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ERROR AS THE NATURAL END FOR ANY 
TECHNOLOGIES
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Technology is a specifi c form of human 
agency that yields to (an imperfect) re-
alization of human control over a tech-
nological situation—that is, a situation 
not governed to an end by natural con-
straints but by specifi c human aims. In 
this view, technology can be considered 
the only way of producing artifi cial be-
ings. However, all technology is fi nite by 
nature, which means that sooner or later, 
all technology will fail, break down, and go 
wrong. The fate of all technologies and 
artifi cial beings produced by technolo-
gies is fi nitude. Human beings are artifi -
cial beings, in this way human existence 
is also fi nite. 
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1. Making the Artifi cial World of Humans

Technology has an infi nite history, but its authentic philosophical 
understanding, the philosophy of technology, of course, has not. The 
philosophy of technology is a product of the late modern age, emerg-
ing in the middle of the 1960s and focusing on the actual technologi-
cal diffi  culties of the age. To meet the objective of this paper, a much 
more general view and understanding of technology are needed. In-
stead of following in Heidegger’s (Heidegger 1977), Ellul’s (Ellul 1964), 
or any contemporary philosophers of technology (Ihde 1993, Feenberg 
1999, Dusek, 2006, Olsen, Pedersen, Hendricks 2009, Sharff , Dusek 
2014) footsteps, I propose a diff erent philosophy of technology based 
on a more universal concept of technology (Ropolyi 2006, 2013, 2014, 
2019). In particular, the concept of technology must be broad enough 
to include technology in all its historical forms, primitive toolmaking as 
well as recent information technologies. No doubt this is an “essen-
tialist” view on technology since only an essentialist view is capable of 
accounting for the features that protean historical forms of technology 
have in common, hence of identifying the fundamental and universal 
signifi cance of technology for the human conditions.

I propose that the essence of technology is a specifi c form or as-
pect of human agency, the realization of human control over a techno-
logical situation. As a consequence of the deployment of this human 
agency, the course and the outcome of the situation are no longer gov-
erned by natural constraints but by specifi c human aims. The human 
control of technological situations yields artifi cial beings as outcomes. 
What is a technological situation? Technological situations are situa-
tions with a specifi c character. More concretely, technological situa-
tions vary, and they are not homogeneous by nature, so, they can be 
identifi ed based on their diff erent constituents. The components that 
make up a technological situation are:

- a given set of (natural or artifi cial) beings, 
- humans (human agencies), 
- their aims, and 
- (situation-bound) tools. 
Speaking in a Hegelian way, the essence of technology appears 

necessarily in concrete, particular technologies only, while on the other 
hand, all technologies necessarily embody the essence of technology. 

According to this view, every element of the (artifi cial) human world 
is created by technology. Even human nature and our social being are 
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the products of our technological activity, and their characteristics are 
determined by the specifi cities of the technologies we use to produce 
them. In other words, humans have a necessarily self-creative nature, 
and their self-creating procedures are called technologies. Because of 
the specifi c representation possibilities (called double or multiple rep-
resentation strategy) of the human mind (Ropolyi 2006), humans can 
be the components of a technological situation and, at the same time, 
a specifi c outcome of it. 

In comparison with widely accepted views on technology, this view 
implies an extremely general and abstract conceptualization of tech-
nological praxis linked to specifi c anthropology. In particular, all human 
praxis appears as technological, or better said, as having a technologi-
cal aspect or dimension. Therefore, the view on technology proposed 
above is really close to a philosophy or theory of human practice. Hu-
man practice includes the—imperfect—realization of human control 
over a situation. Of course, human practice is not identical to techno-
logical praxis, as the former has several other aspects as well, but it 
always and necessarily has a technological aspect too. Moreover, every 
human situation can be regarded as a technological situation, every 
human being as a technological agent, every human goal as accom-
plishable by a specifi c technology, and every human tool as a situation-
bound technological tool (Ropolyi 2019).

The technological aspect of human practice is a response to human 
vulnerability and expresses the intention to gain control over the situa-
tions of our lives. Without such an—evidently partial—success, we would 
cease to be human beings; we would take part in natural situations as 
natural—animal—beings. For this reason, every technology is a technology 
of humanity: human beings, the human world, cultures, and societies are 
all products of diff erent technologies. Further, technology is the only way 
humans can create themselves. Human beings were born together with 
technologies – and technology was born together with human beings.

The technological aspect of human practice, on the other hand, ex-
presses very clearly the so-called “extensional disability” of human be-
ings: we are not able to control over our world as a whole, and it is neces-
sary to split it into such controllable situations of which we can control 
by diff erent technologies.1 Such technological situations are necessarily 

1 Extensional disability can also be understood as an aspect of the fundamen-
tal condition of human nature proposed by Jácint Farkas, the existential dis-
ability (Farkas, 2021).
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limited and fi nite domains of our complex and infi nite world. Craftsman-
ship or “engineering” can be considered as an ambition to create con-
trollable situations in an uncontrollable world. In this view, engineering is 
a meta-technological activity, a specifi c practice of handling the com-
ponents of technological situations, which aims to set up controllable 
situations in a given, complex, infi nitely extending environment.

Various branches of technology can be associated with various 
types of life situations. Our self-creating praxis is facilitated by a range 
of economic, legal, psychic, social, cultural, material, mechanical, med-
ical, etc. technologies. 

Notice that in this philosophy of technology, the concept of the 
situation has a central role. A situation is a (fi nite or infi nite) collec-
tion or set of beings which includes, as an element, at least a human 
being. Every situation is a human situation. The concept of situation is 
closely related to the concept of the world and the concept of a system. 
Every world includes human beings, so the worlds are human worlds, 
similarly as it has been declared in the case of situations, but the world 
is an organized totality around the humans, in contrast to the situation 
in which it has no such structure. From a structural point of view, the 
situation is similar to the systems. A system is a set of beings taken 
arbitrarily together without any given structure. However, the situation 
is given, and the system is freely chosen. Therefore, the situation can 
be considered as a world without structure or a system without consti-
tutive freedom.

Jacques Ellul begins his famous book (Ellul 1964) by trying to clear 
up the widespread but false view which identifi es technology with ma-
chines. He stresses several times that though machines have played 
and continue to play an important role in any prevailing technology, this 
role today is not so essential anymore. What is more, nowadays there 
are more and more technologies in which machines do not participate 
at all (Ellul here refers primarily to social and “human” technologies). At 
the same time, we could also observe in the past decades that the con-
cept of “machine” plays a more and more important role in the descrip-
tion and interpretation of epistemological processes. In such discus-
sions, the concept of “machine” is often used in a remarkably abstract 
manner or even as a metaphor. Think, for example, of the understand-
ing of the concept of mathematics as a Turing machine or the usage of 
the machine metaphor in psychology or cognitive science.

Here we would like to remind the reader of Hegel’s traditional ap-
proach: machines are artifi cial autonomous tools. They have no natural 
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structure and do not work in a naturally given way but through human 
contribution, they have a well-planned structure and relative autono-
my, and (as a “gentle animal”) they serve man. If we compare these 
characteristics with what we said earlier in connection with technology, 
it becomes clear that machines are a part of technology. In agreement 
with Ellul, we could say that though each machine is a part of technol-
ogy (as a component of or a tool in a situation), not all technology uses 
machines (Ropolyi 2015).

Based on the above notes, we can speak about control over tech-
nological systems, but it is impossible to aspire to control over the 
world. As we mentioned above, in the practice of the “extensional dis-
ability” of human beings, the human world is disjointed into control-
lable situations. 

For the connection of these ideas to Heidegger’s famous analy-
sis in his paper “The Question Concerning Technology” (1977), we can 
consistently substitute Heidegger’s concept of “Gestell” (Enframing) 
for the concept of “technological situation” used above. In this case, 
perhaps we will also notice that our standpoint in the characterization 
of the historical forms of technology is signifi cantly diff erent from Hei-
degger’s. According to Heidegger, there is a sharp diff erence between 
Ancient and modern technology (the earlier is creative, and the latter is 
related to power); however, we believe that this diff erentiation is unjus-
tifi ed: creation and power can only characterize any kind of technology 
together.

2. The Finiteness of Artifi cial Beings

Perhaps this is the point where one of the signifi cant common 
characteristics of technologies (and machines) not mentioned so far 
becomes visible, that is, their fi niteness. In other words, sooner or later, 
they necessarily fail, break down or lose their effi  ciency. The situation-
creating power of man and the stability of situations is limited; the 
necessarily changing circumstances make a technology (or a machine) 
that has been functioning so far unsuccessful, we do not experience 
the realization of the desired goal, and our earlier successful control 
suff ers damage. Of course, strictly speaking, this is what always hap-
pens: technology and the functioning of machines are never perfect, 
and we never fully reach the desired goal, but in the case of technolo-
gies regarded successful, we treat occasional diff erences as unim-
portant; they do not have any practical signifi cance. In this way, the 
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effi  ciency of technology is largely a practical issue; in other words, its 
functioning proves to be effi  cient “only” in practice; the perfect realiza-
tion of our goals is supposed to be “theoretically” impossible. Thus, for 
example, we can claim that not only is it impossible to fi nd two identical 
leaves on the fi elds but no two identical “chips” have ever been manu-
factured either. However, this does not cause any problems since the 
small diff erences between “chips” do not have a signifi cant eff ect on 
their functioning (most of the time of their use).2

We can observe similar processes in the case of social and moral 
technologies as well: for example, the idealized modernist aims were 
able to keep the technologies of modern life alive for centuries, but 
their imperfections and drawbacks have shown up and are doing so 
more and more irrevocably, thereby generating a need for new tech-
nologies (for the sake of simplicity, let us call them postmodern from 
the mid-20th century).

After all, it is a very important circumstance, that all technology is 
fi nite by nature, that is, it exists under the aegis of a fi nal corruption. 
This means that, sooner or later, all technology will fail, go wrong, and 
produce errors, in other words, it fi nally becomes a non-wanted and not 
tolerated outcome. Moreover, not only the existence of all technologies, 
but that of all the artifi cial beings produced by technologies is fi nite. 
This fi nitude is rooted in the complex relationship between the indi-
vidual technical situation and the world as a whole. 

Technological situations can only function in the required manner 
if their components and their relationships are precisely formulated, 
stable, and fi xed once and for all. However, because of their embedded-
ness in the world, the components of situations and the relationships 
among them necessarily change. Thus, the technical situation will in-
evitably change, control will be lost, and the technology will become 
fl awed. The natural end of any technique is malfunctioning. Error is the 
natural death of any technology and any artifi cial beings. As for hu-
mans, we can recall Attila József’s observation: “and my sins sum up 
into death.”3

2 Additional aspects of these dilemmas can be found, for example, in Flores 
Morador 2011/2015).
3 “és bűneim halállá állnak össze” (József, A. 1931-1933)
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3. Maintenance: Possibilities in Finitude

However, there are standard methodologies for some kinds of de-
fi ance of technological fi niteness. The most common is maintenance. 
Maintenance is an “engineering” praxis to set one’s face against the 
corruptions of the technological situation and to ensure that the given 
technology works properly. It is a continuous recreation and stabiliza-
tion of the technological situation, for which it is not necessary to use 
the same kind of innovations as it was in the original creative praxis, 
but it can fundamentally contribute to the practical usability of all kinds 
of technologies. It is a coexisting technological and metatechnologi-
cal praxis. Maintenance is an anti-error and error-correction activity. 
Its classical versions work in an intermittent form, for example, when 
a broken machine or failed technology is identifi ed, reconsidered, re-
paired, and restarted to work well again. The other form of maintenance 
is continuous surveillance (see e.g., Foucault’s ideas on it) when the 
error identifi cations and the interventions eliminating them happen si-
multaneously with the errors.

In our everyday practice we can meet with the traditional repre-
sentations of maintenance men, mechanics, technicians, administra-
tors (or simply admins) —in computing technologies with system ad-
ministrators, webmasters, and so on. Sometimes they cannot do any-
thing without fat manuals in which the huge number of possible errors 
is enumerated. However, an operating system of a recent computer can 
produce such a high number of errors (many million) that it is useful to 
create an “error message generator” to identify and understand them 
in the fi rst place. 

Based on the extended use of successful maintenance practices, 
one can have a feeling that the existence of many technologies (and 
machines) is sustainable basically infi nitely. (The so-called “sustain-
able development” can be considered a specifi c realization of this am-
bition.) However, it is not the case. 

Given that maintenance is also a technology, the ideas presented 
above imply that its existence is necessarily fi nite. That is, mainte-
nance itself will fail sooner or later. This implies the need to maintain 
the maintenance repeatedly and continuously which ultimately leads to 
an infi nite and thus practically impracticable procedure. In this way, it is 
impossible to avoid the fi nal victory of the errors over the technological 
situations (and the machines).
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Apparently, one can trust to error in error, but it would be signifi -
cant only in a closed world – which is not the regular context for tech-
nological situations.

Natural beings can be considered eternal beings – but the arti-
fi cial being exists under the power of fi niteness. Natural entities are 
insensible to errors, they are errorless; hence, a broken natural entity is 
ultimately just another natural entity. Artifi cial entities are sensible to 
errors, they are error-depending; hence, a broken artifi cial entity ulti-
mately is not another artifi cial entity. It is capable to lose its artifi ciality 
and fall into pure naturality. Naturality cannot be lost, but artifi ciality 
absolutely can. In this way, error is the natural end for any technology.

Returning to the problem of human errors which produce personal 
sins, we can recall the famous fi nding, namely that “to err is human, to 
forgive divine.”  Above we argued for the artifi ciality of human nature, 
so the fi rst part of this diagnosis seems evident. However, instead of 
the irreal second part of the proposal, it would be more eff ective to fo-
cus on Attila József’s idea on the causal relation between summing up 
our sins and death. Applying the humanist perspective to forgive other 
humans’ sins everybody can contribute to postponing the death of any 
other human beings. The outcome of this praxis is not eternal life, but a 
consciously maintained fi nite human life.
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