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20.1. Introduction 

Innovation is often uncritically seen as a good thing (Rogers 1976) and considered as a panacea for 

all kinds of socioeconomic challenges (Godin 2015). For institutions like the Organization for Eco

nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the European Union (EU), it is for instance 

self-evident that "most current social, economic and environmental challenges require creative solu

tions based on innovation and technological advance" (OECD 2010: 30; cf. European Commission 

2010). At the same time, the notion of innovation itself remains undefined in these policy docu

ments, while its meaning seems to be taken for granted in the scientific literature. 

This is also the case in the context of philosophy of engineering and technology, where the 

concept of innovation is relatively new. Because it is often self-evidently associated with technology 

as technological innovation, it solely appears within the context of technology (Godin 2015; Bontems 

2014). Although in recent years, the concept of innovation seems to attract particular attention with 

the emergence of the concept of 'Responsible Innovation' in the European policy context, the self

evident association with technology remains prevalent (Timmermans and Blok 2018). 

What is more, innovation is associated not only with the exploration of new technologies, but also 

with the commercial exploitation of these new technologies (Blok and Lemmens 2015; Schomberg 

and Blok 2018). This becomes for instance clear in management and economics of innovation text

books. In these textbooks, innovation is defined as "the first commercial application or production of 

a new process or product" (Freeman and Soete 1997: 1). And although the innovation management 

literature acknowledges that innovation can also take place in new services, it self-evidently associates 

innovation with a technological invention-the technology behind Facebook's or Amazon's services

which enables the company to provide new services like social media and online bookstores: 

Hence innovation embraces both a technological and a creative dimension, that we nor

mally refer to as invention, together with a commercial dimension that involves the exploi

tation of the invention to turn it from a model or prototype into something that is available 

in the market for consumers to purchase. This latter aspect is much less heroic and less 

glamorous then invention, but it is crucial. Without it an invention is little more than a 

273 

in: the routledge handbook of the philosophy of 
engineering. Diane P. Michelfelder, Neelke 

Doorn (eds). Routledge London 2020


























