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This paper argues that technical rationality is never inherently 
calculative but is always embedded in self-interpretive practices with 
various goods, such that technical decisions are more authentically 
understood as hermeneutic interpretations of practical predicaments.  

The critical role of technology ethics, it seems to me, is to unpack and 
account for the full ethical content of the decisions faced by the 
designer and engineer, rather than instrumentalize such decisions.  
Such an account would restore the sense of ethical agency that the 
notion of technology as applied science espoused by engineering 
educators conceals from engineers.  

General Thesis



• Emerged in reaction to the outsized role of authority, reputable texts and 
respected people, in all areas of reasoning

• The ambition of the early mathematicians of probability was to uncover and 
formalize the unconscious intuitions of reasonable men in order to make it 
accessible to those who depend upon the authority of reputable opinion for 
practical decisions. 

Classical Probability (1660-1840)



• Whereas the first era of classical probability sought to inform judgments with 
models of formalized good sense, what is definitive of present-day statistics is 
the rejection of judgment and subjectivity itself.

• For advocates of statistics such as Quetelet, this deeper social reality, attested 
by the stability of mean values, is more real than the individuals counted.

Modern Statistics (1820-Present)



• Quetelet and Francis Galton were deeply influenced by the application of the 
Gaussian distribution, known later as the normal distribution or bell curve, to 
society, and became committed to eugenics.

• The seemingly objective reality of statistics convinced Galton that his 
mathematics of correlation and regression could explain a range of 
phenomena beyond biological inheritance.  He called for an independent, 
objective mathematical statistics that could be applied to any field.  Karl 
Pearson and R.A. Fisher, also concerned with eugenics, shared Galton’s vision 
and together developed in the early decades of the 20th century much of the 
mathematical statistics that we know today

Modern Statistics (1820-Present)



Statistics is a part of mathematics that is prior to, and thus 
superior to, any particular application.

Identity Crisis

vs.

The raison d’etre of statistics is its value to society and to 
decision making, and many subjective judgments must be 
made when using statistics to make decisions.



“Little advancement in the teaching of statistics is possible, and little hope 
for statistical methods to be useful in the frightful problems that face man 
today, until the literature and classroom be rid of terms so deadening to 
scientific enquiry as null hypothesis, population (in place of frame), true 
value, level of significance for comparison of treatments, representative 
sample.  There is no true value of any concept that is measured.  There may 
be, of course, an accepted operational definition (questionnaire, method of 
measurement) and an accepted value – accepted until it is replaced with 
one that is more acceptable to the experts in the subject matter.”

Deming Challenges Self-Interpretation of Statisticians



• Nothing less than an appeal to a competing internal good within 
statistics itself, and a concomitant reframing of statistics training, will 
change the current trajectory of AI.  

• This competing internal good is this: that statistics exists to free 
decision-makers from slavish dependence on claims to objective 
authority, whether those of reputable opinion or those of arbitrary 
thresholds of statistical significance, and to iteratively inform and 
refine their subjective model-building with formalized models of their 
domains.  

Thesis on AI Ethics



The Interpretability-Accuracy Trade-Off is False



Purpose of Explainability = Iterative Model Debugging
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