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Abstract

Purpose – The purpose of this paper is to introduce an interpretive approach to examining the relation between ICTs and the good life, based on Michael Walzer’s view of (connected) social criticism.

Design/methodology/approach – Through a discussion of Michael Walzer’s view of social criticism, an interpretive approach to normative analysis of ICTs and the good life is introduced. The paper also offers an additional argument for the indispensability of prudential appraisals of ICTs in normative analysis of ICTs and the good life, which in turn strengthens the basis for the Walzerian approach proposed in the paper. 

Findings – It is argued that an interpretive approach to normative analysis of ICTs and the good life, i.e. the Walzerian approach, is as viable as – if not superior to – a theory-driven approach. It is also argued that actual appraisals of ICTs and the good life must be taken into account in the normative analysis.

Originality/value – It is only recently that “the good life” has become more visible in normative analysis of ICTs. This paper continues this relatively new line of research and proposes an alternative approach – as opposed to a theory-driven approach – to this research programme.
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A Walzerian Approach to ICTs and the Good Life
1 Introduction


New technological developments bring with them both hopes and fears. The development of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) is no exception. Scholars and critics have responded to the changes brought about by adoption of ICTs with extensive discussions regarding their social, cultural, political, legal and ethical implications. While many of these issues have already been taken up by researchers of ICTs, systematic normative research into the impact of ICTs on people’s “good life” is relatively rare [1]. Research as such will examine the relation(s) between ICTs and the good life and, at the same time, critically evaluate these in order to determine which relations between human beings and ICTs will allow them to flourish. The overall aim of this paper is to present an approach to ICTs and the good life, and thereby to fill a void in the current research.

From a philosophical perspective, two distinct approaches are available with regards to analyzing this relationship. Philosophers have long sought to answer questions relating to the good life, and major philosophical theories of the good life are well established in the field. Hence, one approach is to build on one’s favourite philosophical theory of the good life by elaborating upon and defending it, and to evaluate the impacts of ICTs on people’s well-being, based on the concept of the good life specified by such a theory. This can be termed the theory-driven approach. Another approach starts not with philosophical theories, but rather with current appraisals of ICTs. Supporters and detractors have outlined, on various occasions, the manner in which ICTs may contribute to (or detract from) the good life. These appraisals are, in effect, recommending specific human/society-technology relations. In doing so, they are also reflecting critics’ views of the good life. By disclosing the values and assumptions underlying these appraisals, researchers can relate ICTs to different views of the good life expressed by them. This interpretive approach to normative analysis then allows researchers to use the disclosed view(s) of the good life to evaluate the impact of ICTs on people’s well-being [2].

In this paper, I will develop an approach to analysis of ICTs and the good life that resembles the second, interpretive approach, and will demonstrate that this approach is a viable alternative to the first (theory-driven) approach. Yet, what are the differences between a theory-driven approach and an interpretive approach? Drawing from Michael Walzer’s discussions of the idea of social criticism, I will explain the differences between the two approaches. Furthermore, building on Walzer’s view of social criticism, I will introduce a Walzerian approach to analysis of ICTs and the good life. Since the approach I favour is based on actual appraisal of ICTs, I shall identify the type of appraisals that are central to this approach. I will begin by describing what an appraisal is, and will then identify the relevant type of appraisal for the present context, namely prudential appraisals, and distinguish this from the other types of appraisals. Finally, I shall offer an additional argument for the approach based on the indispensability of prudential appraisals in the normative analysis of ICTs and the good life.

2 A Walzerian approach to ICTs and the good life

In the Introduction, I have briefly outlined two approaches, i.e. a theory-driven approach and an interpretive approach, which mirror two forms of social criticism described by Michael Walzer as disconnected criticism and connected criticism. In this respect, a survey of Walzer’s discussions of the idea of social criticism will help to illuminate the differences between them. It will also, I hope, highlight the strengths of the interpretive approach. Although Walzer’s view of social criticism is not uncontroversial, it is beyond the scope of the present paper to offer a thorough defence. Instead, my modest objective is to attempt to articulate a version of this approach for normative analysis of ICTs and the good life. My objective, in other words, is to make the Walzerian approach an option that is worth considering.

2.1 Michael Walzer and the two forms of social criticism

In various places, particularly in Interpretation and social criticism (1985) [3], The company of critics (1988/2002) and Thick and thin (1994), Walzer discussed the idea of social criticism [4]. For Walzer,

Social criticism is a social activity. ‘Social’ has a pronominal and reflexive function […] which names subject and object at the same time. No doubt, societies do not criticize themselves; social critics are individuals, but they are also, most of the time, members, speaking in public to other members who join in the speaking and whose speech constitutes a collective reflection upon the conditions of collective life (1985, p. 30).

Through this definition, Walzer forged an inseparable link between critics and the activity of social criticism. He distinguished two forms of social criticism, i.e. disconnected criticism and connected criticism, and located their fundamental differences in the stance of critics and their relation to the community to which they belong. In addition, in Walzer’s view, it is precisely the stance taken by the connected critics and their relation to their own community that make connected criticism a superior form of social criticism. To see why connected criticism and, analogously, the interpretive approach are preferable, I shall start with Walzer’s account of disconnected critics and connected critics.

2.1.1 Disconnected critics versus connected critics


Walzer pointed out that disconnected critics and connected critics are driven by two different understanding of ideal critics and their preliminary requirements. In Walzer’s description, disconnected critics are those who
Stand outside the common circumstances of collective life. [For the disconnected critics,] criticism is an external activity; what makes it possible is radical detachment – and this is in two senses. First, critics must be emotionally detached, wrenched loose from the intimacy and warmth of membership: disinterested and dispassionate. Second, critics must be intellectually detached, wrenched loose from the parochial understandings of their own society (standardly taken to be self-congratulatory): open-minded and objective (1985, p. 31).

Since personal and intellectual detachment is a prerequisite for disconnected criticism, a disconnected critic must always (attempt to) be “an outsider, a spectator, a ‘total stranger’, a man from Mars” (Walzer 1985, p. 33). Disconnected critics, in other words, must break free from the particulars of their society, culture and history. Particulars are not, and should not be, relevant to social criticism because disconnected critics must judge, as Walzer (borrowing Thomas Nagel’s term) suggested, from “no particular point of view” (Walzer 1985, p. 6).

On the contrary, connected critics do not prize personal or intellectual detachment. Instead, they identify themselves as members of their own community, and engage with those who share the same community. Connected critics are not guided by either impartiality or universality, which is achieved by adopting Nagel’s “no particular point of view”. Rather, they take seriously the particulars of their own society, culture and history, and apply “standards that [they] share with the others to the others, [their] fellow citizens, friends and enemies” (Walzer 1985, p. 43). Hence, connected criticism always presumes a view from somewhere; or, more accurately, from where the critics belong. To recapitulate, a connected critic in Walzer’s terms is

The local judge, the connected critic, who earns his authority, or fails to do so, by arguing with his fellows – who, angrily and insistently, sometimes at considerable personal risk (he can be a hero too), objects, protests, and remonstrates. This critic is one of us. Perhaps he has travelled and studied abroad, but his appeal is to local or localized principles; if he has picked up new ideas on his travels, he tries to connect them to the local culture, building on his own intimate knowledge; he is not intellectually detached. Nor is he emotionally detached. Social criticism, for such people, is an internal argument (1985, pp. 33-34).

The different stance taken by the two kinds of critics, and the different relation they have with their community, can be traced back to their views of morality. In Interpretation and social criticism, Walzer identified three paths in moral philosophy, i.e. “the path of discovery”, “the path of invention” and “the path of interpretation” (Walzer 1985, p. 4). Here, the first two paths readily lend support to disconnected criticism, while the last naturally leads to connected criticism. 

Walzer claimed that the path of discovery is akin to religious revelation. For this path, it is presumed that there is a creator of morality, e.g. God, and only “with his help and with the help of his servants” do people come to discover norms and moral principles and integrate them into their moral life (Walzer 1985, p. 5) [5]. With regards to the path of invention, people are to “design the moral world” because “there is no pre-existent design, no divine or natural blueprint to guide us” (Walzer 1985, p. 10). The challenge for designing a moral world, of course, is that the designer(s) “must somehow be authorized to speak for all of [the population] or, alternatively, all of [the people] must be present and accounted for from the beginning” (Walzer 1985, p. 11). Walzer cited John Rawls’s veil of ignorance and Jürgen Habermas’s ideal speech situation as answers to this challenge. One way or another, Rawls and Habermas were able to overcome the issue by eliminating the particulars from their design. In other words, they attempted to invent a moral world that can be inhabited by anyone who satisfies a minimal level of rationality. To maximize inclusion, the representation of and, for that matter, the presentation of persons can only be minimal in the design. This is necessarily so because the invented morality and, relatedly, the set of invented norms and moral principles, gain force only if “we have participated, or can imagine ourselves having participated, in its invention” (Walzer 1985, p. 12). 

Finally, the path of interpretation focuses on “ourselves, our own principles and values”; it proceeds by (re-)interpreting the existing morality of and in one’s own community. We are, as Walzer noted, always in “someplace of value” (Walzer 1985, pp. 17-16). Hence, both discovery and invention are superfluous, if not pretentious, as critics and moral philosophers already have what they are supposed to discover or invent, namely the existing morality of and in their community (Walzer 1985, pp. 18-19). Furthermore, the existing morality is normative, as our moral languages are derived from that morality; or, in Walzer’s terms, the existing morality “provides us with everything we need to live a moral life – including the capacity for reflection and criticism” (Walzer 1985, p. 20).

It is not difficult to see how the path of discovery and the path of invention lend support to disconnected criticism. Both of them locate morality, i.e. the normative standard, outside of one’s own community. Morality, when seen as a discovery or invention, is independent of and separable from society, culture and history. For the discoverers, morality is created by God or God-like entities (or, in secular morality, is the “Truth” in science, philosophy, etc.). Critics who follow this path command from a privileged perspective, and are not ultimately responsible to the people of their community, but rather to God (or the Truth) and its messages. For the inventors, their creations are intended to be universal, applicable across time and space. Therefore, the specific ties they and others have with their own community are nothing but obstacles in the process of design. The invented morality, without referring to a particular society, culture or history, offers critics something seemingly universal, and sways them away from the existing morality. 

Meanwhile, it is not difficult to see how the path of interpretation leads to connected criticism. This path requires critics to focus on and employ what they already have, i.e. the existing morality. In other words, what critics have to do is to (re-)interpret that morality. In this sense, connected criticism is itself a proper instance of interpretive moral philosophy, and connected critics are effectively moral philosophers in Walzer’s sense.

2.1.2 Is connected criticism viable?

Walzer noted that connected criticism is deemed by some to be philosophically unrespectable. To revive the philosophical respectability of connected criticism, he offered two sets of arguments to his critics. I will call the first set of arguments the inevitability of interpretation, in which he tried to show that “philosophical discovery and invention […] are disguised interpretations; there is really only one path in moral philosophy” (Walzer 1985, p. 20). His conclusion as such, however, has to be qualified. Walzer does not deny the possibility of discovery or invention in moral philosophy; what he denies is the idea that it is possible to do without interpretation. Accordingly for discovered morality and invented morality, if they are to be considered in ordinary moral discourse, they too must be interpreted. His claim, therefore, relates to the applicability and continuity of morality, and should not be mistaken for a claim about the formation of morality. In short, Walzer’s argument from the inevitability of interpretation is that if moral philosophizing necessarily involves interpretation, then connected criticism, being essentially an interpretive enterprise, should not be viewed as peculiar or inferior to other methods in moral philosophy.

The second set of arguments is based on the function of social criticism or morality; that is, if social criticism aims to critically reflect on individual behaviours and/or social practices and to bring changes to them; or, similarly, if morality aims to guide us through our moral world and to tell us what is good and what is right, then connected criticism or (re-)interpretation of the existing morality will be a more effective and moral option than disconnected criticism. 

Walzer argued that “our categories, relationships, commitments, aspirations are all shaped by, expressed in terms of, the existing morality” [6] (Walzer 1985, p. 20). If Walzer is correct, then our moral conducts will always be governed by a morality that we have already internalized. Connected criticism, therefore, is strategically more effective than disconnected criticism, as connected critics appeal to local norms and values, which are already accepted by those who are living in the critics’ community. An ideal connected critic, after all, as Walzer claimed, will be “speak[ing] in the first person plural. This is what we value and want, he says, and don’t yet have. This is how we meant to live and don’t yet live” (Walzer 1988, p. 230). Unlike disconnected criticism, connected criticism is neither new to nor alienated from the people. Hence, it is more effective in bringing changes to individual behaviours and social practices because the people are already motivated internally via their own ideal(s) [7].
The argument from the effectiveness of connected criticism also has a moral dimension. Walzer argued that connected criticism helps prevent critics from falling into two moral pitfalls which are easily committed by disconnected critics. The first pitfall is directly related to the function of social criticism and its effectiveness. As Walzer pointed out, disconnected criticism, “derive[d] from newly discovered and invented moral standards, […] presses its practitioners toward manipulation and compulsion… insofar as the critic wants to be effective […], he will find himself driven to one or another version of an unattractive politics” (Walzer 1985, p. 55). When critics try to persuade their people that there are other and, more importantly, better options, by the fact of its disconnectedness, disconnected criticism will always remain as something superimposed on the people and their community. Persuasion from disconnected critics, then, easily becomes coercive. Yet if coercion is morally dubious then, following Walzer’s argument, we should also avoid disconnected criticism.

The second moral pitfall arises from the supposed decisiveness and universality of disconnected criticism. The attractiveness of disconnected criticism, as Walzer suggested, comes from the hope that we can end a moral debate “once and for all” (Walzer 1985, p. 43). Disconnected criticism is presumably the message from God (or the Truth), or an agreement that is determined by a process of design that involves every person (either actually or hypothetically). By invoking a single truth or an agreement of all, disconnected criticism is portrayed as decisive. In other words, it appears to offer a final(ized) conclusion without any need of further refinement. However, it is precisely such an appearance, enabled by its supposed universality, that troubles Walzer. He pointed out that the larger the scope of agreements there is, the smaller the range of choices that will remain to the people, as the issues that are agreed upon are considered to be finalized and settled [8]. Accordingly, newcomers “will not have much to say than ‘That sounds right’, or ‘I can think of no objections’, or ‘I entirely agree’” (Walzer 1989, p. 28). As such, it leaves no room for different opinions or further discussions. What really troubles Walzer here, I think, is that agreements in philosophical discussions are artificial at best and distorted at worst. Sustained agreements can only be found in the philosopher’s idealized world; moreover, actual agreements are only “temporary stopping points” in a chain of continuous arguments. Disconnected criticism, therefore, not only suppresses differences; it also generates a deceptive appearance of stability, which maintains the status quo.

Some, however, remain unconvinced by Walzer’s arguments. In particular, they have faulted his notion of connected criticism for its anti-foundationalist and relativistic character [9]. Accordingly, Walzer’s critics have argued that connected criticism will be groundless and unstable without being supported by universalisable justifications. Without these justifications, they argue, even connected critics cannot determine which interpretation is better (or worse). Moreover, in Walzer’s view, the correctness of interpretation appears to depend solely on the standards of the critics and their community. This result worries his critics, as the groundlessness and instability of connected criticism may then warrant injustice and immorality. They argue that fights against injustice and immoral actions such as slavery, exploitation, murder, etc. require a solid grounding and universality even if the principles against these unjust and immoral practices are cumbersome; otherwise, such principles are going to be forced on the people and their community. For these unjust and immoral practices, neither effectiveness nor the moral pitfalls should be relevant.

I shall not repeat the debate between Walzer and his critics here. Suffice it to say that Walzer will have no qualms regarding the need for a thin or minimal morality, i.e. a set of minimal, universal codes of morality that enables criticisms of unjust and immoral practices. The criticism that Walzer disagrees with is that the minimal morality should not precede the socially, culturally and historically rich thick or maximal morality. Accordingly, minimal morality should be hollowed out from the existing morality of and in different communities, but not the other way around (Walzer 1994).

Yet, the debate on the philosophical respectability of connected criticism is especially instructive with regards to normative issues on the good life. So far, Walzer’s view of connected criticism has primarily been applied in normative political theory and moral philosophy; it has not received similar attention in research pertaining to the good life. This is important, because the objections against connected criticism’s anti-foundationalist and relativistic character in regard to normative political theory or moral philosophy are not immediately transferable to normative analysis of the good life. Normative issues on the good life typically have to do with “the best thing to do”, whereas in normative political theory and moral philosophy the questions are centred on justice and rightness. Failures to do the best thing, however, do not make a person unjust or wrong (at least, not “wrong” in the moral sense). Hence, the need for obligation and prohibition is less pressing in normative analysis of the good life than in normative political theory or moral philosophy (Kupperman 1999, pp. 87-89). Now, normative analyses of ICTs and the good life, in many cases, are not about permissibility. Instead they are, on many occasions, about amelioration, i.e. how to improve one’s well-being by relating (or unrelating) oneself to ICTs. As such, the emphasis on the good life should mitigate some worries concerning anti-foundationalism and relativism with respect to unjust and immoral practices. 

If the aim of normative analysis of ICTs and the good life is to effectively persuade people that there are better ways to relate to ICTs, then connected criticism, which motivates people from within, should be considered a viable, or even a comparably better, approach. More importantly, perhaps, is the fact that Walzer’s disquiet with regards to the decisiveness and universality presupposed by disconnected criticism, as well as its tendency to shrink the space of deliberation, is not to be understated if Rawls is correct about “the fact of reasonable pluralism”, i.e. the fact that we are living in a world characterized by “a pluralism of comprehensive religious, philosophical, and moral doctrines [and, more importantly,] a pluralism of incompatible yet reasonable comprehensive doctrines" [10] (Rawls 1993, p. xvi; my emphasis). Connected criticism, which is an exercise of (re-)interpretation of existing morality, is particularly fitting for the normative analysis of the good life, as it has to be conducted in a socially, culturally and historically conscious manner. Therefore, it constantly reminds us of the lingering “fact of reasonable pluralism”. In light of the consideration of effectiveness and the fact of reasonable pluralism, connected criticism and, similarly, an interpretive approach to ICTs and the good life, appears to be a better option than its disconnected counterpart.
2.2 A Walzerian approach to ICTs and the good life: a proposal


In the above discussion I have summarized two forms of social criticism and the views of morality underlying them. I have also outlined the potential advantages connected criticism has over disconnected criticism when applied to normative analysis of ICTs and the good life. I want to end this section by proposing a Walzierian approach to ICTs and the good life, which is built on Walzer’s notion of connected criticism and his interpretive moral philosophy. Alternatively, it can be viewed as an attempt to extend the notion of connected criticism to normative analysis of ICTs and the good life. Here, I shall introduce the approach by listing the five major features of this Walzerian approach.
1. Hermeneutical. To reiterate, both connected criticism and interpretive moral philosophy are about (re-)interpretation of existing morality. A Walzerian approach is, thus, essentially hermeneutical. It starts from the assumption that the existing views of the good life are valid; from this standpoint, the approach attempts to interrogate how the existing views of the good life make sense to us.

2. Immanent critique. A Walzerian approach begins from within, not from without; that is, it argues from the existing views of the good life but not from certain universal or objective theories of the good life. Hence, its critical force does not come externally. It criticises individual behaviours and social practices by referring back to the view(s) of the good life that are held by that person and that community. In other words, the Walzerian approach can also be seen as a form of immanent critique. 

3. Participatory. A Walzerian approach is connected in that its practitioners always engage with their people. It requires participation in current debates, by paying serious attention to them and also by promptly responding to them. It is, as Walzer succinctly stated, “less the practical offspring of scientific knowledge than the educated cousin of common complaint” (Walzer 1985, p. 56). 

4. Empirical. A Walzerian approach is built on the existing views of the good life. Hence, in an important sense, it is inherently empirical. It does not revolve around abstract theorizing, but rather a study of the actual behaviours, social practices or discourses of the society. In other words, the Walzerian approach is always based on empirical data.

5. Pluralistic. A Walzerian approach recognizes the fact that societies and cultures can be different. It is this recognition that drives the approach to begin from the actual behaviours, social practices or discourses of the society in order to avoid a false sense of universality or objectivity. Hence, it starts with the assumption of a plurality of views on the good life. Yet, although it does not preclude the possibility of universality or objectivity, it does insist that they should not be used as the starting assumption.
3 On the appraisal of ICTs and their taxonomy 


Since the Walzerian approach takes seriously a specific type of empirical data, i.e. the actual appraisal of ICTs, the first step in developing this approach is to explicate what “appraisal” really stands for. For the current purpose, it is particularly important to distinguish appraisals of ICTs from other forms of discourse on ICTs and ICT-mediated activities. Here, it is helpful to start with a definition of “appraisal” in cognate disciplines. Appraisal theory [11], a framework developed by linguists for analyzing the language of evaluation, uses the term “appraisal” as “a cover-all term to encompass all evaluative uses of language, including those which by which speakers/writers adopt particular value positions or stances and by which they negotiate these stances with either actual or potential respondents” (White 2004; my emphasis). According to this definition, an appraisal of ICTs is a speaker’s (and writer’s) positive or negative assessment of ICTs and ICT-mediated activities [12]. In other words, appraisals of ICTs differ since they are essentially evaluative.

My characterization of the appraisal of ICTs as it stands now includes all positive and negative assessments of ICTs. However, not all assessments are equally useful to the Walzerian approach. For instance, a critic of ICTs may make their assessment simply by recounting their personal preference, i.e. their likes and the dislikes, without giving reasons to support this. Such assessments are unhelpful for two reasons. Firstly, even though personal preference may still help to reveal the underlying values and assumptions held by a person, the absence of reasons may turn an analysis of the assessment into a mere speculation of values and assumptions. Secondly, and more importantly, the reasons given by the critic provide the key to examining the view(s) of the good life shared by the people. This is so because a critic needs to appeal to the values and assumptions shared by most, if not all, of his respondents when persuading them. By appealing to those reasons that are, and will be, shared by his respondents, the critic also reveals the values and assumptions shared by the people who agree, or will agree, with him. In this manner, critics and their appraisals may serve as a proxy for the view(s) of the good life shared by the people. In light of these considerations, I will restrict my use of “the appraisal of ICTs” to the positive (or negative) assessments of ICTs that are supported by reasons.
The term “appraisals of ICTs” is inclusive in its current usage, i.e. it is an umbrella term for any types of appraisals, ranging from scholarly thought to popular writings. However, not all appraisals of ICTs are relevant to the issues on ICTs and the good life. Thus, it will be useful to narrow the scope and focus to those appraisals of ICTs that are directly or indirectly related to the good life. Although appraisals can appear in both scholarly and popular venues, I want to focus on appraisals in popular discourse because these have a larger number of potential recipients and, as I have pointed out, these appraisals tend to reflect the view(s) of the good life shared by those who agree with the critics. However, regardless of whether the appraisals are scholarly or popular, they are unique and different from the other types of appraisals of ICTs because of their distinct normative ideal.

According to Brey (2007, p. 2), the current normative debates on ICTs generally fall into one of the following traditions: ethical analysis, normative political analysis, aesthetic analysis and epistemological analysis [13]. Brey’s categorization is based on his observation that these analyses are governed by their own distinct normative ideal. He argued that the normative ideal for ethical analysis, normative political analysis, aesthetic analysis and epistemological analysis are the Right, the Just, the Beautiful and the True respectively (Brey 2007, p. 3). However, as he also rightly pointed out, these four traditions do not exhaust all forms of normative debates. In particular, Brey (2007, p. 4) identified what he labelled as “cultural critiques”; i.e. a specific type of normative analysis which has “as [its] object [of critiques] cultural practices, symbols, meanings and configurations; that is, [it] critiques culture”. Briefly stated, ICT-related cultural critique examines the “cultural practices, symbols, meanings and configurations” (Brey 2007, p. 4) generated by the development and use of ICTs. Yet, according to Brey, it is not the targets of critique that distinguish cultural critique from the other types of normative analysis of ICTs; rather it is the unique normative ideal of cultural critique that differentiates it. Cultural critique differs from the other types of normative analysis because it is “governed by our most general ideal, which is the Good” (Brey 2007, p. 4; my emphasis).
Brey’s notion of cultural critique offers a useful and important alternative to conceptualize a family of normative analysis of ICTs that does not readily fit into one of the four traditions. However, as the normative ideal of cultural critique, i.e. the Good, is the “most general ideal”, the category of cultural critique appears to be too broad and too general to capture what is unique about appraisals of the relation(s) between ICTs and the good life. For the critics, the aim of these appraisals is to demonstrate to their respondents their recommendations on ICTs. In effect, the critics can be seen as attempting to recommend a better way to relate to ICTs. In this sense, these appraisals are clearly related to the Good. However, it is not immediately clear whether these appraisals are about the Good of ICTs per se. It seems that the key issues in the appraisals are mostly limited to the current and possible impacts of ICTs on individuals or society at large. In this regard, most of the appraisals focus on what ICTs are good for (or bad for), and to what extent . In other words, these appraisals are about the prudential values (or disvalues) of ICTs. Of course, the terms “good for” (and “bad for”) and “prudential values” (and “prudential disvalues”) can be applied to a variety of entities, e.g. people, society, environment, etc.; here, following James Griffin, I shall use the term “prudential value” only to refer to “everything that makes a life good simply for the person living it” (Griffin 1996, p. 19; my emphasis). Accordingly, what distinguishes those appraisals of ICTs from other instances of normative analysis is precisely their emphasis on prudential (dis)values or the well-being of the people.

It should be clear by now that the normative ideal governing appraisals of ICTs and the good life is Well-being. Since these appraisals are guided by a unique normative ideal, i.e. Well-being, I think they merit a separate category. Furthermore, as they focus on the prudential values (or prudential disvalues) of ICTs, I shall call them the  prudential appraisals of ICTs (or prudential appraisals for short).

4 Philosophical theories of the good life and prudential appraisals


In previous sections, I have argued that the Walzerian approach, i.e. an interpretive approach to analysis of ICTs and the good life, is a viable option to researchers. Before ending this paper, I want to offer an additional argument for the indispensability of a major component of this approach: i.e. prudential appraisals. I want to show that abstract theories, e.g. philosophical theories of the good life, are by themselves insufficient for normative research on the good life and, thus, fail to shed light on the relation(s) between ICTs and the good life. I will argue that an adequate normative analysis has to acknowledge the particularity of the good life. In short, abstract theories are only useful when they are supplemented by prudential appraisals. Presenting this additional argument will, I hope, reinforce the importance of prudential appraisals and the need for an interpretive approach, similar to the Walzerian approach I have proposed.

My strategy for the additional argument will be as follows. I shall restrict the scope of my argument to philosophical theories of the good life [14], and  will assume their importance in normative analysis of ICTs and the good life. I will then show that any analysis that is only based on philosophical theories of the good life is incomplete without also taking into account the actual discourse, i.e. prudential appraisals. Before proceeding to my argument, however, it is helpful to provide an overview of the major philosophical theories of the good life. 
In philosophy, theories of the good life generally fall into one of the following categories: hedonism, desire theories and objective list theories [15]. Hedonism, in its simplest formulation, maintains that the more pleasure and the less pain a person has, the better the person’s life is. According to hedonism, a good life is one in which a person maximizes their pleasure and minimizes their pain. A naïve desire theory, on the other hand, holds that a person’s good life consists of satisfaction of their desires. In other words, a person’s life is at its best if they are able to satisfy all of their desires. Finally, an objective list theory takes the good life to be determined by a list of goods that is independent of a person’s acquisition of pleasure or satisfaction of desires. An objective list theory is so called because the list of goods specified in the theory is said to be required by any person’s good life, regardless of who they are. Typically, knowledge, friendship and other virtuous items are on the list. Accordingly, people have a good life when they have most (or all) of the goods on the list.

The overview provided above is admittedly brief. The unrefined formulations of hedonism, desire theory and objective list theory are subject to severe criticisms. In response to these criticisms, proponents of each theory have suggested various refinements to strengthen their favoured theory. There is still an on-going debate over which of the theories best characterizes the concept(s) of the good life; however, since the aim of this section is neither to criticize nor defend any of the philosophical theories, I will not recite the debate here. It should suffice to note that the unrefined theories are untenable.

My aim in describing the philosophical theories, then, is to illustrate their expected role in normative analysis of ICTs and the good life. If philosophical theories are by themselves sufficient for the analysis, then an assessment of ICTs powered by a specific philosophical theory of the good life can already deliver its normative judgment, without looking beyond the theory itself. In other words, a critic starts with a philosophical theory of the good life, which provides a specific view of it; in turn, ICTs will be evaluated according to the view of the good life defended by the theory. Accordingly, a hedonist will evaluate ICTs in terms of the pleasure and pain they produce. Likewise, a desire theorist will evaluate ICTs with respect to the (new) desires they generate, as well as the desires they help satisfy. Finally, an objective list theorist will provide the list of goods that is constitutive of the good life, and ICTs will then be evaluated for their role in people’s attainment of the goods on the list [16]. In this line of thought, philosophical theories are the final arbitrator of normative judgements. Empirical data do not need to have any influence on the theory, and only serve to measure and determine whose life is good (or, at least, better) with respect to ICTs [17]. 
4.1 Putting the good life in context


If philosophical theorizing alone is adequate for normative analysis of ICTs and the good life, then only limited types of empirical data, e.g. the current and future development and use of ICTs, their actual and predicted consequences, etc., are required. Other empirical data, such as actual discourse about ICTs and the good life, are unnecessary. Recently, however, in other fields of normative research – notably bioethics and political theory – empirical data including contexts and actual cases have been given a more prominent role in theorizing. Empirical data are not merely instrumental for arriving at normative judgements, they are constitutive of normative judgments. Normative analysis of the good life in general and normative analysis of ICTs and the good life in particular, I think, can benefit from an inclusion of contexts and actual cases in theorizing too. In this section, I will elaborate on the contextual approach developed by Joseph Carens (2000, 2004). In particular, I will discuss the advantages of the contextual approach and explain why it should be a welcome addition to the Walzerian approach.
Carens’s inclusion of contexts and actual cases in theorizing is not entirely novel. There have been various attempts to utilize empirical data (in the more constitutive sense) in theorizing, but, as Musschenga (2005) pointed out, few of these attempts are accompanied by a serious methodological reflection. In this respect, Carens’s contextual approach stands out from the others by virtue of its explicit methodological guidelines. Carens stated that:

A contextual approach […] has five interrelated elements. First, it involves the use of examples to illustrate theoretical formulations. Second, it entails the normative exploration of actual cases where the fundamental concerns addressed by the theory are in play. Third, it leads theorists to pay attention to the question of whether their theoretical formulations are actually compatible with the normative positions they themselves take on particular issues. Fourth, it includes a search for cases that are especially challenging to the theorist’s own theoretical position. Fifth, it promotes consideration of a wide range of cases, and especially a search for cases that are unfamiliar and illuminating because of their complexity (2004, p. 118).
The key point in the methodological guidelines, as Carens pointed out, is the use of actual cases in theorizing (Carens 2004, p. 119). Using actual cases can clarify abstract theories. It can also prevent theorizing from being “disconnected from reality”. More importantly, it is the richness and complexity of real cases – which hypothetical examples lack – that enable researchers to identify the existing gap between theorizing and actual practices, as well as the conflicts between normative judgements offered by theories and those prescribed by actual practices. In other words, the purpose of using actual cases is to direct our attention to the wisdom embedded in actual practices, which theories fail to capture; and, in turn, to integrate it into the theory. In this spirit, the contextual approach is similar to the Rawlsian method of reflective equilibrium, which aims to establish a normative foundation via mutual adjustments of moral principles and moral intuitions to a state of coherence. Yet, the two approaches differ significantly in their building blocks for normative reflection: whereas the Rawlsian reflective equilibrium begins by the theory-driven “considered judgements”, the contextual approach starts with the actual cases in the process of normative reflection. Unlike the Rawlsian reflective equilibrium, the actual cases are constitutive of the normative judgment in Carens’s contextual approach.

The use of actual cases in theorizing allows the ensuing normative judgements to retain the wisdom embedded in practices, which is essential for operationalizing normative judgements in the form of practical recommendations. If practical recommendations diverge too much from existing practices, their acceptability is likely to be dubious (Birnbacher 1999). It is, therefore, important for normative analysis of ICTs and the good life to seriously consider actual cases, as the analysis should be normatively and also practically relevant. In addition, philosophical theories of the good life are based on a level of generality that does not immediately relate to the concrete issues that are specific to ICTs. Inclusion of actual cases, therefore, becomes necessary to bridge the gap between abstract principles and values and their implementations. Finally, philosophical theories of the good life also leave open the issues that fall into the domain of permissible-but-not-required, which is precisely the case for many issues concerning ICTs [18]. For instance, philosophical theories of the good life will remain agnostic about the use and non-use of a particular type of ICT if the use (or non-use) makes the same contribution to the good life at the theoretical level. On these issues, it is up to the local circumstances to determine which option is better. Hence, the actual cases are indispensible in a truly normative analysis, i.e. they are action-guiding, because they provide insights into the local circumstances which are unavailable to pure philosophical theorizing.

4.2 Indispensability of prudential appraisals

Now, I shall illustrate how actual prudential appraisals can supplement philosophical theories of the good life in more detail. It should be noted, however, that there are two different projects in the philosophical discussion on the good life. On one hand, there is the formal project, which seeks to provide a conceptual analysis of the concept of the good life itself. On the other hand, there is the normative project, which aims to formulate a theory of how the good life can guide our actions. It is within the normative project, I think, that philosophical theories can benefit from an inclusion of actual cases. Here, I will show that philosophical theories of the good life will only be truly action-guiding if they include prudential appraisals in the course of normative reflection.

The importance of prudential appraisals, I believe, is relatively clear for objective list theories. Such theories, as I have briefly noted, offer a list of the goods that are said to be constitutive of a person’s good life. Yet an objective list theory, aiming to be universal, will remain abstract, general and idealized. As such, the nature of objective list theory immediately raises questions about its connection to reality. In particular, as many researchers have convincingly argued, the development and use of ICTs has radically transformed society, and an objective list theory that ignores social, cultural and political changes will fail to capture the new issues that arise from the changes. Actual cases, therefore, can inform the objective list theory on the changes and enable it to take these changes into consideration when theorizing. Here, prudential appraisals, which reflect the values shared by (at least a specific group of) the public, also provide the shared view(s) of the good life. Hence, employing prudential appraisals in normative reflection will prevent the list of goods from becoming drastically disconnected from existing practices. At the same time, the normative and evaluative corpus in prudential appraisals also provides the necessary resource for translating the goods on the list into acceptable practical recommendations. As such, through the prudential appraisals, the list of goods in an objective list theory can be turned into practical recommendations. In cases where the practical recommendations derived from the list of goods in an objective list theory come into conflict with the prudential appraisals, adjustments of the practical recommendations (and, perhaps, the list of goods) have to be made by reflecting on the prudential appraisals. In short, prudential appraisals help to formulate and realize the practical recommendations based on an objective list theory, and thereby allow an objective list theory to become action-guiding in a realistic sense.

For the hedonists and desire theorists, however, it may not be immediately clear why prudential appraisals matter at all. Prudential appraisals, by my account, reveal which ICTs are good for a person. However, if either hedonism or desire theory is true, then the goodness-for in prudential appraisals will be a subjective matter. So construed, one person’s prudential appraisal may be completely irrelevant to another, because what is pleasurable or desirable to one may not the same as what is pleasurable or desirable to another. This is so because something is pleasurable for a person if he or she feels the pleasure, and a desire is satisfied only if it is genuinely the person’s own. In this sense, for hedonists and desire theorists, prudential appraisals may be reduced to idiosyncratic opinions of what ICTs are good for a particular individual [19]. Yet, I want to argue that even if prudential appraisals are similar to subjective opinions, they are still needed if the hedonists and desire theorists are to offer practical recommendations.

Hedonism and desire theories, in whichever formulations, share the problem faced by objective list theories in that they are abstract, general and idealized. In a similar vein, prudential appraisals allow hedonists and desire theorists to formulate practical recommendations that can be acceptable to the public by stressing continuity with existing practices. Here, the role of prudential appraisals is essentially the same in hedonism and desire theories as in objective list theories. However, hedonism and desire theories face a greater challenge in terms of action-guidedness because the theories do not by themselves provide any resource for constructing practical recommendations. Hedonism and desire theories only specify the formal condition(s) of the good life. Accordingly, the good life is either a life with pleasure (and without pain) or a life in which most desires get satisfied. However, the formal condition(s) does not, and also cannot, help formulate practical recommendations on concrete issues. In order to formulate practical recommendations, critics need to know why and how people think that ICTs can make them happy or satisfy their desires. In this respect, prudential appraisals provide the much-needed normative and evaluative corpus for hedonists and desire theorists to identify the appropriate and plausible reasons for urging one option over another. In short, prudential appraisals can supplement both hedonism and desire theories with the information required to formulate practical recommendations, even if they appear to be mere subjective opinions.

In summary, philosophical theories of the good life may still play a role in grounding normativity in normative analysis of ICTs and the good life. However, philosophical theories alone are insufficient in terms of action-guidedness, and insufficient for researchers to offer practical recommendations. Thus, the conclusion of my additional argument is that truly normative analysis will have to acknowledge the place of prudential appraisals, which is indispensible in the formulation and realization of practical recommendations with respect to ICTs and the good life. 
Notes

[1] It should be pointed out that research on technology and the good life is not entirely absent. Notably, Albert Borgmann (1984, 1999) has examined the impacts of technology, including information technology, on the life of contemporary people, and has offered a critique of technology through what he calls the “device paradigm”, and notions regarding “focal things and practices” (see also Higgs, Light and Strong 2000). While Borgmann’s works are important, however, his critiques of technology are too negative (see, e.g., Verbeek 2002, 2005). Moreover, even though Borgmann’s device paradigm and focal things and practices are useful concepts, they fall short of offering a general method for normative analysis of ICTs and the good life, which is the aim of the present paper.

[2] As an anonymous reviewer rightly pointed out, the notion of the “interpretive approach” is not unambiguous. There are numerous ways to conceptualize the interpretive approach, e.g. that of Yanow and Schwartz-Shea (2006). But, as Yanow and Schwartz-Shea (2006, pp. xi-xiii) suggested, although differences in methods and focuses can be found in various interpretive approaches in different disciplines, they all emphasize the importance of language and human beings’ practice(s) with regards to sense-making, as opposed to the positivistic standard(s) prevailing in natural sciences. Moreover, the interpretive approach seeks to transcend the fact-value distinction that is inherent in the positivist’s picture. Here, the Walzerian approach proposed in the next section shares with the other interpretive approaches an emphasis on language and sense-making, whilst also attempting to transcend the fact-value distinction by taking seriously the existing morality as a source of normativity.  
[3] Walzer first delivered the “Tanner lectures on human values”, entitled Interpretation and social criticism, in 1985, and this was subsequently published by Harvard University Press in 1985 under the same title. The page numbers in the present paper refer to the page numbers on the original manuscript.

[4] Walzer’s discussions of the idea of social criticism are scattered in different parts of his articles and books. In this paper, I will mainly focus on Walzer’s view as elaborated and defended in Interpretation and social criticism, because this represents the most explicit theoretical statement of his view. (See also Walzer 1981, 1984, 1985, 1989, 1998, 1994 and 2007.)

[5] It should be noted that Walzer’s “path of discovery” does not preclude secular morality. He pointed out that there is a possibility of natural revelation. In addition, he used Bentham’s utilitarianism as an example of such a non-religious discovery (Walzer 1985, pp. 6-8).

[6] It is clear that Walzer’s claim is based on the relatively uncontroversial assumption that human beings are social-cultural beings.

[7] Similarly, Moody-Adams has argued that assimilation or dissemination of morality via entirely new or alienated moral concepts is implausible.(see Moody-Adams 1999).

[8] For instance, Walzer has illustrated this point by using the discussion of human rights as an example (Walzer 1981, pp. 12-14).

[9] See, for example, Barry (1990). Other than the charge of anti-foundationalism and relativism, Walzer’s notion of connected criticism (and the path of interpretation) has also been subjected to the charge of conservatism. This charge, however, presumes a static view of culture or community, which Walzer has clearly rejected. In other words, whether the charge of conservatism succeeds or not depends on a specific theoretical or empirical account of culture and/or community. For defences against the charge of conservatism based on the possibility of cultural exchange, see Sreenivasan (1998) and Moody-Adams (1999). 

[10] A comprehensive doctrine, as defined by Rawls, includes:

 Conceptions of what is of value in human life, and ideals of personal character, as well as ideals of friendship and of familial and associational relationships, and much else that is to inform our conduct, and in the limit to our life as a whole. A conception is fully comprehensive if it covers all recognized values and virtues within one rather precisely articulated system; whereas a conception is only partially comprehensive when it comprises a number of, but by no means all, nonpolitical values and virtues and is rather loosely articulated (1993, p. 13). 

[
1] For an overview of the Appraisal framework, see White (2002, 2004), Martin and White (2005) and Hunston and Thompson (2006).

[
2] For clarity and brevity, I will use the term “ICTs” to include both technologies and ICT-mediated activities.

[
3] Brey’s account aimed primarily to describe the status of academic debates on ICTs. However, the four traditions identified by him are also applicable to non-academic or popular debates on ICTs.

 [
4] Abstract theorizing, of course, is not only practised by philosophers. For instance, psychological research on well-being also involves some theorizing. See, for example,, Tiberius (2006) for an overview of psychological research on well-being. Her discussion is particularly helpful here because she has mapped out the similarities and differences between philosophical and psychological research. However, abstract theorizing is prototypical to philosophical research on the good life. Hence, philosophical theories of the good life are good candidates to illustrate the inadequacy of abstract theorizing. While I have restricted my scope to philosophical theories, I think that my argument can readily be generalized to all abstract theories of the good life.

[
5] It is not my aim to provide an in-depth analysis of various philosophical theories of the good life or theories of well-being in this paper. For an overview of these theories, see Hurka (2006) and Crisp (2006).

[
6] This is, admittedly, an overtly simplified illustration; however, I think it suffices for illustrating the role of philosophical theories of the good life in normative analysis of ICTs and the good life.

[
7] Ethicists who use empirical data in this manner are characterized by Molewijk et al. as “prescriptive applied ethicists”. See Molewijk et al. (2004) for a useful typology for describing different relations between empirical research and normative ethics.

[
8] Jacob T. Levy made a similar point concerning theories of justice and the problems associated with multiculturalism. Briefly, he pointed out that various issues associated with multiculturalism, e.g. state symbolism, institutional design, etc., cannot be answered by a philosophical theory of justice, and have to be settled by referring to local circumstances (Levy 2007).

[
9] Of course, it is also possible to criticise such an understanding of prudential appraisals by pointing out that it is based on a false notion of “person”. For example, those who want to argue in this line could point out that people’s views of what is good and bad cannot be separated entirely from their community. Hence, people are inevitably influenced by their community’s normative standard. As a result, prudential appraisals cannot simply be idiosyncratic opinions in a radical sense. I think this objection is very plausible, but I shall not explore it here.
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