what is it that governs the trajectory of a community through the space of normative 
configurations. Is it just political power, or is it pure reason? 

I see normativity as a little bit like technology, in the following sense: normativity is like a social 
technology for coordinating people, and solving problems, and, in particular, solving coordination 
problems.  I think of normativity as some kind of social technology. This technology is going to interact in 
interesting ways:  it imposes a lot of constraints, it opens up a range of possibilities. What do we do 
given these constraints? How do we exploit these possibilities? Just like with other technologies, this 
social technology implies knowing what we care about, what we ought to be collectively. 

What happens when norms collide? When people with different normative outlooks come in contact, 
we have a conflict. One option is that one side prevails and silences the other. Another thing can 
happen, though. I think that the Unites States at its best has a serious commitment to pluralism in which 
all kinds of people with all kinds of normative outlooks live together in some kind of at least begrudging  
tolerance. We’re not mostly trying to eliminate each other, or drive each other out of the country: we in 
this country have a broad commitment to tolerance. I don’t have to be gay totolerate other people 
being gay. I tolerate your Catholicism, I don’t endorse it, but I tolerate it. Lots of things can happen, 



when norms collide. We can create a distinction between a public sphere and private sphere, and you 
can have private norms while endorsing a broad  tolerance of pluralism. There are lots of places where 
competing ideologies, competing normative outlooks, came in conflict and just could not find a way to 
subsist. On the other hand, i think the European Union is one of the greatest achievements of modern 
humanity: so much diversity that found a way to coexist in a political union after so many centuries of 
being at each other’s throats 

 

Technology and the Other 

Why do norms change?  It’s clear that they are not fixed once and for all. It’s clear that there is a 
historical trajectory  to normative space.  What is the source of change, what are the sources of 
instability, in normative configurations?  The original normative communities were built around king, 
clan and tribe. The rough trend of human history is for groups to encounter each other, and then the 
circle of people with whom you have to interact expands. So there came to be this challenge of me 
encountering the Other. Do I conquer the Other, do I accommodate the Other, do I merge with the 
Other? Human history is a constant tug of war between these different alternatives of dealing with the 
Other. We used to draw a circle around king, clan and tribe. But over history it’s been impossible, 
increasingly impossible, to live within king, clan and tribe. I think many have merely conquered the 
Other, really dominated the Other. Today we don’t think that’s the right way to deal with the Other. 

How can we live together with the Other? To the extent that we are forced to live together, I can’t 
exterminate and drive you off this land, and then how can we live together? Something happened in 
human history: we stopped being focused merely on king, clan and tribe. A cosmopolitan humanistic 
ideal  emerged at some point in history and kept expanding to include other groups, and then women 
and then homosexuals. This expanded at the same time that communication technologies expanded. 
This makes a big difference. In the age of king, clan and tribe, we saw king, clan and tribe every day in 
person. We saw them face to face. It is difficult for human beings to see the Other up close and still 
oppress them or kill them, treat them like garbage. It’s not impossible, because the Germans saw the 
Jews up close and still exterminated them.  But it’s hard to make a human being overcome her natural 
sympathy.  You have to demonize the Other. One of the positive contributions that technology can offer 
is to help us see the Other. That’s why I love our modern means of communication. We can connect any 
two people on the planet through the Internet or phone line. Technology can “de-otherize” the other. 

This is what our old normative systems used to do:  we otherized the other viaracism, sexism, 
homophobia, xenophobia. We have invented so many ways of otherizing the Other. Modern technology 
can combat that. Technology can show us the other, show me their life, project  their aspirations. Some 
madman can make people hate the Other, but I think technology makes it harder, because technology 
makes it easier to see the human face of the Other.  

I love cities. I think the USA lives under the soft tyranny of the rural areas, because our political 
structure gives disproportionate power to the rural areas. Unfortunately, the people who are the most 
homophobic, racist, xenophobic in the USA are the people in the rural areas. Why? Because they don’t 
encounter the Other. It’s hard to have the same degree of racism and xenophobia and homophobia 
when you meet the other person and you realize that the Other is just a person going about his business 
who is different from you in some way. So I love places where people mix that makes people see them 
going about their business; places where individuals can find how they can learn from each other; places 
that encourage and forge allegiances across boundaries.  



I mean, human beings have a very strong “us and them” impulse. “Those guys over there and us over 
here”.  I think technology can expand the circle and help us counting you as one of us, even if you 
different, and can do so by giving us a chance to collaborate across spatial divides.  

But, again, it all depends on the user. Take the Internet, this amazing thing that is  the Internet. It can 
expand the circle. But it can also be used by the circle of terrorists. They can use the same technology 
that we do, trying to organize themselves.  Technology can creates echo chambers, where people only 
communicate with friends within their circle, and tightening the circle.  The Internet is a technology that 
in one way tightens the circle, and in one way it expands the circle.  

 

The Public Square in the Age of the Internet 

Internet technology can provide for a non-state mediated, non-corporate mediated, human-to -uman 
contact across boundaries. Technology enables conversations that otherwise would never happen, 
among people who are divided somewhat, people who are completely at odds. This can promote more 
global solidarity. 

I think about logical possibility more than design. When I am in my “concerned citizen, public 
intellectual” frame of mind is how  may we redesign the public square, possibly using technology. That is 
the non-government non-market sphere, in which citizens interact with one another. That interaction is 
not a government-mediated action. In this “public square” (that can be on the Internet) people form 
parties, form interest groups, form action committees, etc; and  all of that is not about the state, it’s not 
about market, it’s not about consumer and producer, it’s about citizens qua citizens, bringing their 
identity to bear in conversations in cooperative enterprises. Unfortunately, today civil society is in a very 
underdeveloped state because we don’t really talk to each other that much, we don’t really listen and 
learn from each other that much, we don’t coordinate with each other that much.  The ordinary citizen 
is not deeply enmeshed in a network of non-government mediated, non-state mediated, non-
commercial relationships that would allow her to reach out and converse with fellow-citizens. How do 
we redesign civil society, including the big players, like the media, so we recreate a “public square” that 
can contribute ideas to solving social problems?  How do we shape the norms governing civil society, 
how do we help technology to make possible citizen-to-citizen interactions that are fruitful and non-
destructive. I don’t know the answer to that, but I do think technology has a major role to play in that.  

 

From coordination to collaboration 

We can coordinate in the sense that you can use this office till 5pm, and I can use it after 5pm. That 
doesn’t really make us a group. You are still the Other. In fact, I may get annoyed that I have to interrupt 
what I am doing at 5pm, and you may get annoyed that I left a mess in the office. Normativity should 
not stop at coordinating people.  

I am going to change the frame a bit. I distinguish two things in social life: begrudging tolerance, which 
is citizens that just tolerate one another, and positive affirmation. The latter is to enthusiastically 
embrace the Other: “Oh  you’re gay, that’s wonderful!” We all hungry for positive affirmation. So the 
first step is to move from rejection to begrudging tolerance, and in some states of society that’s all you 
can; but ideally there is a next step,  positive affirmation, when we celebrate each other’s Otherness. 
Can we have normative structures that foster collaboration, can we have normative structures that 
foster more than begrudging tolerance, that foster positive affirmation.  



A thoroughgoing normative community, in which the rational powers have won and we have become 
rational resources for everybody, is the highest achievement, a community in which everybody is 
mutually committed to being rational resources for one another. 

For example, in a well-functioning company, people do collaborate and the powers of one are 
resources for the others. Whether we can achieve that on a global scale, that’s an interesting question. 
First, we have to focus on micro-situations in which these kind of situations occur. What would prevent 
this kind of situation from scaling up? What would enable it to scale up? That is the big project of 
humankind. 

 

Designing Behavior  

Technology affords opportunities, opportunities to do various things, and, when you change the 
technology, you change the structure of affordances that are available. You can create technology that 
affords all kinds of behavior. Whether we take it up depends more on the innards of the individual, the 
social world in which the individual is embedded, with which the individual is confronted. We can think 
creatively about eliciting behavior from a person, in a context, in virtue of that behavior now being 
newly afforded. We can afford that person opportunities to rethink, but will she take it up? If we afford 
this person the opportunity to monitor her health, like a smart watch that tracks her heartbeat, will she 
do that? If it’s fun and cool and stylish, maybe people will. In other words, you can’t design behavior 
without thinking about the “user experience”. First, technology has to afford the opportunity. Then the 
user has to take up the affordance, and this  depends a lot on human psychology, and you have to think 
about it in terms of user interaction. What is going to incentivize the user? 

If the technology affords the opportunity to engage in the behavior, and the psychology of the user 
gives the user reason to take up and engage in the behavior that’s been afforded, then I don’t see 
anything wrong in that. We have to think hard about what behavior will promote peace, what 
technologies will afford to the user that kind of opportunity to engage in that behavior, and what in the 
psychology of that user will cause her to take up that behavior.  

 

The Stanford Symbolic System Program  

This is an undergraduate, interdisciplinary program that I founded. Our students are very interested in 
technology per se. Computer technology, mostly. And therefore they are very much interested in 
human-computer interaction. But our students can take up courses in psychology, linguistics, and 
philosophy. We are about to become one of the top ten majors in Stanford, in terms of numbers. We 
have been growing by leaps and bounds. Reid Hoffman, one of the founders of LinkedIn is an alumnus, 
as is Marisa Meyer, CEO of Yahoo, as is  Scott Forstall, who invented the iPhone. Our students are the 
future technology leaders. I have come to believe, that we, as a university, as a society, seriously under-
educate our technology leaders, because we get them to focus only on the technology. Technology 
matters by virtue of the fact that human beings deploy it for social ends, with a backdrop of institutions 
and norms and structures. A technology leader has to think about all of these things together. We need 
to enhance our understanding of how to educate our technology leaders. Part of their brain is devoted 
to thinking about the impact of technology, because they will be drivers of technological change, and 
they need to understand the upsides and the downsides of technology.  



I think of symbolic systems as the liberal arts education for the 21st century. The liberal arts curriculum 
was about educating impactful reflective citizens. In the 21st century these impactful reflective citizens 
will need a deep understanding of technology and of what drives technology.  


